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The best place to think.

It had been along time since he had been back to the Wookiee world of
Kashyyyk. He hadn't seen hisimmediate family since departing for Yavin
to begin training asa Jedi Knight. Although Lowie loved tinkering with
computers-as did his sster and his parents-he wanted more than anything
to make use of his specia, undefinable talent, a potentia for using

the Force that few Wookieesin hisfamily line had ever exhibited.

When Lowiefirg arrived at the Jedi academy, uncertain and aone, his
uncle Chewbacca had given him a T-23 skyhopper as agift, so he could

cruisefar out into the jungle.

Sometimes he brought his friends Jacen and Jainaand Tenel Ka. At other

times, though, he just needed to be by himsdlf, far from everyone. And

this was one of those times.

He missed hisfamily very much, especidly hisyounger sister Sirrakuk.

A very dangeroustimein her lifewasfast approaching. . . .

With agreat heave, Lowie used onelong arm to draw hisbody upto a



leafy nest of branches, where he disturbed a shrieking horde of the
voracioustree rodents caled stintarils. Stintarils normally ate

anything in sght, an@g that moved-but when Lowie treated them to his
best Wookiee roar, the chattering rodents scampered away through the

trees, kicking up clouds of broken twigs and leaves.

At last, surrounded by the dimming colors of dusk, Lowie parted the
final blanket of leaves overhead. He braced his broad, flat feet on a
sturdy branch, pushed his head above the treetops, and stood there,
drinking in the distance. He looked across the sprawling jungle that
spread dl around him like an ocean of greenery, occasionally broken by
the protruding ruins of temples. He smelled the damp scents of
gpproaching evening: night-blooming flowersfrom vinesthat curled
through the leaves, the rich moistness of the M treesthemsdlves,
afinemig risng above the canopy asif the forest itself were'--ling

initsdeep.

elooming coppery gas-giant of Yavin sn.,-@mered low inthe sky likea
dying ember, ahuge sphere of swirling gases. Not far from the orangish
planet, though invisbleto Lowi€s eye, orbited GemDiver Station, Lando
Cdrissan's mining operation that retrieved valuable Coruscagemsfrom

the gas-giant's core.

Lowielooked away from the planet setting on the horizon, though, as

deeper night seeped into the sky. Specks of starlight dusted the

midnight blue canopy.



Finding a comfortable spot to lean againgt the outspread crown of the
Massass tree, he remained till, breathing deeply, drawing comfort from

the sight of the endlesstrees. . . and thinking of Kashyyyk.

He should be calm, but he was very worried about hissister. He could do
nothing to help her, and she had to make her own choices-and face the
conseguences of those choices. Even so, Lowie understood the dangers she
intended to face deep in the underlevels of therain forest on the

Wookiee planet.

Heran hislong, strong fingers over the pearly strands of hisfiber
belt, woven from threads harvested from the deadly jaws of the
carnivorous syren plant. It had been quite an ordedl for him to obtain

those strands, but he had succeeded. Alone.

Lowie sat gtill asthear cooled and the noises of the jungle grew
louder. Evening insects and predators stirred and went about their

business.

At hissdethe miniaturized trandating droid, Em Teedee, remained
slent-switched off, so that Lowie could ponder his concerns without
being interrupted by synthesized chatter. He sat back, and time passed.
Hewould be late for evening med back at the Jedi academy, but he

didn't mind.



He had more important things to worry aboui.

By the time Jaina Solo finished her med ,side theGreatTemple, most of
the other Jedi trainees had | eft the eating area. Preoccupied, she
durped the last morsdls of roasted crab nuts and salted boffafi-uit,

dabbing up the juice with a chunk of fresh bread.

Beside her a the table, her twin brother Jacen had only haf finished
hismedl; adroplet of greenish syrup ran unnoticed down his chin. Jacen
spoke excitedly, his brandybrown eyes blinking as he ran ahand through

his touded brown hair.

"And | did manageto catch that stinger lizard down in the hangar bay.
It's taken me weeksto coax him out of hiding. Hesdl by himsalf now
in that new cage you built for me, but I'm not sure what he eats." He

paused briefly to stuff somefood into his mouth.

Jainanodded, only haf listening. She was concerned that Lowbacca

hadn't shown up to eat. Their Wookiee friend had been reserved lately,

keeping to himsalf, speaking little even to his closest friends.

'Not to mention that severa of the cocoons for my beetle moths are

about to hatch!"

Jacen continued. 'l think I'm going to let most of them go, but | want



to keep two as specimens, to seeif they'll lay eggsin captivity. And
you should see the fascinating blue fungus | found in acrack between

some stones down by theriver.”

He gulped morejuice, then suddenly held up afinger as he remembered

something.

"Oh yes, I've been meaning to ask-could you check the cage for my
crystd snake? | think he's up to some mischief, maybe even trying to

break out again-and you know what trouble that would cause.”

Jainacould@t help indulging in aquick giggle, remembering the
pandemonium the nearly invisible snake had caused the last timeit had
gotten loose: the serpent had bitten the uppity student Raynar, sending
the boy ingtantly to deep. Not al of Jacgys pets caused trouble,

though. Another crystal snake had helped to divert thelost TIE pilot
Qorl from his attack on the Jedi academy, shortly after the nshad found
Qorl living in sdf-imposed adeep in the jungles of Y avin Jainahad
hoped the old TIE pilot might have asoft spot for them after f. leir

to help him, but Qorl had chosen not to become their dly. Insteed, the
Imperid brainwashing he had undergone resurfaced and became even more
deeply entrenched. The pilot had returned to the remnants of the Empire,

where he had falen in with the Shadow Academy.

Jaina nodded to her brother, shaking herself from her reverie. "Okay,



I'll take alook at the crystal snake cage.”

Shewhirled as she heard the tinny mechanica voice of Em Teedee saying,
'Master Lowbacca, | must urge you to ingest awider variety of
nourishment than that. According to your species nutritiona

requirements, those foods are insufficient for agrowing Wookieeto
maintain ahedthy level of energy . . . though | must admit you have

been sulking latdly ingtead of engaging in physica activities. Y our

diet should consst primarily of large quantities of fresh meet, which
issubstantialy higher in protein than those fresh fi-uitsand

vegetables you're presently consuming.”

L owbacca answered with only ahafhearted growl as he carried hisfood
into the estingarea. Without even looking for hisfriendsamong the other
Jedi trainees, he sat by himsdlf at asmdll table againgt the stone

wall.

"Lowie!" Jainagot up and hurried over to the ginger-furred Wookiee. "We

were worried about you. Y ou didn't comejoin usfor the med."

Lowie grunted something too brief for Em Teedeeto trandate.

Jaina pulled up awooden chair across from their Wookiee friend and
sraddled it. Tucking along strand of straight brown hair behind her
right ear, she looked with concern at Lowi€e's shaggy head. The Wookiee

turned his golden eyes down and studied the fruits and greenson his



platter.

