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Jungle birds cried out and took wing, searching for a breakfast of

flying insects. The enormous gasgiant Y avin hung overhead, luminous
with reflected light, but Luke stared beyond it with hisimagination,
envisoning dl of the galaxy's dark and secret corners where the Second

Imperium might lie hidden.. . .

Findly Luke stood and stretched. It wastimefor hismorning exercises.
Perhaps the exertion would help him think more clearly, get his heart

beat' Ing harder, tune hisreflexes.

At the top of the pyramid, he went to the sheer edge of the enormous,
vine-covered blocks that formed the sides of the towering temple. It was
along drop to the next level, where the ziggurat widened toward its
base. Each squared-off set of blocks displayed decorative etchings and
crendlations, carved into the stone thousands of years earlier during

the building of the ancient structure” weathered by scorching attack and

passng time.

The dense jungle encroached at the rear of the temple pyramid,
embdllishing the massive stones with thick vines and overspreading

Massass tree branches.



L uke paused for amoment at the edge, took a deep breath, and closed his

eyesto center his concentration. Then he legped out into space.

Hefdt himsdf faling and rotated in midair, executing a backward
somersault that brought him into Position, feet down, justintimeto

see the cracked old stones rushing up at him. Using the Force to Sow
himself just enough for ahard landing, he rebounded and pushed off
toward the nearest vine. Allowing himsdlf abrief laugh of LIGHTSABERS
exhilaration, L uke snagged the rough jungle cregper and swung up onto
the lichen-flaked branch of aM tree. Helanded smoothly and ran
aong the branch without pausing. Next he jumped acrossin the jungle
canopy and grabbed asmall agap branch overhead, hauling himsdlf

higher, dimbing, running.

finding more Each day L uke chalenged himsdlf, difficult routinesin
order to continue honing his skills. Even during times of peace, a Jedi

Knight could never alow himself to relax and grow weak.

But these were not quiet times, and Luke Skywa ker had plenty of

chalengesto face.

Y ears ago, a student named Brakiss had been planted in Luke's academy as
an Imperid oy to learn the ways of the Jedi and twist them to evil

uses. Luke had seen through the disguise, however, and had tried
unsuccessfully to turn Brakissto the light Sde. After the dark trainee

had fled, Luke had not heard from Brakiss again-until recently, when



Jacen, Jaina, and the young Wookiee L owbacca had been kidnapped. Brakiss
had teamed up with one of the evil new Nightssters-Tamith Kai-to form a

Shadow Academy for training Dark Jedi in the service of the Empire.

Panting from hisworkout, L uke continued to climb through the trees,
gartling anest of ravenous stintarils. The rodents turned on him,
flashing bright teeth, but when he nudged their attack indinctsin a
new direction, they forgot their intended target and scattered through

the leafy branches.

He swung himsalf up and findlly reached the jungle canopy. Sunshine
burst upon him as he pushed his head above the leafy tregtops. Humid air
filled hisburning lungs, and he blinked again in the morning light. The

lushworld around h

im seemed very bright after the filtered dimness of thethick

underievels. Looking back toward the stepped pyi-amid of the Great
Templethat housed his Jedi students, L uke considered both the new group
of fighters he had brought here to help protect the New Republic and the

trainees at the Shadow Academy. . ..

In the past few months, the Shadow Academy had begun recruiting
candidates among the disadvantaged young men and women Of Coruscant,
taking these "lost ones' to serve the Second Imperium. One of these had

been the teenager named Zekk, a dark-haired, green-eyed scamp who had



been agood friend to the twins, especialy Jaina. In addition, the TIE
pilot Qorl-who had spent over two decades hiding on Y avin 4 &fter the
first Death Star was destroyed-had led araid to sted hyperdrive cores

and turbolaser batteries from an incoming New Republic supply ship.

All thisand more had led Luke Skywaker to the conclusion that the
Shadow Academy was gearing up for amgor battle against the New

Republic.
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Since the dead, of Emperor Pd patine, there had been many warlords and
leaders who had attempted to rekindle the imperia way-but Luke sensed
through the Force that this new |leader was something more evil than just

another pretender. . . .

Bright sunlight fell across Luke, warming his hands. Brilliantly colored
insectsflitted about, buzzing in the new day. He shifted againgt the
rough branches and drew a deep breath of the fresh air, catching mingled

scentsfrom the lush jungle dl around him.

The Shadow Academy was sill out there, till training Dark Jedi. Luke
hated to rush histraining of those who studied the ways of the light
Sidebut circumstances forced him to attempt to bring out powerful
defenders faster than the Shadow Academy could creste new enemies. A

fight was brewing, and they had to be prepared.



Luke grabbed aloose vine and et himsdlf drop, drop, drop until,
landing with ajarring thump against awide Massass tree branch, he set

off, running at top speed back to the academy.

The workout had awakened him fully, and now he was ready for action.

It wastimefor another gathering of students at the Jedi academy-and
Jacen Solo knew that meant his uncle, Luke Skywalker, had something

important to say.

Life at the academy was not a constant series of lectures and classes,
as he had experienced during tutoring sessions back on Coruscant. The
Jedi academy was designed primarily for independent study in aplace
where Force-sensitive individuas could delve into their minds, test

their abilities, and work at their own pace.

Each potentid Jedi Knight had arange of skills.

Jacen himsdlf had aknack for understanding animals, caling themto
him, and kno thoughts and fedingswing their Hissster Jaina, on the

other hand, had a genius for mechanica things and e ectronic circuits,

and possessed engineering intuition.

Lowbacca, their Wookiee friend, ha



d an eerie rapport with computers, which alowed him to decipher and

Program complex eectronic circuits.

Their athletic friend Tend Kawas physicaly strong and sdlf-trained,
but she usudly avoided relying on the Force as the eesiest solution to

aProblem. Tend Kadepended on her own wits and strength first.

In his quarters Jacen's exotic pets rustled in their cages dong the
gonewal. He hurried to feed them and then ran hisfingersthrough his
unruly brown curlsto remove any stray bits of moss or fodder he might
have picked up from the cages. He poked his head into histwin sister
Jaina's chambers as she, too, Prepared for the big meeting. She quickly
combed her straight brown hair and scrubbed her face clean so that her

skin looked pink and fresh.
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"Anv ideawhat Uncle Luke's going to talk about?@' she asked, drying

drips of water from her chin and nose.

"I was hoping you'd know," Jacen said.

One of the other young Jedi trainees, Raynar, emer-ed from hisroom

dressed in garishly colored i-obcs with an eye-popping display of

intense priiiiary blues, yellows, and reds. He seemed terribly



I'lustered as he brushed his hands down the fabric of 1"isrobe. let out

asigh of dismay, and ducked back int ) hisrooms.

"llet the meeting has something to do with that i i-p LIncle Lukejust

took to Coruscant,”" Jainasad.

J@licai remembered that their uncle had recently flown off in the
Shado@v Chaser-a deek ship they had appropriated from the Shadow
Academy in order to make good their e-,cape-to discuss the threat of the
Second Imp erium with Chief of State Leia Organa Solo, Luke's sister and

thetwins

mother.

"Only oneway to find out,” Jacen said. "Most of the other students

should bein the grand audience chamber already."

"Well then, what are we waiting for?" Jaina said, and took off with her

brother at abrisk clip down the corridor.

Behind them, Raynar emerged from his quarters again, looking much more
satisfied now that he had managed to find arobe that was, if anything,

even more dazzlingly bright than the first one-enough to causetension
headachesin anyone who looked too long. Raynar cinched the robe around

hiswalst with agreen and orange patterned sash, then bustled after



Jacen and Jaina.

When they stepped out of the turbolift into the grand audience chamber,
the twins looked at the restless crowd of human and aien students, some

with two arms and two legs, Otherswith many timesthat.

Some had fur, others had feathers, scales, or dick damp skin .- - but
al had atadent for the Force, the potentid-ifthey trained and studied
diligently-to eventually become members of anew order of Jedi Knights

that was growing stronger with each passing yesr.

Over the background chatter they heard a resounding Wookiee bellow, and

Jacen pointed. "There,sLowiel Heswith Tend Kadready."

They hurried down the centrd aide, passng other students and dipping
between rows of stone benchesto reach their two friends. Jainahdd
back and waited while her brother took a seat next to Tend Ka, ashe

awaysdid.

Jacen wondered if histwin sister had noticed how much he liked being
with Tend Ka, how he always chose a place beside the Y oung warrior
girl. Then heredized that Jainawould never miss anything of that

sort-but he didn't really care.

Tend Kadidn't seem to object to Jacen spending LIGHTSABERS



histime next to her. The two of them were an odd mix. Jacen alwayswore
an impish grin and enjoyed joking around. Ever since they had met, one

of hismain gods had been to make Tend Kalaugh by tdling her slly
jokes. But despite his best efforts, the strong girl with reddish-gold

hair remained serious, dmost grim, though he knew she wasintelligent,

quick to act, and profoundly loyal.

"Greetings, Jacen," Tend Kasad.

"How are you doing, Tend Ka? Hey, I've got another joke for you."

L owbacca groaned, and Jacen shot him awounded 100k.

"Thereisnotime," Tenel Kasaid, pointing toward the speaker's

platform. "Master Skywalker is about to address us.”

Indeed, Luke had come out onto the stage and his Jedi robe. Hisface
deeply serious, he stood in folded hishandsin front of him, and the

audience quickly grew quiet.

"A time of great darknessisupon us," Master Skywaker said. The

silence grew even deeper.

Jacen sat straight and looked around in darm.



"Not only doesthe Empire continueits strugglesto reclaim the gaaxy,
but thistimeit is using the Force in an unprecedented manner. Withits
Shadow Academy, the leaders of the Second Imperium are cregting their

own an-ny of dark side Force-wielders.

And we, my friends, are the only oneswho can stand againgt it." He

paused asthat news sank in.

Jacen swallowed hard.

"Though th@ Emperor has been dead for nineteen years, ill the New
Republic struggles to bring the worlds of the galaxy into an aliance.

Pd patine did not take so long to squeeze hisiron fist around star
systems-but the New Republic isadifferent kind of government. We
arent willing to use the Emperor'stactics. The Chief of State will not
send armed fleets to crush planetsinto Submission or execute
dissdents. Unfortunately, though, because we use peaceful democratic

means, we are more vulnerableto athrest like the Empire.”

Jacen felt warni indde at the mention of his mother and what shewas

doing with the New Republic.

"Indayslong past," Luke said, walking from sdeto sde on the stage
S0 that he seemed to be t@ilkitig to each one of themin turn, "a Jedi
Mastei- spent years|ooking for asingle student to teach and guide

along the path, of the Jedi." Luke's voice became graver. "Now, though,



our need istoo gresat for such caution. The Empire nearly succeeded in
obliterating the Jedi Knights of old, and we don't have the luxury of
such patience. Instead, I'm going to haveto ask you to learn alittle
fadter, to grow strong alittle sooner. | must accelerate your training,

because the New Republic needs more Jedi Knights."

From one of the front rows, where he dways sat, LIGHTSABERS

Raynar spoke up. Jacen had to blink to clear the spots of bright color
from his vision when the sandy-haired boy raised his hand. "We're ready,

Master Skywalker! Weredl willing to fight for YOU."

Luke looked intently at the boy who had interrupted him. "I'm not asking
you to fight for me, Raynar,” Luke said inacam voice. "1 need your
help to fightfor the New Republic, and against the evil ways we thought

were behind us. Not for any one person.”

The students stirred. Their minds churned with a determination they

didn't know how to direct.

Master Skywalker continued to pace. "Each of you must work individualy

to stretch your abilities.

I'll hepas! can. | want to meet with you in small groupsto plan

strategy, discussways to help each other. We must be strong, because |



believe with al my heart that we face dark times ahead.”

Down in the echoing hangar bay benegth the temple, Jacen crouched ina
cool corner, extending his mind into acrack between blocks where he
sensed arare red and green stinger lizard. He sent atendril of thought

to it, imaginary enticements of food-dismissing reptilian concerns of
danger. Jacen very much wanted to add the lizard to his collection of

unusua pets.

Lowbacca and Jainatinkered with Lowi€'s T-23 skyhopper, theflying
craft that his uncle Chewbacca had given him when heid brought the young
Wookiee to the Jedi academy. Jacen knew his sister was a bit jeal ous of
Lowiefor having hisown flying machine. In fact, that had been one of

the reasons Jaina had so badly wanted to repair the crashed TIE fighter

they'd found out in the jungle.

Tend Kastood outside the upraised horizontal door of the hangar bay.
She held aforked wooden spear that she used for target practice,
throwing it with exceptiond skill toward atiny mark on the landing

pad. The teenaged warrior could strike her target with either hand. She
stared at her goa with cool, granite-gray eyes, focused her

concentration, and then let the sharpened gtick fly.

Tend Kacould have nudged the spear with the Force, guiding it where
shewished it to go-but Jacen knew from long experience that she would

probably tackle him to the ground if he dared suggest such athing.



Tend Kahad gained her physicd skill through faithful practice and was
reluctant to use the Force in away that she considered to be cheating.

She was very proud of her ills.

In the rear of the hangar bay, the turbolift hummed. Master Luke
Skywalker emerged and looked around. Jacen gave up his designs on the
stinger lizard and stood. His knees cracked, and his ankleswere sore,

which made him redlize how long LIGHTSABERS

" 3 he had crouched moationless. "Hi, Uncle Luke," he said.

Tend Kathrew her spear onelast time, then retrieved it and turned to
meet Luke. She and the Jedi Master had shared a specia bond from the
time the two of them had spent together searching for the kidnapped

twins and Lowie and rescuing them from the Shadow Academy . . . though

Jacen sensed that Tend Kaand Uncle Luke shared other secrets aswell.

"Greetings, Master Skywalker," Tend Kasaid.

Thetinny voice of Em Teedee, the miniaturized trandator droid hanging

from aclip on Lowbacca's belt, chimed out, "Master Lowbacca, we have a

guest. If you're quite finished fussing with those controls, | believe

Master Skywalker wishes to converse with you."

Lowie grunted and raised his shaggy head, scratching the remarkable



black streak of fur that rose over one eyebrow and curved down his back.

Jainascrambled up beside him. "What isit? Oh, hi, Uncle Luke."

"I'm glad youredl here," Luke said. "l wanted to discuss your

training. Y ou four have been in closer contact with the Second Imperium
than my other students, so you know the danger better than they do. You
aso dl have extraordinarily strong Jedi potential, and | think perhaps

you're ready for agreater challenge than the others.”

"Likewhat?' Jacen asked eagerly.

"Liketaking the next step toward becoming full Jedi Knights™ Luke

sad.

Jacen's mind spun, trying to figure out what his uncle meant, but Jaina

exclamed, ™Y ou want usto build our own lightsabers, don't you?'

"Yes," Luke nodded. "I normaly wouldn't suggest thisso early,
especidly for such young students. But | think werein for abattle so

difficult that | want you to be prepared to use every weagpon at your
disposl.”

Jacen felt asurge of ddlight, followed by sudden uneasiness. Not long
ago he had desperately wanted his own lightsaber, but he had been forced

to train with one at the Shadow Academy . . . and he and hissister had



come closeto killing each other in adeceptive test. "But, Uncle Luke,

| thought you said it was too dangerousfor us.”

L uke nodded soberly. "It isdangerous. As| recdl, | once caught you
playing with my wegpon because you wanted one so much-but | think you've
learned an important lesson since then about taking lightsabers

serioudy.”

Jacen agreed. "Yeah, | don't think I'll ever again think of alightsaber

asatoy."

Luke smiled back at him. "Good. That's an important start,” he said.

"These wegpons are not playthings. A lightsaber isadangerous and

destructive instrument, a powerful blade that can strike LIGHTSABERS

A down an opponent-or afriend, if you're not careful "

"WEell be careful, Uncle Luke," Jaina assured him with an earnest nod.

Luke still seemed skepticd. "Thisisn't areward.

It'san obligation, adifficult new set of lessonsfor you. Perhapsthe

work involved in building your own lightsaber will teach you to respect

it asatool, asyou learn how the Jedi created their own personal

wegpons, each with its specia characterigtics.”



"Always wanted to know how alightsaber worked.

Can | take yours apart, Uncle Luke?' Jainaasked, her brandy-brown eyes

pleading.

Now Lukelet asmile crosshisface. "l don't think so, Jaina-but youll

learn about them soon enough.” He looked at the four young Jedi Knights.

"I want you to begin without delay.”

---------------- JAINA PAID ATTENTION to her uncle Luke's words with only
haf amind, therest of her concentration focusing on the problem of
whereto get the precious components for building her very own

lightsaber.

She and her brother, along with Lowie and Tend Ka, were in one of the
upper solariumsin the Great Temple, aroom made of polished marble
dabsinset with semiprecious stones. Bright light streamed through

tall, narrow windows that had been chiseled into the stone blocks by

ancient Massasd tribesmen.

Luke Skywalker sat nearby on adeep window ledge, uncharacteristicaly

relaxed and boyish. He enjoyed being with asmall group of trainees,



especidly hisniece and nephew and their friends, talking about things

that interested him.

"Y ou may have heard about Jedi Masters during the Clone Wars who were
ableto fashion lightsabersin only aday or two, usng whatever raw
materiaswere at hand,” Luke said. "But don't get theideathat your

wegpon isaquick little project to
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 be dapped together. 1dedly, a Jedi took many monthsto construct a
single perfect weapon that he or she would keep and use for alifetime.
Onceyou build it, the lightsaber will become your constant companion,

your tool, and aready means of defense.”

He stood up from his seat on the window ledge.

"The components are fairly smple. Every lightsaber has a standard power
source, the same type used in small blasters, evenin glowpanels. They
last along time, though, because Jedi should rarely use their

lightsabers.

"Got some of those power sourcesin my room,” Jainasaid. " Spare parts,

you know."



"One of the other crucid pieces" Luke continued, "isafocusing

crystal. The most powerful and sought-after gems are rare kaibuff
crystas. However, though lightsabers are powerful wegpons, their design
isso flexible that practicaly any kind of crystal can be used. And,

since | don't happen to have a stash of kaiburr crystas'-he

smiled"you'll have to make do with something ese, of your own

choosng."

Luke held out the handle of his own lightsaber, diding his pam over
the smooth grip, then igniting it with agtartling snap-hiss. The
brilliant yellowgreen blade drowned out even the bright sunlight in the

room.

"Thisisnot my first lightsaber." Luke drew it back and forth through

the empty air so that its hum changed frequency. "Note the color of its
blade. | lost my firgt lightsaber yearsago . . . my father's

lightsaber." He swallowed and seemed to struggle againgt adark memory
from his past. Jainaknew the story of how Luke had lost his other
lightsaber during aduel with Darth VVader on Cloud City. In that

terrible fight Luke Skywaker had lost not only hislightsaber, but his

hand aswdl.

"My first wegpon had a pale blue beam. The colors vary, according to the
frequencies of the crystals used. Darth Vader's lightsaber”-he drew a

deep breath-"my father's lightsaber was a deep scarlet.”



Jaina nodded solemnly. She remembered fighting V ader's holographic image
on the Shadow A cademy-though it had actualy been her own brother Jacen
in disguise. Her lightsaber experiences had not been pleasant on the

Imperia gtation . . . and now her feelings about the energy blades were

even more confused. Her friend Zekk had also been taken by Brakissand

the Second Imperium. Jainaknew she would have to fight to get him back.

Luke continued, "One of my students, Cilghd, a Cdlamarian like Admira
Ackbar, made her lightsaber with smooth curves and protrusions, asif
the handle had been grown from metalic coral. Insde, she used arare
ultima-pearl, one of the treasures found in the seabeds of her watery

planet.
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"My fird true failure as ateacher was another student named Gantoris.
He built hislightsaber in only afew intense days, following
indructions given to him by the evil spirit of Exar Kun. Gantoris

thought he was ready, and my mistake was not seeing what he was up to.

"Y ou, my young Jedi Knights, must be different.

| can't wait any longer to train you. Y ou must learn how to build your



lightsabers-and how to use them-in the right way. The galaxy has
changed, and you must mest the challenge. A true Jedi isforced to adapt

or be destroyed.”

Tend Kaspoke up. "Where will we find these crystals to build our

weapons, Master Skywa ker?!

she asked. "Arethey lying on the ground?"

Luke smiled. "Perhaps. Or it's possible they could be scavenged from old
equipment |eft here from when this place was a Rebel base. Or maybe you
aready have resources you haven't yet redized." He shot aquick look

at Jacen, but Jaina couldn't decipher what the glance meant.

"I'd like you to start on your lightsabersimmediately.” Luke switched
off histhrobbing weapon and looked down at its handle. "But | hope

you'l need to use your wegponsonly rardly . . . if ever.”

A few days later, Jaina sat hunched over her worktable inside her
quarters. She had strung up extraglowpanelsto dlow her sufficient
illumination to work through the night. Dozens of tools and pieces of
equipment lay on the tabletop, arranged in acareful order so that she

knew where every component, every wire and circuit might be found.

After Jaina had given each of her friends an gppropriate power sourceto

build their own lightsabers, the young Jedi Knights had split up to



search for the precious crystals and other components that would make
their new weapons function. Jaina, though, wanted to make the lightsaber
particularly hers, asymbolic extension of her unique persondity. She
would make it from scratch in away that the others would never attempt.

She amiled a her own ingenuity.

Dark smoke rose from the portable furnace she had brought in, and she

blinked to clear the chemica fumesfrom her eyes as she bent over it.

Carefully, she added the next batch of powdered eementsin the precise
mixture her datapad suggested. She drew on her Force powers, amplifying
her vision to observe the chemicalsinteracting, to watch them bond into

atight, organized lattice.

The precisdly pure crystals began to grow. . . .

She adjusted the temperature, watching intently, though the process of

crystaline growth took hours.

Shefocused her mind on shaping the facets as they emerged from the
molten mixture in the furnace, making the planestilt a appropriate
angles. The growing crystals gobbled up and stored the extra energy

pumped into the mixture by the furnace.
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A Findly, by morning, her eyes bloodshot and gritty from lack of deep,
Jaina shut down the system. Shelet the furnace cool until she could

reach in and take out her beautiful, sparkling crystds.

They were arich purplish blue, shimmering with inner energy. They hed
formed perfectly, as she had expected, guided by her own menta sKills.

She held them in her palm and smiled. Now for the next step.

Thetip of Jacen'stongue stuck out between hislips as he focused with
unaccustomed concentration on the mechanica task at hand. It had

aready taken him aweek to get thisfar.

He wanted to rush through the project, jam the components into place,
connect the power, and turn on his lightsaber-his own lightsaber-but he
took Uncle Luke's words serioudy. Thiswas aweapon he would use for
therest of hislife, the weapon of aJedi. A few weeks didn't seem so

long toinvest in cregting it.

Much asit went againgt his nature to do so, Jacen forced himself to be
meticulous and patient, knowing that he had to make sure everything fit

together just S0 in the precise configuration required.

He had the power source Jainahad given him, and it was easy to find
pieces of metal in the right shape and size to form the casing. He used

Jainastoolsto cut the piecesinto interlocking configura22 Star Wars:



Y oung Jedi Knightstions and file down the rough edges. After afew days
of doing that, he installed the power source, connecting dl the leads.

Then he added the control buttons.

Jaina could have whipped the casing together in just afew minutes, but
it took him daysto gather dl the parts. Now, even though his scavenger

hunt was over, it still seemed to take forever to assemble the thing.

Jacen would rather have been outside hunting for more specimensto add
to hismenagerie-or better yet, playing with the onesthat cheerfully
bounced about in their cages, often housed mere centimeters from other

creatures that would gladly have had them for breakfast.

He heard the crysta snake rustling initsrepaired cage, and then one

of the reptile birds began to chirrup-but Jacen steeled himsdf,

focusing on the project a hand. The lightsaber was amost finished,
amod finished! He would be thefirst to complete his, and Master Luke

would be very proud.

With the handle mostly assembled, he wrapped specia grip-textured
bindings around it so that he could hold and widld the blade with the

gentle ease of a Jedi swordsman. Now Jacen was ready to ingtall the

powerful crysta.

He went to the personal locker box where he kept hisvauable



possessions and withdrew asmall, glittering object-a Coruscagem. He

hed snared LIGHTSABERS

 the gem during amining demongtration at Lando Carissan's GemDiver
Station, and had later used it to cut himsdlf free from hislocked
quartersin the Shadow Academy. He had offered the jewel to his mother
as aspecid gift-but she had persuaded Jacen to keep the gem, tofind a

specia usefor it.

And what could be more specid than using it in his own lightsaber?

L owbacca prowled through the clutter in the former Rebel control room,

left over from when the Great Temple had been used asabasein the
struggle againgt the Empire. The soldiers had left most of their old

equipment here when they fled the small jungle moon. In the years since,
most of the machinery and computers had been gutted for of er purposes,
since Luke Skywaker's Jedi academv did not rely heavily on gadgets and
technology. Although Jaina had dready scavenged these rooms, Lowie knew

that agreat ded of equipment still remained to be picked through.

Poking his snout into shadowy corners, the Wookiee snuffled and rumbled
thoughtfully to himsdf. Helifted metal coveringsto look around,

rummaging through wires and circuit boards, taking apart flatscreen

displays.

"Master Lowbacca, | smply cannot imagine what you think you're



accomplishing,"” Em Teedee said from the clip & hiswais. "Y ou've been

prodding around here for hours, and you've found nothing.”

Lowic let out ashort growl.

"Wl redly! No, | don't believe you can sniff them out with your

nose. What an absurd notion!

How could anyone possibly sniff out acrysta?' Em Teedee's temper

seemed to be getting short and Lowie wondered if perhaps thelittle

trand ating droid's batteries were running low.

"Anyway, | doubt you'll ever locate any kind of crystd in here. I'm

sure the entire control room was thoroughly ransacked years ago."

Lowie barked acomment as he continued his search.

"Quitethe contrary,” Em Teedee said. "l am not apessmist-I'm smply

being redigtic. | don't know why Master Skywalker should expect

everyone to smplyfind appropriate crystals here or there.

What if one of you created an inferior lightsaber?

What good would that do? | daresay it'sapossihility. | redly think

you should give up the search.”



With a sudden bellow of triumph, Lowie reached into the cluttered
interior of asmall, high-resolution projection system and withdrew two
glittering components. aflat focusng lens and a spherica enhancement
jewd. Theitems had been used in the high-res display, and Lowie knew
ingtinctively that they could be applied to the same general purpose

indde hisnew lightsaber.
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N With great delight, he held them in hislong hairy fingersin front of
Em Teedeg's optical sensors. He growled with pleasure, and ahint of

SMuUgness.

Em Teedee replied with some degree of petulance, "Well, of coursel

could bewrong."

------------------ DAYBREAK FOUND TENEL Kaatop the Great Temple
limbering up in preparation for her new exercise routine. After tying

back her wavy redgold hair with afew smple braids, she stretched each
muscle dowly, ddiberately, efficiently. Her lizard-skin bodysuit was

even more abbreviated than her usua reptilian armor, S0 as not to

restrict her movement. The sparkling blue scales rippled with every

flexing of her muscles.



Standing barefoot on the ancient weathered stone of the temple, Tenet Ka
reached toward the sky, stretching first with one arm, then the other.

She felt her body begin to loosen up, asthe jungle around her blossomed
with the scents and sounds of the dawning day. A light breeze tirred

the leaves, and Tenet Katook in deep breaths, letting her mind focus on
what she needed to do. She would make her new routine asrigorous asthe

caigthenics Master Skywalker himsdf performed each morning.

She had been surprised by her reaction to the Jedi
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 teacher'singtruction for them to build their own lightsabers. Despite
her fierce pride a knowing she would soon begin earnest training for
real battles, Tenet Ka had resented the implication that she would

somehow be judged on the basis of the weapon with which she would fight.

Earlier, she had scaled the Great Temple using nothing more than her
grappling hook, her fibercord, and her own muscles. Wasn't the warrior
who wielded the wegpon much more important than the wegpon itselp she
asked hersdlf. Even holding asmple stick instead of adazzling

lightsaber, Tenet Kawas capable of defeating an enemy.

When shefdt truly timbered up, Tenef Ka hefted the meter-long wooden



saff she had carried to the top of the temple. For haf an hour she
practiced throwing the stick into the air and catching it, aternating
between her left hand and her fight, first with eyes open, then closed.
Next, she practiced twirling the wooden rod over her head and jumping

over it as she swung it beneath her feet.

Perspiration glistened on Tenet Ka's neck and forehead, and was
trickling down her spine by the time she moved on to the next challenge.
Findly, once Tend Kawas satisfied that her reflexeswere asfindy
tuned as she could wish, she grasped one end of the staff with both

hands asif it were alightsaber and began sword drills.

After an hour of that, Tenet Kawas ready for more exacting physica
activity. Taking a deep bregth, she sprinted down the steep outer stairs

of the pyramid to ground level and began her tenkilometer run for the

day.

The breeze fdlt cool againgt her face as sheran.

Glancing down at hersdlf, she assessed her lean muscular aams and long

sturdy legs, reveling in the unrestricted motion and complete contral.

She sped up, pleased to note that her muscles were more than equal to

the demands she made on them.

Y es, she decided, the warrior was what mattered, not the weapon.



After her fifth day of intengve drilling to hone her skillsas sharp as
any wegpon, Tene Kafdt ready to begin fashioning the handle of her
persond lightsaber. Still glowing with perspiration from her morning
workout, she decided to swim in the warm jungle river while she

considered her next task.

She thought of the many materids available for her lightsaber handle,
as she stripped off her exercise suit and dove with easy confidence into

the swift current.

Tend Kawas asirong svimmer, trained on both Hapes and Dathomir, at
the ingstence of both grandmothers. It was one of the few times she

could remember that her parents mothers had ever agreed on anything.

Augwynne Djo, mother of Tenenid Djo, Tend Kas mother, had taught her

to swim, saying that the LIGHTSABERS

A grongest hunters and warriors were those who could not be stopped by
amerelake or river. Taa Chume, on the other hand, matriarch of the
Roya House of Hapes and mother of Tenel Kasfather, Prince Isolder,
had taught swimming as adefense againgt nsor kidnagppers. In

fact, her grandmother had once escaped an attempt on her life by umping
from awavespeeder into alake and swvimming for shore underwater, so

that the would-be assassins assumed she had drowned.



Tend Kasurfaced from theriver, drew adeep lungful of air, and struck
out upsiream againgt the current. It was difficult swimming, but she
used the added strength she had gained in her recent lightsaber training

... which brought her back to the task at hand.

She supposed she could fashion her lightsaber handle from a piece of
metal pipe, or even carve one from hardwood, since alightsaber gave off

little heat. But somehow those did not seem right for her.

Tend Kapropdled hersdlf forward with long smooth strokes, keeping a

Steady rhythm. Left.

Right. Left. Right.

Stone would be too difficult to shape, and too heavy for her purposes.
Tend Kaneeded something that would suit the image of awarrior from
Dathomir. She pictured Augwynne Djo's proud form clad in reptile kin, a
ceremonia helm on her head, riding adomesticated rancor. The taming of
these ferocious beasts was an appropriate symbol of the courage of her
rugged people, since the huge beasts were powerful and their sharp claws

deadly.

Tend Kaallowed hersdf to sink below the surface of theriver and
changed to anew stroke, recalling that she had kept two teeth from her
grandmother's favorite rancor when it had died afew years ago. They

were not the rancor's largest teeth by far, but each was the perfect



Size and shape to be alightsaber handle. . . .

A week |ater, Tendl Kasgtudied her handiwork with judtifiable pride and
etched another deep groove into the pattern she had carved on her rancor

tooth.