"Lowie, will you pleasetell uswhat'swrong?' Janasaid. Y ou can talk
to us. We're friends, remember? Friends help each other.” Em Teedee
spoke before Lowbacca could respond. "He won't answer you, Mistress

Jaina. Even | can't get aresponse out of him.

I'm afraid I'll never understand Wookiee behavior. Do al biologica

creatures have these unpredictable moods?

Jacen sat down beside hissister. "Hey, maybe Lowie just wantsto be

|eft done™

The young Wookiee groaned and nodded degjectedly. Jaina sighed, gradudly
redlizing that perhaps the best thing she could do for her friend would

be to respect Lowie'swishes and let him solve his problems on his own.

He knew he could talk to Jaina or Jacen anytime he wanted-but right now

he didn't want to.

‘All right," Jainasaid, maintaining her deeply troubled expression,

"but remember we're here for you, whenever you need us."

Lowie nodded, then stretched out one hairy arm to clasp Jainas hand in

his. The Wookiegslarge grip engulfed her entire hand.



During the brief touch, she reached out with the Force, hoping to find a
clueto Lowie's strange behavior, but al she sensed was warmth and

friendship.

Jaina stood up and gestured to her brother.

'‘Come on, Jacen. Let's have alook at that crystal snake cage.”

Lightsabersflared into the night, reflecting off the ancient stone

walls of the Great Temple. Tenel Kagripped the carved rancortooth
handle of her new wegpon asits brilliant turquoise beam pulsed through
the activating crystal, a precious rainbow gem of Gallinore she had

taken from her own royad tiara.

Thewarrior girl stood in the flagstoned courtyard at the side of the
Ziggurat temple, anewly refurbished training area the sudents had
reclaimed from the ever-encroaching jungle. The hardworking Jedi
candidates had cleaned and polished the carefully set stonesfor

exercisesjust such asthis.

Tend Kagazed across at the dien mother of-pearl eyes, elven features,
and long quicksilver hair of her opponent-nonne, the Jedi trainer and
historian who often assisted Master Skywalker. The Jedi woman used her

lightsaber with precision, matching Tendl Ka's moves stroke for stroke.

During an earlier training accident, Tenel Kas poorly constructed



lightsaber had exploded, and her friend Jacen's lightsaber blade had
severed her left arm. Now -Tenel Kalived and fought with only one hand.

But she wielded her glowing energy blade with strength and confidence.

Although skilled biotechnicians had offered her the best prosthetic arm
replacement in the Hapes Cluster, Tenel Kahad turned them down. She
prided hersdf in being herself-reying on her own abilities, her own
strength and prowess. She did not want the artificial assstance of a
biomechanica limb. Instead, she choseto ater her means of achieving
her goal. She was determined to be as strong and as capable as ever

before.

And when Tend Ka determined to do something, she usualy accomplished

it.

Bright lights on the cleared landing grid in front of thetemple
illuminated the jungle, attracting thousands of nocturna insects and
the flying predators that fed on them. In the flagstoned courtyard,
though, only the flares and flashes of intersecting lightsaber blades

disturbed the night, bathing the areain adazzling multicolored glow.

Tionne countered the warrior girl's stroke.

"Very good, Tend Ka," theteacher said. "Y ou are learning to focus on

precision rather than brute strength, to anticipate my moves and your



own reactions using the Force."

Tenel Kanodded, and her heavy red-gold braids danced around her head.
The beads she had woven into the braids jingled and clacked together.
She fought harder, sensing the control and skill of thisolder Jedi, who

had been training for more than ten years now.

Severd other students had come out to watch the exercises. All of
Magter Skywalker's Jedi candidates had intengified their training
efforts, now that the New Republic was sure of the growing threat posed

by the Shadow Academy and the Second Imperium.

For more than athousand generations, Jedi Knights had been the forces
of light throughout the galaxy, and Luke Skywalker intended to continue

thetradition.

Tionne swung her weapon with acalm, smooth gesture so unexpected that
Tend Kabarely reacted intime. She had sensed no intention of a
counterattack from the silver haired scholar, and so Tionne had

surprised her. Their blades locked and sizzled-and then '‘Bonne pulled

her lightsaber back.

"Hdlt," she said, and switched off her weapon, leaving the warrior girl

to stand with her own lightsaber blazing in her hand.

Tionne gestured up into the night sky of Y avin 4. The other students



around the flagstoned courtyard stood up to watch. Just then, the twins
Jacen and Jainaemerged from alow stone arch in the side of the Gresat
Temple, hoping to observe Tendl Kaat her exercises. Instead, they all

saw aglowing light streaking toward them like atiny meteor.

'Hey, it'saship!" Jacen said.

'Not just any ship," Jainaadded. "I'd recognize it anywhere!"

Jacen blinked. "Hey, Dad never told us he was coming!"”

Within afew moments the ship swooped down with aroar of its sublight
engines and powered-up repulsorlifts. Theflat, pronged disk of the

Millennium Fal con settled with aloud hiss onto the landing pad.

Taking excitedly with each other, Jacen and Jainarushed from the
courtyard out onto the close-cropped weeds of the landing field to greet
their father. The modified light freighter's boarding ramp extended, and
Han Solo strode down it. A lopsided grin appeared as his children

greeted him with wild enthusiasm.

When Chewbacca bounded down the ramp, Tenel Kaheard abellow of
greeting from behind her. She turned to see L owbacca on one of the
pyramid's stone ledges above the training area. He swung himself over

the ledge and scrambled down the doping temple blocks to reach the



ground. Chewbaccaroared a response to his nephew.

L owbacca had been very troubled recently, and Tenel Ka could sense many
deep thoughts working through his brain. She had decided to honor her
Wookieefriend by letting him fight hisown bettles. . . unlesshe

asked for help. But when she saw the expressions on Chewbacca's and

Lowi€sfaces, Tend Kagrasped a strange and interesting fact.

Although the twins had been surprised by the unexpected appearance of
the Millennium Falcon, Lowbacca had known full well that the ship was
coming. ---------------- JAINA REALIZED SHE wasgrinning like an idiot as
she hugged her father. "What are you doing here? We didn't even know

you were coming.”

Beside her, Jacen gaped a Han Solo's unfamiliar costume of tattered
cloth and furs. Hishair had been cut raggedly, and he looked much

tougher. "Blaster -bolts, Dad!

Why are you dressed like that?' Before Han Solo had achanceto reply,
Jainaglanced behind him. Even in the dimness she could see that some of
the Millennium Falcon's plating had been replaced with dark anodized
hunks of metal, new storage pods had been mounted on the bow, and a
second transmitting dish was attached to the rear. Her jaw dropped. "And

what did you do to the Falcon? It looks so different!”

"One question at atime, kids," Han said, laughing and holding his hands



pam out at chest levd, asif to ward off an oncoming charge. Theréve
been afew problemsin the Outer Rim recently, soin her officia
capacity, the New Republic's Chief of State-" 'Y ou mean Mom,” Jaina

sad.

"Right." Han's grin was boyish. "Anyway, she's been after me and Luketo
do some scouting for her. Says | need to keep busy or I'll get old too

fast. And ever since he started this Jedi academy, your uncle's made it
apractice to spend some time away from Y avin 4, just to make sure his
skillsgtay at their peak performance. Still, wefigured it might bea
goodideato keep alow profile, though, so 'Y ou disguised yourself and
the Millennium Falcon," Jacen finished for him. Jaina continued to stare

a dl thelumpy, patchwork modificationsto the light freighter.

"And Luke, too." Han Solo nodded behind them to where their uncle, clad
inarumpled brown flight suit, emerged from the base of the temple.

"Hey, Han, did you bring the last components for those new shield
generators?' Luke called. He brushed a greasy hand down the front of his
stained outfit. He looked very much like adown-and-out pilot who had

deserted his post.

"You bet, Luke," Han said. 'Leias worried about your Jedi academy with
the Second Imperium on the loose, so we've got to install those new
shield generators and get them running with enough power to stop an

attack."



'l il think my Jedi Knights would do agood enough job defending
themsdlvesif it cametothat,” Luke said, smiling at the trainees
standing around the temple. " The Shadow Academy would be foolish to

underestimate us."

Han shrugged. "Doesn't matter what you say, Luke-indulge me, or Lela

will never degp awink."

Laughing, Luke called for Jedi students to unload the heavy components

from the Falcon's storage bay. "I'll have some of my studentsingtall

the systemswhileyou and | are away."

The disguised Jedi Master strode over to the pair of Wookiees, who stood

in earnest conversation. He seemed to be bidding Chewbacca farewell.

Jainathought she heard L uke say something about the time being neer,

but before she could ask about it, her brother spoke up.

"But what about Chewie?' Jacen asked.

"lsn't he going to be your copilot thistime?'

Their father looked abit uncomfortable.

"I manage without him somehow. Back home on Kashyyyk, he and Lowie have

kind of afamily emergency, you might say."



'Emergency'?" Jainasaid. 'Isanyone hurt?"

"Naw, nothing that smple. Y ou've never met Lowiessster Sirra, have
you?' Han lifted hischin to point in the direction of his\Wookiee

copilot, who was deep in conversation with Lowbacca. "Anyway, givethe
two of 7em achanceto talk first. Afterwards | have afeding Lowi€ll

tell you dl about it. Meanwhile, I've brought messages from -your mom

and Anakin-and I've got a couple of surprisesfor you on the Falcon."

"@-oh," Jainasaid. "More surprises on the Falcon?' Han chuckled and put
an arm around each of the twins shoulders. 'Y eah, presents for you

two."

"Hey, that reminds me," Jacen said, 'I've got anew joke. Wanna hear
it?' Before either of them could talk him out of it, he forged ahead.
"What do Jawas have that no other creature in the galaxy has? Giveup?'

Heraised his eyebrows. "Baby Jawas!"

Even their father had difficulty feigning amusement. Jainastudied her
brother in silence for amoment, then turned to Han, getting back to the
subject at hand. " So, what were you saying about those gifts you brought

ng?l

"Widl, | brought amate for Jacen's stump lizard, dong with some of



those starflower blossoms they like to eat so much, and arefurbished
micromoativator that till needs some tinkering. ‘Course, you two'll have
to fight over who getswhich gift," he added, ruffling the twinshair as

they walked up the boarding ramp together.

Jainasnorted indelicately. "That shouldn't take long.”

In her quarters, Tend Kasat fascinated by the tiny holographic image
of dark-haired Anakin Skywaker holding acluster of brightly colored
twine. She couldn't figure out why thetwins little brother would have

sent her amessage. She had only met the boy once, on Coruscant not long

ago.

I know how independent you are, Tendl Ka, so | hope you don't mind my
doing this" Anakin's recorded voice said. "But when Jacen and Jaina

told me how hard it isfor you to braid your hair since the accident, |

took it asaproblem to solve. Y ou may have figured out a bunch of this

Stuff for yoursdlf dready” Anakin's holographic face smiled faintly

"but even if you have, it was dtill achdlenging puzzle, and | enjoyed

it,"

The Solo twins, who had delivered the holographic messageto Tend Ka
after along visit with their father, sat nearby on thefloor of her
chambers. Jainarolled her eyes and chuckled. "That'smy little

brother."



"Thisisafact,” Tend Kasaid, shifting her concentration back to the

glowing hologram.

The boy'simage held the multicolored twine in one hand and threaded the
fingers of the other hand through it, neatly separating the colorsinto
individua clumps. Tend Y aunconscioudy lifted her hand to her head

and threaded her fingers through some unbraided strands of her red-gold

hair.

Moving with deliberate precison, Anakin did his hands down the
brightly colored strands, twining them together with the fingers of one
hand as he went. "See, it can be done, if you approach the task from a
different perspective." The sequence cycled through again in dow motion
while Anakin said, "I tried adding decorations severa ways, but it
worked best for meif | put the bead or feather in my mouth first. That

way | didn't haveto let go of the braid to pick it up.”

"Ah." Tend Kanodded her gpprovd of thelogic. "Aha" Experimentaly,
her fingers began to twine afew strands of hair, following the

single-handed technique Anakin had concocted.

The hologram shifted to adifferent scene, Anakin standing beside afdll
of long glossy brown hair, caught up in adozen Dathomiran warrior

braids decorated with feathers and beads. The view pulled back, and



Anakin gestured to his handiwork, looking both pleased and a bit
embarrassed. "Asyou can see, Mom let me practice on her.” Thetiny
holographic image of Chief of State Lela Organa Solo turned with awarm
smile and then spun in agraceful pirouette to give a better view of the

braids.

Asthe holorecording ended, Tenel Kanodded serioudy, consdering the

new technique.

With practice, she thought she could manage it hersdif.

A loud questioning growl sounded from the doorway of Tend Kas

quarters. She looked up to see L owbacca standing at the arched entrance.

"Enter, friend,"” Tenel Kasad, indicating aspot on the floor beside

her. "Sit with usif you wish."

"Lowie, iseverything al right?" Jainaasked with alook of concern.

The lanky ginger-furred Wookiee ambled over and sat between Tendl Kaand
Jainaon thefloor. For along time none of the companions spoke. Then
Lowbacca reached toward his belt and flicked asmall switch on Em

Teedees back. "Ali, thank you, Master Lowbacca," Em Teedee said. "That
was indeed a refreshing shutdown cycle, dthough considerably longer

than | had anticipated. Oh, look-we have company.”



Lowbaccainterrupted the little droid with arumble and a short bark.

'@y, most assuredly, Master Lowbacca. 1'd be delighted to provide a
trandation. That ismy primary function, you know. I am fluent in over

sx forms of communication." Preoccupied, Lowbaccadidn't even scold the
trandating droid. Slowly, hatingly at first, the Wookiee began to

speak, and Em Teedee trandated. "Master Lowbacca knows that his recent
... distress has been gpparent to dl of you, causing you no small

measure of concern-aconcern shared by mysdlf, | might add.”