Lowie, Sitting ahead of her in thetiny cockpit of the T-23 skyhopper,
turned and roared a question at her. She waited for amoment for Em
Teededstrandation. "Master Lowbacca wishesto inquire whether you
have any preference asto the volcano in which you hope to search for

crysas.”

Tend Kaglanced out at the rich green jungle canopy rushing benesath

them. ™Y ou may choose," she said.

Lowbacca gave ashort bark. "1t makes ittle difference to Master
Lowbacca," Em Teedeetold her. "He has dready assembled the components
heintendsto usefor hislightsaber. The primary congtruction on his

insrument is complete, and he has only to tuneit now."
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" Tend Kablinked in surprise, not only at the length of Em Teedee's

trandation after Lowbacca's short reply, but also at the thought that

L owbaccaand perhaps Jacen or Jainawas so far ahead of her. Well then,



shewould have to make her search quickly and assemble her lightsaber

without delay.

"The closest volcano," she said, reaching forward and pointing. "There."
Then, gruffly, because she felt foolish for having asked Lowbaccato
take her out on thiseffand, she said, "I gpologize. | would not have
troubled you with my request had | known your lightsaber was dmost

complete.”

The Wookiee growled and dismissed this with amotion of one
ginger-fuffed hand. "Master Lowbaccawishes to assure you that you have
not inconvenienced him in the dightest,” Em Teedee supplied. "It has

been many days since he enjoyed solitude and meditation out in the

jungle, and he ddightsin the opportunity to assst you in this manner.

The Wookiee snorted and gave the little trandator droid aflick with
onefinger. "Oh-that isto say," Em Teedee amended, "it was Master
Lowbacca's intention to take a break anyway, and he's pleased he could

hdp."

The young Wookiee sniffed loudly, but accepted thistrandation. He

brought the T-23 skyhopper down on a patch of hard-packed volcanic sand
between the jungle's edge and the base of asmal m volcano. After

L owbaccawoofed afew words, Em Teedee said, "When you have completed
your search, successful or not, smply return hereto the T-23. Master

Lowbaccaand | will watch for you from the treetops.”



Tend Kanodded curtly. "Understood. Thank you." Without further ado,

sheturned and hurried up the d ope toward the vol cano.

Though none of the volcanoes near the Jedi academy had erupted in quite

sometime, tendrils of white steam il curled from this one's peak.

Skirting the sharp black rocks on the perimeter, Tenel Ka soon found a

gaping lavatube leading in toward the core of the volcano, as she had

hoped.

A pungent sulfurous odor filled the warm tunndl.

Tend Kapulled the finger-sized glowrod from a pouch at her belt and

ignited it to light her way.

Black crystdline sand crunched under her feet and glittered like
thousands of fiery sparks, throwing back the light of her glowrod. As
she trudged farther in, the sandy floor became hard rock, glassy like
obsdian. Ahead of her the rocky corridor radiated an eeriered light,

and the heat grew Hifling.

Occasondly she heard arumbling, rushing roar, asif the volcano
itself were bresthing deeply initsdeep. The stony walls around her

took on a cracked, broken look. Some of the larger fissuresran from



floor to ceiling and leaked puffs of acrid white steam. But she saw no

embedded crystas.
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A The lavatube wound on and on. Losing patience, Tenel Kahad just
about decided to turn back when she rounded one last corner and
encountered awave of searing heat. She had found what she was looking

for.

"Ali)" shesdd. "Aha"

She wouldn't be able to bear the heat for long, but she had to risk it.
On the floor of the tunnel lay ahuge dab of glossy black rock that had
broken free from acrack on the tunnd wall. Ripples of scorching air

danced before her in the dimness.

Rivulets of pergpiration ran down her forehead and into her eyes,
blurring her vison. Even so, she could not mistake the chunks of spiky

crystalsthat grew on the broken dab, glittering and hazy.

The rock surrounding her was too hot to touch, so Tend Kaworked
quickly. Holding her glowrod in her teeth, she pulled asmall scrap of
lizard hide from apouch at her belt, wrapped it around a clump of the
crystals, used her grappling hook to chip away at afew of the crystals,

then pried them loose.



Tend Katucked the crystas, till wrapped in their protective lizard
hide, into her belt pouch, then headed back up the tunnel at atrot.
Holding the glowrod high above her head, sheraised her voicein aloud

ululating cry of triumph that echoed down the length of the lavatube.

Back in her quarters, Tendl Ka sat at alow wooden table with the
components of her future lightsaber spread in front 'of her. Everything

she needed for assembling her weagpon was here: SW itches, crystds, the
covering plate , apower source, afocusing lens, and the rancor-tooth

hilt.

Sheran alight fingertip over the intricate battle etchings she had
carved on theivory lightsaber handle. The markings had turned out even

better than she had hoped.

After returning from her crystal hunt, she had applied to the rancor
tooth a paste made of dampened black sand from the floor of the lava

tube.

When she polished the tooth to a soft luster, pigment from the dark sand
had stained every crevice of her carving to bring each etched lineinto
sharp relief. The decorated rancor tooth was a beautiful piece, worthy

of awarrior.



A yawn of contented weariness escaped her lips as Tend Kabegan to
piece the components together according to Master Skywalker's
directions. She frowned when she realized that the hollow insde the
rancor's tooth was not quite large enough to contain the arrangement of
crystals she had hoped for. She frowned again when she noticed on close
ingpection that each of her hazy crystals contained atiny flaw. She
suppressed another yawn and shook her head in resignation. Well, she
didn't have much choice. There hadn't been timeto examine the crystals
more carefully in the searing lavatube, and now it wastoo late to

search for more.
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" Tenel Kathought back over the past two weeks, the drillsand

exercises she had put hersdlf through.

Her reflexes were lightning-fast, her skillsand sensessharp asa
laser. She shrugged, trying to loosen the knot of weary tension that had
crept into her shoulders. Shewould have to make do. After dl, inthe

long run it was the warrior and not the weapon that determined victory.

She nodded to hersdlf as she picked up the lightsaber handle and began

placing the componentsinside.

A THE JUNGLE CLEARING was dive with thousands-no,

milliondl-of living creatures and interesting plants, strangely colorful



mushrooms and droning insects, dl of which offered great distractions

to Jacen. He had to work very hard to keep his mind from wandering. At
the moment it was far more important to pay attention to Luke Skywalker
as he set up thefirst lightsaber duding exercise for the young Jedi

Knights.

During the construction of their weapons, the trainees had sparred with
dudling droids and with each other, using sticksthe samelength asa
lightsaber blade. After completing their lightsabers, they had spent a
week Practicing with their real weapons againgt stationary targets,

accustoming themselvesto thefed of the energy blades.

Now, though, Master Skywalker had deemed them ready to move on to the

next step.

The clearing was aburned-out spot where lightning had sparked a brief
but intense forest fire. The jungle dampness and lush foliage had

quickly

AN LIGHTSABERS 37 smothered the blaze, but ahuge M tree-itstrunk
chaffed and weakened by the searing flameshad toppled over, taking with

it several smaller trees and bushes. The rest of the clearing wasa

meatted maze of pale green undergrowth-weeds and grasses and flowers

attempting to reclaim the burned and crumbly soil.



Because today's exercises would be both mental and physica, Uncle Luke
wore acomfortable flight suit, as did Jacen and Jaina. Tend Ka's
ever-present reptilian armor left her arms and legs bare, giving her

complete freedom of movement. Her long reddish-gold hair had been

plaited into intricate braids, with specia ornamentation on each one.

L owbacca wore no garment other than hisbelt, woven of strands he had
harvested from a deadly syren plant in the deep forests on Kashyyyk. Em

Teedee hung in his accustomed place at the Wookiegswais.

All of the young Jedi Knights carried something new and specid this
time, though-their own lightsabers, completed after weeks of ddlicate

construction.

While Jacen stood with hisfriends, flicking occasond glancesin the
direction of rustling leavesthat hinted at the presence of strange
creatures, Luke Skywalker took a seat on the massive falen trunk. At
last he undung the mysterious pack he had lugged dl theway from the

Great Temple.

"What'sin there, Uncle Luke?' Jacen asked, unableto restrain his
curiosity. Since he couldn't investigate the interesting insects and

plants, he needed to focus his mind on something else.

Luke gave a secretive smile and withdrew a scarlet spherethe size of a

large ball, perfectly smooth except for tiny covered openings that might



have been repul sorjets or small targeting lasers.

Luke st the bal on the danted, burned trunk; miraculoudly, it did not

roll down the dope, but remained exactly where he had placed it. He

withdrew another of the scarlet spheres, and another, and another.

"Remoted” Jainacried, guessng what they were.

"Those are remotes, aren't they, Uncle Luke? What are they for?"'

"Target practice," he said. All four remotes sat balanced on the burned

M trunk, refusing to roll, asif they could ignore gravity.

Lowbaccagrunted with surprise, and Tend Ka straightened. "We are going

to shoot at them?"

"No," Luke sad. "They're going to shoot at you."

"And we deflect the shots with our lightsabers?!

Jacen asked.

"Yes," Lukesad, "but it's not as easy asyou might think."

"I never said | thought it would be easy," Jacen muittered.



Tenel Kanodded. "A lesson to sharpen our LIGHTSABERS

" reflexes and concentration. We must react quickly to intercept each

burst from the remotes.”

"Ah, but it gets harder," Luke said. He reached into the sack again,
removed aflexible hedmet with atransparisted visor tinted adeep red,

and handed it to Tendl Ka. "Y ou'll each wear these." He withdrew another
pair of helmetsfor the twins, but the last one consisted of only ared

visor fastened with crude tie-straps. " Sorry, Lowbacca, but | couldn't

find ahemet big enough for your head.

Thiswill haveto do."

Jacen dipped the helmet over his perpetudly touded brown hair and
suddenly saw the jungle through ascarlet filter. Thethick forest held
amore primeva qudity now, asif backlit with smoldering fires. The
details were duller, darker, and Jacen wondered what the helmet and
visor were supposed to do-protect them againgt stray shots from the
remotes? He looked over at where the bright red remotes had rested on

the burned tree trunk . . . or rather where they should have been.

Jacen blinked. "Hey, they're gone!™

"Not gone," Luke said. "Jugt invisible. When you look at the remotes



through the red filters, you can't see them anymore.” Luke smiled.

"That'sthe point.

When Obi-Wan Kenohi taught me, he made mefight using ahelmet with the
blast shield down. | couldn't seeathing. Youll at least be ableto

See your surroundings. . . but not the remotes.”

Jacen wanted to ask how he was supposed to fight what he couldn't see,

but he knew what Uncle Luke would say.

"l didn't want you totaly blind," Luke continued, "because dl four of
you will betraining herein the clearing with different remotes. This
way you'll be able to see each other. | don't want anyone getting too
enthusiagtic and causing injuriesingtead of just deflecting laser

bolts"

Thisbrought asmall chuckle from Jacen and Jaina, but Master Skywalker
looked at dl of thetrainees sternly. "I wasn't kidding," hesaid. "A
lightsaber can cut through practically any substance known-and that
includes people. Remember thiswarning: lightsabers are not toys. They
are dangerous wegpons. Treat them with the utmost care and respect. |
hope that the time you each spent building your lightsaber has taught

you more about its power and itsrisks.”

L uk-- picked up a set of controls. "Now let's see how well you work with



the Force and your own energy blades.”

Heflipped aswitch, and Jacen heard a hissing, whiffing sound. But he

saw nothing until he pushed up the scarlet visor. The four remotes

drifted into the air, pinning around and scanning the vicinity.

"Theselasersare low power," Luke said, "but don't think they won't

ding if you get hit by one."

Jacen muttered to hissster, "At least hesnot LIGHTSABERS

A throwing rocks or knives at us, like a the Shadow Academy.”

"Visorsdown," Luke said. "Take your pogtions.”

The companions spread out in the clearing, tramping down the weedy

underbrush.

"Ignite your lightsabers," Luke said, then sat back. He seemed to be

enjoying himsdf.

Asone, thefour Jedi trainees held out the handles of their new weapons
and depressed the power studs. Brilliant beams sprang out in the red
dimness, bright dashesthe length of asword blade burning through the

thick crimson in front of Jacen's eyes.



Thetinted masksdrained dl other color from their lightsabers,
transforming them into glowing red rods. It reminded Jacen of Darth

Vader's wesgpon.

"Theremotesarecircling now," Luke said. "In the next thirty seconds
they'll begin to fire a random. Reach out with the Force. Fed them.
Sense the impending attack-then use your lightsaber blade to deflect it.
A lot of your training has been leading up to this. Let's see how well

you do."

Jacen tensed, holding hislightsaber ready. Much as he hated to admit

it, he drew upon some of the skills Brakiss had taught him at the Shadow
Academy. Hefdt the energy blade humming in hishand, pulsng with
power. The sharpness of ozone reached his nodtrils. He heard hisfriends
moving about, preparing for an attack that could come from any

direction.

The buzzing lightsabers muted al other sounds, just asthe red filter

drowned al other colors.

Suddenly Jacen heard a snapping shot, though he saw nothing. A loud

Wookiee yowl preceded the vibrating hum of alightsaber blade siveeping

Sgdewaysand hitting nothing. Lowie roared again.

"Dear me, Master Lowbacca, that wasn't even close," Em Teedee exclaimed.



"1 do hope you'll improve significantly with practice.”

Lowie snarled, sounding hurt, and Em Teedee responded in a somewhat
cowed fashion, "Wdll, dl right. | understand it's more difficult since
you can't see anything. . . . Even so, | should think it inadvisable to

dlow it to strikeyou again.”

Jacen'sinterest in the conversation vanished when asizzling bolt shot

out from behind and struck him squarely on the backside. He yelped with
pain. Thetiny wound burned as badly asif astinger lizard had zapped
him. He whirled, dashing with the lightsaber, but by then it wastoo

late.

From across the clearing another bolt shot out, followed by a crash of
underbrush. Through the visor he saw Tenel Kalegp to oneside. A branch
snapped in two astheinvisible laser struck it where Tend Kahad stood
only seconds before. Thewarrior girl crouched, holding her lightsaber

up, her head cocked in concentration.

Jacen reached out with his mind, trying to sense through the Force where

his remote would shoot
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" next. He heard two more laser blasts and then a spang as Jaina

successfully deflected one of the bolts. Jacen focused on the pain at



the spot where he had been struck by thelaser, using it to intensify

his determination. He didn't want to be stung again.

Another laser beam shot out. He swiped the lightsaber at it, barely
missing-though his motion was enough to shift him out of its path so
that the beam sizzled past. He fdt the warmth of its passage, but could

not seeit.

"That was close" he said, then ingtinctively swung to strike again as

the remote fired once more.

Jainaparried aflurry of bolts as her remote attacked mercilessly,

firing five timesin rgpid succession. One of her bolts ricocheted off

the glowing edge of her lightsaber directly toward Jacen. He responded
without conscious thought, flowing with it, somehow using the Force and
knowing what to do as he shifted his own blade sdeways just enough to
catch the diverted bolt. The deflected blast bounced up into the trees,

whereit fried afistful of leaves.

in asingle follow-through motion, Jacen spun, reaching up with the
lightsaber blade to ward off a second balt fired from the other remote

hovering in front of them.

L owbacca bellowed with triumph as he, too, got the hang of defending

himsdif.



Except for her heavy breething, Tend Kawas quiet, thoughtful. Through
the red filter Jacen watchedas she parried one of the lasers and leaped
upward with al her might, using her lightsaber like acleaver. A shower
of sparks erupted and a smoking hole appeared in midair. Jacen heard a

thunk as pieces of Tend Kasremote fell uselessto the junglefloor.

"All right. That's enough for now," Luke Skywalker said."

Tend Kaswitched off her wegpon and stood with her hands on her hips,
her elbows spread. Jacen flipped up hisred visor to discover hisown

remote hovering bardy a arm's length in front of hisface.

He stepped back, startled.

Tend Kasremote lay on the ground diced in two, itscircuits

flickering and sparking. Jainaand Lowie aso shut off their wegpons and
stood panting and grinning. Jacen rubbed the burning painin his

backs de and grimaced sheepishly, hoping none of the otherswould

notice.

"Excdlent, dl of you-except now it looks asif I'll need anew

remote," Luke said, amilingwryly a Tend Ka. "Y ou did very well with

the Force."

"Not only with the Force," she said, thrusting her chin upward and



squaring her shoulders. "1 also used my earsto track the remote. When |

concentrated, | could hear it even above the sound of the lightsabers.”

Luke chuckled. "Good. A Jedi should use dl available skillsand

resources.”
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A Jaina gripped the lightsaber in both hands and positioned the
brilliant, electric-violet bladein front of her. Shelooked past the
searing line of controlled fire at Lowbacca, her opponent, who stood

opposite her, alightsaber in his hairy grasp. He growled his readiness.

Jainalooked into the young Wookie€g's golden eyes, saw the dark streak
of black fur swirling up from his eyebrow and around his head. She
swallowed and tensed. Though lanky, L owbaccawas much taler than she,
and Jainaknew he was about three times as strong. But in hisfurry
expression she saw an uncertainty, agenuine discomfort that mirrored

her own.

"Do redly haveto fight Lowie, Uncle-uh, Master Skywadker?' Jaina

asked.

Luke Skywaker stood. "Y ou're not fighting him, Jaina. Y ou're fencing

with him. Test your opponent.



Gauge each other's skills. Learn to judge reactions.

Explore strategies. But be careful," Jainathought of her training at
the Shadow Academy and how she and Jacen had dueled with lightsabers,

not redlizing that they had fought each other in holographic disguise.

"Remember," Luke cautioned, "a Jedi fightsonly asalast resort. If you
areforced to draw your lightsaber, you have aready forfeited much of
your advantage. A Jedi trusts the Force and at first seeks other waysto
resolve problems. patience, logic, tolerance, attentive listening,

negotiation, persuasion, caming techniques.

"But there are timeswhen a Jedi must fight.

Knowing that the Shadow Academy is out there, | fear those times will
comeadl too often for us. And so you must learn how to wield your

lightsabers.”

He stepped back and motioned to Jacen and Tenel Ka, who waited on the
edge of the clearing, Sitting next to each other on the burned tree
trunk. ™Y ou two will be next. Jaina, don't worry about Lowie being so

much bigger and stronger than you are.

Dueling with alightsaber is primarily skill, and | think you're equally

matched in that. Y our one true disadvantage isthat hisreach ismuch



longer than yours. Unfortunately,” Luke said with asigh, *circumstances
don't dways pit us against equal opponents. Asfor you, Lowie, be

careful not to underestimate Jaina."

He dropped back to watch. "Now, show me what you can do."

"Well?' Jaina stepped forward, keeping her gaze locked with Lowi€é's.

"What are we waiting for?"

The Wookiee shifted hislightsaber, bringing its molten-bronze blade
into position. Jainamoved hers up to meet it, crossing her blade
againg his. Shefdt the pressure, the szzling of sparks, and the

discharge as the powerful beams drove against each LIGHTSABERS

A other. She saw the muscles bulging in Lowieslong arms as he strained

againg her-but Jainahed her own.

"All right, let'stry something else.” Jainawithdrew her lightsaber,

then swung it at her Wookiee friend dowly, cautiousy-and L owbacca met

it with another crackle of released energy.

Swinging to strike again, she said, "Thisisn't so bad.”

Lowie defended himsdlf. He seemed rductant to do battle.



Knowing that Lowie had endured horrifying struggles at the Shadow
Academy-and remembering again that she had been forced to fight her own
brother-Jainaredlized that Brakiss and the violeteyed Tamith Ka would

stop at nothing to bring down the New Republic. She and Lowie would both
be needed to defend against the Dark Jedi. She decided now that the best

way torid Lowie of hisreservations would be to go on the offensive.

And thistime she did not fed strangled by darkness. Today Jainafought
with full willingness, learning to be adefender of thelight Sde, a
champion of the Force. Uncle Luke had been correct in hisspeechiin

front of the Jedi trainees.

She knew in her heart that the Shadow Academy had only begun to cause

trouble, and she would have to fight to get her friend Zekk freed.

But first she had to learn how.

L owbacca responded with greater strength, a better show of his
abilities, as he parried her blows and struck back with his own. She had

to move quickly to cross blades with him again. They clashed and struck.

Sparksflew.

Lowie spun and chopped down, but she met hislightsaber with hers,

amiling, intently focused. She heard Jacen cheering from the Side.

"Excdlent, Master Lowbaccal" Em Teedee said.



"Now do be careful-you wouldn't want aflying spark to damage me.”

Jainafelt the Force flowing through her; Lowbaccawore an expression of
exhilaration on hisfurry face. He opened his mouth, showing fangsand
letting out abellow of chalenge-not mean or angry, smply an

outpouring of excitement.

Lowie grasped the handle of hislarge lightsaber with both handsand
swept Sdeways, attempting to catch Jaina by surprise-but she turned the
tables on him. Summoning aburst of energy, she astonished the Wookiee
by lesping high into the air up to the level of Lowi€'s head. His

lightsaber swept harmlesdy beneath her, and she landed lightly on the

weed-covered ground behind him, laughing and panting.

"Ohmy! That was most unexpected,” Em Teedee said. " Splendid work,

Migress Jana"

"Hey, that was greet, Jainal" her twin brother called.
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A Lowieraised hislightsaber in salute. Jainagrinned, her eyes

gleaming.



"Most impressive,” Luke said, turning to Jacen and Tend Ka. "Next,
let's see how well our spectators can do." ------------------ TENEL KA
HESITATED, rubbing her fingersaong theivory surface of the
rancor-tooth lightsaber handle. She held the deactivated weapon in front
of her, drawing deep breaths. Intent on her body, her surroundings, she
tightened her muscles and brought them to full readiness. Jungle sounds
f' tiled the clearing: the whisper of breezes ruffling leaves, the song

of insects, the flutter of birdsin the canopy.

She centered her thoughts, making sure her reflexes were primed and

ready for action. Tendl Karelied on her body and pressed it to its

limits, but she dways knew how far she could tekeit. So far, her

muscles had never let her down.

Sowly, she opened her coal, granite-gray eyes and looked at the young

man who stood in fro nt of her, ready for the next dudl.

He grinned at her. "Good against remotesisonething, Tend Ka," Jacen

said, "but good against ared opponent? That's something dse"

"Thisisafact."

Depressing a button, Jacen switched on hislight 50 LIGHTSABERS

 saber. The emerald-green blade sprang forth, snapping and glittering

with power. "Hey, I'll try not to be too hard on you."



Tend Kasfingers found the recessed power button on the rancor-tooth
handle. A shimmering gray-white blade extended like crackling electric
fog shot through with golden sparks. The lightsaber's color reminded her

of the hazy crystals she had taken from the lavatube.

"And I will try not to betoo hard on you, my friend Jacen,” she said.
Tend Katested the wegpon by turning her wrigt, flicking the blade from
sideto sde. The beam sparked and Sizzled as it encountered moisturein

theair.

"Becareful,” Master Skywaker said from his vantage point on the burned

tree trunk. "Don't get cocky. Y ou both have agreat dedl to learn.”

"Don't worry, Uncle Luke," Jacen said. "1 know it was a bad timefor me,

but | did have sometraining at the Shadow Academy." He grinned.

"Fghting Tenel Kawill be more of achallenge than battling holographic

mongters, though.”

Jainacleared her throat and spoke from where she sat, sweating and worn

out after her session with Lowbacca. " And better than fighting your own

gderindisguise?’

"That too," Jacen said.



Tend Kaflicked her lightsaber back and forth again, taking astep

closer to Jacen. She squared her shoulders, knowing that she stood

taller than her good-humored friend. The lightsaber thrummed with power
in her hand. "Arewe going to talk al day, Jacen?" she said. "Or will

you leave time for meto defeat you before the morning isover.

Jacen laughed. "Hey, we're not supposed to be enemies, Tend Ka. It's
just a practice session She nodded. "Thisisafact. Even so, we are

opponents.”

She swung her lightsaber dowly enough that he wouldn't perceiveit asa
red atack, but ingtinctively Jacen brought up his own wesgpon. Their

blades intersected with szzling force.

Jacen blinked in surprise, then drew back and struck against her

nebulous gold-shot blade, testing.

"All right then-let'sgo, Tend Kal"

She deftly sidestepped the thrust and returned with a parry of her own
as he stumbled to regain his balance. Had he been ared enemy, she
could have finished him then, but she pulled her blade aside for asplit
second, just to demongtrate that Jacen had let his guard drop-alesson a

Jedi Knight would need to learn to avoid defest.



Unexpectedly, Jacen whirled and came up with abackhanded strike that
forced her to retaliate. "1 figure we should do something about that

lack of confidence you've got, Tend Ka," Jacen said, il grinning.

"] have no such lack," shesaid, and found that LIGHTSABERS

~ perspiration had broken out on her forehead. She swung, and Jacen
caught her blow on hisblade, laughing. She noted the degree of strength

he used, the speed with which he maneuvered his wegpon.

They clashed again. Her cheerful friend, usualy so scattered and

disorganized, was giving her asurprisingly difficult workout.

"Hey, Tend Ka," Jacen said as he struck twice more, asif he aways
held conversations while fighting with alightsaber, "you know why a
wampa snow mo nster has such long arms?' He paused for just a bedt.

"Because his hands are so far away from his body!"

L owbacca groaned with miserable laughter, prompting the little droid at
hiswaist to spesk up in atinny voice. "l fail to percaive the
amusement vauein Jacen's explanation of azoologicd anomdy,” Em

Teedee said.

"Y our jokes cannot distract me, Jacen,” Tend Kasaid, swinging her

lightsaber once more. Did he redlly think he could bresk her



concentration so easily? "'l do not find them humorous.”

Jacen sighed as he met her blade with hisown. "I know. I've been trying

to get you to laugh ever since I've known you."

Tend Kawatched her opponent closdly, trying to judge from the tension
in his muscles how soon heintended to make a surprise move, in which
direction he would react, when the motion of his blade was a genuine

attack and when it was merely afeint.

"Good," Master Skywalker said from where he watched. "Fedl the Force.
The lightsaber isnot just awegpon. It is an extenson of yoursdlf

Jacen pressed Tenel Kahard, and she skipped backward a couple of paces.
It was obvious he was trying to drive her toward an outcropping of

broken boulders at the edge of the clearing. Jacen must have thought she
had forgotten about them, but Tenel Kafiled away every detail of her

surroundingsin her mind.

Just as she reached the rocks, Jacen gave away ,his plans even more
clearly with abroad grin. He pushed forward abruptly, no doubt
expecting her to trip. But Tend Kalegped lightly backward over the
boulders and landed on the other Side, her legs planted firmly ina
fighting stance. Suddenly foiled, Jacen sumbled and fdll toward her,

amogt hitting the rocks himsdf He came up sputtering in disbelief.

"Hey," he said, then smiled. "Good one!"



Tend Kastood waiting for him, her braided hair dangling about her

head, drenched with swest.

Allowing hersdf abrief moment of sdlf-indulgence, she switched the
lightsaber to her left hand to prove she could fight just aswell with
ether arm. She had practiced equally with her left and right hands,

knowing it might prove auseful skill sometime.
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" Show-off," Jacen said. After aheartbegat of hestation, he switched his
own bladeto hisleft hand and charged at her, swinging hard with the
emerald-green lightsaber. She raised her own mistywhite and gold blade,

struck at him, then struck again. Sparks flew as the blades met.

When Jacen laughed with exhilaration, she dlowed hersdf asatisfied

grin aswell. "Y ou are agood opponent, Jacen Solo," she said.

"Youbet | an," he answered.

Tend Kaknew that her skill was based on her prowess, her physica

ability. Though she had constructed a fine lightsaber, she would become



agreat warrior because of her fighting abilities, not because of the

strength of any weapon, no matter how powerful.

Jacen's lightsaber pressed againgt hers, and she took a step back. They
stood deadlocked, damming energy blade againgt impenetrable energy

blade.

Fery dectricity crackled, and the air thickened with the sharp,scent
of ozone. Tend Ka pushed with dl her strength, but Jacen countered

with equal force.

Her pam was sweaty, but her hand maintained its grip on the
rancor-tooth handle. Inside, the components of her lightsaber vibrated,
asif struggling to maintain the full energy of the bladewhile Tend Ka
pressed so furioudy againgt an equaly powerful weapon. She pushed

harder. The handlerattled.

Jacen grinned at her. "Hope you don't expect me to surrender too

esdly.”

"Perhaps you should,” she panted, and pressed harder, ignoring the
strange, unsettling sensations from her weapon. She gritted her teeth.
Her arm strained. The lightsabers whined and buzzed. Jacen shoved back

with dl hismight. Hiseyes glittered with the effort.

Over by the edge of the clearing, Master Skywalker stood watching the



tense battle, as did L owbacca and Jaina.

Tend Kanarrowed her gray eyes, not easing UP for an instant, wondering

how best she could defeat Jacen and end this match.

Suddenly,.something changed inside her lightsaher. She heard asharp

crack and then aloud hissing szzle.

Jacen pressed harder with his emerald-green blade. For the briefest
ingtant, the golden sparksthat shot through her white pulsating energy

beam flickered wildly. Her blade bluffed with Static, grew less focused.

Intent on the battle, Jacen gave afind, extrapush with dl his

grength.

It happened al at once.

The power sourcein Tend Ka'slightsaber gave a shriek of dectrical

overload-and the blade winked out like asnuffed candle. Sparks and

smoke poured from the end of the handle where an energy blade should

have glowed.

Suddenly, encountering no resistance as Jacen LIGHTSABERS

A thrust with hislast reserves of strength, the emera dgreen lightsaber



diced through the opening where Tend Kas own blade had been just a

moment before-plunging down to the only thing that stood in itsway.

Tend Kafet aline of blazing agony sweep across her arm just above

the dbow. It burned . . .

and yet below the bum shefet only asickening, horrible coldness-a

bone-deep chill like none she had ever felt before.

Somehow her lightsaber thumped on the ground with a soft thud.
Impossibly, she saw her hand clenching the carved rancor's tooth. Sparks
the size of lightning bolts flashed around the handle as her weapon

exploded in aburg of blinding light.

Bright. So very bright . ..

Tend Kafdt adizzying haze swirling up to engulf her. Everything was
30 confusing. Jacen screamed something she couldn't understand. Tend Ka

hoped intensely that she had not hurt him.

Jaina, Lowbacca, and Master Skywalker al ran toward her, shouting, but
Tend Kacouldn't find the energy to stay upright any longer. Just as
Jacen reached a hand out toward her, shefelt hersdlf falling to the

ground.

Then the pain and shock were completely swallowed up in blackness.



------------------ ON THE FRINGES of the unmapped heart of the galaxy,
the Shadow Academy found anew hiding place near the flaming shdlls of

two starsthat had been dying for the last five thousand years.

Without its cloaking device, the dark Imperid training center hung like
acirclet of thorns, washed in the blaze of solar radiation. The
whispering trails of thrown-off star gas would camouflage the Setion

from prying Rebd eyes.

Zekk stood before the broad windowports of the tallest observation
tower, staring into the dazzling maelstrom of starfire. The darkened
transparisted of the viewport filtered out the deadly radiationbut even
dimmed to afraction of itstrue power, the fury of the universe | eft

Zekk breathless.

Beside him stood Brakiss, Master of the Shadow Academy, atal and
statue-handsome Jedi. Asan Imperia spy, Brakiss had once studied at

the New Republic's Jedi academy; when Master Skywalker had tried to turn
him away from the dark side of the Force, however, Brakiss had fled back
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A pire. There he gathered a group of Dark Jedi trainees and conditioned



them to serve the gresat leader of the Second Imperium, the resurrected

Emperor Palpatine himsdif.

Brakisslifted his sereneface, drinking in the view of the double suns.

"Thisredity makestheimagein my office seem like apae glimmer by

comparison, doesn't it, Zekk?'

Zekk nodded, but found himsalf without words.