Jaina put a hand on Lowbacca's shoulder.

"Well, you did have us worried. We wanted you to be able to talk to us."

"We're your friends,” Jacen added.

Tend Kamerely nodded and waited for Lowbacca to continue.

He squared his shoulders and went on with his explanation. "In recent

months afamily matter has arisen that has caused Master Lowbaccano end

of worry over hissster Sirrakuk's safety.

'Asyou may recall, young Wookiees occasiondly take it upon themselves

to perform afeat of great danger and difficulty, either done or

accompanied by friends. This gains them much respect, especidly & a

time when they are choosing their life path.



"Master Lowbacca decided to prove himsdf with such an act of bravery,
snce heknew that it would be difficult for many Wookieesto accept his
decisontotrain at the Jedi academy rather than follow amore

traditiona calling. Hewas so proud of hisintellectud skillsthat he
choseto rely only on hiswits; he descended to the deep forest levels

on Kashyyyk without telling asingle friend.

Alone, he harvested these fibers from the dangerous syren plant. Though
Master Lowbacca emerged unharmed with the trophy he had sought, he now
admitsthat his solo expedition was foolhardy and ill-advised. And he
fearsthat Sirrakuk is consderably more impulsive, more impetuous than

mu

Here Lowbacca paused to finger the glossy fiber of hiswebbed belt. Its
intricate braiding reminded Tend Kaof Anakin's messageto her, his

technique of one-handed braiding.

Jainagave Lowie ameasuring look. 'Ali, so now you're afraid that your

sister might try to go it done just because you did?" Lowbaccalooked

down at the floor and gave a series of low rumbles and growls.

Resting both elbows on hisfurry knees, he held hishead in hishands as

he spoke.

"I'm afraid the Stuation is rather more serious than that, and Lowbacca



believesthat the respongbility islargely his"" Em Teedeesad. "You
see, since childhood Sirra's best friend was Raabakyysh-or Raaba, as
Madgter Lowbaccas family referred to herintelligent, strong-willed,
beautiful, and adventurous. In fact, Master Lowbacca had aways felt
that ... Wdl, goon," thelittle droid prompted. "Y ou thought that

what? Y ou can't amply stop in the middle of a sentence.”

Lowie gave alow groan and began to speak again. The dark streak of fur

over hiseyebrow fluffed up, dowing his agitation.

"Approximately one month ago, Raaba prepared to show her own skillsin
the face of danger, since she wanted to join adifficult and exclusive
pilotsschool, hoping one day to become the captain of her own ship.
Sirraand Raaba had agreed to accompany one another-but the night before

they had planned to go, Raabaimpulsively decided to go aone.

'In secret, she descended to the lower jungles at night, leaving behind
nothing but a brief message to explain to Sirrawhat she had done and

why. According to her note, Raaba had hoped that by duplicating
Lowbaccasfegt of bravery she might impress him enough that he would
someday consider her aworthy mate for a Jedi-when they were old enough.

However . .."

L owbacca paused and heaved a deep sigh before continuing. "However-oh

dear!-I'm afraid Raaba never returned from her ordeal," Em Teedee



continued. "When her family searched for her they found only her

bloodstai ned toolpack. Nothing more. Raabawas gone."”

'Oh, Lowie." Jainaleaned her head againgt the WWookiee's shoulder.

Tend Kalooked at her friend, senaing hispain. "Ali. Thisiswhy you

fed responsible” Lowie spoke again, thistime in strangled tones.

'Since Raabas. . . loss, Sirrahas become increasingly reckless, asif

she hardly careswhether shelivesor dies. Sirrahasrefused dl offers
from other friends to accompany her on her rite of passage, ingsting

that Raaba was the only one she trusted enough to take along. A while
ago, in desperation, Master Lowbacca sent Sirraamessage asking if she
would accept him as a suitable substitute. Chewbacca has Just brought
word of her answer.” Em Teedee paused for amoment. "Oh, thank

goodness-she's accepted! ™

‘Hey, that's great," Jacen said in arelieved voice.

"Oh, indeed," Em Teedee chirped.

Lowbacca didn't respond immediately. He seemed to be intently studying a

chipintheflagstoned floor.

"Something's fill bothering you, Lowie," Jainasaid.

Tend Kaglanced down at the stump of her severed left arm, then gave



Lowie an understanding look. "Y ou fear to face your loss. Theloss of

Raaba."

"That'sit, isn't it?" Jainasaid. 'It'sgoing to hurt to go back to
Kashyyyk, because your friend Ragbawon't be there. And you fed

responsible that she died trying to copy something you did.”

After Lowi€'sresponse, Em Teedee said, "Master Lowbaccaisalso
concerned that his grief over the loss of Raabakyysh will render him
less capable of supporting hissister at thiscritica time. Heredlizes
that it may not be feasible, but he was hoping to impose on one of you

to accompany him to his homeworld.”

Tend Kaanswered immediately. ™Y ou came when | needed you, after my
accident. | can do no less, my friend." She reached out her hand to

touch Lowbaccas.

"Hey, I'll cometoo,” Jacen said, placing his hand over both of theirs.

"We're stronger together. All of us.”

Jaina placed her hand over the others. "I guesswe dl go then,” she

sad. "Stronger together.”

Lowbacca hung back, standing near the disguised Millennium Falcon while

the Solo twins said goodbye to their father.



Han Solo gave hiskids alopsided grin.

'Y eah, | kinda had ahunch that al of you were gonna volunteer to go
with Lowbacca," he said. "As soon as Chewie told me the Situation, |
cleared it with your mom. Should be agood opportunity for you kidsto

brush up on Wookiee language comprehension, too."

Just then Luke Skywalker, wearing histattered jumpsuit, emerged from

the hangar bay with Chewbacca. Lowie could smell the grease stainsand

solvents on the old fabric.

"Everything ready?' Master Skywalker asked.

"Ready asit'll ever be," Han Solo replied with another grin. Y ou and

Chewie finished prepping the Shadow Chaser?”

L uke turned to Chewbacca, who had come up beside him, and said, The

Chasar'sagood ship; don't let anything happen to her." The big Wookiee

shrugged and gave a bark of agreement.

Han Solo thumped Chewie on the back.

"Take care of yoursdlf. I'm trusting you with my kids, you know. Keep

‘em al in one piece, okay? Well see you in acouple of weeks."



With that, Han gave the twins one last hug and went aboard the

Millennium Facon.