"More than five millenniaago the Denarii Nova exploded, ripping through
these stars and reducing them to cinders," Brakiss said. " The powerful
Sith sorcerer Naga Sadow caused this cataclysmic event to gain his
freedom from pursuing Republic warships. With the extravagant power of
the dark side, Naga Sadow tore these two stars apart and used giant

flareslike two dapping handsto crush the fleet behind him.”

Zekk nodded again and finally found words.

"Another example of the power of the dark side.”

Brakiss smiled proudly at him. "It isapower your friends Jacen and

Jainawould never have shown you-much less taught you."

"No," Zekk agreed. "They never would have."

For years, he had been friends with the twin children of Han Solo and



LeiaOrgana Solo. Zekk wasjust a street kid, though-a nobody, who lived
by hiswits scavenging itemsin the dangerous underievels of the

city-covered world of Coruscant.

Hishopesfor abetter life had been little more than dreams until the
Nightsster Tamith Kai snatched him and brought him to the Shadow

Academy as part of anew recruitment drive.

In an earlier attempt to gain talented candidates, Brakiss had made an
error by kidnapping the high-profile trainees Jacen, Jaina, and

Lowbacca.

When that failed, he had decided the Shadow Academy might do better with
adifferent sort of person: downtrodden young ones who wouldn't be
missed, yet had just as much potential to acquire Jedi powers-and more

to gain by swearing alegiance to the Second Imperium.

Zekk had resisted the transformation at firg, fighting to stay loya to
hisfriends. But gradualy Brakisslured him, showing Zekk how to use
the Force for one small thing, then another. Zekk discovered that he was

strong in the Force, and he learned quickly.

The experience dtered hisfedingstoward the twinsfrom friendship to
resentment. Jainaand Jacen had never thought to include himin Jedi

testing, though he felt he had as much innate talent as any of their



highbom friends. Zekk'smain regret in leaving hisold lifewasthat he
missed his companion, old Peckhum. But now he had much more of afuture.
Zekk was beginning to understand Jedi powers, and he had already done

things he'd never dreamed of.
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A Gazing at the sormy suns, Brakiss raised hisarmsto each side,
goreading hisfingers. His silvery robe flowed around him asif knit
from slken spiderwebs. He stared into the swirling flares of the

Denarii Nova. "Observe, Zekk-and learn.”

Closing hiseyes, the Master of the Shadow Academy began to move his
hands. Zekk watched through the observation port, his green eyes

widening.

The ocean of rarefied incandescent gases between the dying stars started
to swirl likearmsof fire. . . writhing, changing shape, dancingin
time with the hand motions Brakiss made. The dark teacher was

manipulating the Sarfireitsdf!

He whispered to Zekk without opening his eyes, without observing the
effect of hiswork. "The Forceisindl things" Brakisssad, "from

the smallest pebbleto thelargest star. Thisisjust aglimmer of how
Naga Sadow reached out to the stars and delivered amorta wound five

thousand years ago."



"Could you make the sun explode?" Zekk asked in awe.

Brakiss opened his eyes and looked at his young student. His smooth,
perfect forenead creased. "'l don't know," he said. "And | don't believe

| ever want to try."

Zekk remembered the way Brakiss harst enticed him to experiment with
hisinnate Jedi powers, by giving him aflarestick and showing how
smpleit wasto draw shapesin the flames with the Force. Herein the
Denarii Nova, Brakiss had done the same thing-only on ascaethe size

of agtar system.

"Could | try it?" Zekk said eagerly, leaning forward. He touched his
fingertipsto the lightfiltering viewport, looking out at the double
gar and its brilliant corona, which rippled like abarely contained

inferno.

Brakiss amiled again. "Y ou're ambitious as dways, young Zekk." He
placed afirm hand on his prize student's shoulder. "But do not be

impatient.

Thereismore you must learn, much more. Y ou've been such avoracious
leamer, surpassing my grestest expectations about how capable you are of

using the power you were born with. Y ou easily accomplish the exercises



| set for you-but there comes atime when every Jedi trainee must be
tested to thelimit." Brakissraised his eyebrows. "Tamith Kai continues
to flaunt her greatest student, Vilas, who has been training here for
more than ayear. But you are learning so much faster. | believe you

have reached that stage, Zekk."

He reached into his silvery robes and grasped something there, but
hesitated, meeting the darkhaired boy's steady gaze. "1 know you are

ready for this. Do not disappoint me."

"What isit, Master Brakiss?' Zekk asked.
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N From the folds of hisrobe Brakiss removed adark, ornate cylinder.

"The time has come for you to have your own lightsaber."

Zekk took the ancient Jedi weapon and stared at it in wonder. Even
deactivated, it felt powerful in his hand. He squeezed the grip and
swung the handle back and forth, imagining a crackling energy blade. It

felt good. Very good.

"Normadly," Brakiss said, "I would have suggested that you build your
own weapon. But it takes time and intense concentration to assemble the
components, understand the workings. And we have not the time. Through

the dark side, many things are easier, more efficient. Takethis



lightsaber asmy gift to you; widd it well in the service of the Second

Imperium.”

"May | turn on the power?' Zekk whispered, still in awe.

"Of course™

Brakiss stood back as Zekk activated the lightsaher. A scarlet beam
lanced outward, glowing like lava. "Thisisamasterful wegpon," Brakiss

said. "It has aready been attuned for use by the dark side.”

Zekk swiveed hiswrigt left and right, listening to the hum of the

powerful cutting edge.

"Infact, this lightsaber is very smilar to the one Darth VVader used,”

Brakiss pointed out.

Zekk struck out againg the air. "When can | trainwith it?" he said.

"How will | learn?"

Brakissled the young man out of the observation tower. "We have
smulaion rooms," hesaid. "A while ago, | spent sometimetraining
your friends Jacen and Jaina. Very disappointing. They did learn how to

use lightsabers, but they resisted me each step of the way.



"| expect you, on the other hand, to excel in every routine. Y ou, Zekk,
will quickly surpass anything your friends accomplished. And | know
Master Skywalker and hisfears-be istoo nervousto train his precious
younger students with their own lightsabers. He considers the energy

blades too dangerous.” Brakiss laughed. "Hisfears are misplaced.

The most truly dangerousthing isaDark Jedi wielding such aweapon.”

As Zekk accompanied histeacher down the corridor, he switched off the
lightsaber and held its sturdy handlein his grip. He looked down at the

legendary Jedi weapon and ran hisfinger over its case.

The lightsaber felt warm, ready . . . begging to be used. The afterimage

of the scarlet blade sill blazed across hisvison.

Zekk tried to blink it away, but the bright line remained. At last he

said, "Yes, | can see how such awegpon could be very dangerousindeed.”

A e e JACEN COULDN'T HELP brooding as he wandered aimlessly
through the halls of the Jedi academy, keeping to the shadowy corridors

that were least used by other students. Jainawalked beside himin

stunned silence, as she had for the past two hours. She seemed to need

her brother's company as much as he needed hers, though neither of them

knew quite what to say.

Jacen till couldn't understand why Uncle Luke hadn't dllowed anyone



elseto stay with the unconscious Tenel Kawhile the medica droid

tended her.

Neither had he alowed anyone to be present when he went to the Comm

Center to contact Tend Kasfamily and inform them of the accident.

Uncle Luke himsalf had scooped up Tend Kaslimp form and rushed her

back to the Great Temple.

Asthetwins hurried behind, Jacen had sensed the Jedi Magter drawing on
the Force to help the injured young woman maintain her strength, aswel
asto move faster and to keep from jarring her. At the same time, he had

sent a continuous stream of

soothing thoughts toward Tend Ka's unconscious mind, thoughts of peace

and heding.

Jacen had known he should try to do the same, to help hisfriend in any
way he could, but histhoughts werein such aturmail that hewas afraid
his attempts would only make things worse. Perhaps that was why Master
Skywaker hadn't let any of them stay with the warrior girl once they
returned to the Great Temple. He had assured the friends that he would

cal ingantly if Tend Kaasked for them.



Since then, the twins had roamed up and down stairways and dim passages,
both of them aone with their private thoughts. When Lowie joined them
without aword, neither asked where he had been. After al, he often

went out to the tall trees alone, to Sit and think about his home on
Kashyyyk, his parents, hisyounger sgter. . . . Now he wasready to be
with friends again. But Jacen was not surprised to note, when he glanced

down at Em Teedeg, that the little droid had been shut off.

They were dl disturbed by what had happened-no one more so than Jacen.
He replayed the scene over and over in hismind as they walked: the
szzling, popping sound of the lightsabers asthey clashed, thelook of
chdlengein Tend Kaseyes, the glowing green of hisown energy blade
passng through hers. . . . He squeezed his eyes shut in an effort to

block the rest from hismind, but that was amistake. The scene was too

vivid in hismemory. Hiseyesflew open again.
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"l can't wait any longer," he choked. "I haveto see Tend Kato make

sure she'sal right-and to apologize to her."

"WEéIl gowithyou," Jainasaid. Lowie purred his agreement.



When the three Jedi trainees reached the room where their friend had

been treated, they saw Luke Skywaker emerging, Artoo-Detoo at hisside.

"How's Tenel Ka?' Jacen asked immediately. "'ls she awvake? Can we see

her?'

Luke Skywalker hesitated, and Jacen could see the concern written on his
face. "She's il recovering fromthe. . . shock,” he said. "Sheis

awake now, but she's not quite ready to seeyou yet."

"But atimelikethisiswhen she needs her friendsmos," Jainasad.

Artoo-Detoo swiveled the top of his domed head back and forth once and

buzzed an emphatic negative.

"But | haveto see her," Jacen objected. "I need to do something for
her-tell her jokes, hold her hand. . . . Blaster bolts! Sheonly has

one hand now, and I'm the one who's responsible.”

Artoo gave alow mournful whistle, and Luke looked at his nephew in
sympathy. "l know thisishard for you," he said, "but it's even harder

for Tend Ka. | remember the thoughts that went through my head when |
lost my own hand on Cloud City, fighting with Darth Vader. | had just
learned that he was my father. It felt asif | had lost apart of

mysdlf, apart of who | was. . . and then | lost my hand, too."



"But hands can befixed," Jaina pointed out.

"They can be reattached and headled in bacta tanks."

Luke shook his head. "My hand was gone. There was nothing to regitach.”

"But your synthetic hand works just aswell asyour old one did," Jacen

sad.

"Perhagps” Luke sad, flexing hislifelike prosthetic and running the
artificid thumb adong hisfingertips, "but it was adifficult decison

to make.

| remember thinking that maybe | had just taken another step toward

becoming more like my father, like Darth VVader-partly dive, but partly
amachine. Tend Kawill haveto face the same decison hersalf. When
her lightsaber exploded, it destroyed any chance we had of reattaching

that arm.”

"Uncle Luke, | need to see her," Jacen pleaded. "I have to apologize.”

L uke squeezed his shoulder. "'l promiseto cal you the moment she's

ready to talk. Try to get somerest now."

Jacen dept fitfully, tossing and turning asimages of awounded Tend



Kahaunted his dreams.

"We are opponentv, " he heard her say.

"No. I'myourfriend, " Jacen tried to answer, but his voice was trapped

in histhroat; he could make LIGHTSABERS

no sound. He fdt again the sickening jolt as her lightsaber dissolved

beneath his and the Szzling green energy blade diced through her arm.

Thesmdl of singed flesh clawed at his nodtrils.

The sound of her exploding rancor-tooth weapon crashed againgt his
eardrums, and hisvision filled with theimage of Tend Kas cool gray

eyes, clouded with accusation.

"We are opponents. . . ." Jacen felt something push at his mind, and he
woke drenched in swest, hissingle light blanket damp and tangled around
hislegs. He wasn't quite certain what had awakened him, but he knew it
was somehow urgent. It's Tenel Ka. She needs us. The thought came
unbidden to hismind. Through his open window, from the direction of the

jungle he heard the faint ululating howl of a\Wookiee.



Jumping from his deeping pdlet, he hurriedly fastened the front of the
rumpled orange flight suit he had never quite bothered to take off when
held lain on hisbed. The distant howl came again, and Jacen could sense
that Lowie, meditating at the top of ahigh Massass tree, must be

trying to tell him something. Without bothering to put on apair of

boots, he bolted out of hisroom and called at his Sster's doorway.

"Jaina, wake up. Something'swrong." He raced on Crown the halway, not

waiting for her reply.

But something-perhaps Lowie's call-had dready wakened hissister,
because he hadn't even turned the corner before he heard Jainarunning

down the hall after him. He didn't dow, though.

Barefeet dapping againgt the cold flagstones, he rushed out the
nearest exit and down one of the Great Temple's externa stairways,
taking the torchlit sepsthree a atime. Hefdt the nudge againgt his

mind again and headed in the direction it had come from:the landing pad.

Ashe rounded the corner of the temple, with Jainahard on hishedls, he
was surprised to see Lowie coming toward them from the jungle, where
eerie night mists blanketed the ground with trand ucent white. On the

landing field, though, Jacen saw something that surprised him even more.

A smdl, deck shuttle, about hdf the sze of the Millennium Falcon,

lifted off the grassy stubble of the landing pad, blasting away wisps of



ground fog.

And there, bathed in the blue glow from the landing lights, his hair

whipping wildly in the breeze, stood Luke Skywalker.

The Jedi Magter was facing the shuttle, onearm raised asif in

farewdll, asthe three young Jedi Knights raced up to him. Jacen and

Jaina spoke at the same moment.

"Who was that?"

"What's going on”?'

Thetdl, gangly Wookiee added a questioning bark of hisown.
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A Luke Skywalker lowered hiseyesto look at his Jedi students.

"It was Tend Ka, wasn't it?" Jacen persisted, without redlly needing to

hear the answer. In the dimness, his gaze locked with his uncl€'s, and

the Jedi Master nodded.

"Her family ingsted on coming immediately to pick her up. She should be

in good hands nowdon't worry."



Jacen felt asif abantha had just stepped on his chest. He struggled

for enough breath to speak. He felt betrayed. "Sheé'sgone! You sad

you'd call uswhen Tend Kawasready to see us.”

Luke Skywalker cleared histhroat. " She wasn't ready.”

Lowie gave adespairing groan.

"But we didn't even get a chance to say goodbye,” Jainasaid.

Her unclesighed. "I know. But sheswith family now. They'll teke care

of her."

Jacen saw his sSgter shake her head in confusion.

"But how can that be true?' Her question made no senseto him, and he

looked &t her, waiting for her to explain. "What | meanis," she went

on, "why would Tend Kasfamily from Dathomir comefor her in that

shuittle?"

Jacen shrugged, fedling asif she expected him to understand. He didn't.

"What's 0 strange about it?"

he asked findlly.



"Mat was an Exprevs-class ambassadorid shuttle,” shesaid. "And it had

the markings of the Roya House of Hapes."

------------------ Three pairs of questioning eyes turned toward Luke

THE PASSENGERSQUARTERS aboard the Hapan royd shuttle Thunder Wraith
were pacious and equipped with every convenience a space traveler could

desire. The degant appointments of the cabin fdl just short of

ogtentation; the chief adornment on each wall consisted of an ornate

gilt frame surrounding amassive viewscreen.

Tenel Katook no notice of the spectacular view, however. She had seen

hyperspace before. She had no desire to see anything. Or anyone.

Or to fed anything. Numb. That was what shefelt. Mind, emotions. . .

even her arm. All numb.

The thought crossed her mind briefly that perhaps she ought to est

something. She'd had no food since before . . . since before.

No, she decided. No food. She could not work up enthusiasm for eating,

or anything else, for that matter.

Her reddish-gold braids hung in tangled disarray around her face. Though



the medica droid had done a serviceable job of washing her body and
disinfecting the wound before cauterizing it, the droid had no
programming on what to do with hair. It had kindly offered to shave
Tend Kashead for her, but she had declined. One of the twins might
have been willing to help her comb through the mess and rebraid it. But
she'd been too proud to let her friends see her in her current

condition, afraid of the disgust she might see on their faces-or worse

yet, pity.

At least that was one good thing about having been spirited away from
Yavin4inthe middle of the night, Tenel Kathought: she didn't haveto

see anyone, and so would be spared both sympathy and derision.

Asif to dispe Tend Kasonly comforting thought, Ambassador Yfra
chose that moment to appear. Her grandmother's aging henchwoman, for al
her kindly smiles and refined features, was il cut from the same

cloth asthe former queenpower-hungry and more than willing to do
whatever it took to add to her personal power. Not long ago, Y frahad
tried to vidt Yavin 4, but when her friends were kidnapped by the

Shadow Academy, Tend Kahad gone with Master Skywalker to rescue them.

Tend Kahad not been disappointed to miss the ambassador, who had

cancded the vigt. She had never trusted the woman and didiked her

indinctively.

"Areyou feding any better, my dear?' the LIGHTSABERS



A ambassador said with nauseating ingncerity. "Would you like to talk?"

"No," Tend Kasaid stubbornly. "Thank you."

Then curiosity began to tickle her numbed brain, and she asked, "Why

were you the one chosen to bring me home?"

"Actudly," Yfrasad, not meeting Tend Kaseyes, "l wasn't o much

chosenas| was. . .

convenient. | wasin anearby star system on business, you see, when

your grandmother received word of your . . . unfortunate accident.

"Now, my dear,” she continued, "well be corning out of hyperspaceina

few hours, soif therés anything | can do in the meantime-"

"Yes, thereis" Tend Kainterrupted in her usud forthright manner. |

wish to beleft done”

If the ambassador was put off by the abrupt answer, she covered it well.

"Why, of courseyou do, my dear," she said with graciousinsncerity.

"Y ou've been through such an orded.” Shelooked meaningfully at Tend

Kasam and artfully pretended to suppress a shudder of revulson. "You



must fed smply terrible.”

With that, Y frawithdrew, managing to leave Tend Kafeding even worse
than she had beforewhich might actually have been what the ambassador

wanted. The ruthless henchwoman was a skilled manipulator.

Tend Kalooked at her left arm-what remained of it, after her faulty
lightsaber had exploded. There had been no chance of salvaging thelimb

and dlowing it to hed in abactatank. She was no longer complete.

How could she be atrue warrior now? She could not even claim her wound
as the honorable result of battle. Her injury had, in fact, been caused

by her own pride. And haste. And stupidity. If only she had taken more
carein choosing her lightsaber components. If only she had been more

meticulous in assembling the weapon. . . .

Certain that her success or failure in battle would depend on her
physical sills, she had not bothered to use her best talentswhen

constructing her wespon.

Even during her Jedi training, Tenel Kahad aways proudly tried to rely
soldly on her natura &bilities, refusing to use the Force unlessthere

was no other way to accomplish her godls.

But now what had become of her fighting prowess? How could she ever

again climb abuilding using nothing but her fibercord, her grappling



hook, and her own wits? How would she climb atree? Or hunt? Or swim?
Why, she couldn't even braid her own hair! And who would respect a Jedi

with only onearm?

Lost in such grim thoughts, Tend Kadrifted into deep. The next thing

she heard was a tapping on the door to her stateroom.

"My desar, are you resting?' Ambassador YfraLIGHTSABERS

A cdled in her cultured voice. "Time to come out now. We're dmost

home. We're near Hapes."

Tend Kashook herself awake, stood, and looked at the viewscreens
around her. The Thunder Wraith was no longer traveling in hyperspace.
The stars and planets of the Hapes Cluster lay al about her, like

handfuls of rainbow gems from Gallinore scattered on rich black velvet.

"Did you hear me, my dear?" the ambassador's voice came through the door

agan. "Youre home."

"Home," Tenel Karepeated. The dread she had been feding congealed into

abdl of iceinthe pit of her somach, as she considered that this

place might indeed be her home from now on.

Immense warships, Hapan Battle Dragons, gppeared asif out of nowhereto



escort thetiny shuttle to itslanding area. When the Thunder Wraith
finally landed and Tend Kadisembarked, shelooked around with the
first trace of eagerness she had felt since the lightsaber accident,
searching for her parents. She was surprised, however, to find that her

grandmother, Taa Chume, wasthe only relative present.

The former queen, accompanied by alarge honor guard in full ceremonia
garb, stepped forward to greet her granddaughter. Tenel Kaendured an
embrace and a showy display of affection-athough her grandmother never

hugged her in private-and asked, "Why did my parents not come?”

"They were caled avay," Taa Chume answered smoothly, "on an urgent and
top-secret diplomatic . . . matter. Only | and my most trusted confidant
know their whereabouts." She motioned to one of her retainers, who

strode forward to drape aroya robe across Tenel Ka's shoulders. Its

thick, soft folds hid Tenel Ka'sarms, and she did not have the energy

to object. "But," her grandmother continued, "I assure you that your

parentswill return as quickly asthey are able.”

Four pairs of scantily clad mae servants appeared, bringing cushioned
seatsfor the princess and her grandmother. Tenel Ka sat, and only then
noticed that at |east two dozen more handsome servants had filed onto
the landing pad. She closed her eyes and sighed. She might have known.
It seemed that in her parents absence, Taa Chume had decided to
receive Tenel Kawith as much spectacle and fanfare as possible-perhaps

to prove to her aspiring-Jedi granddaughter how wonderful it wasto bea



member of theroyd family.

Tend Kawas not thrilled.

Three brawny young men, dressed only in loincloths, moved to the center
of the landing pad and began arhythmic display of their gymnastic
abilities. Other servants aong the siddlines produced stringed

ingruments and flutes and began amusica accompaniment. During their
performance, the former queen leaned toward her granddaughter and

murmured, Y ou are so fortunate.”

LIGHTSABERS

A Tend Kablinked in surprise.

Her grandmother made an al-encompassing gesture. "Everything you
see-Hapes and its sixty-three worlds-is yours to command.” Her voice
took on apersuasive tone. "Not many who fail to become Jedi Knights
have such apleasant dternative. After dl, unlike the weapons of

battle, wielding political power does not require the use of both arms.

Tend Kagrimaced, not only a her grandmother's unfair assertion that
she had failed in her Jedi training, but also because one of the
acrobats had performed a double handspring-an act she had done countless

times hersdf, and one sheld dways assumed she'd go right on doing. She



had even included flips, cartwhedls, and handspringsin her daily

exercises a the Jedi academy. The Jedi academy . . . shemissed it

aready.

When the gymnasts finished, a young man stepped forward and began to

jugglewith phenomend agility.

Tend Kagrew more uncomfortable as she watched him passfire crystds,
hoops, and blazing torches from hand to hand, tossing them high into the

air with ever-increasing speed.

Another thing | will never be ableto do, Tend Kathought, pressing her

lipsintoagrimline,

Shetried to concentrate on the juggler's face instead. The young man
was indeed beautiful, but right then Tend Kawould have traded every
servant and guard on the landing platform for just aglimpse of aface

that was friendly: Jacen, Jaina, Lowbacca, even Master Skywalker. . . .

"Y ou know," her grandmother said, leaning toward her again, asif a
thought had just occurred to her, "perhaps your injury was the Force's
way of showing you that you were never meant to be a Jedi Knight-that

your destiny has aways been to rule Hapes."

Tend Kas breath left her inarush, asif arancor had stepped on her

stomach. She wondered if perhaps, for once, her grandmother might not be



right.

N - THE ACOUSTICSIN the grand audience chamber on Yavin
could carry even awhispered word from the stage to every seet in the

hall. But today no lecturer stood at the far end of the long chamber,

and Jaina's steps were so dow and hesitant that her booted feet made no

sound. With the exception of Jacen and Lowie, who sat on stone benches

near the front, the audience chamber remained completely empty.

No, not quite empty. Images of a confident young warrior from Dathomir
filled Jaindsvison: Tend Karaisng her cup in apledge of

friendship, Tenel Kabraiding her long hair in preparation for Jedi

training exercises, Tend Kascding the outer walls of the Great

Temple, pulling hersdlf up easily hand-over-hand. Jaina could sense
through their connection in the Force that smilar thoughts troubled her

twin brother.

Just moments after Jainatook a seat near Jacen, the Jedi historian and
instructor Tionne appeared through a side door and came to stand near

thethree

trainees. Jainafelt her brother's mood brighten at the sightof the

slvery-haired Jedi woman. Tionne had taught them to look for multiple



solutionsto any problem, to find choices, fresh perspectives, new
dternatives. Asaways, Jainawas struck by the wisdom in the
mother-of -pearl eyes, wisdom gained from years of studying thetalesand

lore of ancient Jedi.

Tionne's voice was soft and melodious. "Master Skywalker has asked meto

... help you to move forward in your lightsaber training.”

Jaina shifted uncomfortably, not wanting to think about the deadly

weapon she wore clipped to a utility loop on her orange jumpsuit.

Tionne moationed to the three seated trainees.

"Please. Come up on the platform where we have more room to work."

Jacen and Lowie mounted the steps, but Jaina hung back, not sure if she
could express her reluctance. But when Tionne beckoned again, smiling at

her with kind patience, Jainafound herself moving to join the others.

With each step, her lightsaber bumped againgt her leg, agrim reminder

of itsdeadly presence. Her heart began to pound with dread, and acold
sweat broke out on her neck and forehead. Continuing with her lightsaber
training, she could see now, was going to be even more difficult than

she had expected, and Jaina could tell from the set of LIGHTSABERS

A Jacen'sjaw that her brother was a so struggling to control hisown



anxiety. He must have sensed her difficulty too, because he turned to

her with ashaky smile. "Want to hear ajoke?

Sheforced alaugh. "Why not?"

Thistook her brother by surprise, and he paused amoment to think.

"Okay, why isadroid mechanic never londy?"

Jaina shrugged, knowing tter t ian to attempt an answer.

"Because he's dways making new friends!”

Jainagiggled in spite of hersdf, grateful for therdleasein tenson.
Lowielet loose abark of laughter aswell. A dimple appearedin
Tionne's cheek, and the approving glow in her dien eyes showed that she

understood how hard this must befor dl of them.

Then, spacing the trainees two meters gpart, each facing the same
direction, Tionnetook them through a series of exercises, using only
the hilts of their lightsabers. Clearing her mind of dl dse, Jaina
echoed the ingtructor's strong, fluid movements asif shewere

performing a dance.

Apparently satisfied with their progress, Tionne ended the exercise and

cameto stand in front of Lowie. Gesturing for Jainato take a position



beside her, facing Jacen, Tionne pressed astud on the handle of her
wegpon and ashimmering silver beam sprang from it, eoruscating with

energy.

"Pleaseignite your lightsabers” she said.

Though afrown of doubt crossed Jacen's face, he soon held aglowing
emerad blade. With a snaphiss, Lowi€e's blade appeared too, blazing a

deep gold, like molten bronze. He held it a hisside.

"Oh, do be careful, Master Lowbacca," Em Teedee said from the Wookieg's

waist. "Y ou know how delicate my circuitry is."

Biting her lower lip, Jaina closed her eyes and touched a button on her
lightsaber. Her weapon whooshed to life; theflare of its

electric-violet beam and the light of the three other energy blades
penetrated even through her shut eydlids, bringing with them aflood of

vivid memories.

Violet. The color of the evil Nightvister Tamith Kai's eyes.

Silver Brakisssflowing robes. The Shadow Acad@ emy. Jacen and Jaina

dueling with each other in holographic disguise. A mistake by ether of

them could have meant death.

Bronze. Almost the reddish gold of Tene Kav hair. Tend Kas severed



am, gill holding the handle of the failed lightsaber asit exploded.

The shock on Tend Kasface as an emerad blade diced through her arm.

Emerad green. The color of Zekk's eyes, surrounded by a dark corona
Zekk, who was even now being trained on the Shadow Academy, learning to

serve the Second Imperium and using the dark Ssde LIGHTSABERS

~ of the Force. And if the Second Imperium attacked the New Republic as
planned-the New Republic that Jainaand Jacen and Luke Skywalker's other
Jedi Knights had sworn to protect-she would be forced to fight. How

could she not defend the New Republic, when her mother was its leader?

Would she have to face Zekk with alightsaber to protect her own mother?

With acry, Jainaswitched off her wegpon and dropped it to the
flagstones, backing away fromit asif it had turned into a krayt
dragon. Aningtant later al lightsabers were extinguished, and Jaina

shuddered with relief.

Tionne's pearly eyes were grave as she looked at her three young
charges. Picking up Jainas discarded lightsaber, she seated hersdlf on
the cool stone of theraised platform and said, "Please, make yourselves

comfortable. | need to tell you astory.”

Jaina, Jacen, and Lowie settled in atight hafcircle around her,



crowding close, needing the contact. Tionne sat Sraighter and held her
delicate hands before her, moving them as shewove her taelike an

invisble tapestry before their eyes.

"Thousands of years ago, in atime of great evil and great good,” Tionne
began in her rich musical voice, "there lived awoman named Nomi

Sunrider with her husband Andur, who wastraining to be a Jedi Knight.

"When Nomi and her husband traveled to take a gift of precious Adegan
crystalsto Andur's new Jedi Master, they were stopped by a group of
greedy bandits, who killed Nomi's husband and tried to stedl the

crystals. But when Nomi saw her hushand lying dead, she snatched up his
lightsaber and took a deadly revenge on his murderers. Afterward, seeing
what she had done, Nomi was o filled with revulson that she vowed

never to touch alightsaber again.

"To fulfill the dying wish of her husband, Nomi carried the crystalsto

his Jedi Master, Thon. There she stayed with her baby daughter Vimaand
began her own training to become a Jedi. She learned and grew in wisdom
and the Force, but gtill she refused to touch alightsaber, athough it

was the weapon of the Jedi.

"Eventudly, however, there came aday when she discovered that her
power with the Force alone could not protect the ones sheloved. To save
her beloved Jedi Master and to guard her daughter, Nomi once again took

up alightsaber and fought for what she knew was right.



"But by thistime Nomi understood the purpose and meaning of the
lightsaber-and from that day forward she fought with dl the power of
thelight Side of the Force. She was never eager to use her lightsaber,
but she knew it was occasiondly necessary. By learning to accept this,

she became agreat Jedi Master and agreat warrior.”
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" Asthe story ended, Jaina drew a deep refreshing breath, coming out of
the near trance she entered whenever listening to Tionnestaes. Jaina
sensed that much of the horror she had felt earlier had aready drained
away, though her muscles were as sore and weary asif she herself had

fought al of Nomi Sunrider'slightsaber battles.

Jainafelt something heavy and solid dide into her hand. She glanced

down to see the handle of her lightsaber. Tionne had dipped it to her.

"No need to turn it on for now," the Jedi ingtructor said gently,
looking directly into Jaina's brown eyes. "1 think we've come far enough

for today."

| O ----mmmmemmeenee DOCTORS WERE BORN meddlers, Tenel Ka decided with

annoyance.



Thefifth court physician in asmany hours continued explaining ina
cam, patronizing voice that, though Tend Kawas perfectly correct in
not desiring a crude droid arm, she could have no objectionto a
lifdike biomechanica prosthetic replacement. (Apparently they thought
they knew her better than she knew herself.) Tend Kafindly raised
the stump of her arm in exasperated surrender and let the doctor have
her way. The physician looked satisfied and not at all surprised that

Tend Kahad agreed. After dl, it had been the only reasonable choice.

The doctor beckoned to one of her nurses, and the man came forward to
begin taking measurements of the sump of Tenel Kasleft arm. Next, an
engineer placed dectrodes againgt her scarred skin and sent

intermittent jolts of eectricity into the flesh-to measure the nerve

conduction, she explained.

Meanwhile, the nurse placed Tend Kasright arm

NLIGHTSABERS

~ in aholographic imaging chamber. Each time the engineer administered

ajolt to Tend Kas stump, the nurse patted her shoulder comfortingly

and asked her to hold till. The man took greet pridein telling her how

the holographic image would be reversed to make a pattern that could be

used asthe mold for her new biosynthetic left arm.

Like children let loose at a sweets bazaar, phys cians buzzed around the



room snapping orders, conferring with each other, and making
preparations. Allowing the poking and prodding and the chaos of voices

to fade into the background, Tenel Ka sank into her own thoughts.

Asthe daughter of two strong ruling families, one from Hapes and one
from Dathomir, Tend Kahad long known who and what shewas. Her
philosophy of life had been as clear in her mind as her views on
lineage, loydlty, friendships, and even her own physical abilitiesand

limitations.

If one of those components changed, did everything €lse change aswell?

From childhood, Tend Kas parents had taught her to make her own
decisions based in equal part on reason, fact, and persona belief.
Therefore, she had never been oneto Sit passively while others made
choicesfor her. Yet, sincetheloss of her arm, hadn't she done just

that?

She had hardly given it athought when Ambassador Y fra appeared in the
middle of the night to whisk her away from Yavin 4 in secret. In these

last few days on Hapes, Tenel Kahad alowed her grandmother to control
her movements and communications, tell her when to deep, bring dl her
mesdls, and select appropriate clothing for her. And now Tenel Ka, who
had aways relied on her own mind and body, was dlowing hersdlf to be

fitted for abiomechanica arm.



Had shetruly changed so much?

The Force was a part of her, flowing through her just asthe blood of
her parents flowed through her veins. But this artificid annwasno

part of her.

If she accepted it, then she was dlowing the loss of her limb to change
her in ways that reached deeper than the eye could see. She didn't
object to changing-but this change was not for the better. If she
alowed hersdf to be transformed, it should bein the direction of

becoming stronger or wiser.

Tend Kasreverie was cut short by the sound of whirring servomotors.
The doctor and an engineer stood before her holding a grotesque metallic

am.

| A droid arm. It reminded Tend Kaof the unw,eldly contraption she had
heard the former TIE pilot Qorl now wore since going back to servethe

Second Imperium. Tenel Kashook her head in wordless denial.

"Now thisisonly temporary, of course,” the doctor said with the same

infuriating condescenson she had used before. " Just accustom yourself

to it while were synthesizing the biomechanicad arm.”

LIGHTSABERS



" Tenel Kadecided then and there that she had naot, in fact, changed
that much. If she needed to use the Force from now on to assist her in
small ways, then so beit. But she refused to become dependent on a

machine that masqueraded as part of hersdlf.

"No," she managed to croak when the doctor moved to attach the
mechanical arm to her severed limb. The engineer backed away uneasily,

but the doctor continued asif Tend Kahad not spoken.

"Thisisal part of the process of making you whole again,” the doctor

sad in her maddening voice, "and that is exactly what you want."

"No," Tend Karepeated, setting her jaw stubbornly. Anger seethed
insde her a the doctor's confident presumption that she knew what was

best.

The doctor shook her head and bent down, asif chiding ayoung child.

"Now, you agreed to be fitted for thisnew arm and-"

"I've changed my mind," Tend Kagritted, clamping down on her temper to

hold it in check.

The doctor's lipswere still smiling, but grim determination shonein

her eyes, indicating she would never take no for an answer-not from any



patient of hers. The woman kept up a steady stream of talk and motioned
for the engineer to help her position the droid prosthetic against the
stump of Tenel Kasarm, asif the doctor thought that by forging ahead

she could overwhelm her patient's determination with her own.

"Now, therés no disgrace in having abiomechanical arm, you know. Even

your great Jedi Master Skywalker has a progthetic hand.”

Tend Kaacknowledged inwardly that there had been no weaknessin Master
Skywalker's choice. It made him no more or less than what he was. He had
wrestled with his own decisions and made his own choices, just asshe

must make hers. The Jedi Master would not ask her to do otherwise-asthe

people who surrounded her here on Hapes seemed intent on doing.

"Y our new arm will look quite natural," the doctor went onin her
exagperating, soothing voice, "and your grandmother has spared no

expense.”

When the cold meta of the mechanical limb touched Tend Kasarm, she

lost the last vestiges of control over her anger.

"No!" Tend Kacried, unconscioudy using the Force to give the engineer

and the doctor a backward shove. The droid arm was already clampedin

place againgt her skin, however, like a protruding cancerous growth.

"l said NO! " Tenel Kaquite conscioudy used the Force to yank the



contraption free and fling it with blinding speed againgt the nearest
wall. It hit the soneswith aclang and acrunch and fell in piecesto

the cold tilefloor.
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Gasps went up from al around the room, and a dozen pairs of eyes

regarded her with shock and apprehension.

Having vented her fury, Tenel Kasvoice was now quitecam. "And |

meant no."

THE BUZZING VIBRATION of the T-23 skyhopper both soothed and unsettled

Jacen for some reason he could not define.

Up in the cockpit with Lowie, Em Teedee amplified his speaker volumeto
be heard above the whine of the engines. "Redlly, Master Lowbacca, |
don't see what the point of al thisflying about could be, without even

0 much asadegtination in mind."

At Lowi€'s soft growl, thelittle droid replied, "Therapeutic? For
what? And in any case, | should think that performing some sort of

physicd exercisewould be far more beneficid than flying amlessy



over the treetops.”

Jaina sat pensively beside Jacen in the skyhopper's cramped passenger
seqt, toying with her lightsaber. "We actudly tried that, Em Teedee,
but lately it ssemslike any exercise we do only reminds us of the

things we were trying to get our minds off of in thefirst place.”

Jacen was surprised to hear Jainaanswering the 94 LIGHTSABERS

" pesky littledroid just as Lowie had addressed it amoment

earlier-without annoyance, and asafriend.

Infact, afull day had passed since any of them had had the heart to
switch Em Teedee off. It was asif they hoped the little trandator's

chatter might fill the void that none of them wished to think abouit.

But something was missing, Jacen thought. Different. Under norma
circumstances he probably would have been crowded into the tiny cargo
well behind the passenger sest . . . and he would have happily endured
that discomfort, if it meant that Tendl Ka could have been with them,

stting where he now sat.

"Oh, dear me!" Em Teedee said in amuch subdued voice. "How terribly
insengitive my processor can be. You'vedl been thinking of Mistress

Tend Ka, haven't you? | am dreedfully sorry.”



Jacen saw Lowiereach down to give thelittle droid what looked like a
comforting pat. Now that Em Teedee had brought up the subject the
friends had been avoiding, Jacen felt Tenel Kas absence al the more

keenly.

"It'sokay, Em Teedee" Jainasaid. "Weadl missher."

Jacen sighed. "1 wish | could just talk to her.”

Jacen, Lowie, and Em Teedee voiced agreement.

Then, asthough they had discussed it and come to a unanimous decision,

Lowie turned the T-23 about and headed back to the Jedi academy.

Master Luke Skywalker looked down at his small barrel-shaped astromech
droid asthey entered the hangar bay at the base of the Great Temple.
"I'mfine, Artoo," he said, answering the droid's questioning whistle.

"| just have an important decision to make."

L uke frowned and thought back on the direct communication he had just
sent to the Fountain Palace on Hapes. He had been unable to get hold of

Prince Isolder and Teneniel Djo, Tend Kas parents.

Instead, Tala Chume, the matriarch of the Roya House, had come onscreen

and told him in no uncertain termsthat Tend Kas parentswere



traveling outside the Hapes Cluster and could not be reached, and that
the princess hersalf had dready endured enough traumabecause of her

Jedli training.

Under no circumstances would the young woman be alowed to speak with
Master Skywalker. With that, the former queen had abruptly terminated

the connection, leaving L uke with an entirely new set of concerns.

Tend Kas grandmother had never approved of the direction the girl had

chosen for her ownlife.

The harsh old woman had always wanted to mold her granddaughter into a
scheming politician of whom she could be proud-someone just like

hersdf.

What if, Luke wondered, instead of supporting LIGHTSA ER

A and comforting Tenel Kaduring thistime of turbulence, her

grandmother choseto use Tenel Kasweaknessto her own advantage?
Without Isolder and Teneniel Djo to support their daughter emotionaly,
Tend Kamight be too despondent or confused to make her own choices. It
was possible she would blindly accept any decision the matriarch might

make on her behalf.

Luke shook his head. Political consderations aside, Tend Kawould not

find the comfort she needed from her grandmother. He thought of the



close bond the four young Jedi Knights had developed from working and
training together at the academy. Tenel Kaneeded that kind of closeness
right now. She needed the unsdlfish caring that Jacen, Jaina, and Lowie

could provide.

Luke had no wish to influence Tenel Kas decision about whether or not
toreturn to Yavin ; t a would have to be her choice, and hers aone.

And certainly any competent medica droid could be trusted to tend Tendl
Kas physica wound. But she needed the warmth and support of friendsin

order to heal her emotiona wounds and cometo her own decision.

Luke smiled as he saw L owbacca maneuver the T-23 skyhopper onto its pad

in the hangar bay.

Those Jedi trainees needed to have thaeir emotiona wounds hedled as
well. He straightened and walked toward the T-23. "I think we'd better

do apreflight check on the Shadow Chaser, Artoo. Let's get ready to

fly.

Artoo warbled and beeped, asking a question.

"Yes" Luke Skywaker said. "I've made my decison.”

From the moment her uncle announced he would take them to see Tend Ka

after dl, adrendine began to rush through Jaindsveins. She made a



mad dash for her chambers, snatched afresh jumpsuit, a Jedi robe, and a
few other odds and ends, then stuffed them along with her lightsaber

into asmadl flight duffel. By the time she raced back out of her

guarters, down the echoing stone stairs and hallways, and out onto the
landing pad, where their ship waited, she no longer had any ideawhat

she had packed.

Jacen arrived ahead of her, running up the ramp of the deek Shadow

Chaser, adisordered pile of clean clothestucked under one arm, his

lightsaber under the other. Jainadidn't dow as shefollowed him up the

ramp, marveling as she dwaysdid at the powerful ship and its glossy

quantum armor. The ship had once been the finest craft created by the

Second Imperium. After Master Luke Skywalker and Tenel Kahad used it to
rescue the twins and Lowie from the Shadow Academy, the New Republic had

given the Shadow Chaser to the Jedi Master for his own use.
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~ Once Lowie had scrambled aboard with Em Teedee, hislightsaber clipped
to the webbed bdlt at hiswaist, Luke instructed Artoo-Detoo to raise

the boarding ramp, and the Shadow Chaser lifted off.

Janafdt athrill asthe Shadow Chaser's repul sorlifts boosted them
off thelanding field; sublight engineskicked in, launching them away
from the jungle moon. The last few minutes of rushed preparation were a

blur in her mind, and she looked around for something else to speed them



onther way.

Lowie rumbled a question from the navigation console, and Em Teedee
answered, "No, I'm certain Master Luke doesn't need our assistance in

plotting the most efficient route.”

Her uncle smiled down at the Wookiee. "WEell be going to lightspeed in

just afew minutes. Why don't you dl try to relax, get somerest.”

Jainatook a deep breath and watched the stars through the
viewports-like glittering gems sinking in a depthless black sea-until
each pinprick of light elongated into a starline and the Shadow Chaser

made a smooth jump into hyperspace.

The three Jedi trainees found they were too excited to rest, though.
They spent the remainder of the journey trying to distract themselves
aboard the tiny ship. Jainaand Lowie were just about to remove an
access panel to the rear thruster stabilizersto study how they worked

when Luke announced their final gpproach to Tend Kas home planet.

The three friends rushed to the cockpit. Asthey took their seats behind

the Jedi Master, Lowie squinted and scanned the star system around them.

When she saw his ginger-fuffed face register surprise, Jainalooked

around, seeing no nearby planet that could have been Dathomir.



"That'sodd," she said at last. "From the descriptions I've heard and
the star chartsI've studied, | could swear we werein the Hapes

Cluger."

Her uncle swiveled in the pilot seat and met each pair of eyesin turn.

"We arein the Hapes system,” Luke said gravely.

"Itstime| explained to you that Tendl Kaismorethan just asmple

warrior from abackward planet.”

A2 e BROAD-SHOULDERED NORY S, former leader of the Lost
Ones gang and new stormtrooper trainee, spread his white armor on the

bunk in front of him. He studied the pieces carefully, then began to

assemble the glossy outfit, donning the components one at atime-and

enjoying every minute of it.

The boots went on firgt, stiff and sturdy. Then the greaves, the shin

armor, the leg plates, body an-nor, arm plates, and finaly theflexible

but tough gloves.

Hefdt asif he had been transplanted into the body of an assassin

droid, afighting machine encased in an impenetrable shell.

Norysalowed himsdlf asatisfied smile. Thiswas much moreimpressive



than anything his gang members had ever scrounged deep in the decaying
aleys of Coruscant's underworld. He had been the toughest, meanest,
angriest young brute of al the gang members. But being a stonntrooper

was better . ..

S0 much better.

All of hisformer companionswere also soldier recruits undergoing
training. Norysfully expected to be the best among the new troops, just

as he had been toughest among the Lost Ones.

On the downside, he was no longer his own boss, free to do as he wished.
He had to follow the orders of the Second Imperium. But with armor such
asthisand the military might of those who followed their Emperor, it
wasdl worth it. Besides, if Norys proved himself vauable enough, his
rank would increase, and he'd be placed in command of more soldiers,
maybe even fly a TIE fighter. Without a doubt, he would have more power
and cause much more damage than held ever imagined when hewasjust a

gang leader.

Thingswere looking up.

The last piece of his stormtrooper outfit was the hard white helmet with

black eye goggles and mouth speskers. He dipped the helmet over his

head and locked it into place at the neck joint.



At last he stood totally encased, completely protected-no longer a
disreputable bully with agrimy outfit and stolen scragps ashisonly

POSSEssioNs.

Now he was someone to be reckoned with: a stormtrooper.

Norys marched down the corridor, taking care to clomp loudly on the deck

plates with his armored boots. They made such a satisfying sound.

He had memorized the layout of the Shadow LIGHTSABERS

A Academy station and knew exactly how to get to the private training

room where old Qorl, the former TIE pilot, had ordered him to report.
Standing outside the sealed door, he keyed in the access code-he'd felt
aprivate thrill when Qorl had given him the secret numbers-and waited

for the computer to process his entry request.

With ahisslike an angry serpent, the door did aside. Norys marched

boldly into the shielded room, and the door sedled itself behind him.

Qorl stood inside the training chamber holding awicked-looking spear in
his black-wrapped left hand. His droid replacement arm gripped the
gleaming shaft with enough force to dent the metd. The serrated head of
the spear had along central prong with two side spikes curving up like

adragon's barbed tail.



"You'relate," Qorl said. He cocked his droid arm back-and hurled the

deadly wespon at Noryswith all the strength in his robotic servomotors!

Norys stood astonished as the deadly spearpoint hurtled toward his chest
plate. He just had timeto cry "Hey!" in a panicked voice amplified by
his helmet speakers before the barbed tip impacted squarely with enough

force to smash him backward.

Norysdammed into thewadl, his helmet ringing againgt the hard metdl
bulkhead. His vision sparkled with impending unconsciousness. He
expected to see a spear sprouting from his heart and waited for his

nerves to send shouts of morta pain. He wanted to scream that Qorl, his
supposed teacher, had betrayed him, murdered himBut a split second later
his thoughts cleared enough to hear the clatter asthe spear shaft fell
harmlesdy to the floor. Helooked down at his chest in amazement and

saw only anick in the white armor where the spear had struck.

"What did you do that for?" Norys shouted.

Qorl answered in agruff but calm voice. "To teach you respect for your
stormtrooper armor, Norys," he said, "but aso to warn you not to become
overconfident. Yes, that armor is powerful enough to slop many weapons,
such asthis crude spear.” The TIE pilot nodded toward the jagged weapon

on thefloor plates.



Norys bent down to grab the spear, narrowing hiseyesinrage ashe
looked at histeacher. The old pilot had made afool out of him. Hefelt
adangerous anger boiling through hisveins. He had a good mind to take

the tfiple-pronged spear and attack the pompous old man with it.

"But don't think your armor isinvincible." Qorl reached insde his
uniform, pulled out adeadly blaster pistol, and pointed it directly at
Norys. "For ingtance, thisblaster could dice through that armor asiif

you werewearing nothing a al.”

Norys stiffened, looking into the ominous snub barrdl of the pistal. His

mind raced. What had he LIGHTSABERS

 gotten himsalf into? Why was Qorl so upset with him? He wondered
whether he could swing the spear, knock the blaster away, and strike

down the TIE pilot. That would servethe old manright. . . .

Qorl turned the blaster pistol around and extended it toward Norys, butt

end firg. "Here. Thiswill be your persond weagpon,” he said.

Norys dropped the spear to the floor and tentatively took the blaster.

The pistal felt very good in his gloved grip. Qorl nodded at him. "For

target practice," he said, then went over to the controls by the door.

Thegray light-absorbing walls of the windowless room shimmered.



Suddenly Norys found himsdf standing in adank, dim cave with fanged
g actites dripping from the walls and celling. Long spikes of
saagmitesrose like blunt knives from the floor. Unseen water trickled
somewhere, and apdlid light seemed to ooze from the pale rock itself.
Despite the room's visible transformation, Norys could detect no change

inthesmell of theair through hishelmet filters.

"Thewadlsof this chamber will absorb blaster bolts," Qorl said. "Y our
weapon has dready been st to full power. There won't be much recaoil,
but you must become accustomed to how it feelsto aim and shoot and hit

atarget. Pay attention now. Watch for them asthey attack."

"Watch for what?' Norys said, looking around from right to left. "What's

going to attack me?"

The cave seemed more sinister now. The eye goggles distorted hisvision,
and he tried to compensate. Strange creature noises burbled and hummed
from every direction. He couldn't tdll if they were insects or rodents,
but they sounded viciousto him, asif everything within this chamber

might be a predator.

Norys had hunted in the lower dleys of Corus cant, tracking giant



granite dugs, multifanged spiderroaches, mutated feral rats-and his
intuition told him thiswas smply atesting chamber on the Shadow

Academy. He didn't think there could be any redl danger. Not really.

However, this cave certainly seemed redl enough. . . .

With asqualing cry, aleathery-winged cresture dropped out of its
hiding place in the ceiling and swooped toward him. Its eyeswere huge
and ditted, and Norys could see pointy ears or antennae on top of its

head and razor claws at the ends of itsflapping wings asit swept down.

A mynock. They weren't supposed to be terrible predators-but from the
wicked fangs and claws asit swooped toward him, Norys decided thiswas

one mynock with abad attitude.

He pointed the blaster and squeezed off an energy bolt, but the beam

went wide, striking a
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A gaactite and gtartling up four more of the angry flying creatures.

The new batch of mynocks aso attacked, annoyed at him for disturbing

thair dark dumber.

Norys squeezed thefiring button again and again, adjusting hisaim as

he watched the bright bolts stresk through the dimness. The brilliant



spears of light dazzled his eyes, and he could bardly see through his

filtered goggles.

The devilish mynocks swooped and avoided the deadly beams.

Thiswasn't fair! 1t was supposed to be target practice. He should have
been able to point at a bantha's-eye or hide behind awindow while
shooting at an unsuspecting target in the streets below, as he had often

done on Coruscant.

The blaster missed again and again as mynocks swirled around him,
flapping their wings and assailing his ears with skull-splitting
screeches. Noryswondered if Qorl had intentiondly adjusted the

blaster's aimpoint to throw the beam off.

He suddenly redlized that he had been aiming wrong. It was hisown

fault. Reacting wildly to his sudden fear, he had overcompensated.

Asthefirs mynock came toward him again, claws outstretched and long
fangs ready to tear him to shreds, he took a second to aim and squeezed

off along bolt that szzled through the creature's body.

The mynock gurgled and fell to the floor, where it wasimpaled by one of

the stalagmites.



"Yesl" Norys shouted in triumph-but three new mynocks swirled around

him, attracted by his shout.

Hefired again and missed. The creatures came at him from the front,
sde, and behind. Norys turned, remembering to think, point, aim, and

shoot. He diminated another cresture.

Two more emerged from the celling, but Norys swiveled at thewaist and
forced himsdlf to concentrate. One of the two struck from behind, though
its claws skittered off Noryss white stormtrooper armor. He ignored it

as he set the second mynock firmly in hissightsand shot it.

"Gotcha" Heturned and carefully targeted the remaining cregtures, one

after another. Gradually, his shooting improved. He learned how to aim.

He had learned how to be deadly.

Findly, hisblaster pack winking from low charge, Norys stood till and

waited-but no more of the creatures emerged from theillusonary cave.

He squinted through his goggles, dert for anew attack.

Thewadlsof the cave shimmered and vanished, leaving only theflat

metd shell of thetraining chamber. He dlowed himsdlf to relax.

"Good," Qorl said.



Norysturned to seethe old TIE pilot standing next to the controls. In
the excitement of the exercise, he had forgotten entirely about the

military ingtructor.
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"That wasfun,” Noryssaid. "I'm getting good at it." He looked down at
the blaster, wondering when held be able to use it next, when held be

alowed to practice against ared target.

"You did well enough, Norys" Qorl said again, "but you must

remember-mynocks don't shoot back.”

Qorl pushed another button on the controls, and the door to the training
chamber opened. "Come, we must go to the assembly rooms. Everyone will
bethere" Theold TIE pilot waited for Norysto march ahead of him.

"Our Gresat Leader is planning to address the Shadow Academy.”

Zekk sat smothered in his private shell of selfconfidence as dozens of

Dark Jedi students gathered in the confined room where Master Brakiss

and Tamith Kai lectured them in the ways of the dark side.

Zekk wore his padded suit of dark leather armor and sat straight and



proud, shoulders squared. Hislightsaber hung comfortably at hisside.

After weeks of training, he had grown fully comfortable withiit.

It waslike apart of him, an extension of his body.

That, more than anything else, convinced him he was destined to be a
Jedi Knight. He was aloner, but he was aso the most powerful of
Brakisss students. The other trainees flashed him occasional glances.
Zekk had rapidly surpassed dl of them, even those who had been at the

Shadow Academy for months and months.

But then, Zekk had the greatest motivation. He wanted to be strong. He

wanted everything the Force could give him.

Among those gathered in the assembly hall he noticed Vilas, the

Nightsster Tamith Kai's darkhaired and brooding trainee. Vilas, who was
from Dathomir, was arrogant and smug, always looking down at him, never
letting him forget that it was he who had stunned Zekk when hed

resisted capture on Coruscant. Zekk wasn't about to forget. Hefelt a
rivary with this swarthy young man who talked too often about how he

had ridden rancors and summoned storms on Dathomir-asif Zekk was

supposed to be impressed.

The ominous Tamith Kai stood next to her prot6g6 Vilas. She and the new
Nights sters had begun training Vilas during the Shadow Academy's

condruction. They therefore consdered him thefirst of the new Dark



Jedli, stronger than the others.

For now.

Zekk crossed hisarms over hisleather-armored chest, knowing that they

were wrong. And one day, Zekk told himself, he would proveiit.

Burly Norys and the Lost Ones-new stormtrooper recruits taken under the
wing of military commander Qorl-stood at attention. The other

senior-ranking stonntroopers seemed at ease, while LIGHTSABERS

the Lost Ones appeared restless and uncomfortablein their new body

amor.

But everyone listened intently to the Greet L eader's speech.

In the center of the chamber the overwhelming and avesome image of the
Emperor Pa patinefilled the open space in the confined room. The
glowing hologram towered taller than any person present, apaterna

figure and stern watchman.

Crackling from transmission gtatic, theimage of the cowled Emperor
addressed them from his hideout somewhere in the Core Systems. Yelow
reptilian eyes under hooded brows watched the gathered students. The eye

of Palpatine was aways on them.



"Our plansfor the Second Imperium are close to completion,” the Emperor

said. "All beings are doing their part to return aNew Order to our

galaxy.

Each of you will help my Second Imperium become powerful. Each of youis
an important part of agreat machine that will crush the Rebellion and

put an end to their so-called New Republic.”

The holographic image pivoted, giving theimpression that Papatine's

gaze was sweeping across each and every person there.

"Our space fleet grows day by day, thanks to the hyperdrive cores and
turbolaser batteries stolen in arecent brilliant military ambush. That
equipment is helping us create our own battle fleet. Our shipswill at
first be smaler than the behemoths the New Republic can bring againgt
us-but we shall fight, and we shal win. Our army of Dark Jedi is nearly

complete.”

The Emperor seemed to grow larger, hisimage swelling to loom above
them. The rippling hood around Pa patine's shriveled face seemed to blow
in an unseen wind. His eyeswidened, blazing with the light of twin

whitesuns.

The Emperor's voice boomed out, raised to such avolume that Zekk

flinched. "Hear me, my Jedi Knights and stormtroopers. The Force does



not favor weaklings. We have the strength. The Forceiswith us-to

victory!"

Then the transmission ended, and the Emperor's cowled silhouette

dissolved into sparkles and static.

The entire assembly set up adeafening cheer, in which Zekk joined

wholeheartedly.

A FLANKED BY A pair of Hapan Stinger security escort
vehicles, the Shadow Chaser touched down lightly on the main landing pad
of the Fountain Palace. In the cockpit, Luke Skywaker gave asmall sigh

of relief. Letting hiseyesfdl closed for amoment, he reached deep

within himself, found the calm core of Force at his center, and then

focused outward.

Artoo-Detoo gave a short warble, and L uke opened hiseyesto find al
three young Jedi Knights aready unbuckled from their crash webbing and
scrambling toward the exit hatch, barely ableto restrain their

impatience. Jacen bounced nervoudy from onefoot to another, while
Lowieraked fingersthrough hisginger fur in an effort to smooth it

down. Jaina shrugged and looked at him. "Well, what are we waiting for,

Unde Luke?!

Chuckling, Luke released the flight interlocks, and the three Jedi



trainees tumbled down the ramp as soon asit began to extend. Taa
Chume, in the customary hdf-veil she worefor public appearances, was
aready waiting on the landing pad with aretinue of guards and
attendants. L uke was pleased to see the twins and Lowic greet the old

matriarch with courtesy and respect.

The former queen looked coldly at Luke as he began hisgreeting. "I'm

sorry, but your journey here has been acomplete waste, Jedi Master. Y ou

see, my granddaughter will not be able to speak with-" Just then Jaina

gave addighted cry, and Jacen yelled, "Hey, Tend Ka, are we ever glad

to seeyou!" Lowie bellowed aloud Wookiee greeting.

The three young visitors rushed across the landing platform to embrace

their friend, who had emerged from the sparkling paace. Snatches of the

excited conversation drifted to where Luke stood.

"Master Lowbacca wishes to compliment you on how, er, well-rested you

look."

"Thought wed never seeyou again.”

"l am glad you came.”

"Want to hear ajoke?"

Luke's attention was drawn back to Taa Chume when she spoke to her



nearest attendant. "1 didn't cdll the princess. How could she possibly-"

"| cdled to her,” Luke said smply.

Tada Chume shook her head. "Impossible. We would have picked up any

transmission from your ship.”

Luke dlowed himsdf the barest smileat her LIGHTSABERS

A mydtification. "l didn't use atrangamitter,” he said.

"| called her through the Force. Y ou may wish it weren't true, but Tendl

Kaisdready more Jedi than you know."

The matriarch raised her brows, but her eyes were unreadable. "We shdl

see, Jedi Magter. The princess may yet get over that foolish notion.”

"Doesit matter to you what your granddaughter wantsfor hersef?' Luke
asked bluntly. "1 know it mattersto her parents. When | let her leave
my protection on Y avin 4 to return to Hapes, | thought her parentswould
be herefor her. But maybe | shouldn't have sent her awvay so quickly.

Where are Teneniel Djo and your son Isolder?”

Luke saw indecision cloud the matriarch's eyes, and he sensed that she

was trying to decide whether she would be better served by the truth or



alie At lagt shesad, "Although I no longer rule the Hapes Clugter, |
gill have my sources of information. | learned that an attempt would be
made on the lives of theroya family, so | urged my son and hiswifeto
pay avist of sateto another system-to negotiate aliberadization of

our trade agreements.

The negotiations caled for aroyd touch, and so my son and hiswife
were easly persuaded. No one but mysalf and my most trusted advisor

knew when they |eft or where they went.

"Tend Ka's accident was an unexpected complication that, unfortunately,
may put her in danger, drawing assassinsto her, like piranha beetles
swarming toward the scent of blood. The princesswill be safer here with
methan at your primitive temple. Sheisno longer any of your business,

Jedi "

Luke shook hishead, unwilling to back down.

"Whether or not she remains my businesswill befor Tenel Kato decide,

when sheisready."

Jacen looked around his assigned room and shook his head in amazement.

It had been scarcely two hours since he had learned that Tend Kawasa

genuine princess, their to the entire Hapes Cludter.

He hadn't even adjusted to that idea yet. And now this.



His room was more luxurious than any in the Imperia Palace on
Coruscant. Rich, exatic scentsfilled the air, along with the sounds of
trickling water, faint music, and chirping avians. Decorative fountains
Spattered in every room, every corridor, every courtyard, striking

musica water chimes.

Thiswaswhere Tend Kahad grown up? He dtill couldn't bdieveit. Why
hadn't shetold any of her friends? Uncle Luke had known, of course,

but what possible reason could Tend Kahave had for hiding the truth
from her friendsfor so long? Jacen didn't understand that any more

than he understood her refusa to speak to him after he had injured her

with hislightsaber.

He cringed again at the thought of the hann he LIGHTSABERS

 had caused his friend. Jacen had no idea how Uncle Luke had ever
talked Tend Kas sharp-tongued grandmother into alowing the twins and
Lowieto stay on Hapesfor an entire month. He only knew théat at the
appointed time Luke would return to pick up three or-he hoped-four young

Jedi Knights.

A whole month. Hed haveto talk to Tenel Ka about the accident soon, to
clear the air. But what would he say? She wasn't the same person he had

known on the jungle moon. Not now. But then, she had never been the



person he thought she was, had she? A red Hapan princess! What could

he say to her?

"May | enter?' Thevoice sartled him out of hisreverie, and Jacen

turned to find Tend Kastanding at the door to his chambers.

"Sure. .. | mean, um, of course" he sad, blinking in surprise. "'l

was jugt thinking about Y OU."

Tenel Kanodded asif she had known this and swept into the room.
Dressed in along wine-colored gown topped by arich capein velvety
slver-gray, hair flowing fredly down her back in loose, goldenred

ripples, Tenel Kalooked like a stranger to Jacen.

He found himsdlf tongue-tied.

She stared at him for along moment, asif he too were a creasture from
some unknown world, but when she spoke it wasthe same Tend Ka. "The

room-it is acceptable?'

A thousand questions, apologies, and bits of news clamored in Jacen's

mind, waiting to be spoken. But al he could manage to say was "Hey,

it'sagreat room. Thisisan amazing place. All those fountains.”

Tend Kanodded again. "Thisisafact.”



Jacen tingled with an odd pleasure a Tend Kasold familiar phrase.
Looking into her cool gray eyes, Jacen struggled to collect himself and
harness hisracing thoughts. At last he managed to blurt out, "I'm

redly sorry | hurt you, Tend Ka It wasdl my fault.”

"| wasto blame."

"No," Jacen hurried to say, "l was being stupid. | was so busy trying to
impress you with my dueling skillsthat | didn't even notice when your

lightsaber blade tarted to fratz out!"

"Thisisnot afact,” Tend Kasad, frowning.

"My own pride caused the accident. | believed my fighting prowess could
compensate for any deficiency of my weapon. | foolishly believed that
the quality of the energy blade wasinggnificant compared with the

qudlity of thewarrior. Thiswasdso not afact.”

Jacen shook his head. "Even so, it should never have happened. | should

have-"

"Theresponsbility ismine" Tend Kabrokein, samping one foot
adamantly, her face flushed with emotion. Asif she suddenly felt too

hot, she LIGHTSABERS



A unclasped her cloak and tossed it over the back of a cushioned bench,

leaving both of her aams bare.