Before walking up the ramp, Master Skywalker looked around at the young
Jedi Knightswith cam confidence. "Don't forget that yoifre stronger
together," he said. "May the Force be with you." When the departing
Falcon wasjust a speck in the distance, its bank of sublight engines

glowing white, Lowbacca heaved asigh and growled questioningly at

Jana

She chuckled. "Right. What are we waiting for?" ----------------- THE
SLEEK SILADOW CILASER, with its Imperia design and oily-looking quantum
armor, glistened in the early-morning sun as Chewbaccapiloted it dowly

out of the sheltered hangar bay beneath the Great Temple.

jacen stood next to hissister and Tend Ka, watching the vessdl move
under silent power. Considering Lowi€e's recent distress, Jacen was glad
his uncle Luke had | et them take the Shadow Chaser-just the kind of

fadt, stedlthy ship needed for an urgent mission. He was proud that

Lowie wanted them aong, that he and hissister and Tend Kacould be of

some help to their Wookiee friend.

Lowie stood a the far end of the clearing, motioning with his shaggy
armsto direct Chewbaccas piloting. When the Shadow Chaser cameto a

halt, its entry ramp extended. Chewbacca stood at the top, gesturing



with his cinnamon-furred arms and bellowing.

"Master Chewbacca cordially requests that we al come aboard,” Em Teedee
trandated, speaking in awobbly voice as he bounced with each running

step Lowie took.

Jacen dung his satchd of belongings over one shoulder. He turned to
seeif he could offer any assstance to Tend Ka, but when he saw the
determined look in the warrior girils gray eyes, he decided held be

better off if hedidn't ask.

They climbed aboard the Shadow Chaser and waved a brief goodbye to the
other students and Tionne, who held up ahand in farewell. Even before

the ship was completely sedled and ready to take off, 'Donne had ushered
the trainees back to their studies. With the threat of the Second

Imperium loose in the galaxy, the new Jedi Knights had no timeto relax.

With a smooth surge of acceleration, so powerful yet gentle it seemed
amost to ghde against gravity, the Shadow Chaser aimed its nose upward

and arrowed straight into the mist-shrouded skies of the jungle moon.

Enroute to Kashyyyk, Jacen watched @wie and Chewbacca m the two front
seats of the narrow cockpit as the Shadow Chaser lurched into

hyperspace. When the pair spoke rapidly in the Wookiee language, they
sounded like two ferocious beasts challenging each otherbut Jacen knew

it was just a conversation, though he could make out only afew words.



Em Teedee had been ingtructed not to bother trandating, so that Lowie

and Chewie could have some uninterrupted wordsin relative privacy.

@ile hissger tinkered with her multitool, disassembling atiny

mechanical gadget she had brought from her workshop on Y avin 4, Jacen
took the opportunity to amuse Tenel Ka. He decided that, rather than
tellingjokes thistime, hewould explain to the gruff girl why certain
things were funny, why she should belaughing at his punch lineswell,
some of them, anyway. Jacen had begun to wonder if perhapsthe girl

samply didn't understand, and that was why she didn't laugh.

After all, it couldn't be that every one of hisjokeswas bad.

He explained how ridiculous answersto straightforward-sounding
questions were supposed to be funny. He showed her how doing unexpected
thingswith food or smpleitems of clothing might be consdered

amusing.

Tene Kawatched him gravely, with full and unwavering attention. But

she never cracked asmile.

With asigh, Jacen told afew of his best jokes, then gave her some of

hisworg, trying to explain the difference by way of example.



Tend Kadidwt laugh at ether.

In desperation, he considered going to the food-prep unit, ordering a
pan of chilled Denedian fizz-pudding, and then comicaly tripping so
that the entire mess splatted in his face-but by thistime, Jacen
figured that even such a spectacular pratfal would have no effect on

the young warrior woman.

Shaking his head in surrender, Jacen decided to leave Tend Kaalone. He
would occupy himsdlf with something less discouraging for thetime

being. His spiritsingtantly perked up as he reached out with Jedi

senses and detected something interesting in the back of the Shadow
Chaser . . . thefaint glow of alife-form, some creature out of place

by the engine compartments. Jacen decided to go snoop. Nobody else was

likely to be interested, anyway.

In the shielded rear compartment beyond the deeping bunks and the
food-prep area, Jacen heard the pulsing, pounding thump of enginesas
the Shadow Chaser sped aong through hyperspace. He looked & the
intricate control pandls and access grids, the weapons batteries charged
with spin-sealed Tibanna gas, and the shield generatorsthat projected a
canopy of protection around the deek ship. But through dl the din and
the vibrating power of the engines, Jacen could till detect the faint

emanations of some small creature, lost and frightened.

"Don't be scared,” Jacen said, speaking with hisvoice and at the same



time thinking the words through the Force. "I'm your friend. | can help

you. Let me seeyou. It'sokay."

He lowered his voice to awhisper as he bent down, looking in crannies
between the control grids. He followed his senses. 'l won't hurt you. |
just want to seeyou. | know you're afraid. Y ou can trust me." He
touched hisfingerslightly to one of the cool metal access panels,

gently brushing theion shield generatorswith hismind.

He sensed the creature hiding back there, trembling, guarding something.

A little nest?

"It'sjust me," Jacen said. "Relax. I'll take care of you." He popped
the meta covering off the access pandl to theion shield generator.
Insde, in acomfortable little pocket of colorful debris, cowered a
furry eight-legged rodent, a mousdlike creature with puffy frost-gray

ftir.

It looked up a him with tiny black eyesthat glittered in thedim
light. It wiggled its damp nose. Judging by the pair of long teeth that
protruded from the center of its snout, thisrodent was agnawer, not a

flesh edter.

"Come here," Jacen said. "That's not asafe place for you to be." He

reached in and camly drew the rodent out. Its eight legs trembled and



tickled againgt hispam like aplump furry spider, but afriendly and

gentleone.

Jacen stroked its back, then bent to peer at the nest again. The rodent
had chewed tiny strips of insulation from the power cables, yanked
threads and wires, and fabrics and plastics from the shield generator to
create a soft pocket in which sguirmed four smooth cylindrica grubs,

the creature's young.

"Oh, what anice nest you have," Jacen said soothingly. "But | don't

think you were supposed to use those components. We need thision shield
generator, you know. It protects the whole ship." He continued stroking
the rodent and retrieved the nest carefully so as not to disturb the

young. He held the nest in his hand and placed the mother back on top,
snuggled againg her little ones. "I'll keegp you safe” 1 Jacen said,

"but well haveto tell Jainaand Lowie about this, o they can make

repairs.”

Preoccupied with caming his new pet, Jacen returned to the forward

compartments. He went to his sster who was dlill tinkering with an

incomprehens ble mechanica gadget. "Hey, Jana? I've got some bad

news."

Sheturned, holding up asmall hydrospanner. "What?"

Before he could answer, though, the Shadow Chaser gave a sudden lurch



and rocked asif it had dammed into something invisible. The deck
tilted sdeways, throwing Jacen to his knees. He struggled to protect

his new pet.

The colors of hyperspace swirled like apsycheddlic flood in dl
directions out the windowports. When the Shadow Chaser gave another
violent lurch, Jacen tumbled backward to the deck; it took al his

concentration to guard the precious nest.