With astubborn lift of his chin, Jacen looked at the stump of her |eft

arm. It made him fed sick, and he wanted to turn away. Thiswasthe
first time he had redly seen her injury. "I . . . 1 won't et you take

al theblame. If I'd been letting the Force direct my movements, |

would have sensed something waswrong." He pointed to where her arm

ended so abruptly. "And that would never have happened.”

Tend Kas eyesflashed with smoky gray fireand, using her right amto
hike up her gown to acomfortable thigh level, she plopped onto the
cushioned bench. "And had | been using the Force," she argued, "1 would

aready have known my lightsaber blade was inadequate.”

"Wdll, | . .." Jacen stopped, unable to dredge up a counterargument to
convince hisinfuriatingly proud friend. "I - - ." He cast about
furioudy for something seto say and findly finished, "Um, want to

hear ajoke?"

His mouth dropped open in amazement as Tenel Kaburst into peals of
laughter. He could tdll that this was neither polite amusement nor

hysteria, but the laughter of enjoyment that sorang from the heart. It

was awonderful sound-one he had wanted to hear since thefirst day they

Met.



"But . .." Jacen shook hishead in confusion. "I didn't eventell my

joke."

"Ah,"Tend Kagasped, and tears of merriment began tostream from her

eyes. "Aha | am so glad you're here.”

Jacen shrugged as fresh waves of mirth assailed her. "I'm not objecting,

mind you. | just don't get it.

What's so funny?'

"We have often been in competition, you and |," she said. "l have missed

that. Shall we now compete for the greater share of blame?”

Jacen gave her alopsided grin. "Nah. | guessdl | redlly need isfor

you to accept my apology.”

Tend Kabegan to object but stopped hersalf. Her laughter faded and her
expression turned sober. Asif it took agreat ded of effort, she said,
"Apology accepted. | . . . forgiveyou, if that iswhat you desire.” Her

last words came out in awhisper: " Jacen, my friend.”

Rdief rushed through Jacen like amorning breeze clearing remnants of
lingering fog. He had been holding his bresth, and he nearly choked with

emotion at her reply. There were no words to express the flood of



fedingsthat welled up in him, so he sat beside Tenel Kaand put both

armsaround her.

Tend Kareturned his hug, as best she could, with both arms. Shaking,
she pressed aface wet with tears against his shoulder, and Jacen did

not think that they were tears of laughter anymore.
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N When Tend Kaand Jacen had both composed themselves, they went in
search of Jainaand Lowbacca. Then Tend Katook the companionson a
whirlwind tour of the Fountain Paace, ending a her own chambers.
Because chattering went againgt her nature, the descriptions she

provided were brief and succinct.

When they were donein her rooms, Tenel Ka showed them her favorite-and

most privateplace in the Fountain Palace, a completely enclosed terrace

garden at the center of her suite of rooms.

The three-story-high ceiling was domed, and could be adjusted to

smulate any kind of weather and any time of day or night.

The garden room was fifty meters across, its curved walls decorated with

scenes from Dathomir.

Teffaced planters held bushes and trees, cunningly arranged to look as



If they were part of the painted primitive landscapes.

At the middle of the garden, smooth stone benches surrounded atiny

artificid lake. Centered in the crystal-clear water, like aminiature

volcano emerging from aprimordid sea, stood a peaked idand with a

red waterfadl flowing down oneside.

"I come here when my heart is heavy, or whenever | missmy mother's

homeworld."

"Beautiful," Jainawhispered.

Warmed by her friend's approva, Tenel Katook

asest on one of the stone benches and gestured for the othersto join

her. "We may spesk fredy here," shesaid, "and | will answer your

guestions.”

And so the friends talked, more frankly than they had ever dared before,

until Tend Kas grandmother arrived to summon them to evening medl.

"The banquet hdl isready,” Taa Chume announced.

Tend Kasjaw took on a stubborn set. For thefirst time since her

return to Hapes, shefdt dive.



How could her grandmother interrupt now? "We would prefer to egt in
privacy,” Tend Kasaid, knowing that she was digplaying an appdling

lack of courtly manners. But she didn't care.

The matriarch gave her granddaughter asmug smile. "I've dready taken

careof that," shesaid. "l sent away al my attendants and advisorsfor

the evening."

Thiswas an old game that she and her grandmother played-who could

outmaneuver whomand Tenel Katook up the challenge. "Then it should be

no problem if we chooseto eat here."

"Oh, but the serving droids have dready gone into the banquet hal,”

the former queen objected.

"The med will be served directly on the hour.”

Tenel Kasaw Jainaglance at her chronometer.

"But that's only five minutesfrom now," Janasad, her eyes

registering surprise. "I'll need sometimeto wash up first."

LIGHTSABERS

A Lowie grunted his agreement, and Jacen said, "Hey, metoo.- | think



wed al bealot more comfortableif weweren't so formal on our first
night here." Hisgrin, aimed at Tala Chume, was charming and infectious.

"And we'red| pretty tired from our travels.”

Hashing Tenel Kaalook that said shewould not givein so easily next

time, the matriarch nodded.

"Very wdl, then. | will havethe serving droids sent in.”

TaaChumewithdrew from Tenel Ka's private sanctuary, and they al

relaxed, glad of thereprieve.

Tend Kalooked gratefully around at her friendsand then said, "Let me
show you to the refresher units before our med arrives.” She had just
stood up to lead them to the door when suddenly the polished stone shook
beneath her feet. An ear-splitting roar rent the air, dong with aheavy

blagt, throwing Tend Kato her knees.

Lowbacca ye ped with darm, and Em Teedee replied, "Dear me, yes! Master

Lowbaccawishesto inquire asto the origins of dl thisnoise and

commoation.”

"Yeah," Jacen said, "you didn't warn us you had groundquakes.”

Tenel Kalooked back to see the Wookiee scrambling to hisfeet and



helping the twins back up aswell. "That was no groundquake,” she said,

grimly launching hersdlf toward the door. "Come with me.

Tend Kas heart raced, though not with exertion, asthe four of them
pelted down the corridor toward the private dining hal. Thick smoke
billowed from the far end of the vaulted passageway. Shefdt her

somach clench.

Her dread lessened when apair of guards emerged from theroiling, sooty

clouds, supporting her grandmother. Emergency squads rushed to

extinguish thefires till blazing indde the dining hal. Tala Chume

coughed afew times and waved imperioudy for the guardsto alow her to

walk on her own.

"No one hurt," she croaked.

"It was abomb?' Tend Kaasked.

Her grandmother motioned them all back the way they had come. "Yes. In

thedining hdl," she said.

"Mugt leaveimmediatdy.”

"Weweredl supposed to bein thedining hall!"

Jaina blanched. " So that bomb-" The matriarch nodded. "-was meant for



the princessand me."

A et THE ROYAL YACHT, aHapan Water Dragon, skimmed across
the ocean waves at top peed, its repul sorjets kicking up spray. Bright
sunlight shone through its transparisted windowports, and the fresh

smdl of saltwater and rafts of seaweed filled the air.

Leaning againgt awindowport, eyes haf shut, Tend Kawatched the water
dance and sparkle. She had dways thought of Reef Fortress Idand as her
summer home, a place to enjoy the warm sun, the surf, and the ocean
breezes. But in truth, it was astronghold, a safe haven in time of

danger.

"I fed ill," Jinasad. "Mentally and physicaly.”

Tend Ka, having been lulled by the yacht's rocking movement as it sped
across the water, now straightened and blinked in surprise. "What is

wrong, Jaina?'

"Do you redize that afew minutes one way or another, and we might all
have been blown to bits by that bomb?" Jaina asked increduloudy. "Or

maybe I'm just alittle seasick from these waves."



Tend Kalooked at each of her friendsin turn.

Jainadid not look well. Her straight brown hair, dull with

perspiration, clung in damp clumpsto her palid face and neck. Lowie,
sitting beside Taa Chume as she steered the yacht with nonchaant
confidence, seemed too interested in the navigational computer to be
affected by the waves. Jacen, on the other hand, looked boyishly

enthralled by the experience.

Tend Kasaidto Jaina, "Y ou will recover.”

Tend Kas grandmother spoke from her position at the hem. Although

roya guards accompanied them, the former queen preferred to pilot the

craft hersdf. "Were amost to the fortress now. Y ou'll be safe there”

Tend Ka's eyes narrowed shrewdly as she noted her grandmother's words.

"Should you not have said we will be safe?!

"Y ou and your friendswill be safe, yes," her grandmother said

evasvely.

"Wherewill you be?' Tend Kaasked.

"Much of thetimeI'll be with you, but I'm not sure | can trust the

investigation of thisbombing to anyone ese. Until | get to the bottom

of the plot againgt us, | may have to travel back and forth between Reef



Fortress and the Fountain Palace.”

Jainalooked gartled. "And leave us on theidand done?’

"Y ou will have afull complement of guards,”
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A Taa Chume said soothingly. "And Ambassador Y frawill stay with you

whenever I'm away."

Lowbacca snuffled a question from the navigation station. "Master
L owbacca wishesto inquire whether that idand up ahead is our find

destination,”" Em Teedee e aborated.

Jacen and Jaina went to the front windowport to look out at the smear of

darkness rising from the sun-dappled water.

"Yes" Tend Kasgrandmother replied, "that is Reef Fortress.”

Tenel Kadidn't move forward to look out at the idand. She'd been there
S0 many times, she aready knew what she would see. It never changed.
She closed her eyes, picturing the rocky spiresjutting up from the

foamy waters of the ocean. She envisioned the water-level entranceto

the cave grotto, the steep one walls of the fortressitsdlf, the



crystal-clear cove where she had once loved to swim, the dizzying
heights from the parapets dong the impenetrable walls where she could
wak or run with thewind in her hair, the gently steaming thermal
springsin the cdlar that provided fresh water for bathing, cooking,

and drinking.

Tend Kasuddenly redlized that she had felt homesick after dl for this
place that held so many of her happiest memories from her childhood,

memories of carefree time spent with her parents.

The corners of her mouth turned up dightly. Opening her eyes, she moved

to stand beside Jacen. "I can't wait to show you my home."

Although the matriarch offered to salect quartersfor their guests,
Tend Kainssted on personaly choosing an appropriate room for each of

the young Jedi Knights.

L owbacca's chamber was massive, built at acorner where two of the
fortress's protective walls met. The room's gppointments were basic, its
only decorations an ornamental spear on one of theinner walsand a
threadbare tapestry on the other. But through the windows on the two

outer walls, the room had a spectacular view of the sheer drop from the
stone fortress down to the reef rocks and ocean below. Lowbacca stood by
the window casement, staring through the force-field screening with such
rapt wonderment on hisface that Tenel Kaknew she had chosen well for

him.



"Do be careful, Master Lowbacca,” Em Teedee squeaked indarm. "If |
wereto fal down there, I'm sure the damage to my circuits would be

irreparable.”

For Jaina, Tend Ka chose what she had aways known as the "gadget
room." It had belonged to Tend Ka's great-grandfather, whose hobby had
been inventing and tinkering with machines. Fully half of the chamber
wasfilled with workbenches, adjustableintensity glowpands, power

droids, eectricd imple LIGHTSABERS

N ments, and odd-looking equipment in various stages of assembly or
disassembly. Jaina stayed behind to investigate the fascinating workshop

while Tend Ka showed Jacen the specia room she had picked for him.

When they reached the arched doorway, Tenel Kafound herself assailed by
an inexplicable bout of nervousness. What if she had judged wrong for

her friend? What if Jacen found thisroom gloomy or dreary, instead of
peaceful and soothing? Oh well, shefindly decided, she might aswell

try for the whole effect.

"I would request,” she said uncertainly, “that you close your eyes.”

"Sure," Jacen said. "Need to clean it up abit?"



He squeezed his brandy-brown eyes shut.

Tenel Kaopened the door with her right hand and reached out to take his
arm with her other-only to remember that she had no left hand. Even
though Jacen could not have seen, shefelt aflush of embarrassment

creep into her cheeks as she grasped his arm with her good hand and led

him into the room.

"Uh, if it'll make you more comfortable," Jacen quipped, "I can keep my

eyes shut the whole time we're at the fortress.™

"That will not be necessary.” Tend Kashut the door behind her and
adjugted the lighting. The room was dtill dim, but that was unavoidable.

"Y ou may look now."

She heard his quick intake of breath, and men awhispered exclamation.

"Blaster boltd"

"Itis...toyour liking?' Tend Kamoved i closer to
observe Jacen's expression. Intheglow of i theviolet lighting,
hissmileflashed afluorescent i white. She noted with gresat
satisfaction the ddight that lit hisface ashe used dl of hissenses

to experience this specia room.

Tend Ka's own sense of wonder was renewed as she looked

around with Jacen, asif for thefirst time. A four-meter-high curved



aguarium lined the wals of the circular room, unbroken except for the

arched doorway through which they had entered.

Theair tasted salty and tingled pleasantly in her nogtrils.
Almog hypnatic in its effect, the bubbling and whishing of
recirculating water surrounded them. Colorful creatures of al shapes
and sizes propelled themsdlves through the seawater, lit only by
specidly regulated glowpands. Moist tropical warmth wrapped them like

ablanket, and Tend Kastifled a contented yawn.

Jacen followed suit and then chuckled. "'l don't think I'll

have any problem deeping in here" hesaid. "Thisisjust perfect.”

She felt him reach out, grope around for her hand, and then

giveit asgueeze. Tend Kasghed.

Thisroom wasindeed filled with peace.

After they had had an opportunity to refresh themselves, Tenel Katook

her friendsto one of her LIGHTSABERS

A favorite places on the rocky shore of theidand, atiny cove with
camwater in an amazing shade of living green. The four of them waded
in the sparkling warm waters, joking and splashing, able to forget for a

moment the dangers that had brought them to this place.



Jacen and Jainawore only the undergarments from their flightsuits,
which served admirably as swimming gear aswell. Tenel Kahersdf hed
changed into a brief lizard-hide exercise suit and felt morelike

hersdf than she had at any time since returning to Hapes.

"If you won't be requiring my services, Master Lowbacca," Em Teedee
said, "might | stay on shore and shut down for arest cycle? | haveno

ideawhat saltwater might do to my delicate circuitry.”

Tenel Kawatched Lowbacca grumble areply and splash out of the shdlows
to place Em Teedee high up on adry rock. After the Wookiee returned,
the four friends waded out toward deeper water, enjoying one another's

companionship, dong with thefeding of the silky water around them.

When Jacen, Jaina, and Lowie turned onto their backsto float lazily on
the surface while they conversed, Tenel Ka absently flipped over and
floated aswdll. In that instant she remembered yet again that one of

her arms was missing-but she aso redlized that, with only adight
adjustment of her posture and weight, she was ableto float quite
eadly. By experimenting, she discovered she could propel hersdf at

surprising speed, using nothing more than her strong legs.

Jacen, who had noticed her tentative attempts, swam over and favored her
with what she could only interpret asachallenging grin. Starting to

tread water, he raised his eyebrows at her. She met his gaze and began



treading water aswell-at first with little coordination, then finding

her rhythm.

When Jacen narrowed hisliquid-brown eyes and moved to asidestroke,

Tend Kadid the same.

Tenel Kamet one challenge after another with varying degrees of
success. She found that she was able to do much more than she could ever
have imagined. And even when her performance was less than Sdlar-as

when shetried to perform an underwater somersault-she enjoyed hersdlf.

When she resurfaced sputtering and coughing after one such attempt, she

noticed ameasuring look in Jacen's eyes, daring her to push hersdlf to

her limits. "Race you to the shore," he said.

Tend Kagave him asolemn warning look. "Only if you truly intend to

beat me" shesaid.

Jacen'sfacewas equaly grave ashe sad, "I'll giveit everything I've

got.”

She nodded. "Then-go!”

Tend Kadrew on al of her strength, endurance, coordination, and

ingenuity as she threw her body into the mad race for shore. Her entire



conscious LIGHTSABERS

" ness was focused on one god, and she drove forward with every bit of

determination she possessed.

Before she even understood what had happened, she was standing on the
shore being greeted by loud cheersfrom Jainaand avery
bedraggled-looking, wet L owbacca, who were aready standing on the rocky

beach.

Disoriented, Tend Katurned, looking for Jacen, and found him just
emerging from the water behind her. From the surprised expression on his
face, she knew their competition had been redl: he had not "alowed" her

towin.

Jainaran forward to hug them both just as Lowbacca, with aloud Wookiee
ydl, shook himsdlf dry, sending sprays of sdty water in every

direction.

Jacen yelped, and Jainagave asmdl shriek of surprise.

Tend Kawas glad of the diversion, however, because some of the sty
droplets glistening on her face were not seawater. ----------------- TWO
DAYSLATER, theroya matriarch Taa Chume looked sternly at her
granddaughter as Tend Kadefiantly tossed aside the embroidered robe Of

date, aswell asthe glittering and gaudy tiara



The former queen was not pleased. ™Y ou must dressin amanner befitting
your gtation, child, she said in anindignant tone. "And you might show

abit more respect for your heritage. Take your tiara

It isan heirloom, known throughout the clugter.”

She held up the delicate crown studded with beautiful, iridescent
jewes. "These are rainbow gems of Gallinore, worth enough to buy five
solar systems.” "Then buy five solar systems,” Tend Kasad. "'l haveno

usefor such wedth."

"Y ou can't avoid your duties by being impertinent. Thisisnot a

carefree vacation. Thereis till work to do. We have an important

diplomatic meeting to conduct, and you must prepare yourself."
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M| have no interest in your important meeting, Grandmother.”

Jacen, Jaina, and Lowbacca stood uncomfortably, not sure what to say as

Tend Kaargued with the matriarch.

"So long as you remain part of the Royal House of Hapes, Tend Ka, you

will continue to receive diplomatic ingtruction and learn how to become



auseful member of our bloodline," her grandmother snapped.

Tenel Kaglared back, her one hand clenched into afigt. "What makesyou
think 1 wish to stay here as part of the Royal House? | andlill in

training asaJedi Knight."

The matriarch laughed. " Spare me your fantasies, child, and face
redlity. The Mairan ambassador is on hisway to us underwater right now,
and we must go meet him at the shore. Put on your robe. | promised him

that you would be the oneto greet him."

"You didn't ask me," Tend Kasaid.

"There was no reason to,” the matriarch answered. "Y ou couldn't possibly

have other plans, so | just told you."

"I have no need for diplomatic training. | am afighter, not a
politician,” Tend Kasaid, indicating with asweeping gesture the
reptile-skin armor she had changed into to emphasize that her preferred

heritage was from Dathomir.

"Hey,um, Tend Ka?' Jacen said uncertainly, clearinghisthroat. "Uh, |
mean, you've got to make up yourown mind and everything . . . but
remember what Master Skywalker says? Jedi ought to be opento dl
learning, to draw strength from knowledge -wherever they might find it?

Seemsto methat even though you're agood fighter, you might someday



find ausefor the skills your grandmother wantsto teach you."

"I disagree with her politics” Tend Kasaid.

Jacen shrugged. "Nobody said you had to do everything the way she wants

youto."

The matriarch scowled at the insolent young Jedi boy, and that made up

Tend Kasmind. "Very wdl.

| will doit,” shesaid, "but | will doit my way. Thisisafact.”

"Oh, excdlent!" Em Teedee said from Lowbaccaswaist. "Might | take
this opportunity to remind you, Mistress Tenel Ka, that agoodly portion

of my programming was adapted from protocol droid subroutines? If | can
be of any assstancein your politica efforts, | gladly offer my

Fvices"

The old matriarch looked horrified.

Tend Kasmiled inwardly. "Thank you, Em Teedee. | accept your offer.

Lowbacca, | would like you at my sidewhen | meet the Mairan

ambassador."

Tenel Kapicked up the robe and with her one hand attempted to fling it



about her shoulders, but LIGHTSABERS

A theleft Sde did off, leaving the sstump of her arm bare. When the
matriarch moved to help her, Tend Kapulled away and quickly reached

over to tug the garment into place.

"It isgood to be an independent thinker, my granddaughter,” the

matriarch said. "Just have acare you don't do it to excess."

Royal guards had set out aplush chair on the outer edge of the reef,
where curling whitecaps chewed againgt the rock. The damp air smelled of

salt and freshness. The old matriarch stood back, observing.

Tend Ka, in her rippling robe, marched to the chair without waiting for
her grandmother to issueingructions. Adjusting the rainbow-gem tiara
on her thick red-gold hair, shelooked directly into the brisk wind that

blew off the choppy waters.

Lowbacca, the breeze ruffling his ginger fur, stood beside Tend Kaas
she seated hersalf and looked out across the black rocks and the endless
sea. She blinked againgt the bright sunlight and watched the waves for

any mation.

The Mairans, arace of intdligent, tentacled, u | ndersea dwellers,
came from the ocean world of Maires, one of the planetsin the Hapes

Cluger.



Their ambassadors had set up a consulate on the ocean floor of the Hapes
centra world. It seemed that, even from their undersea consulate, the
Mairan ambassadors had managed to raise apolitical dispute with their

traditiond rivasfrom the planet Vergill.

The Mairans could leave the seafor short periods, but only if the
tentacled creatures were pefiodicaly showered with afine spray from

bubbling tanks of filtered water they carried on their backs.

By keeping their rubbery skin moist, the Md irans were able to spend
hours on dry land, and the ambassadors had inssted on coming personally
to theidand fortress. They would alow the matter to be resolved by no
one but the matriarch hersalf-or amember of the Roya House who was her

designee.

The matriarch had designated Tend Ka.

The princess sat waiting, watching the waves.

She had not brought her chronometer along and wondered if the ambassador

waslate. . . or if shewasjust impatient for this ordeal to be over

with.

L owbacca stood watch at her Sde, tall and shaggy; Em Teedee gleamed



dlver inthesunlight.

Jacen and Jaina, who hadn't been briefed, hung back.

"Uh, what are we doing here, exactly?" Jacen asked.

Tend Katurned to answer him, but Em Teedee chimed infirst. "If |
might be permitted to explain, Mistress Tend Ka? | believe | can

provide an appropriate summary.” Thelittle droid made aLIGHTSABERS

A sound asif it were clearing its voice speaker. "Now, then. The Mairan
underwater consulates domed structure built on their own planet and
trangported here to the Hapes homeworl d-is periloudy closeto a
subsurface mining project opened by the Vergillsjust after the Mairan

consulate was established.

"Although the Vergill mining businessisterribly productive, the

Mairans havefiled aforma complaint because of the noise and the Silt
stirred up by the drilling and excavation operations. They contend that,
sncethe Mairanswere therefirgt, the Vergills should be required to
clean up the muddied waters, cease their disruptive mining, and relocate

to aplace at least fifty kilometersfrom their consulate.”

Tend Kanodded. "Y es, these are some of the facts. But not all."

Before she could e aborate, Tend Kasaw ahulking shaperise out of the



water and shamblein her direction, daoshing through the surf. Forty or
S0 black tentacles-which Tenel Kaknew the Mairans let drift free
underwater, to grasp any fish that might flit within reach-dangled from
its dumped shoulders, and it weaved from side to Side on two legs asit
walked. The spherical discolored lumps on its doping head must have

been eye membranes. The entire creature looked dark and oily.

Tend Kasinitial reaction upon seeing the alien ambassador was one of
fear-agiant primeva monster nearly one and ahdf times her own height
risng out of the surf and lumbering toward herbut she pushed the

reaction away. Fear could only wesken her judgment right now.

Wavesrippled around the Mairan'slegs, which were like tree trunks
clinging to the beach. Stopping in the low surf, the ambassador held a

heavy convoluted shell, into which a pattern of holes had been drilled.

The Mairan ambassador spoke from avibrating membrane benegth its
tentaclesin aresonant and burbling voice that was very difficult to

understand.

"| am capable of speaking Basicif thisis how we must proceed.”

Tene Kashook her head. "That will not be necessary. Use your native

language.” She cast aglance sdeways at the Slvery ovoid of Em Teedee

a Lowi€ssde. "l have brought my own trandating droid.”



"Oh, my," said Em Teedee, who just an hour earlier had downloaded the

Mairan language from the fortress databanks. "Thisis quite exciting!"

The tentacled hulk bowed once, then straightened. Placing the drilled
gdeof the shell againg itsblowhole, it played a skirting,

complicated series of flutelike notes.

"Ah, yes," Em Teedee said. "Thismusica language was indeed properly

loaded into my memory LIGHTSABERS

A banks. Thank the Maker! The Mairan ambassador formaly greetsyou,

Princess Tend Ka"

The tentacled creature blew another series of notes.

Em Teedee trandated. "And he commends you on your capture of such a

magnificent and well-trained pet, with its coat of slky brown

seaweed-oh, dear!"

thedroid chirped. "I do believe he'sreferring to Master Lowbaccal™

Lowbacca growled and flashed hisfangs. Tenel Ka stood, indignant,

letting the robe fal away to revea her reptile-hide armor and her arm

stump.



Behind them on the rocks, the matriarch frowned in disapprova at her

granddaughter's performance.

"Wookiees are an intelligent species. They are no ones pets,” Tend Ka

sad. "Thisismy friend."

The Mairan appeared flustered, flailed histentaciesin agitation, and
played another series of notes. "The ambassador offers his apologies for
having misunderstood, Princess Tend Ka. He grievesfor your loss of one
... tentacle-l believe he means your artn-and hopes that you exacted

tenfold retribution on the fool responsble for your loss.”

"How | have dedt with the loss of my ‘tentacl€ isnot his concern.”
Tend Kasvoicewas crisp and hard. "If he has adiplomatic matter to
raise, he had better do soimmediately. If he triesmy patience, | will

leave. | have other thingsto do."

The Mairan ambassador hesitated, its tentacles stiffing uncertainly,

then raised the shdll flute again, drawing forth along and tangled

melody.

"The Mairan ambassador gpologizes again and saysthat he understandsthe
matriarch gave you this decison to make as part of your diplomatic

traning.



Sinceitisto beyour firg ruling of mgor import, you will most
assuredly want to give it the utmost time and consideration to choose

the best course of action.”

Tend Kadid not back down. Her voice remained stem. " The ambassador is

sorely misnformed. | have made many important decisonsin my life.

Although this may bethefirgt onethat affects him and hiskind, he may

rest assured that | am no stranger to making tough choices.”

Some of those other choices flashed through her mind-particularly her
decison to join Master Skywaker's Jedi academy, and her insistence on
embracing the Dathomir side of her heritage aswell asthat of the Hapan

Roya House.

"Please present your case without further digression,” she said. Her one
hand gripped the chair, but she remained standing to minimize the height

differentia between herself and the towering tentacled ambassador.

"Very well, Princess Tend KaChume Ta Djo.

The Mairan ambassadoria del egation begs the intervention of the Royal
Housein amatter that has distressed us gresatly." Em Teedee had a
difficult time keeping up as he trandated the fluting notes of the

tentacled ambassador's speech.
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"Our peaceful undersea settlement is our home on thisworld, set up by
our first delegation no more than six months ago. We have been delighted
with the beautiful and tranquil setting of our consulate under the sea.

If only you air-breathers could come to seeit, I'm certain you would

agree that-"

"I'm not atourist,” Tend Kasaid. "What isyour grievance?' She

aready knew, but she wanted him to spdll it out.

"Only amonth after we established our consulate,” the ambassador
whistled, "amining crew of oafish, inconsderate Vergillsset upa
floating platform and began drilling less than akilometer from our
Settlement structures. The currents are now perpetudly stiffed up and
dirty. The noise vibrates through the water, disturbing our

concentration and frightening away fish. They have ruined our home.”

The Mairan raised its tentacles beseechingly.

"We had established our dwelling therefirst, most knowledgesble

Princess. We beg you to order the despised Vergillsto move their

pollution away from our home. After dl, they have the entire ocean.



They need not disturb our peace.”

"l undergand,” Tend Kasaid.

The tentacled ambassador bowed deeply in respect, but then Tenel Ka
continued sharply, "'l dso understand that the Vergills conducted a
mining survey of the oceans by satdllite, well before you established

your consulate city. When | consulted the access records, | learned that
you Mairansreceived a copy of thismining report severad months before
you chose alocation for your domed consulate. Findly, | have
discovered that you identified the richest vein of ditanium picked up on
the survey and chose to place your structure exactly there, knowing full
wel| that the Vergillswould eventualy commence mining operationsin

thevidnity.

"Y es, Ambassador, the entire ocean isavailable," she said asthe wind
whipped her hair about like red-gold flames, "but it is you who chose to
bring about this dispute. Y ou erected your consulate after you knew for

certain that the Vergillswould desire to mine that very same spot.”

Shewaited, but the Mairan said nothing. She continued. "The Vergills

have a so petitioned for our intervention. And so you may ether change

the location of your consulate-which is quite easily done, as|

understand from the modular construction of your domes-or you may smply

choose to tolerate the noise and disturbance.”



After amoment of stung silence, the Mairan ambassador fluted

dridently, waving histentacles.

"Don't even bother trandating that,” Tenel Kasaid sharply to Em
Teedee, then turned to face the hulking black creature. 'Y ou cameto me
asking for adecison, and | have madeit. In the future perhaps
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A you will attempt to work out your own problemsinstead of wasting our

time with your petty squabbles.

| have spoken."

She sat back down and shrugged into her robe again. After another moment
the Mairan ambassador shuffled backward into the surf and disappeared

beneath the waves.

"All right, Tenel Kal" Jacen cried, running toward her. Lowbacca chuffed

with laughter.

Tend Kafet her head spinning, exhilarated at what she had done. It
surprised her that the speech had come easily after all. She adjusted

the rainbowgem tiaraon her head.



She was actudly startled, though, when she looked behind her to see her

grandmother, theiron-hard and impossible-to-please matriarch, smiling.

"Perhaps your methods are abit rough yet, child," her grandmother said,

"but your judgment was sound.”

N B —mmmmmmmmmmmmme- REST AND SAFEKEEPING were al well and good, Jacen
thought-but after severa days staying at the Reef Fortresswith no
place to go but to thetiny cove to swim, he began to get restless.

Terribly restless,

Tend Ka, too, was a person of action-Jacen knew that better than
anybody. She wanted to be out and around, having adventures, not coddled
and sheltered like apet. Theinjured warrior girl certainly didn't want

to it like an old woman, merely watching waves pound against the rocks.

Taa Chume had returned to the Fountain Palace to supervise the
investigation of the bomb blast, leaving Tend Kaand the young Jedi
Knights under the questionable care of thin-lipped Ambassador Yfra. The
ambassador was a hard woman, asif all the musclesin her body were made
of durasted rather than flesh . . . but then, everyone within the Hapan
government lived aharsh life, trusting no one, aways struggling for

persona gain. Jacen supposed Ambassador Y frawas no worse than
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A anyone esein this society. On the other hand, he could seewhy Tend
Ka preferred the honest ruggedness of her mother'sworld of Dathomir to

the hypocritical and often poisonous dedlings of Hapan paliticians.

Hefound Tenel Kaoutsde the towering Reef Fortress standing on an

outcropping of black rock.

Shewas throwing stones with her good arm into the swirling pools of
water that hissed around the outer reef. Deep in concentration, she took
careful aim and was clearly pleased whenever she struck her imagined
target. Reluctant to disrupt her reverie, Jacen stood behind her,

content just to watch.

Jainaand Lowie, who had followed Jacen out of the fortress, also |ooked
on as Tend Kathrew stones. All of them seemed to fed the same

restlessness-stuck on aminusculeidand with no placeto go.

After afew minutes, the balcony doors above them opened, and aflash of
sunlight from polished transparisted dazzled Jacen. Ambassador Yfra
stepped out onto the high bal cony, whip-thin, looking like abird of

prey as she scanned the rocks to find them. She waved, catching their

atention.