"LTh, never mind," hesaid. "It can wait."

Jaina gripped the armrests of her seat while the ship rocked back and
forth. Her tools and the el ectronic di-scanner remote she had just
repaired flew like projectiles to the bulkheads, then smashed onto the

deckplates, ruined.

When the ship momentarily stabilized, her brother crawled to hisfest,
cradling something in one arm, his hair even more touded than usud. He
checked to make sure Tenel Kawas okay. The warrior girl stood up,
planting her booted feet wide apart, seeking balance as the Shadow

Chaser shuddered and bucked its way through the disturbance.

"What is happening?’ Tend Kasaid.

Ahead in the cockpit, Lowie and Chewbacca roared to each other, fighting



the controls.

"Anion storm?' Em Teedee chimed in with an dectronic wail. "Areyou

absolutely certain? We're doomed! ™

Jaindslips pressed into atight, grimline,

"It'sanion storm, al right. Just bad luck.

Couldn't predict this. We plotted the shortest path to Kashyyyk using
the navicomputer. The on-line catalogs only display stable astronomical
hazards-star clusters, black holes, and high-energy nebulas-but, ion

storms come and go. They don't have any set position, but they sure

ripple up hyperspace when you pass through'em.”

Isit serious?" Jacen asked. Droplets of sweat broke out on his brow.

"I've got abad feding about this."

"Just have to wait and see" Jainasaid.

Tend Kastood with her hand to her utility belt, ready to fight some

tangible foe with athrowing knife, her lightsaber, even her fibercord.

But none of those would do any good againgt an ion storm.

Chewbacca and Lowie grappled with the controls, hairy fingersflying

over pandls, yanking levers. The Shadow Chaser winked out of hyperspace



and lurched back into the fringes of the furiousion storm.

"Uh-oh," Jacen said. "l forgot to tell you that we might have some
damageto our ion shield generator.” He held up the nested bundle of

wires and insulation.

Jainawhirled, more worried than ever.

'Oh, no! That could-" Asthe Shadow Chaser plummeted into the space
storm, they were immediately surrounded by a spiderweb of high-energy
lightning bolts, powerful dischargesthat arched across the seething

knot of hot gas that formed the unexpected interstellar hurricane.

The ship thrashed like a mad bantha, throwing its passengers about.

Jacen braced his shoulder againgt a control bar, and Tenel Kafdl into
him. He hdd thewarrior girl upright, pinning both of them againgt the
wall, dill cradling his newfound pet in one hand. Jaing, trying to

struggle toward the cockpit, fell flat on her face.

The Shadow Chaser's rear engines kicked in, and the sublight drive
heaved them away from the rippling ion cloud. In the pilot seet
Chewbacca groaned, gripping the controls and wrestling to keep themon a

straight course, the shortest path out of danger.



Lowie cried out asfingernails of icy blue eectricity skittered across

the control panels, burning out subsystem after subsystem.

Behind the back bulkheads, the straining ion shield generators squeded

loudly in surrender. Then, with aloud bang, they fell sllent.

The rippling colors dwindled outside the cockpit window, and the Shadow
Chaser careened onward, spiraling out into open space, safe at last from
the storm. Still, Jaina shuddered to think of how much damage the stray

ion bursts must have caused.

Jacen brushed himself off and forced alopsided grin. 'Now, uh, as| was

saying about that damageto theion shields. . ."

He held out the elght-legged rodent, which cowered in her nest, asif
she comprehended the trouble she had caused. 'l found this critter's
nest in the machinery. | took her out, but | needed one of you to fix

the damage.”

"It would appear that we now have plenty of timetofix it," Tend Ka

sad. "We are capable of fixing it, are we not?"

From the cockpit Lowie and Chewie consulted in growling voices.

"Oh, excdlent!" Em Teedee said. "Master L owbacca sayswe have been

quite lucky.



Our propulsion and life-support systems are largely intact and can be
repaired quite easily. My, that iswonderful news.” Em Teedeeféll

Slent as the Wookiees continued, and then thelittle droid piped up.

"Excuse me-what did you say, Master Lowbacca? Oh dear! It seems,

however, that our navicomputer has been completely disabled.

We havelos dl coordinatesfor getting from here to anywhere else. Oh

my. Were. ..

werelost in space.”

Chewbacca and Lowie both roared in outrage at the trandating droid, and
Em Teedee quickly fdl slent. "Well, | suppose | should find it
comforting that you both have such confidence in your navigationa

abilities," Em Teedee muttered after amoment.

The two Wookiees busily consulted with each other and began punching and
programming numerical valuesinto the navigationa control pand,
double-checking each other's calculations. Before long, after everyone

had helped with temporary repairs, the Shadow Chaserwas on itsway

agan.

At first Jainawas surprised that they were back on course-then she



redlized that she shouldn't have been. After dl, Kashyyyk wasthe only

Wookiee planet, and both Lowie and Chewbacca grestly revered the place.

V*Thy should shefind it unusua that they had both memorized the

coordinates for their homeworld? ----------------- IN A SECLLTDED meeting
chamber at the Shadow Academy, Zekk stood proudly, struggling to hide

any sgn of nervousness. Heraised his chin and waited to receive his

long-anticipated reward. It had cometo this, at last.

Theair smelled cold and metalic, exhilarating. Brilliant light stabbed
down from the metd ceiling, making him squint hisemerad eyes;, the
iriseswere ringed with adarker corona, like the shadowy outline around
his personality. Zekk tossed back his shaggy dark hair, one shade
lighter than black, and looked up, blinking, as @rd Brakiss approached

himintheharshlight.

The master of the Shadow Academy was wrapped in rippling silvery robes
of afabric that looked asif it might have been spun by deadly spiders.
Againgt onewal, wearing her spined and glittering black cloak, stood
Tamith Kai, the fierce commander of the new Nightsisters. Her violet

eyes burned beneath a generous mane of ebony hair.

Besde Tamith Ka waited two other prominent Nights sters-attractive and
petite Garowyn and muscular Vonnda Ra, both from the planet Dathomir. In
their black-spined capes and hzard-hide armor, the three Nightsisters

reminded Zekk of hungry birds of prey.



Next to them, the grizzled TIE pilot, Qorl, stood at attention,

surrounded by a stormtrooper escort of hismost promising Imperial
trainees. Benesath the white armor, one of the burliest of these wasthe
gangleader Norys, who had led the Lost Ones on Coruscant not long ago.
While the other stonntroopers stood rigidly at atention, wegpons
shouldered, Norysfidgeted and seemed angry and uncomfortable with the
ceremony. His sensesfindy tuned by hisown anxiety, Zekk could pick up
the harsh muttering words from behind the bully's white helmet. " @ash

collector . . . getsal the breaks.”

Moving quietly and unobtrusively, Qorl rested his powerful droid
replacement hand on the stormtrooper's shoulder armor in agesture that
was firm and clearly meant to quiet the bully. Zekk knew Qorl'sdroid

arm was powerful enough to crack the white armor like an eggshell. Norys

fdl slent, though he obvioudy remained upst.