"Children, come here please.”



Lowbacca sniffed the sdty air and groaned a comment. Em Teedee made an
electronic sound of disagreement. "I'm sure| don't know what you mean,
Master Lowbaccal Whatever makes you think the air has changed for the
worse? It fill smdlsevery bit as saty and refreshing to me asit

has for the past hour."”

Tend Kaglanced behind her when Em Teedee spoke and |ooked momentarily
gartled to find the others watching her. She clambered off the rock
outcropping and joined her three friends. "L et us see what the

ambassador wants," she said in agruff voice, leading the way.

"Maybeitll be something fun," Jacen suggested.

Tenel Kalooked at him with her granite-gray gaze, raising her eyebrows.
""Somehow the ideas of Ambassador Y fraand 'fun' do not go together in my

mind."

Jacen snickered at that, wondering if Tenel Kahad purposely made a

joke. By dl outward appearances she had merely stated afact.

Inside thefortress, the ambassador met them in thewarmly lit bal cony
room with asurprisefor them al. "My dears, | think it'stimefor you
to havealittle enjoyment!" she said, smiling with her face, but not
with her mind. Jacen could senseit. Although she went through dl the
correct motions of being friendly and understanding, Jacen could tell

that Y frahad no great love for children-or for anyone else who took up



so much of her timeanci interfered with governmenta business.

Tend Kaplaced her hand on her hip. "What would you suggest,

Ambassador?"
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"Y ou children seem so bored,” Yfrasaid. "l can understand that.
Sometimes having no cares or worriesis bothersome." She gavethe
briefest disgpproving frown, then covered it with another false smile.
"I've taken the liberty of reprogramming one of our wavespeeders so that
you can get away for awhile, cruise the ocean, and have agood time out

inthesun."

"Areyou planning to come aong, Ambassador?*

Jaina asked.

Y framade a sour frown, then covered her expression with acough. "I'm

afraid not, young lady.

I've terribly important work to attend to. My, you can't imagine the

responsibilities| ded with. The Hapes Cluster has sixty-three worlds,



with hundreds upon hundreds of different governments and thousands of
cultures. Taa Chumeisavery powerful woman, and we al have so much
to do in the absence of Tend Ka's parents.” Y fra clasped her clawlike
hands together. ™Y ou children ought to enjoy your younger years, while

people like metake care of the difficult work."

She shooed them away. "Run along now. Down in the docking bay youll
find the speeder | programmed. It's completely safe, | assure you. I've
input asimple loop course that will take you out beyond the reef into

the open ocean and then back here by nightfall. I've even seento it

that you have a basket of food, so you can enjoy amed together whileyy
ou'reout." She drew adeep breath and smiledher ingncere smile. "I'm

sureyou'll have awonderful time.”

Jacen studied the ambassador, trying to determine whether or not to be
suspicious. He certainly understood how time-consuming the demands of
government could be, since his mother was a Chief of State herself. He

aso thought of how restless the four companions had been for the past

day.

"Blaster boltd Let'sgo out and have agood time," he said. "It'll be
great to be away from the watching eyes of parents and escorts and

ambassadors. | promise you we're going to have fun.”

Tend Kanodded serioudy. "Thisisafact." Then she gave him one of

the most remarkable gifts Jacen had ever received.



Shesamiled a him.

The wavespeeder roared across the seg, bouncing and thumping asit
crossed the troughs and crests like awheded vehicle traveling at high
speed across a heavily rutted road. Though the autopilot followed a
predetermined course, Jainaand Lowie each took turns at the wheel
guiding the rudder, seeing just how far the autopilot would let them

deviate from its course. Lowbaccalet out a happysounding blesat.

Em Teedee said, "Master Lowbacca observes that this vehicle bears some

gmilarity to hisown T-23 skyhopper.”
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A Jainalooked at the ginger-furred Wookiee. "Reminds me more of the
controls of the Millennium Falcon. Y ou and | wouldn't have any problem

piloting thisthing, Lowie," she said. Lowbaccarumbled in agreement.

The wavespeeder took them away from the rough foamy waters around the
reef, on which the isolated fortress towered like a citaddl overlooking

the blue-green ocean of Hapes.

Jacen sat back and talked with Tenel Kaasthey let themsalves belulled

by the reflected sunlight and the hypnotic undulation of the waves.



"Hey, Tend Ka," he said tentatively. "I've got agrest joke-listen.

Which sde of an Ewok has the most fur?"

Tend Kalooked at him serioudy. "I have never considered the

question.”

"Theoutdde Getit?'

"Jacen, why do you so often tell me jokes?" she asked. "I do not believe

| ever laugh a them.”

Jacen shrugged. "Hey, | wasjust trying to cheer you UP."

Tene Kathrew him an odd glance. "Y ou think | need cheering up?'

When he answered her, Jacen noticed that he had a difficult time keeping

his eyes away from the heded pinkish ssump of her arm. "Wdll, you just

seemed kind of quiet and serious.”

Tend Karaised her eyebrows. "Am | not dways quiet and serious?”’

Jacen forced alaugh. "Yeah, | guessyou'reright.”

Tend Kacontinued, "We have discussed this, Jacen. Please do not assume

that | need cheering up, that | am helpless, or that | have somehow

turned into awhimpering weakling. | am still aJedi trainee, and |



believel will ill becomeaJedi Knight . . . assoon as| figure out

Jacen reached over tentatively to rest hisfingerson her am and did

them down until she caught hishand in her strong grip.

"If thereésany way | can hep you, let me know," he said.

She gave hishand a brief squeeze. "I will."

The wavespeeder cruised around a set of sharp rock pointsthat thrust up
from the water. The Dragon's Teeth, Tend Kacaled them. The jagged
pinnacles hunched together, and the surging waters spurted between them

with adamming sound, regularly erupting in ageyser of white foam.

The engines roared as the craft turned to skirt the turbulence near the
Dragon's Teeth, then picked up speed again, shooting out toward the open

Wwaves,

Jainaand Lowie studied the course, each making calculations and trying

to guess how far the craft might take them before they circled back.

"It'sabout timefor lunch,” Jacen said, rummaging through the food

baskets and handing out mesal packets.
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A When Lowie roared in agreement, Em Teedee said, "Wdll, of course,
Magter Lowbacca-aren't you dways hungry?' The young Wookiee chuffed

with laughter, but did not disagree.

The wind from their passage whipped spray in their faces, and the
salty-fresh air made Jacen ravenous. He and hisfriends ate the
self-warming meal packs and filled their cupsfrom athermal beverage

container.

Jainastared through the wavespeeder's transparistedl windscreen while
she munched. She glanced at the course again. "1 wonder how far thisis

going to take us."

Up ahead Jacen noted that the water seemed to have a different color and

consistency . . . to be more greenish and rough-looking.

Lowie sniffed, sniffed more deeply, then growled aquery. Em Teedee
answered, "l couldn't tell you, Master Lowbacca-my scent analyzers can't
seem to match thiswith the appropriate datato provide a clear answer.

Sdt, of course, iodine. . . and some sort of decomposing biological

matter, perhaps?!

Jacen caught it too: asick, sour stench that clogged the air and

weighed it down. "Smellslike dead fish."



Tend Kanarrowed her eyesin concentration.

"And rotting seaweed. Something very old isthere.

Something . . . not hedlthy.”

Jainascanned their course again. "Well, the wavespeeder's taking us

right toward it."

Before anyone else could speak, they cruised into the strange,
gdatinous area. The water was covered with leafy, floating seaweed as
dense asjungle undergrowth. Thick, rubbery tentacles with long wet
thorns glistened in the water. Huge, scarlet flowers asbig as Jacen's

head opened up in the thickest portions of the morass.

Jacen leaned over the edge of the wavespeeder to get a better look. The
center of each fleshy-lipped flower held acluster of moist blue fruits

that made the entire blossom look like awide-open eye. Thisimpression
was heightened when the wavespeeder's passing triggered some sort of
reflex and the petals of the floating plants blinked closed like eydids

Sueezing shut.

"Weird," hissster said next to him.



"Interesting,” hereplied.

Ahead, the tangled mass of spiny seaweed extended asfar asthey could
see. The wavespeeder continued automatically across the undulating

surface of the water, and the foul smell grew stronger.

Thethick slems and fronds of weed twitched, asif moving by themsdves,

athough Jacen decided it must be caused by swirling currentsin the

water underneath.

Some of the large eye-flowersrose on their salks and turned in their

direction, asif studying them.

Jacen shivered and glanced at Jaina. "Uh, then again . . . maybe ‘weird

isabetter word for it," he agreed.
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~ Lowielooked around, moaning uneasily. Jainamet the Wookieg's gaze

and bit her lower lip.

"Y eah, I've got a bad feeling about where this boat istaking us. |

don't know if | want to go any deeper into this seaweed desert.”

"But we're suck with the autopilot, aren't we?”!



Jacen sad. "If you shut it off, how'll we get back?

The young Wookiee barked an answer at the sametime as Jainareplied,
"Been keeping an eye on the course. Lowie and | could probably find our

way back home. Ought to be pretty easy."

Tend Kastood up, scanning the seaweed, asif trying to remember
something. "Jainaisright,” she said. "We should return now. To remain

herewould be unwise."

Jainaand Lowietook over the controls, throttling back while they
disengaged the autopilot. Asthey eased the craft around to head back

out of the seaweed, the engine sputtered to a stop.

Since heloved to investigate strange plants and animal's, Jacen took the

opportunity to lean over the side of the speeder again. He reached down

to touch the rubbery, interesting-looking seaweed.

Suddenly, every red eye-flower swiveled to Stare at him.

"Whoal" Jacen said. He waved his hand experimentaly, and the flowers

turned, attracted by the motion.

Intrigued, he reached for the closest blossomand a dick tentacle of

seaweed whipped up to wrap around hiswrigt, capturing him inits barbed



embrace.

"Hey!" he shouted. Thorns stung his arm. The seaweed began to pull.

"Hep!"

He grabbed the railing of the wavespeeder with hisfree hand to keep
from being yanked into the mass of ravenous seaweed. The tentacles
thrashed wildly now . . . hungrily. Other fronds reached up to dap the

Sde of the boat, twining themsalves about therall.

L owbacca legped from the nearby pilot station and grabbed hisfriend's
legsjust asthetentacle, redoubling its efforts, gave asharp jerk and
pulled Jacen over therailing. He dangled over the water, struggling to

free his arm from the seaweed.

Tend Kasuddenly appeared beside them. Wrapping her legs around the
deck rail, one of her throwing knives gripped tightly in her hand, she

bent to dash at the tentacle that grasped Jacen's arm. The seaweed cut
free with asnap, and in the recoil Lowbacca managed to yank Jacen back

onto the deck.

"Blagter boltd" Jacen cried, wiping blood from the oozing wounds on his

hand. "That was clos."

But it wasjust the beginning. With dread, he looked at the water all

around them. The seaweed rolled angrily in every direction, asfar as



the eye could see. Large frondsthrashed into the air, grab LIGHTSABERS

A bing the deck rails, asif intending to heave the wavespeeder down.
The monster had tasted Jacen's blood, and now it had decided that Jedi

Knights were exactly what it wanted for lunch.

Another writhing tentacle rose above the boat's S de, searching for a

target t ' 0 skewer with itsthorns.

Tend Kalegped in front of the deadly frond, wielding her throwing
dagger. She stabbed into the thick stem of seaweed, and asyrupy green

00ze gushed out.

The seaweed recoiled, then lashed back, dapping Tend Kaacrossthe
sde of the head. A trickle of blood traced a scarlet line down her

cheek. Rather than cry out in pain, Tenel Ka chose to respond with her
knife, dashing through the coiled weed-and another fat tentacle thumped

to the deck.

Jacen shook hisinjured arm to restore the fedling then grasped the
lightsaber clipped a hisside. He had not used it in sometime, but
there was no room for hesitation now-not if he ever intended to be a
Jedi Knight . . . notif any of them wanted to get out of thismess

aive. Heflicked on the emera dgreen blade. "I'm not | etting some weed

get the best of me!" he said.



The humming weapon diced off one of the large tentacles twined around
therall. "Takethat," Jacen said. Gray fumes burned hiseyesasthe

chunk of severed seaweed fell away.

Out in the water the tentacles thrashed. Now they seemed to bein pain.
The scarlet eye-flowers blinked and gyrated furioudy. The smell of

seared vegetables and sdtwater filled the air.

"I'm getting us out of here," Jainacaled from the controls, restarting
the engines. But grasping tentacles held them in place, and the

wavespeeder could not break loose.

Roaring, Lowbaccaignited his own blazing lightsaber and held it with

both hands, a glowing bludgeon of molten-bronze light.

Larger semsrose now from the deeper water, each with apair of
sarrated shells on the end, like vicious pincers ready to tear apart
prey. The tentacles writhed and cracked their sharp edges together,

looking for something to biteinto.

Jaina pushed hard on the controls. The wavespeeder's engines whined as

it strained againgt the grasping tentacles.

Lowieraced totherail. Belowing awarning he swept down with his

lightsaber blade again and again, dicing through the seaweed that il



hdd thar craft.

"Oh, do be careful, Master Lowbacca-here comes another onel™

Grunting areply, Lowie dashed a the tentacle, and thellittle
trandating droid said, "Excellently done, Master Lowbaccal Andit's
quite acomfort to hear you would rather | didn't wind up asan

appetizer for amass of sdivating seaweed.”
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" Tend Katurned to fend off an attack from one of the sharp-shelled
tentacles. She dashed with her knife, but one of the clamshdl pincers
clenched the point of her dagger with aloud click. The razoredged

shells cracked again, pushing to reach closer to her face.

Then Jacen was there, chopping the tentacle away with hisbrilliant
green energy blade. He flashed Tendl Kaaroguish grin. "Just wanted to

keep the score even!”

"My thanks, Jacen," shesaid.

Lowie hacked with his blade, severing the last of the seaweed tentacles

holding the boat. The wavespeeder broke |oose and lurched away while

thorny fronds writhed and lashed out, struggling to recapture their



prize.

Asquickly as she could, Jaina pushed the wavespeeder to its highest
velocity, roaring over the twisted weed. The maevolent eye-flowers

stared at them.

Other thrashing tentacles rose up, but the seaweed seemed unable to

respond fast enough.

Jacen gripped his emeral d-bladed lightsaber, ready.

Thisthing was morethan aplant. It was.. . . something sentient,
something that could respond. He used the Force, hoping to cam it, make
it leavethem done. "I can't find itsbrain,” he said. "It seemsto be

al reflexes. All | can senseisthat it's hungry, hungry.”

"Yeah, well it'sgoing to Stay hungry awhilelonger,” Janasad.

"Yes, indeed! | agree wholeheartedly,” Em Teedee answered.

Moments later they were out into open water again. Janaand Lowie

plotted their new course, made the appropriate caculations, and

manualy set the wavespeeder's direction to take them back to the Reef

Fortress.

Glancing over at Tend Kato make sure she wasn't hurt, Jacen was



surprised to see her wearing acalm and satisfied expression as she did

her throwing dagger back into its sheath at her waist.

She seemed more dive and confident now than he had seen her at any time

gancetheir fateful lightsaber dud on Yavin 4.

"Wearefinewarriors,” Tendl Kasaid. "Thereisnothing like aphysica

challenge to make the day more rdaxing."

Lowbacca gave alow grunt. Em Teedee bleeped, but refrained from
articulating acomment. Jainalooked a Tend Kain surprise, but Jacen

laughed.

"Y eah, we are quite ateam, aren't we? Red young Jedi Knights."

Tend Kahelped Jacen bind up the minor wounds on hisarm, and he
applied some salve from the wavespeeder's emergency medkit to the
stinging cut on her cheek. "1 do not believe Ambassador Yfrahad thisin
mind when she sent us out for aday of recrestion,” she said, "but |

found it enjoyable nevertheless.”
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~ Lowbacca growled and pointed toward the navigation console. "Oh, dear!

Master Lowbacca suggeststhat it might, perhaps, be premature to fedl



safe and comfortable quite yet,” Em Teedeetrandated. "Y ou see, he

hypothesizes that this wavespeeder was purposdly sabotaged.”

"What do you mean?" Jacen asked. "Those numbers don't mean anything to

me"

"l think he meansthis." Jainanodded down at the console, indicating
the preprogrammed course coordinates. " The autopilot was st to take us

into the middle of that killer seaweed-with no return coursel”

NT mmmmmmmmmm e THE GURGLING, SHUSHING sound of gentle waves
lapping againgt stone docks and anchored boatsf illed the cave grotto.

With each breath, Tenel Kadrew comfort from the sdty smellsand the

cool, solid rock around hen Sitting with bare, crossed legs, using a

Jedi calming techniqueto help hersdlf think clearly, shelet her gaze

drift across each of her friends.

Jaina, head under the control panel and feet high in the air, checked

the wiring of the wavespeeder's directiond controls. Lowbacca tinkered
with the navigational computer from above, handing Jainatools as she
asked for them. Tendl Kafelt apang of loss as she watched her two
friends working witn such confidence and agility, completely unconscious

of how easy it was for them to use either one hand or the other.

Jacen lay ssomach down on aledge beside Tenel Ka, hisright hand

reaching deep into the water while the fingers of his|eft teased the



surface, 162 LIGHTSABERS

A trying to lure a glowing amphibious creature close enough to grasp it.

"Hand methat hydrospanner, would you, Lowie?"

Jainasaid in amuffled voice. "l need to take this access plate off."

Without looking up from hiswore, the Wookiee plucked the too] from the

case behind him with one nimble-fingered hand and passed it to Jaina.

Itisso smplewith two arms, Tend Kathought.

Asquickly asthejedousy rose within her, she squelched it, chiding

hersdf for beingirrationd.

Evenif she dtill had both hands, she might not have been ableto do the
things Lowbacca could do with hislong, limber arms. He used everything
he had, body and mind, to the best of his ability. Just as Jacen and

Janadid.

Just as Tenel Kaaways had.

Was she dlill that same determined person, using her skillsand

abilitiesto their fullest, she wondered, or was that person gone now

that she had lost her left arm?



She scowled at the thought. If the missing limb was the only thing that
bothered her, then surely she could have accepted the biosynthetic
replacement her grandmother offered. . . . So perhapstheinjury itself

was not her primary problem, after al.

Tenel Kanoticed then that Jacen had propped himself up on his elbows
and had turned to look at her, his eyes serious. "Hey, you fought redly

well out there yesterday, againgt that killer seaweed.”

"Y ou mean for agirl with only onearm?' Tend Kasad bitterly.

"l ... no, I-" Jacen's cheeks turned crimson and he looked away. His
voice was low when he spoke again. "Sorry. All | remembered was you
fighting that plant. | didn't even think about your missing ann-it

didn't dow you down abit."

Tend Kaflinched asif he had dapped her. He wasright, she redlized:
she had not fought like some wesk, pitigbleinvdid. Indtinctively, she
had battled with everything in her repertoire, drawing on al of her

resources. She had truly been hersdlf, using every weapon at her
disposa.

"Do not be sorry, Jacen,” she said. ™Y our words were meant kindly. Itis
| who must gpologize." Shethought again of the battle, niusing over

what she had accomplished. "I might have fought better, though, if I-"



"-if you had had your other aam?" Jacen finished for her. "Hey, | might
have fought better if I'd had ablaster cannon, but | didn't. | just did

"No." Tend Kalooked at himin surprise. "'l meant to say, | might have

fought better had | used alightsaber.”

With ahesitant smile, Jacen looked up at her again. "Yeah ... You're

pretty good with alightsaber. Of course, you're pretty good at alot of

things”
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A Thiswas afact, she thought in wonderment. She was indeed good with a
lightsaber. Still. And swas aso gill agood swimmer, fighter, runner.

But she had stopped bdlieving in hersdlf, stopped using every portion of

her body and mind to their fullest ability. These thingswere an

integral part of the person Tenel Kahad dways prided hersef in

being-and that was what she had been missing since the accident.

"Thank you, my friend," she said. "'l had begun to forget who | was."

He dazzled her with one of hisfamouslopsided grins. "Hey, if it was as

dangerousto be me asit isto be you, | might try to forget who | was,

too."



"There, that ought to do it." Jainas voice was loud and clear as she

climbed out of the wavespeeder.

Lowbacca growled and gesticul ated.

"Yep," Jainaagreed. " Sabotage, no doubt about it." With her usua
directness, Jainalooked at Tendl Kaand asked, "Any possibility your

grandmother could be behind this?"

Jacen gulped. The thought had not occurred to him. ™Y our grandmother?

Shewouldn't try-!"

Tend Kaconsidered the question serioudy. "No," shesaid &t last. "Had
that been my grandmother'sintention, she would have.. . . disposed of
me long before you arrived." Lowbacca gave an interrogative growl, and
Tend Kacontinued. "Do not misunderstand me. | believe her capable of
murder-but | also sensethat her intention isto keep me from danger, to

protect me, whether | become aqueen or aJedi.”

Lowbacca growled areply, and Em Teedee said, "Master Lowbacca points
out-and quiterightly, I might add-that with Taa Chume traveling back
and forth between here and the Fountain Palace, as she did today, she

can hardly be counted on to provide protection.”

"Well, shedid leave some guards on duty,” Jainasaid.



"And Ambassador Yfra," Jacen added, rolling his eyes. "Oh boy."

Jainabit her lower lip. "Yfras the one who suggested we go out in the

wavespeeder, you know."

Lowbacca barked acomment. "Not to mention the fact that she clamsto

have programmed the wavespeeder hersdf,” Em Teedee supplied. "Oh, my!"

Tend Ka, who had never trusted Ambassador Y fra, made no comment as her

friends voiced their suspicions. In the distance she could hear the

sound of the large Hapan Water Dragon approaching.

"Perhgpsit would be safest for the moment to trust no one," she

suggested.

Jainaand Lowbacca agreed.

"And maybe wed better stay asfar away from Ambassador Yfraas

possible," Jacen added.

Just then, the royd yacht floated into the grotto on awafer-thin

cushion of air. Tend Kasgrand LIGHTSABERS

N mother stood at the helm. Tala Chume brought the Hapan Water Dragon to



acomplete stop near one of the stone piers and climbed out onto the

dock while her guards secured the craft.

Stepping forward to greet her grandmother, Tend Katried to sense any
harmful intentions the matfiarch might have. The only emotionsshe
picked up, however, were weariness, frustration, and asense of grim

determination.

"We had one of the bomb conspiratorsin our grasp today," her
grandmother said in atired voice, "but before | managed to question

her, she was poisoned." Tala Chume shook her head. " She was under guard
the entiretime. | don't see how an assassin was able to get to her so

quickly.”

"Y ou appear to require rest, Grandmother,” Tend Kasaid, trying not to
seem unduly concerned at the former queen's haggard appearance. " Perhaps

you should not conduct thisinvestigation yoursdf.”

Tda Chume's eyes narrowed shrewdly. "For decades | ruled the entire

Hapes Cluster by mysdf.”

The woman sighed and seemed to relent. "But perhaps you areright. |

will send Ambassador Y fra back to the mainland to continue the search.”

Tend Kabhit her tongue to keep from voicing her suspicionsthat Yfra

might sabotage the investigation rather than helpit. But at least such



an assgnment would get the possibly murderous ambassador away from the

Reef Fortress. Far away.

A8BY NOW ZEKK considered hislightsaber an old friend.

Though he had not taken the time or care to build his own weapon, he
practicaly lived with the scarlet beam. He knew how to make it dance
agang imaginary enemies He had fought and defeated every smulated
mongter the computers could portray in thetraining room. Hehad dain
mynocks, Abyssins, krayt dragons, wampaice monsters, piranhabestles,

and hordes of angry Tusken Raiders.

In one battle he had even felled aferocious rancor with hislightsaber.
After that difficult victory, Zekk wished he could have watched the
reaction of hisriva Vilas, who seemed so enamored of the hideous

beasts.

Now Zekk strode beside Brakiss as the Master of the Shadow Academy led

him down corridors toward the station's centra hub. Busy with his

training, Zekk had never thought to venture here before. No longer an

underconfident and overwhe med trainee, Zekk walked in hisfull leather
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A armor with ease, lightsaber a hisSde, asif he were dmost



Brakisssequa.

The Shadow Academy Master seemed quiet and withdrawn, though. The
perfectly chisded features of his handsome face were set in an

unreadable mask, hisforehead showing just atrace of afrown.

Zekk cleared histhroat, findly curious enough to speak. "Master
Brakiss, | sense. . . uneasinessin you. Y ou haven't told me about this

next exercise. Isthere something | should know?"

Brakiss paused and fixed the young man with acam, piercing gaze. Y ou
are about to face your most difficult trid, Zekk. Everything depends on

this. Y ou must dei-nondtrate how talented you truly are.”

Zekk lifted his chin and drew a deep breath, flaring hisnogtrils. His

hand moved indtinctively to hislightsaber. "I'm ready for anything.”

They reached athick metal door, and Brakiss punched in a code that

opened pneumetic locks. The heavy hatch opened dowly, reveding asmdl

airlock chamber and a second sealed metal door blocking the other side.

Brakisssad, "Trust in your abilities, Zekk. Fed the Force."

Zekk nodded solemnly. "Asaways, Master Brakiss. | will passyour test.

But why isthis so important? Why should you be so concerned?!



Brakiss gestured the young man inside the chamber. Zekk entered and
stood waiting, but Brakiss remained outside. "Becauseit will be afight

to the degth,” he said, then dammed the door, locking Zekk inside.

Within the echoing airlock chamber, Zekk waited.

Master Brakissswords reverberated in his mind.

The doors remained sealed, and he forced himself to breathe camly,
though hefdt claustrophobic and trapped. Drawing histrusted
lightsaber, he gripped it until his knuckles turned white, but he did

not yet turn on the blade.

The seconds pounded by, and still the other door didn't open. Fear
swelled within him, but he pushed it aside. A Jedi had no placefor
fear, no reason to fear. The Forcewasin al things, and the dark side

washisdly.

Still, dthough Zekk had defeated ferocious creaturesin the smulation
chamber, those opponents had been mere phantoms. He knew that many more

dangerous things might happen in ared battle with area opponent.

He looked at the inner door, wondering if he should hack it open with
hislightsaber and force hisway free. He needed to see what lurked on

the other side. Was this perhaps part of the test? How long should he



wait?
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A Patience, he told himsalf. He began to count to a hundred-but before
he reached ten, the automatic locks on the inner door gave athump that

vibrated through the meta wall. The door swung open by itsdlf.

Zekk felt adisorienting lurch as he stepped out into well-lighted
nothingness. . . . Thefloorsand ceilings and walls spun about in a

blur until hefinaly redlized that he had tumbled into achamber where
the artificid gravity had been turned off the zero-gravity arenaat the

hub of the Shadow Academy! Hefloated freein the open ar of the
spherica chamber, with no sense of down or up, with nothing to stop his

motion.

Zekk's stomach gave alurch, but he drew a deep breath and concentrated
on not throwing up. He focused on the images around him, trying to
snatch answers from the briefest glimpses. Gragping the hilt of his
lightsaber, he dowed hisweightless tumbling and baanced himself. Only
then did he notice the seats and standing areas that studded the walls

of the chamber, the dozens of noisy onlookers, the balconies pasted on

at haphazard angles to accommodate spectatorsin zero gravity.

Stormtroopers stood in ranks, gripping the balcony rails. The other

students at the Shadow Academy sat al around, ready to watch the



spectacle. He stiffened, wondering just how difficult thistest was

going to be. What had Brakiss meant? What was Zekk supposed to do now?

Boulderslike miniature asteroids floated in the center of the open
arena, dong with metal boxes, small cargo containers, and artificia

geometrical congtructions. Long durasted pipes drifted free.

Zekk could make no sense of the random mix of large and small objects.

Suddenly he understood: they were obstacles.

On the curved wall at thefar side of the arena, Zekk saw the clear

blister of an obsarvation dome.

With his sharp eyesight he spotted figuresinside, figures he
recognized: the slver-robed figure of Brakiss, theintimidating
Nightsaster Tamith Kai, with her voluminous ebony hair and her

blackspined cape; and the black-armored figure of Qorl the TIE pilot.

Master Brakiss leaned forward and spoke into avoice amplifier. His

words boomed through the amphithesater, and al background noise faded
"You are al hereto witness the selection of aleader for our new Dark

Jedi trainees-aleader who shdl be the first genera of our Shadow

Academy forces when the Second Imperium makesits grand foray to reclaim

the gdlaxy. Here, before you, we will witnessthe greet battle.”



On the other side of the chamber, where the view was partidly blocked

by drifting obstacles, another LIGHTSABERS

A arlock opened, and adark figure emerged. Because of the floating

debris, Zekk couldn't seewho it was.

Brakiss continued, "Thiswill be adud to the desth between Zekk"-he
paused, but none of the students cheered; they knew better, for they
Would have to follow whoever the victor of this contest might be-"and

Viled"

Zekk turned, keeping hislightsaber handlein front of him as he faced
the thick-browed young man from Dathomir, Tamith Ka''s most powerful

trainee. Vilas held hisignited lightsaber ready for the dud.

Vilas pushed off from the far wall and flew toward the obstacles at the
center. Zekk switched on hiswegpon and did the same, moving to meet his
opponent in the open space. Zekk's heart pounded, and he redlized that
despite hisanxiety, this was a battle he had longed for. How many times
since hed come to the Shadow Academy had Vilas been hisrival? After

today there would be no question asto who the greater student was.

Vilas shouted in hismocking, oily voice, "If you surrender now, young
trash collector, | may only crippleyou.” He laughed. Zeick felt himsdlf

flush.



Norysor one of the other Lost Ones must havetold Vilastheir

derogatory nickname for him. Trash collector.

Zekk reached the floating debris and found a pitted oblong stone, an
iron-hard meteorite. He graspedit. "If you think victory isgoing to be

that easy, Vilas, I'll defeat you before you can blink!™

Zekk hurled the sonewith dl hisstrength. In zero gravity the

meteorite shot toward the other Dark Jedi-but the equal and opposite
reaction after he threw the stone surprised Zekk, and he found himsalf
tumbling backward from the momentum. He dammed headfirst into one of
thefloating meta cargo containers. A flash of bright pain burst insgde
hisskull. Hisearsrang. He cleared hisvision just in timeto see

Vilaseasly nudge himself out of the path of the flying rock.

Vilaslaughed. "Isthat the best you can do, trash collector?”

Zekk redlized he had been foolish. He concentrated, using the abilities

he had recently acquired.

Since Vilaswas no longer looking at the stone, Zekk used the Force to
yank it back toward his enemy. Therock didn't have enough distance to
build up much speed, but it struck a sharp blow to Vilass shoulder. The

other young man cried out, rebounding from the impact.



Zekk found himsdlf floating out of control, unable to move where he
wanted. He couldn't swim through the air, and he felt entirely
disoriented. The wals spun around him. Findly, hisfeet pressed

againg the sde of adrifting cargo container, and he LIGHTSABERS

A propelled himself toward Vilas again. Hislightsaber drew afiery

streak through the air as he plunged forward.

Vilaswasready for him, though, his glowing energy blade held up ashe

spun forward. The two opponents approached like colliding cannon balls.

Zekk swung, and Vilas met his lightsaber with hisown. The blades
clashed and sparked. Bolts of éectricity splashed off in random
directions. Then Zekk shot past while Vilas scrambled in the empty air,

trying to pursue.

Zekk tried to locate one of the floating obstacles for something elseto
bounce off of-but suddenly Jedi ingtinct warned him to twist out of the
way. Inthat ingant, Vilas cameflying by, hislightsaber dashing and
humming through the air. Zekk contorted asif legping backward over a
low fence-but not quite fast enough. His enemy's fiery wegpon skimmed
too close, nicking Zekk's prized lesther armor and leaving asmoking

gash.

When Vilasturned with ahoot of victory, Zekk felt anger boil up from



the depths of hismind, alowing him to draw more strongly on the dark
side of the Force. Reaching out into the floating debris, he grabbed a
pyramida greenhouse module and smashed the massive object into Vilas

with enough force to shatter itstransparisteel panes.

AsVilasreded, he chopped with hislightsaber to cleave the greenhouse
modulein half. The two smoldering portions tumbled in opposite

directions.

Hisface contorted with rage, Vilas kicked off of one of the floating
segments and hurtled toward Zekk, who waited with hislightsaber held

low.

Vilas made ready to swipe his blade across the space where Zekk was.
Zekk knew thet if their blades clashed again, the momentum would send
them both tumbling out of control. Just as Vilas drew back his
lightsaber for amighty blow, Zekk used the Forceto give himsdf a

sharp shoveaway.

Vilas swept out with full force-and the energy blade buzzed through
empty air. Because nothing had stopped the stroke of his sword, Vilas

spun about like adow tornado, tumbling and disoriented.

Zekk saw his opportunity to buy time. He shot up behind one of the

larger meteoroids hanging in the center of theweightlessarenaand



plastered himself to the rock surface, pressing his back against the

rough stone.

He could hide here for amoment, and then come back fighting.

Insde the arenas observation blister, Qorl remained standing while
Brakissand Tamith Kai both sat in padded chairs, watching their

respective champions and hoping for apersona victory. Qorl LIGHTSABERS

" tried to hide hisuneasiness, but could not divert his attention from
the two taented young opponents fighting vicioudy out in the

zero-gravity chamber.

Tamith Ka's eyes blazed with violet fire as she fixed upon the battle.
She spoke out of the corner of her wine-dark mouth, mocking Brakiss.
"Y our boy has no chance," she said. "Vilasismuch moreruthless. | have
trained him. Vonnda Ra has trained him. Even Garowyn hastrained him.

That young man isthe culmination of our efforts on Dathomir.

Why bother with thiswasteful contest? Just give Vilas command of the

new Dark Jedi."

Brakiss sat, exuding outward calm, though Qorl could tell from the
subtle reflexive expressions on hisface each time the battle reached a
new peak that this duel had filled the Shadow Academy Master with

tengon.



"Ali, Tamith Ka," hesaid, "you forget thet | trained young Zekk. That
counts for more than al the schooling of al your Nightsisters put

together."

Tamaith Kai tore her gaze away from the contest and glared at him. She

gave aderisve snort.

"I think," Qorl said, "that Tamith Kai hasapoint.

Thistype of contest isan utter waste-no matter what the outcome, we
till lose our second-best trainee, someone far superior to any of the

otherswe keep."

"Thisisadifferent kind of contest,” Brakisssaid, asif explaining to
one of his students. "Those other trainees know their places and will

follow orders without second thoughts. These two, though . . .

each thinks he is best. But only one can command.

Only one can bethe greatest warrior. If we allowed theloser to live,
he would aways resent the rule of the other-perhaps even try to
undermine hisauthority. No, it is better that we seewho isthe

sronger.”



Tamith Kai agreed. "Yes. Itisgood for the other Jedi traineesto see
one of their number die. Only then will they understand the depth of our
convictions. . . and redlize that the Second Imperium may demand the

supreme sacrifice of them, aswell.” Brakiss nodded.

Qorl made no answer. He did not wish to argue with histwo superiors.
Obvioudy, both Brakiss and Tamith Kai believed in the process, who was
heto question it? And even if one of the two contestants out there

wereto forfet the battle in hopes of saving hislife, it would bea

terrible blow to morde.

Surrender is betrayal, after al. Qorl leaned forward to watch the

sruggle.

But he il thought it awasteful exercise.

Zekk tried to catch his breath. He couldn't hide for long, of course-not
in front of so many cheering spectators, who were growing more and

LIGHTSABERS

" more enthralled asthe battle grew more vicious. Hishands were
dippery with swest, and he knew he couldn't afford to lose his weapon
at the wrong moment during this battle. He would have to be dert and
aggressive. Just to be certain, helocked hislightsaber inthe ON
position and cast about in hismind for aplan that might let him take

out Vilasonceand for all.



Then, behind him through the rock, he heard a crackling sound and
ingtinctively threw himself away just as Vilass blazing blade diced
completdly through the meteoroid, leaving each chunk of tumbling rock

with aflat edge that was so smooth it looked like amolten mirror.

If he hadn't moved at the last ingtant, the lightsaber would have

bisected Zekk just asit had the meteoroid!

Heturned inthe air to see Vilas hurtling toward him, dashing again.
Zekk raised his blade to meet the other lightsaber, and their edges
crossed in ashower of sparks. They pushed against each other, but found

nothing for traction in weightlessness.

They drifted aimlesdy, bladesocked, jaws clenched, glaring defiantly

into each other's eyes.

When Vilass eyeswere drawn for amoment to a point just behind Zekk's

shoulder, Zekk barely had time to wonder what his opponent was doing

before adrifting meta rod crashed into the small of his back, sending

an avaanche of pain dong hisspine.

He gasped, then released hisheld breath in arush.

Hislightsaber, il blazing, tumbled out of his hand.



The crowd roared as Zekk flailed in the air, trying to move away from
his opponent. With an evil grin, Vilas charged toward him. Zekk could
not reach hislightsaber intime: it spun like afiery glowrod toward

one of the bal conies, where spectators scrambled to get out of the way.

With no weapon at hand, Zekk reached beside him to grasp the
gtill-drifting metal rod. He grabbed the pole and swung it through the
ar with such speed that it made asighing sound. But, in zero gravity,

he was on the other end of the pivot point, and he began to spin around

like abaton.

Vilas dashed at the oncoming metd pipe, dicing off haf ameter of
it. Zekk continued to spin, and Vilas swung again. The blow went wide.
Zekk jabbed with the superheated end of the severed pip" and the hot tip

burned through Vilass armor, searing hisribs.

Vilasyowled in pain and grabbed the pipe himsdlf, flinging it Sdeways
and using the momentum to toss Zekk free. Zekk sailed across space,
rebounded off one of the floating meteoroids, and reached out with his
mind to call hislightsaber back to him. The weapon stopped its

gpirding plunge toward the wall, reversed itsdlf, and zipped into his

grasp.
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N When Zekk turned and looked for Vilas again, though, he found that his

opponent had vanished.

The brooding young man from Dathomir was hiding, just as Zekk had. Zekk
narrowed his eyes and opened his mind to the Force, listening, trying to

sense Vilas among the obstacles.

Thenoise of the crowd gavehimno hints. . .

but somehow he was ableto hear afaint tink-tinktink, coming from
behind two joined cargo containers. Zekk struck out for that point. He
didn't know what Vilas was doing, but he wouldn't give the other young

man time to complete hisplan.

Zekk used the Forceto direct himsdlf toward the noise, but when he
grabbed the edge of the cargo container and pulled himsdf around it,
hislightsaher at the ready, he found only asmall chunk of rock

invisbly tapping itself againgt the metd wall.

Vilas had managed to distract him, creating a diversion with the Force,
while he hid esewhere and prepared to strikeWith a sudden powerful
premonition, Zekk whirled. Vilas had to be coming for him. Using his

ingtinct, his sense with the Force, Zekk acted without thinking.

Before he could see, before he could consider what he was about to do,



he pulled back to strike with hislightsaber, putting everything he had

behind one powerful stroke.

In that ingtant, through the blaze of light smearing across hiseyes, he
saw Vilaslaunch himsdf out of the cargo container, wearing a predatory

grin. He had hidden in ambush, hoping to kill the unsuspecting Zekk.

But Zekk had outsmarted him.

Zekk's dashing blade encountered resistance as Vilasflew across his
path. Then, with aflash of smoke and aterrible stench, the bright
energy blade cleaved through flesh and bone, cauterizing asit went.
Vilas made a choking, gurgling sound and continued histumbling flight

through the air-but now his body moved in two separate, smoking pieces.

Vilass death rattle was swallowed up in the triumphant roar of the

crowd.

Zekk stared down at his pulsating scarlet lightsaber, too horrified at

what he had done even to look at the body of Vilas. The spectators till

cheered.

This had been no amulation, heredized. Thiswasred.

Zekk knew he had taken one giant step farther down the road to the dark

side. Heraised his head, speechless, asthe voice of Brakiss echoed



through the zero-gravity chamber, drowning out the praise of the

onlookers.

"Excedllent, Zekk! | knew you could doit."

Tamith Kai's somewhat petulant voice came next. "My congratulations,

young Lord Zekk."

Then, to his absolute amazement, overwheming LIGHTSABERS

~ even his shock at the violence he had committed, the air in the center
of the arenashimmered until an ominousimage engulfed the drifting
obstacles. The huge hooded head of the Emperor himsdlf offered itsgrim

congratulations directly to Zekk.

"Y ou have won this battle, Zekk," the Emperor said in avoice sofilled
with cold power it could freeze blood. Zekk drew inaquick gasp. All of

the other trainees watched, absorbing their Great L eader's words.

"You are my Darkest Knight, Zekk. | have chosen you to personaly lead

my Jedi into battle against Skywaker's Jedi academy.”

------------------ THE MUFFLED THUMP of an explosion in the middle of the
night was aready fading by the time Tenel Kareacted and sat up,

suddenly wide awake.



She strained her ears, but heard nothing more.

She had dept fitfully afew times since coming to the thick-walled Reef
Fortress-but she had never woken up without cause. Had sheredlly heard
the sound of ablast? She couldn't be sure. Perhapsit had merely been

apart of her uneasy dream. . . .

Around her, the room was dark and shadowy, lit only by the metalic
slver glow of moonlight spilling in from the window. The deep darkness
was quiet. Too quiet. With afluid motion Tend Kadid off her bed,

stood, paused to listen, then crept forward to the fortress window.

Her skin prickled, but not from cold. She recognized the reaction of her
Jedi sensestransmitting messages of danger-an indefinable uneasiness
that was rapidly growing closer to full-fledged darm. Something was

definitely not right.

Tend Kalooked out the stone-framed window
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A down to the glossy midnight ocean that stretched into inky blackness.

The breakers, capped with moonlight, crashed againgt the dark reefs. She

heard the rushing, hissing ocean-and redlized that the sound should not

have been so clear.



Where was the background hum of the night perimeter shields?

Leaning forward, Tend Kanarrowed her eyesto study theair. A telltae
shimmer should have been visble to demongtrate that a protective field
surrounded the fortress-but she saw nothing. Then her attention turned
to aglimmer of light and asmudge of smokerising into the air near the

generator station.

The shield generator had been destroyed! That meant Reef Fortress now

stood unprotected.

Tend Kadrew back, intending to whirl around and sound the larm-when a
faint motion far below caught her eye. Her heart pounding, al Jedi

senses aert, she glanced down to where the steep stone walls blended

into the uneven lumps of thereef. A strange camoutflaged ship, long and

angular, floated just above the waves on repulsorfields.

"Ah. Aha" shesaid. "Assault craft of some sort.”

Then she sucked in a sharp breath as she saw figures moving-more than a

dozen.

Black, many-legged cregtures like large insects swarmed up the base of
the fortress-and scaled the sheer wall .5 effortlessly. Tend Ka

instantly recognized the tactics, the black body armor, the skittering,



segmented movements. Her somach tied itsdf into anicy knot, and
adrenaline shot through her veins. The Bartokks, deadly humanoid
Insects, were legendary for their relentless and resourceful assassin

squads.

Tenel Karaced over to the comm unit mounted on astone wal near her
door and dapped the darm button to sound agenera call to arms-but
nothing happened. She pushed the darm firmly once again with her hand,

and found that the entire warning system was dead.

"Lights" she cdled, but her room remained dark.

All power, including backup generators, had been cut off to Reef

Fortress.

They werein deep trouble.

Bending over and using the ssump of her arm to hold the bucklein place,

shetook amoment to fasten her utility belt over the supple reptilian

armor inwhich she dept. Tend Kapulled her hair back with athong,

letting the long red-gold braids drape like a crown around her head. It

wastimefor action.

She would have to rouse everyone.

Tend Karushed down the corridor and pounded on the door to Jacen's



room. Lowbacca bellowed from his own chamber and flung the door open.

Jaina hurried out of the gadget room.

"What's going on?" Jacen asked, dragging unsteady fingersthrough his

deep-touded hair.
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"Something . . . dangerous," Jainasaid, dready sensing the situation.

"A seriousthreat.”

Lowbaccaroared, hiswildly disheveled ftir standing out in every
direction as he attempted to strap on the glossy white belt made of

syren-plant fiber.

"Emergency?' Em Teedee said. "Perhgpswe areal smply overreacting.”

"No. We are not," Tend Kaanswered. "The power to the fortress has been
cut off, and our defensveforce field no longer functions. The
generating station has been destroyed. We are currently under attack by

aBartokk assassin squad.”



Jacen shuddered. "Hey, I've heard of them.

Insects, right? And they al work together asahive, to assassnate

their assigned target.”

Tenel Kanodded. "They are fearsome mercenaries, fighting asone
organism. Once given atarget, they continueto fight until the very
last member of their hive has been killed-or until their victim lies

dead.”

"I'm surethat'sterribly efficient,” Em Teedee observed, "but they

certainly don't sound very friendly.”

Jainafrowned, looking determined. "Well then, what are we waiting for?"
Sheretrieved her lightsaber from her quarters while Jacen ran back into

the aguarium room to fetch his weapon, too.

Lowbacca, hislightsaber dready at hiswas, roared in chalenge.
"Now, Master Lowbacca, getting delusions of grandeur can be hazardous to
your hedth," Em Teedee said. Lowiejust snarled, the black streak

acrossthetop of his head bristling with anger.

Tenel Kastepped into the Wookiee's room, marched to the far wall, and

yanked free the jagged ceremonia spear mounted there as ornamentation.

Holding the spear one-handed, she said, "We must fight them.”



Suddenly they heard a crash and a shout, then brief weaponsfire from
thefar end of the corridor that led to the isolated tower containing

the matriarch's quarters.

"My grandmother!” Tend Kasaid. "She must bether primary target.”

Still holding the spear, she raced down the cold flagstones of the dim
hal. All glowpands had gone out, and only the moonlight streaming
through the corridor windows lit her way-but Tend Kahad known these

twists and turns since childhood.

Growling, Lowbacca sprinted after her while the twinsran at top speed
to keep up. Jacen and Jainaignited their lightsabers, and the brilliant
energy glow splashed ahead, shedding enough light for them to see. Tend
Kaheard more shouts, aloud scuffle, and her grandmother's voice

cdling for hdp.

"Wemust hurry,” Tendl Kasaid, putting on an extraburst of speed.

Someone had to have con LIGHTSABERS

A tracted the n squad to remove the former queen, she reasoned.
Wasit Ambassador Y fra? Once Taa Chume was dead-and with Tenel Ka's
parents gone-,the ambassador probably would not consider a one-armed

girl inlizard hide much of athresat to her power. She could easily take



over the rulership of the Hapes Clugter.

While the idea enraged her, Tend Kacould not afford to think about it

a the moment.

Just ahead, acouple of black, clattering insects emerged from side
corridors. The Bartokks, astall as Tendl Ka, stood on two powerful legs
and had acentral pair of arms at their waists for grasping and

mani pul ating objects, while their upper set of amsendedin long,

hooked claws like scythes used to harvest grain. The serrated edges of
the scythe claws swept from side to side, with razor edges that could

clip an enemy to pieces.

The Bartokks chittered upon seeing these new and unexpected opponents,
but Tend Karaced ahead with full momentum. Using dl the musclesin

her single arm, she jabbed with her spear, plunging it through the body
core of theleft assassin. Its upper four aamsflailed in reflex, trying

to bat the weapon out of Tenel Ka's grip-but she twisted the long blade,
ripping it Sdeways. Theinsect's hard exoskeleton cracked and split

open, spilling thick greenish-blue goop onto the stone floor. She yanked
the spear free asthe Bartokk clattered to the flagstones, itslegs

dill flailing.

Beside her, Lowbacca met the second assassin with a sideways sweep of
hislightsaber that diced the Bartokk into smoking havesthat fell

twitching to the floor.



Thetwinsrushed up. "Good one," Jacen said, panting. " That's two down.”

Tend Kaspoke over her shoulder as she continued running. ""We cannot be
certain those two are dead,” she said. "And do not forget, the Bartokks
have ahive mind. Now dl of the nsthere are usudly fifteenin

the hive-know we're coming to help my grandmother.”

Asthey skidded around the corner near the armored door to the

matriarch's chambers, five more of the insects moved to block their way.
Taa Chume'stwo persond guards fought fiercely at the threshold to her
chambers, but the remaining Bartokks had nearly succeeded in bresking

in.

Asthe young Jedi Knights ran forward, Bartokk assassins captured both
loyal guards outside the matriarch's door and dragged them away. The

guards struggled, cried out, then ceased al movement.

Although this capture was intended to free the opening for afresh

assault on the matriarch's chambers, it also created adiversion for

Tend Kaand her friendsto plow forward. With ther lightsahers

ignited, Jacen and Jainadashed in, chopping the two frontmost Bartokks

into quivering bug LIGHTSABERS

 pieces. Lowbaccabarreled into athird assassin, knocking it against



the stonewall with such force that its black carapace split open.

"Ingde," Tenel Kashouted. She could hear the matriarch calling for
more guards, but there were none. Instead, four young Jedi Knights

charged into her chamber.

"Lowie, hep me get this closed," Jainacried. Thelanky Wookiee shoved
his shoulder againgt the armored door as he and Jaina swung it shut
againg the powerful press of Bartokk arms and snapping claws. Startled,
most of the insects jerked back, but then began to push and claw at the
entrance again dmost immediately. In that ingtant of surprise, however,

the door groaned shuit.

"Lock it," Jainagasped, and Tenel Kasnapped abolt into place.

Outside, Bartokk ns pounded, scraping with their razor-edged

claws againgt the doorjamb.

The meta door rattled initsframe, and Tend Kaknew their defenses

couldn't last long againgt the ondaught.

But that was the least of her worries at the moment.

Three Bartokk ns had been trapped inside the chamber with them,

and now the ruthless black-shelled insects moved forward, focusing on

their main target.



The old matriarch had barricaded herself in a comerand was doing her
best to knock the creaturesaway with abroken piece of furniture. The
youngJedi Knights rushed to defend the former queen, but one of the

assassins lashed out with its razor claws at them.

Tend Kacharged forward as the insect killer moved to meet her. She
plunged her ornamenta spear into it until thetip of her weapon bored

al the way through the glossy shell and wedged into a crack between the
wall blocks. Sheleft the Bartokk pinned to thewall likeabugina

child's collection.

Even 0, the creature still writhed and snapped, thrashing to get at

them.

Jacen ran forward and with a hissing sweep of hislightsaber, diced off
the multi-eyed head of another assassin asit legpt toward the

matriarch.

With aroar, Lowbaccaleft his post at the rattling door and grasped the
remaining Bartokk, lifting it bodily off the floor. Its many sharp ams
thrashed as Lowie pushed forward to the high open window and heaved the
cregture over the ledge. The assassin tumbled nearly thirty metersto

splatter on thejagged reef far below.



"Hey!" Jacen said, asthe Bartokk he had beheaded, instead of collapsing
into twitching death, continued to fight itsway toward the darmed

matriarch. "Aren't you supposed to die?"

He dashed again with the lightsaber, thistime cutting the legs out

from under the headlessBar LIGHTSABERS

~ tokk. Theinsect torso crashed to the floor, but with its remaining
limbsit ill hauled itsdf toward Tenel Ka's grandmother. The severed
head lay on the flagstones near the wall, staring at itstarget through

faceted eyes, somehow continuing to direct the body.

"These hive-mind ns" Tend Kaexplained, "their brainsare
distributed through major nerve networksingde their bodies. Smply
cutting off ahead won't stop them. The pieceswill sill attempt to

continuetheir misson."

With another blow from hislightsaber, Jacen chopped the remaining torso

inhaf. "Thisisgetting ridiculous," he said.

L owbacca marched over to where the severed insect head lay near the
wall. Then with gresat pleasure he ssomped down, squashing it as one

might step on an annoying bestle.

The wiry old matriarch tossed aside the broken piece of furniture she

had been using as aweapon.



"| thank you for your effortsto save me, my granddaughter,” she said,
"but it would seem that this plot israther extensive. Our entire

fortressis overrun, and | see no means of escape.”

Acrossthe floor the ichor-dripping pieces of the chopped-up n
continued to squirm toward the former queen, blindly groping, yet il

deadly.

The skewered Bartokk hanging from the wall thrashed and flailed, trying

to break free from Tenel Ka's spear.

Outsde, in the corridors, the rest of the n hive hammered
without pause againgt the armored plates of the door. From where Tenel
Kastood, she could see the rivets popping out and blocks crumbling to

powder at the edges of the sealed door. The metal began to bend inward.

It certainly wouldn't last much longer.

N e JAINA LOOKED AROUND the dim room where they had
barricaded themsalves, desperate to find some means of escape. With the
hammering of assassins outside the door growing louder and louder, she

found it hard to think. Pale moonlight streamed through the window from

adeceptively calm sky, bleaching dl colorsin the room to black and



white and gray.

"We haveto get out of here somehow," Jainasad.

Tend Kanodded grimly. "Thisisafact.”

Jacen turned to the matriarch. "Hey, if you know of any secret passages

that lead out of here, now might bethetimeto tell us."

"There are none," TaaChume said. "Thistower room was designed asa

protected chamber, with no secret waysfor an assassin to gain entrance.

Reef Fortressitsdf was built to be impregnable.”

Jainasnorted. "Maybe you'd better fire your architect.”

Tend Kafdt at her utility belt and removed her

grappling hook and the strong fibercord. "I see no better way. We must
escape by the same route those creatures used to break into the
fortress. Not only must we flee the fortress, we must flee the reef

idand itsdlf.”

"Where can we go, Tend Ka?' Jacen said.



"We're sranded.”

"l getit!" Jainacried, seeing what her friend intended. "We take one
of the fast wavespeeders and zoom out across the ocean. It's our best

chance."

The stern matriarch went to the window and gazed at the sheer drop. "You

mean climb down?"

"Y es, Grandmother,” Tend Kasaid, setting the grappling hook firmly
againg the stone of thewindowslll. "Unlessyou'd prefer using your

diplomeatic skillsto negotiate a settlement with the Bartokks.”

The matriarch's sharp eyes flashed with determination. "'I've never
alowed anyone but mysdlf to control my fate-so | supposefaling to my
desth while escaping would be preferable to waiting around to be killed
by giant insectsin my own bedchamber. It's agreed, then. Well try the

climb, asyou suggest.”

Tend Kashook her head. "No, we shall do the climb. Thereisno try.”

Jainatugged on the cord. The grappling hook did not budge. "All right,

let's get out of here.”
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" Lowbacca blatted a comment and Em Teedee said, "Oh, dear-must IT' At
the Wookiee's growled response, the little droid heaved an eectronic

sgh.

"Master Lowbacca believes he would be the most sensible choiceto go
first-and unfortunately 1I'm forced to admit that heis correct. Firdtly,
because heis an experienced climber, and secondly because heis strong
and will be able to hold the rope steady for the rest of you once he

reaches the bottom."

"Can't argue with your logic," Jainaagreed. "Go ahead."

While Em Teedee twittered about the impending danger, Lowie swung
himsdlf over the Il and supported hisfull weight on the glistening
fibercord. Then, using hislong arms, he lowered himsdlf hand-over-hand
down the vertical sonewall. Em Teedee's pitiful moans grew more and
more faint until finaly Lowie touched down on the rocks below, stood

away from the wal, and gave the rope ayank.

"Good," Tend Kasaid.

Peragtencefinaly paid off for the Bartokks, who had continued their
relentless battering at the armored door. One of the hinges groaned and
popped out of thewall. With aloud creak, a corner of the door bent

inward. Chittering insect nsthrust their sharp scythe claws



through the gap.

"No moretime,” Tenel Kasaid to thetwins. ™Y ou two go now. Therope

will hold both of you."

"We'd better be careful," Jacen said. The door rattled inits frame and

the meta screeched, caving in further.

"Guesswe can't afford that luxury,” Jainasaid in atersevoice. "What
arewewaiting for?' She dipped over the sill, grabbing the fibercord,

and began rappelling down the dick dark stones.

Jacen came after her. The rope was thin, and the descent treacherous,
but they used their Jedi skillsto keep their balance and make

themsdvesli hter.

At the bottom L owbacca stood with hisfeet planted far apart on the

rocky reef, holding the rope.

"Excdlent climbing, Master Jacen, Mistress Jaina," Em Teedee

encouraged. "Y ou're dmost here-you can makeit!"

Even before they reached bottom, Jainalooked up to see Tenel Kaand her
grandmother easing over the sll. The matriarch, unableto grasp the

dender cord tightly enough in her old hands, steadied hersdf with an



arm around Tenel Kaswaist. The young warrior girl had looped the rope
once around her arm to dlow hersaf morefriction to control their

descent.

With afirm hold on the fibercord, she dowly leaned backward, letting
the strand dip through her fingers as her feet pressed againgt the

outer wall of the fortress. The dangerous climb may have been more
difficult and awkward with her handicap, but Tenel Kadid not seem the

least bit hesitant. Despite LIGHTSABERS

~ her usua reluctance to use the Force, she took advantage of it this

time without reservation.

"Comeon, Tend Kal" Jacen called.

Before the girl and her grandmother had gotten more than hafway down
the rope, though, aloud crash sounded from above. Suddenly swarms of

multilegged figures surged to the open window, squeding their triumph.

Jainaheard Tend Kashout, "Hold on!" as she doubled her speed, diding
down the cord so quickly that Jaina was sure she would get arope bum on

her hand and arm.

The Bartokks grabbed the fibercord and sawed at it with their serrated

scythearms.



Tend Kadipped down faster, faster.

Suddenly the strand parted. Theinsectoid assassins above gave a

triumphant chitter.

Lowbaccaroared and with lightning-fast reflexes dropped the end of the
severed rope, held out hisarms, and caught the old matriarch as she

plunged.

Using the Forceto control her own fal, Tend Kalanded heavily on her

feat, but without injury.

"Good one, Tend Ka," Jacen cried. "We madeit!"

"Not quiteyet," Jainasaid, pointing upward. The remaining black
Bartokk ns started to bail through the upper window, crawling

headfirst down the vertical stone block.

"Wemust hurry,” Tend Kasaid, pointing toward the grotto. "To the

wavespeeders.”

At thefar edge of the reef, Jaina saw the sharp-edged assault boat from
the Bartokk hive near the smoldering wreck of the shield-generator
station. For amoment she contemplated taking that craft instead-but

when she noticed the knobby, dien controls designed for smultaneous



use by four claws, she couldn't be sure she or Lowie could pilot such a
ship. Their best chance would be to grab one of the smaller

wavespeeders.

Ducking under the moss-edged rock of the entrance, they ran into the sea
cave. A wavespeeder, tied to the dock closest the entrance, bobbed

gently on the water of the grotto.

"Everybody in," Jainasad. "Lowieand | can handlethis. Let'sjust

hope its top peed is better than what that n craft can manage.”

"And that Ambassador Y fra hasn't sabotaged it!"

Jacen muttered.

Lowbacca belowed his agreement. Still dazed after her fall, thegrim
matriarch shook herself and climbed aboard as Jacen and Jaina hopped

over therall, followed by Tend Ka

With aroar, the repul sorlift engines raised the wavespeeder up off the
cam watersingde the sheltered cave. Before Tenel Kahad managed to
Seat hersdlf, Jaina pulled the boat away from the dock, whipped it
around, and accelerated through the cave entrance, churning the water
into froth beneath them. The wavespeeder shot away from the darkened,

overrun Reef Fortress.
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A Lowbacca, Stting in the navigator's chair, turned his shaggy head to
gaze back at thetal citadd with his dark-adapted Wookiee eyes. He
growled, stretching out ahairy arm. Jainarisked aglance and saw the
insectoid murderers swarming down the tower wall toward their assault

craft.

"Better get our head start whilewe can,” Jainasad grimly. She pushed
hard againgt the accelerators, dthough they were aready traveling at

maximum speed. The small boat sped out to where the sea grew choppier.

Moments later an ear-splitting mechanica roar erupted behind them.
Jacen shouted, and Jaina glanced back to see the Bartokk assault craft

pull away from the reef, infested with black insect assassins.

The assault craft's engine thundered like a Star Destroyer in pursuiit.
"They must have comein using sedth slencerson their engines” Jaina

sad.

"They're a full power now, though-no need to keep quiet." She watched

thetactica pand infront of her and swallowed alump in her throat.

Lowie growled. "Master Lowbacca estimates that they will overtake us

within minutes,” Em Teedeewailed. "What areweto do?'



The ocean was it only by the twin moons high overhead in the midnight
sky. Jaina saw froth ahead as the water surged around arocky obstacle
jutting from the searthe Dragon's Teeth. "Well go there," she said,

"and try to cause some trouble as they dodge around the rocks. We're

gmdler, more maneuverable

"I doubt they'll give up because of a navigation hazard," Jacen said.

"No," Jainareplied, "but we can hope they crash.”

The pointed rocks thrust out of the water like jagged spires. Waves
crashed againg their faces, running like salivadrooling from akrayt
dragon’'s mouth, and rippled around the submerged reefs at the base of

the Teeth. The Bartokk assault craft screamed after them.

"Watch the waves-and count,” Tend Kasaid, pointing as a plume of white
water jetted up between the two sharp rocks. Five seconds later another

plume spurted up just as high. "Timing could be our advantage.”

Jainanodded. "I see what you mean. Lowie, I'll need your help on the
controls." They dowed just enough to let the assault craft gpproach
them asthey headed toward the narrow gap between the treacherous rock

Spires.

"It'sgoing to be close, Jaing," Jacen said.



"Don't | know it," she agreed. "Okay, punch it, Lowie."

The Wookiee hit the accelerators full force just asthe Bartokk assault
craft nearly rammed them from behind. Theinsect nswaved their

clacking LIGHTSABERS

N arms. Onefired a deck-mounted cannon, and the blaster bolt struck the

waves, creating ageyser of steam just beside their wavespeeder.

"Whoa," Janasaid as Lowie yowled. "Didn't expect that."

Unconscioudy ducking her head as they streaked between the black rocks,
she canted the wavespeeder to fit through the narrow gap. The hiss of
their passage boomed and echoed, and afine cold spray splashed them

al.

The assault craft charged in behind them. Jainadidn't think the
assassins could possibly fit through the narrow opening, but the ship

didinto the gap with only afew centimeters of play on either Sde.

The ocean rolled just as the assault craft spat from the narrow cleft
between the rocks. A jet of water rocketed through the gap, shooting out
ahigh-powered plume that catapulted the Bartokk assault craft into the

ar and spun it end-over-end.



Three ns toppled overboard and vanished into the churning seas
before the assault craft righted itself and crashed back onto the water.
The Bartokk pilot wrestled with the controls as Jaina stresked onward at

top speed, stretching the gap between them.

Beforelong, though, the assault craft was hot on their tail again.

Sitting in back, Tala Chume recovered enough to reach inside her plush

robes and withdraw atiny holdout blaster. "For what it'sworth,” the

matriarch said, "I'll usethis-but it's designed for only two shots.”

"What good isablaster that only hastwo shots?'

Jacen asked.

"Thefirst shot isfor an attacker,” Tenel Kas grandmother answvered.

"The second shot . . .

well, sometimesit is preferable not to be taken dive.”

Jainagulped and continued to guide the wavespeeder away from the reef.
Waves crashed againgt the front of their craft, but she couldn't gain

any more height from their repul sorlifts. Fortunately, the Bartokk

assault craft had sustained some damage in its passage through the

Dragon's Teeth, and now the pilot of theimpaired vessel had no choice



but to hang back.