Zekk didn't mind. Thiswas hismoment of glory, and he smiled faintly a
the thought of how much had changed in only afew months-and how now he

hed arrived at the peak of his triumph.

For this presentation and initiation, Zekk had worn his new leather
uniform; heavy round studs decorated the reinforced pads on his
shoulders, creating akind of armored hide. His hands were encased in

thick black glovesthat made awarm, satisfying creek as he clenched and



unclenched hisfigs.

Brakisss porcelain-perfect face mfled with pride. He held out a gift, a
flowing black cape lined with deep, vibrant crimson, like fresh dark

blood.

"Young Zekk, | present thisto you asasymbol of your importance to the
Shadow Academy," Brakiss said. "Y ou have proven to be an avid pupil, a
true asset to the Second Imperium. Our efforts would be greetly
disadvantaged had you not joined usin our struggle. In your duel to the
death with Vilas, our other powerful candidate, you proved yoursdlf to

be our champion, our new hopeour Zekk blinked back stinging tears of
pride and accomplishment as Brakiss draped the heavy fabric over his
padded shoulders, then fastened the cape at histhroat with aclasp

shaped like aferocious slver scarab.

Zekk watched Tamith Kai, who stood coiled with deadly energy, likea
rogue assassin droid. He saw the tall Nightsister flinch at the mention

of thedain Vilas, who had been her student, her candidate for the
Shadow Academy's champion. But Zekk had defeated the surly,
overconfident young man, and now he wore the black cape. . . while

Vilaswas little more than space dust g ected from the garbage port.

Brakiss stepped back and folded his handsin front of him; slvery
deevesflowed down hiswrigts, swallowing up his manicured hands. "The

time has come for you to embark on your first important misson for us,



Zekk.

Y ou will be given command of troopsto prove your skills."

Zekk's heart legped. He didn't think he could stand any more

exhilaration in one day.

"What," he sammered, "what do you wish meto do?' "Asafind stagein
preparing for our attack on Rebe fortifications, we must launch another
raid to obtain vita supplies. Y ou will lead an assault team to the
Wookieeworld of Kashyyyk. There, in one of their technologicd tree
cities, isthefabrication facility for the most sophisticated computer

equipment used by our enemy's ships.

'If you' r raid is successful in obtaining guidance and tactical

systems, we will have an enormous advantage in our overdl conflict. We
will then be able to throw the Rebd fleet into confusion and use their
own computers againgt them to transmit conflicting sgnas. We can dso
use these systems to mimic their secret ship ID patterns, so that Second
Imperium fighters can travel fredly in enemy territory by identifying

themsalves as Rebel ships.

'Because of the importance of thismission, you will be assgned a
powerful team. | am giving you use of the new holographic disguiseswe

have developed for just such aninfiltration effort. Everything depends



onyou, Zekk. Do you fed up to thetask?' Zekk nodded enthusiasticaly.
"Yed Yes, | cando that for you." Tamith Kai strode forward into the
pooal of bright light that poured down on Zekk. He turned to look at the

tal, ominous woman.

Her wine-dark lips curved down in a serious expression. Asif

pronouncing his doom, she said, Thereis one other part of the plan.

Through an intercepted transmission, we have learned that those

troublesome young Jedi brats are even now on their way to Kashyyyk.

They sent amessage to say goodbye to their mother-luckily Qorl has been
monitoring al comm traffic from the vicinity of Y avin 4 back to the
capital world." She stared at her clawlike fingernails, asif shefound

something interesting there.

'We had originaly planned to wait afew more weeks before conducting
thisraid, but now . . . thetiming couldn't be more perfect.” Her

violet eyesflashed with pleasure.

'Y our second assignment isto make sure that Jacen and Jainaand their
difficult friendsare. . . removed, so that we can proceed with our

gaactic conquest without worrying about their meddling.”

Zekk swallowed hard when he heard the new orders, but did not reply.

Jacen, and especidly hissster Jaina, had been good friends for much



of hisyouth. They had parted ways, though, when the twins went off to
the Jedi academy, abandoning Zekk to his squdid lifein the underworld

of Coruscant.

He had had no hope for a bright future until the Shadow Academy found

him.

‘All right,” Zekk said in avoice low and hoarse. He tried to spesk
louder, not willing to let salf-doubt show through. He had made his own
choices, and now he had to follow through on them despite the
difficulties his conscience might encounter. "All right,” he repested.

"When do weleave?'

"Assoon aspossible” Tamith Ka answered.

In the outer docking bay of the Shadow Academy, Tamith Kai and the other
two Nightsistersloaded the ship for its assault misson. The vessd,

marked with neutrd insignia, wasasmal cargo freighter stolen from a

lost trader who had ventured too close to the Core Systems. Tamith Kai
wondered idly if the trader till languished deep in an Imperia prison

... or if the guards had gotten around to executing him yet, sncethe
Second Imperium could never afford to let the man loose with his

knowledge of the Core Systems and the commandeered freighter.

In the observation bubble above the docking bay, Qorl stood by the



cloaking shield controls, monitoring preparations for the launch of the
mission. The old pilot would not accompany them himself, but he had
chosen ahandful of the Second Imperi @s newly constructed TIE fighters

and bombersto be loaded into the freighter's cargo bay.

"Well seeif Brakiss waswrong to place confidence in hisyoung pet,”
Tamith Ka murmured in her low, rich voice. "1 ill don't trust him.
What isit Norys cals the boytrash collector? | sensethat Zekk hasn't

yet given himsdf entirely over to the dark sde.”

Vonnda Rafi-owned, her squarish face puzzled. "Buit after dl the work
he's donelook at histrammg. How can you question Zekles abilities?" "It
ishismotives | question, not hisabilities. | had no such doubts about

theloyaty of my Vilas™"

Garowyn interrupted. 'Perhaps, Tamith Kai. But Vilasisdead. Zekk

proved to be a better fighter. Perhaps you're smply being a sore

loser."

Tamith Kai'seyesflared like twin violet stars about to explode. ‘| am

not asoreloser,”

she snarled.

'Obvioudy not," Garowyn said, turning



away withanironicamile. 1"l | Tamith Ka clenched

her fisgsinrage.

think Zekk il hasfedingsfor those obnox ious Jedi

twins Hisfriendshipisnot soeasly |

givenup.” Shecamed hersdlf. Her lips, dark

asoveripefruit, twised into aamile. "That's

why | made sure this mission would be more than just asmple
raid. Let uswatch how Zekk takes care of his other assgnment.” Vonnda
Rastored a crate of wegponsingde the cargo shuttle and went to fetch
the heavy beltsthat carried their holographic-disguise generators. *'|
thought the computer guidance and tactical systems were our most
important objective.” 'For you, perhaps, and for the Second Imperium,”

Tamith Ka said, nodding distractedly, "but not for me."