Pushing the wavespeeder to its redlines, Jaina maintained their lead-but
just barely. Another hour went by as they sped over the dark wavetops
under the paelight of the moons. The assault craft edged closer and

closar.

"Isthere any way to get back to civilization, get some help?' Jacen

asked.

"Our fortressis extremely isolated-theoretically for our protection-and
this wavespeeder travels much too dowly," the old matriarch said. "It
would take us many hoursto get back. | fear the Bartokks will have

taken care of us before then."
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"Notif | can helpit,” Jainasad, gritting her teet as she diverted

them toward a pale patch of water ahead, awasteland covered with a
rough, flattened texture and exuding aspoiled fishy smdll. Sheredized
full well where they were going. The coordinates had been familiar, and

now she hoped to use her knowledge to their advantage.



Lowbacca, guessing her intention, let out a questioning whine.

"I know what I'm doing, Lowie," Jainasaid.

Jacen must have smdlled the same thing. He leaned toward hissister in

adarm. "Y ou're not actudly going into that seaweed field, are you?”'

Jainashrugged. "They'd be crazy to follow us, wouldn't they?"

"The Bartokk assassin hive will follow usto the ends of the planet,”

Tend Kasad. "They have no concern for their own danger.”

"Good," Janasad, "then maybethey'll get Sloppy.”

Suddenly the sound of the engines grew muted as they streaked over the

writhing forest of carnivorous seaweed. Just below the hull of their

wavespeeder, the weed thrashed in agitation. Clusters of red eye-flowers

rose up, keeping avigilant watch for new prey even in degpest night.

The seaweed flickered and snapped, asif it remembered its near miss

with the group of young Jedi only days before.

"| sure hope thisthing is till hungry," Jacen said.

"How about we give it some plant food?"

"Aslong asit'snot us," Jainaresponded.



The Bartokk ns paid no heed to how the sea had changed, intent

only on closing the gap between them and their prey.

The matriarch stood at the rear of the wavespeeder, holding her small

blaster. "Two shots," she said, pointing her wegpon at the gpproaching

boat.

"Target their repulsorpods,” Jaina shouted. "That's the only weak spot

on abig assault craft likethat."

The wavespeeder jostled, but the matriarch took careful aim and fired a

high-powered blaster bolt.

The stresk of energy skimmed the bottom of the pursuing assault craft,

leaving the repulsorpod undamaged. The shot reflected off the B artokks

metd hull and szzled into the churning seaweed cregture.

"No damage," the matriarch said. "One chanceleft.”

"Y our shot was not wasted," Tend Kasad.

"Observe the plant.”

The seaweed now seemed fully awake and angry.



Its spined tentacles thrashed in the air and dapped at the craft

roaring over itsfronds.

The Bartokk ns approached the wavespeeder, apparently unconcerned
that one of their intended victims had just used a blaster. The Bartokk

craft fired areturn shot with one of its laser cannons, but Jaina,

sensing the impending bolt through the Force, rocked the wavespeeder to

theleft. The blast struck the seaweed again, eliciting aLIGHTSABERS

A hissing, low-frequency roar from the plant monster.

Tda Chume stood again, raised her tiny blaster, and aimed a second and

lagt time.

"May the Force bewith you," Tend Kamurmured.

The matriarch took her final shot. Thistime the energy bolt struck one
of the Bartokk repulsorpods squardly. Though the tiny weapon was not
powerful enough to cause great damage, it was enough to throw the

pursuing assault craft into aspin.

The stem of the assassins boat rose up and, as the Bartokk insects
scrambled for control, the bow plunged, grazing the ravenous seaweed.
Before the pilot could regain stability, adozen spiked tentacles

whipped up to wrap themsdaves around therails, snatching at the hull,



the repul sorpods, the lasercannon emplacements. The insect ns
chittered, more in anger than fear, because the hive mind couldn't

comprehend itsimpending degth.

Within moments, however, Bartokk assassin legswereflailing as spiked
weed tentacles plucked the insects from their Sations at the side of

the boat and dragged them thrashing beneath the foaming waves.

Soon the seaweed had engulfed the entire sharpedged craft, dragging it

under theroiling water.

Pincer-ended tentacles clamped down on hard chitinous shells, and Jaina

heard muffled crunching sounds as the seaweed monster snapped

exoskeletons apart to reach the tender partsinside. She stared at the

water in horrified fascination.

"I think maybethisisour cueto leave," Jacen pointed out, giving his

sster anudge. Lowieroared his agreement.

Bloodred eye-flowers blinked hungrily up at them.

"Okay, what are we waiting for?"

Lowie revved the engines and then accelerated as Jainaguided the

wavespeeder back out of the deadly tangle of seaweed.



Tala Chume made her way to the front of the wavespeeder. "1 can pilot us
to safety from here," she said. Jainagladly relinquished the controls

as the former queen headed the craft toward the mainland.

"An excdlent shot, Grandmother," Tend Kasad.

The matriarch nodded and looked with renewed admiration at her

granddaughter. "*So much for diplomacy.”

Some five hours later, the entire bedraggled crew findly hauled

themsdvesinto the Fountain Palace.

Tala Chume was outraged to find that Ambassador Y fra had aready assumed
control. Declaring martial law, the ambassador had announced that there
would be severa hours of mourning over the untimely death of the dear,

departed matriarch.

Tenel Kamarched beside her grandmother into the centra throne room

amidst gasps of horror, ddlight, and surprise from the guards. The most
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N gppd led expression, however, showed on the hardened face of

Ambassador Y frahersdlf.

"Taa Chume!" she cried, standing up and trying unsuccesstully to hide



the brief storm of anger that clouded her eyes. "Y ou're-you're dive,.

But how-?'

"Your plot failed, Yfra Guards, arrest thistraitor!"

"Onwhat charge?" Ambassador Y frasaid in areasonable tone, her

confidence not yet shaken.

"Flotting to kill the entire roya household. | am only happy that Tend
Ka's parents were absent, for I'm sure they would have been at risk as

wdl."

"Why, Taa Chume-I've never shown anything but loyalty to you." Yfras
voice wasfull of sweetness and offended innocence, though Tend Ka

could sense that shewas lying. "How can you make such an accusation?”

"Because you took control. Ho w could you possibly have known wewerein

danger if you hadn't set up the plot yoursaf?

"Wel, I-" Yfrablinked. "1 smply responded to the disiress call sent
out from Reef Fortress, of course.” "Ah." The matriarch pointed her long

knobby finger and a smile curved her thinwrinkled lips.

"Ahal But no distresssigna was sent. Y our Bartokk assassins blew up

our power-generating station. We escaped. Thisisthefirst word that



has gotten out-butyou knew." The matriarch nodded confidently."Y es, you

knew."

Before Y fra could sputter another excuse, the guards came forward and

took her into custody.

"Oh, shell begiven afair trid,” the matriarch said, "but | think we
have more than enough proof-don't you, Tend Ka?' Sheraised her

eyebrows.

"Thisisafact," the young warrior woman replied. "And | believe | have
more than enough proof for something else, aswell." She stood Straight,

looking proudly into her grandmother's eyes.

"This adventure has shown methat | am fully recovered from my injuries.

| wishtoreturnto Yavin4."

N TENEL KA SAT up and looked around with brief disorientation before she
remembered where shewas. Letting her gray gaze skim across the ancient
stone walls, arched doorway, and modest deeping pallet, she experienced

asense of warmth and safety-and excitement.

it felt right to be back on Yavin 4, in her own student quartersin the
Great Temple. She sat back on her pallet and began practicing her new

skillbraiding her hair with one hand and her teeth.



Over the past weeks, the wrongnessin her life had dowly dissolved,
beginning with her parents safe return to Hapes. Having foiled an

attempt on their own lives by Ambassador Y fra's henchwomen, Tenenid Djo
and |solder had hurried back to find their daughter and her grandmother
unharmed. They immediately sought out and purged the remaining

congpiratorsfrom the royd court, while Ambassador Y fraawaited trid.

To Tend Kasgreat surprise, neither of her parents had tried to talk

her into wearing asynthetic

arm or discontinuing her studies a the Jedi academy. In fact, when she
had expressed her desire to continue her training, her mother and father
hed readily agreed, asking only that she stay to visit with them for a

few weeks before returning to Yavin 4.

"I believe you may become astronger warrior than ever you imagined,”
Tenenid Djo sad. "Y ou have powerful legs, fast reflexes, and you il
have your better fighting arm. From what your grandmother tells us, your

wits have not been dulled, either."

"And | think you may teach many afuture opponent that one cannot judge
awarrior'sworth by her outward appearance,” her father added, hugging

her. "Never be ashamed of what you are-or who you are.”



When Luke Skywalker had returned in the Shadow Chaser to take Tend Ka
and the other young Jedi Knights back to Y avin 4, there had been no
mistaking her parents pride. Her mother'sfind whispered words ill

echoed through her mind: "May the Force be with you."

Now, after agood night'srest in familiar quarters, Tend Kafelt ready
to take her next step to recovery. She stood and stretched, delighting

in the well-controlled response of her muscles.

She spent the next few minutes ransacking her belongings until she had
collected the objects she needed. She found her remaining rancor-tooth
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A phy wrapped in its supple leather covering. Shetucked it under the
stump of her severed arm-not a completely uselesslimb after all, she
noted with some satisfaction-while she searched for another item. When
at last she located the jewd-encrusted tiarafrom Hapes, which her
grandmother had indgsted she take, she placed the two articles side by

side on atiny worktablein the corner and studied them.

Both objects were symbols of who shewas, of her upbringing. The
rancor's tooth came from Dathomir, a planet that was wild, untamed,
fierce, and proud. Thetiara symbolized her Hapan inheritance: regd

bearing, refinement, power, wedlth, and political shrewdness.



Tend Kahad long believed that honoring one part of her heritage

implied that she must dishonor the other. Just as she had believed that
trusting in the Force implied alack of trust in hersdlf. Wincing at the
thought, she was compelled to acknowledge that she had actudly gained
wisdom from the loss of her arm. She knew now that she had to use every
ability she possessed-including her talent with the Force-to become the

best possible Jedi.

But what of her heritage? she thought, picking up the rancor's tooth

and turning it over in her palm.

Hapes and Dathomir. Could she combine the best of both? She was, after

al, only one person.

Coming to adecision, she grasped the rancor tooth tightly, lifted it
over her head, and brought it smashing down on the glittering,

jewd-studded tiara. The delicate crown brokeinto pieces.

Tend Kahammered again and again until bits of precious metd and gems
I-ay strewn acrossthetiny table. , Yes, she decided. She was a product
of two worlds, and she would learn to blend the best of her mother's and
her father's. Shelaid down the rancor's tooth and reached for the other

items she had assembled.

Then, selecting the ' inest jewels from her Hapan tiara, she began to



build her new lightsaber.

Brilliant morning sunlight played acrossthe top of the Great Templeand

filtered through Tend Kas partidly braided hair to form ared-gold

nimbus around her. Jacen stood about a meter away, facing her, agentle

breeze ruffling hisunruly brown curls

Hisface wasfilled with gpprehension.

"Y ou sure you want to do this?' he asked.

"Yes" shesad smply, though shefdt an uncertain fluttering in the

pit of her ssomach.

"Well, I'm not sure | can go through with it," he said in alow voice.

"You? But why-"

"Blagter boltd Thelast timewedidthis, | ended up - - ." Jacen's

voicetrailed off and helooked significantly at what remained of her

am.
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"Ah" Tend Kasad. "Aha"

"So I'masking you if youre sure,” Jacen said, "because I'm not.”

Gray eyes searched brandy-brown while Tendl Ka consdered this. Her

throat was tight with unaccustomed emotion when shefinadly spoke.

"Jacen, my friend, | know of no better way to show that | trust you . .

. that | do not blame you for what happened.”

Jacen's face was solemn as he nodded his acceptance. "Thank you." He let

hiseyesfd| haf shut and took a deep bresth.

Tend Kadid the same, fedling the Force flow into her, through her. Her
muscles tautened-not with fear, but with adelicious anticipatory

tengon.

Reaching for the rancor's tooth clipped to her belt, Tend Kaheld it

steady in front of her and pressed the power stud.

A blade of 9zzling energy sorang from theivory hilt, glowing arich

turquoise, produced by the rainbow gems she had ingtalled from her

tiara. A heartbest |ater, Jacen'semerad lightsaber hummed to life.

Asif in dow motion, the two friends raised their blades until they



hovered at eyelevd, just centimeters apart. With a crackle of

discharged energy, their lightsabers touched once. Then again.

Hestantly at first, Tend Kathrust with her turquoise blade, and Jacen

parried with abarely perceptible nod.

The Force flowed between them, around them, and soon they were moving in
ancient patterns and rhythms, asin awel-rehearsed exercise routine,
an intricate dance. Somehow both of them knew that neither would come to

any harm.

Their eyeslocked, while the sllent music that accompanied their
movements built to a crescendo, then began to fade. But their confidence

in each other did not wane astheir movements 9 owed.

They stood till at last, lightsabers barely touching, alook of

amazement on both of their faces.

Jacen opened his mouth asif to speak, but no sound came out.

A moment later, an ear-shattering roar split the air as Lowbaccaand

Jainaran across the rooftop to greet them.

Jainalaughed. "'l agree with Lowie: it'sgood to see you holding a
lightsaber again, Tenel Ka. For awhile | wasworried that you thought

you were too different from us, that you couldn't be our friend



anymore."

"Perhgpsfor awhilel did,” Tend Kasaid. "But | have learned that

differences can be positive, that they can be blended together to form a

sronger whole."

"We are pretty different,” Jacen pointed out.

Jaina switched on her amethyst energy blade with asnap-hiss. "But were

al going to be Jedi Knights."

Lowbaccaignited hislightsaber aswdll. Its shaft glowed amolten

bronze.

LIGHTSABERS

"Stronger together,” Tend Kasaid, raising her turquoise lightsaber

high over her head.

Lowbaccallifted hislightsaber to touch hers.

"Y es, stronger together,”" Jacen and Jaina said in unison, crossing their

glowing blades with the other two.



Thefour lightsabers blazed into the morning light.

The bestsdlling saga continues. . .
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THE SCREAMING SOUNDS of TIE fightersrippling through the atmosphere of
Kashyyyk sent achill of primal fear down Jacen's spine. He knew the

digtinctive howl was only the exhaust from the powerful engines, but the

Imperid ship designers must have ddighted in the hellish noise, which

was sure to gtrike fear into the enemies of the Empire.

In the hustling fabrication facility, darmsrang out from platform

loudspeakersin aloud cacophony.

Growling, barking announcements hammered through the air. Wookiee
workersranin al directions, activating security systems or evacuating

thearea.

TIE bombers streaked low over the treetops, dropping proton explosives

that set the dense network of branches aflame. Dark gray smoke billowed

from burning leaves.

"Wemust hep defend againgt thisthreet,” Tend Kasaid, looking from

sSdeto side for some wegpon substantia enough to use against the

invading fighters.

Her face wore a stony expression of determination.

Siffaand Lowic both howled in rage at seeing the destruction of the



tree dwellings. The spindly Tour Droid spun its boxy head around,
despiteits numerous optica sensors. "Do not panic. Have no fear,” it

sadin
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A atinny voice. "Thismust be adrill. No attack has been scheduled for

today."

"Schedule or not, we're definitely under attack!™

Jacen said.

The Tour Droid continued to issue calming messages, though its thoughts

were obvioudy scrambled.

"We have nothing to fear. Kashyyyk has numerous satellite defenses. No
enemy ships can gpproach thisfacility. We have sophisticated defense
mechanisms, induding powerful perimeter guns. They should begin firing

any moment now."

At Lowiéswaist, Em Teedee piped up in ascornful tone. "You slly Tour

Droid, switch on your optical sensors! Can't you seethisisacriss

dtuation?

Hmmmf!" The miniaturized droid's optical sensors blinked as he muitered



adepreciating comment about clumsy public-relaions models.

"Didn't the Tour Droid mention perimeter guns?’

Tend Kasad, her date-gray eyesflashing. "Perhaps we can use them

againg these enemies.”

Sffaroared, gesturing with her long hairy arm to show that she knew

theway.

"What asplendid idea,” Em Teedee said. "I do hope we aren't blown to

bits before we can implement Mistress Tend Kas plan. Ohmy."

"Asmy sster would say," Jacen said, "whét are we waiting for?"

Whilethe Tour Droid bleated its empty reassurances, Jacen, Tenel Ka,
and the two young Wookiees barged past him into the main platforms of

the fabrication complex.

Sirraled them down an open-air corridor amid the din of explosions and
the crackling shrieks of laser blasts. They reached anetwork of
pulley-driven vines, 222 Star Wars. Y oung ledi Knights rapidly moving
ropdlike liftsthat yanked them to a higher level. Sirragrabbed one

vine, tucked her foot into aloop, and the rope sprang upward, drawing

her toward the higher platforms. Lowie did the same.



Jacen followed suit, looking down to watch Tend Ka, who had no problem
whatsoever. She wrapped her arm around the vine and stepped into aloop.
Within seconds, they were dl whisked to the upper platform at the outer

perimeter of the complex.

Because of their quick reaction, the companions reached the defensive
guns before most of the Wookiee defenders. Jacen saw unattended ion
cannons with spherica power sources and needldlike barrels aimed toward
the sky-but his eyeslit upon apair of old-moded quad-laser cannons,

exactly like those used in the Millennium Falcon'sgun wells.

"There," Jacen said, "we can use those. They're powered up and ready to
go." Heraced over to the nearest emplacement. Tend Kagruffly agreed

and stationed herself behind one of the other weapons.

The two Wookiees chattered to each other. Em Teedee called, "Master
Jacen! Master Lowbacca and Mistress Sirrakuk have decided to use the
computers to determine where the breakdown in the facility's defensive
systems occurred. Perhapsthey can repair it and prevent further

Imperid fighters from getting through. Oh, | do hope they're

successful.”

"They'll do their best," Jacen said, grabbing the quad-laser'stargeting
controls. He sank down into the voluminous seet in front of the

quad-laser cannon.



Reaching out to the widdly spread controls designed for alarge Wookiee
body, he redigned the targeting circle and felt the energy thrum

through thefiring sticksin hisfingers.
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~ Imperid fighters continued to howl overhead, launching strikes
againg the Wookiee resdentid digtricts and targeting the outer
platforms of the computer complex, but leaving the centra facilities

relaively untouched . . . though thrown into complete chaos.

A glanceto Jacen's|eft told him that Tend Kahad positioned hersdlf
and was ready. Gripping the firing stick with her right hand, she
familiarized hersdlf with the wegpon's control systems. In seconds her

eyes began to track the enemy fighters overhead.

Three tall Wookiees charged onto the defensive platform and took up
positions a theion cannons, glancing curioudly at the two humans,
confused by the unexpected assistance-but they didn't argue. Instead,

they fired wild blasts from the ion cannons.

One of the crackling yellow-white shots caught a TIE fighter that soared

through the edge of the blast.



The Imperid control systemsflickered out, and the TIE fighter spun

dead intheair, itsengine silenced.

Unableto regain control, the pilot crashed into the distant forest

canopy with adull, booming explosion.

Jacen used histargeting circlesto lock onto aduggish, fully loaded
TIE bomber that arrowed toward the clustered residentia structures. The

TIE bomber camein, picking up speed, its deadly bombbay doors opened.

Jacen grasped the firing controls of the quad-laser cannons and gritted
histeeth. "Comeon.. .. comeon,” hesaid. Findly, thetarget lock

blinked asthe TIE bomber settled directly in the crosshairs.

He squeezed both firing controls, launching searing blazes of laser
energy from al four cannons. The beams targeted on the bomber just
beforeit could drop its proton explosives. Instead of destroying the

homes

A Star Wars. Y oung Jedi Knights of hundreds of Wookiees, the TIE bomber
erupted in midair. The belch of detonations grew louder, echoing asits
own proton bombs fed into the eruption, and the brilliant ball of fire

and smoke expanded into the sky.

"Got one!" Jacen crowed.



Tend Kafired repeatedly until another pair of TIE fighters exploded in

theair. "Two more," she said.

By now, more Wookiee defenders had arrived to assume positions at the
remaining guns. Jacen fired again and again, rotating hischair toam
at therapidly moving targets. He blasted another TIE fighter out of the

y.

"Judt like our practice runsin the Millennium Falcon,” hesad. "Only
thistime, hitting thetargetsisalot more important than winning a

contest with my sgter.”

"Thisisafact," Tend Kasaid.

Another wing of TIE fighters swooped down, and Jacen fired wildly. There

were so many Imperid targets, al of them bristling with lethal

weaponry.

Jacen's quad-laser cannon spat bolts of energy, but they al missed as

the fighters spun evasiveloopsin theair.

"Oh, blaster bolts!" Jacen said.

More Wookiees arrived, legping off the vine pulleyliftsand rushing to

their pogitions, dthough now there were more defendersthan guns. Lowie



and Sirrahurried over to Jacen and Tend Ka. The young Wookiees spoke
loudly, their grunts and growls overlapping so that Em Teedee had
difficulty trandating both. Jacen couldn't begin to get the gist of

their excited conversation.

"Oneat atime, pleasel” thelittledroid said. "All right, | believel

understand the basics of what youre DARKEST KNIGHT

" saying. Master Lowbacca and Mistress Sirrakuk have determined that a
sngle-point defensive failure occurred in the traffic control tower for

thisfadility.

Somehow, al of the centra command systems have been compromised, asif
someone smply took over the station. It appearsthat the attack is

being guided from there"

Lowieroared asuggestion. "Oh dear,” Em Teedee said. "Master Lowbacca
suggests we would be well advised to go to the heart of the problem and
leave these well-trained Wookiee gunners to continue the fight here. |
agreethat it might be safer to go insgde-but | am skeptical about the

wisdom of rushing into greater danger.”

"Good idea, Lowie," Jacen said, ignoring Em Teedegswarnings. Hefired
the quad-laser one more time, dmost offhandedly, and was astonished to
see hisquick shot destroy the side panel of another TIE fighter, which

spun out of control to explode into the treetops. "Hey, got another



one" hesad.

"Letusgo,” Tend Kasad. "If Imperials control the command center, we

must hurry.”

Inside the barricaded traffic control tower, Zekk listened to the

outraged Wookiees outs de pounding against the sealed door. A sizzling,
melting sound worked its way into the background din as the Wookiees
used high-intensity laser torchesto dice through the armored metal.

But Kashyyyk's own well-constructed defenses worked againgt them, since
they had intended their command center to be impregnable. Sowly but
surely, however, the Wookiees made headway, dicing through the door one

centimeter a atime.

Using the security monitors, Zekk watched the

A Star Wars: Y oung Jedi Knights Wookiees out in the hall. With bestial
rage one of the hairy creatures picked up ametal pipe and hammered at
the door-to no effect, of course, because of the thick plating. But the

Wookiee seemed satisfied to vent hisfury.

Tamith Kai crossed her arms over her reptilearmored chest, scowling.
"The noiselevd out thereis most annoying,” she said, then glared at

the Jone stormtrooper standing guard just inside the doorway.



Her violet eyesflashed with atwisted idea. "why don't wetrigger the
locking mechanism, let the Wookiees ssumble ingde, then take care of

the whole lot before they recover from their surprise?’

Vonnda Ra chuckled. "That would be amusing to watch.”

Before Zekk could voice an indignant protest that he wasin command of
thismission, not the looming Nightsisters, the sormtrooper activated

the door controls. The armor plating suddenly did aside, shocking the
Wookiee engineers who had been working so intently to gain access. They

howled.

The stormtrooper used hisblaster rifle to mow them down in afew
seconds, every one of them. Even encased in white armor, the
stormtrooper's body language showed his pleasure. He keyed in the
sequence again to dam the heavy door shut again, leaving thefdlen

Wookiees out in the corridor.

"At last, peace and quiet,” Tamith Ka sad.

Overhead the TIE fighters and bombers continued their attack, dodging

bursts of weaponsfire from the tree facility's perimeter defenses.

Through the reinforced dome, they could see the battle in the skies. But

they had no immediate idea of the rest of the struggles.
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A Severa contingents of stormtrooper reinforcements aready should have

landed, however.

Vonnda Raworked at one of the computer stations, scanning security
monitoring images. A minute later, she gave agasp of surprised triumph.
"Ah, | bedieveI'vefound them," she said. "The vermin were gpparently
firing the perimeter guns, but now they'rein the corridors. They seem

to be making their way . . . ah!

It seemsthey're making their way here. Delusions of grandeur. That

could prove quite convenient.”

"Who?' Zekk said.

Vonnda Raraised her eyebrows. "Why, those Jedi brats, of course. Most

of them, anyway. Had you forgotten your other god for thismisson?”

Zekk thought of Jacen and Jainaand their friends.

"No, | haven't forgotten,” he said. But he didn't want to confront the

twinshere, not in front of Tamith Kai.

"Well meet them on the way. Ambush them. Lock down their location.”



"Simple enough,” VonndaRasad.

Reinforcing his position of command, Zekk turned sharply and issued
brisk orders. "Tamith Kal, you will remain here and continue organizing
the mission. Our primary goa isto get those computersfor the Second
Imperium. Y ou-" he nodded toward the stormtrooper "-will stay here as

guard. VonndaRaand | will take care of the young Jedi Knights."

Tamith Kai scowled at being ordered about, but Zekk rounded on her, his
black cape swirling. "Isthat assignment beyond your capabilities,

TamithKa?'

"Indeed not,” she said. "Isyours? Just be certain you eliminate those

brats."

When the stormtrooper unsealed the armored door again, Vonnda Ra

followed Zekk asthey strode out

A Star Wars: Y oung ledi Knights into the corridors, stepping around
motionless Wookiee engineers sprawled on the floor, heading toward the

confrontation with hisformer friends.

Jacen nished adong, shoulder-to-shoulder with Lowie and Sirra. The
interior corridors were full of smoke, sparks, and noise. The glowpanels
inthe cellingsflickered off and on as energy fluctuations from the

attack took their toll.



Tend Kahad picked up aloose meta rod, a piece of destroyed pipe that
had toppled from an overhead assembly. She loped aong behind them,
guarding the rear, holding the meta rod like a spear, asif hoping to

find some enemy target.

Lowie and Siffaturned the corner in the corridor, and Jacen now thought
he recognized the route they had taken to the monolithic control tower
during their peaceful vist with the Tour Droid. Suddenly, Lowiegavea
surprised roar; Sir-rabellowed in darm. Tend Kabrandished her long

metd rod.

"It's Zekk!" Jacen shouted, skidding to astop.

Therein the corridor, waiting for them, stood the dark-haired scamp who
for years had been afriend to Jacen and Jaina. . . who had taken them
on countless excursions to Coruscant's abandoned building levelsand dim
subterranean aleys. Now the oncescruffy boy wore expensive leather

armor and a scarlet-lined black cape.

Tenel Kasaw Zekk, too, and held her metal staff at theready. Ina
flash of memory, Jacen thought of the warrior girl'sinitia meeting
with Zekk: The young man had dropped down from above to surprise them,

but with blurring speed Tend Kahad whipped out her DARKEST KNIGHT



" fibercord and lassoed Zekk before he could jump out of the way.

Now, though, Tenel Kahad only one hand, and she did not choose to drop

her long sted! rod to grab for her rope.

For amoment Zekk's face seemed to open. His eyes grew round and

surprised, uncertain. "lacen,” he said.

Then the muscular Nightsister beside him held up her clawlike hands.

"Thereyou are, Jedi brats!" she said.

Jacen could fed dark power crackling through the air. Fire-blue
lightning bolts danced at the Nightsster's fingertips, burning through
her body and sizzling behind her eyes as sheraised her fingers. "I'll

enjoy destroying you."

Sheflicked her wrigts, ready to hurl her dark lightning at them-but
Zekk shouldered the Nightsister to one side. The deadly bolts of evil
force flared past them like shadowy flames that scorched a dark sinuous

gain on thefacility wal plates.

The Nightsister turned to glare at Zekk, but he snapped, "They arefor

meto ded with! | amin command here"

"I have your name, Vonnda Ra," Tend Kasaid in alow, threstening

voice. "l saw you try to lure othersfrom the Singing Mountain Clan on



Dathomir. In your encampment at the Great Canyon | convinced you to
choose me as atrainee for the Shadow Academy, but instead we rescued my

friends-and defeated you utterly. Well defeet you again.”

With athundering sound of booted feet, a contingent of stormtroopers

charged down the corridor
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with darm.More reinforcements had arrived.

White-armored fighters must have landed on the upper platforms. The
Second Imperium wanted something here at the fabrication facility.
Judging from the dlarms and explosions, the Imperias had dready

overrun the platforms.

Zekk stood waiting to battle the young Jedi trainees, asif gathering up
his courage and his anger, while the rebuffed Nights sters seethed with

their own dark energy beside him. The stormtroopers drew their wegpons.

Jacen knew with sudden certainty that they could never win the

face-to-face fight here. Tenel Ka pushed hersdf one step forward,

brandishing her metd rod.

"Wemust turn back," she said, glancing over her shoulder at him.



"Good idea," Jacen said, casting aglimpse behind him.

"You, girl, areatrator to Dathomir!" Vonnda Ra spat, just as Tend Ka
hurled the long pipein her direction. Therod struck the Nightsister,
knocking her sdeways. Stormtroopers clattered toward them as Lowie and

Siffaturned to charge back down the corridor.

"After them!™ Zekk caled, gesturing with one black- loved hand.

 The stormtroopers thundered in pursuit. Vonnda Ra cast the pipe aside.
Patches of it were bent and red-hot, wherefire from within the

Nightsigter'.sfingers had damaged the metal.

Siffayelled something to her brother asthey sprinted down the
corridor, with Jacen and Tend Karight behind them. "Access hatch?' Em

Teedeetrandated .
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"Escape? Yes, that soundslike an excellent idea. By al means, let us

At anintersection of corridors, Siffa stopped beside ay marked floor

pand. Reaching down, she hooked clearl the tiny ring-handles. With her



powerful muscles, she hauled upward, pulling the heavy access hatch free

to reved aholein thefloor: atrapdoor. She growled and gestured.

Without hesitation Lowie legped into the hole, catching astrong vine
that hung underneath. Thetinny voice of the trandating droid wailed,
"But thisleadsto the underlevels of theforest! Perilousand

uncivilized.

Master Lowbacca, we can't go down here. It's far too dangerous!"

Lowie merely grumbled and continued his descent.

Tend Kafollowed next, hopping lightly over the edge, and wrapping her

muscular legs around avine. Grasping it with her hand, shergpidly

lowered hersdf into the darkness.

Jacen turned around just in time to see Zekk and VVonnda Ra rushing

toward them, flanked by stormtroopers. "Down into the underworld, huh?"

Jacen said, glancing at Sirrakuk. "Looks like you'll get an early chance

to perform that initiation rite of yours."

Sirragrowled her agreement. With that, both of them plunged over the

lip of the trapdoor and descended into the murky, leafy depths below.

Scrambling downward into the thick, tangled underbrush, Jacen looked up



through the dense branches to see the silhouetted figures of Zekk and
Vonnda Raat the edge of the glowing patch of light. Jacen could hear
their voicesfaintly asthe group of young fugitives fled deeper into

thethick forest.

"Well haveto follow them," Zekk said.
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"Y ou should have alowed me to destroy them when | had the chance,” the

Nightsster snapped. "Now they will cause difficulties.

Zekk answered sharply. "l amin charge here. WEll do thingsmy way." He
turned and shouted to the stormtroopers. "Down into the forests. All of

you."

Zekk, Vonnda Ra, and the group of stormtroopers plunged after their prey

into the underworld of Kashyyyk.