Garowyn crossed her wiry arms over her smal chest. 'Y ou may be my
nomina superior, Tamith Kai, but | can set my own prioritiesaswell.
I'll assist you inthisraid, but the main reason Fm going aongisto

retrieve our . . . stolen property.”

"What stolen property?' VVonnda Ra asked, the belts and holographic

control packs still dangling from her outstretched arms.



"QOur greatest ship, our most ambitious design, with quantum armor and
powerful weapons-the Shadow Chaser. It isthe peak of the Second
Imperium's engineering success, my onejoy. But Skywalker and that
traitorous girl from Dathomir tricked me into an escagpe pod and stole my
own ship out from under me! The Jedi academy has been using it ever
since. | had al but given up hope of ever regaining what was rightfully
mine, but now I've learned that the Wookiee and the Jedi brats have

taken my ship to Kashyyyk.

Now isour perfect chanceto retrieve what isours."

"Wéll, if you do get the Shadow Chaser, there will be more room for us

when wereturn in the assault shuittle, then," VonndaRasad.

Tamith Kai directed a cool stare at the short, bronze-haired
Nightsster. At last she smiled, with just atrace of warmth. "So. | see

we each have our own agendas,” she said.

"Let ushope we al succeed." ----------------- CERTAINLY, MASTER

Lowbacca. I'd be happy to be of servicein such amanner,” Em Teedee

said asthey approached Kashyyyk.

"Cdculation of that trgjectory isredly quitesmple.”

Lowie accepted the finding from thelittle droid and input it manualy



on the Shadow Chaser's control pand. Beside him, hisuncledrew ina
deep, happy breath when the rich brown-green planet appeared in the
viewport, asif anticipating the tastes and smells and sounds of home.
Despite the heavy heart with which hewasreturning, Lowieasofdt a
rush of excitement and pleasure. He would soon be in the safe, peaceful

treetops of Kashyyyk.

"Well done, Masters Lowbacca and Chewbaccal" Em Teedee caroled. Lowie
grunted an absentminded acknowledgment, sill captivated by the sght of

his planet. It looked much the same asit had on the day he left with

his uncle and Han Solo in the MillenniumFal con to become a Jedi student.

How longago wasit now?

Tho long. Lowi€syearning to see hisfamily again became dmost
overwheming. The two Wookieesworked at the piloting controlswith an
urgency that came from happy anticipation. As the Shadow Chaser
approached the thick canopy bel ow, Chewbacca pointed with acertain
wistfulness toward the treetop city in which he and Lowi€'s mother had
grown up. With al of Chewie'stravels acrossthe galaxy, Lowbacca
wondered if hisuncle ever fet ashomesick as he himsdlf occasiondly

did on Yavin 4. He knew Chewbaccawould somehow find thetimeto visit

hisown city and the rest of hisfamily in the next day or so.

Behind him, thetwins and Tend Kauttered exclamations of admiration at

the beauty of Kashyyyk and the Size of the trees. ""Even though Fve been



here before, | waysforget how big they are," Jaina murmured, pressing

her fingers againg the windowport.

"Impressive,” Tend Kaagreed. "But where are the cities?' Chewbaccalet
the deek ship dip abit lower, and Lowie pointed to where clusters of

high trees extended their crowns above the lower canopies. Nestled in
masses of thick branches, gleaming towers and platformswere visible,
sgnsof habitation that folded into the natura formation of the trees.

"Ah," she said, sounding somewhat surprised. 'Aha."

"Neset, huh?" Jacen said, leaning closer to thewarrior girl. "They like

to make nature and technology work together."

Lowie growled his agreement. "Master L OWbacca points out that technology
and nature need not be mutudly exclusve," Em Teedee trandated.

"Blending the two can be more pleasant than separating them.”

When hefinaly caught Sght of hishome city, Lowiefet arenewed
impatience. It was dl he could do to keep himsdf from unbuckling his
crash webbing while Chewbacca guided their damaged ship toward the

nearest landing platform.

The moment the Shadow Chaser touched down, L owbacca sprang from the
copilot's seat and rushed to the exit hatch. Through the cockpit window,
he could see hisfamily waiting for him on the platform-hisfather,

Mahraccor; his mother, Kalabow; and hisyounger sister, Sirrakuk.



Lowie opened the hatch and stood in the sunlight for a plit second,
taking in every detall, sniffing the air, letting his eyes be bombarded

by therich greens and browns of the treetops. Then he and hisfamily
al roared greetings. His parents looked well and happy, if alittle

tired. Hismother'skind blue eyes, surrounded by auburn whorls of fur,

shone with pride. The dark stresk in hisfather's fur showed no signs of

graying with age.

Only hissister looked different-taller, deeker and prettier than he

had remembered her, but with a heavy sadness about her face. Sirrahad
trimmed her fur in unusud patterns, had shaved decorative designs
around her head and arms. But her fangs were white and sharp, the fur

around her nose and mouth well-groomed and long.

Shewas definitely growing up.

Hisfather raised both arms over his head and bellowed another greeting.

Lowie roared back and ran toward them.

Jacen looked around the dining table in consternation, wishing for the
tenth time that he understood the Wookiee language better. Ensconced
between Lowie and Sirra, he looked across the table to where Jainaand
Tend Kasat on either side of Chewbacca; he wondered if they felt as

confused and over whelmed as he did in the middle of theloud and



incomprehensible dinner conversation.

Trangparent mesh cagesfilled with sivarms of tiny, luminescent bugs hung

from the calling branches, providing afuzzy, warm light.

Exotic spices and incense wafted around the room and out the open window
notchesinto the humid night. The air was thick with mouthweatering

smdls of the welcome meal Lowi€'s parents had prepared.

The table was a huge dab of wood, adice from abroad-boled tree: its
hypnotic concentric ringsindicated how long the tree had lived. All the

chairs and furniture in Lowi€e's home seemed overlarge, built for bodies
much taller than the average human. Jacen shifted uncomfortably on the

high bench at thetable.

Something findly clicked in hishead. "Hey, wheré's Em Teedee?' he

asked. "We could redlly use histrandating skills here.”

Jainaflushed, her mouth forming asmdl oh" of surprise. "I, um, guess
that's my fault," she sammered. "I kind of borrowed him and hooked him
up to the Shadow Chaser's diagnostics so he could give us areadout of
the parts we need to repair the ship." She bit her lower lip. "I suppose

it would have been more polite to wait until after we had had a chance

to chat with Lowiesfamily awhile."

Jacen shrugged and squeezed his eyes shut. He tried to concentrate in



the new environment, to pick out individua words.

But with five Wookiees barking, bellowing, growling, and roaring, it was
difficult to make sense of their speech. He took a dow bresth and tried
to relax, planning to reach out with the Force to seeif he could sense

some meaning in the conversation.

Outside, Jacen could hear awarm afternoon rain running gentle fingers
through the leaves of the stately wroshyr trees. Insde, the battle of
tones continued, strange voices mixing with familiar ones. Inthe

undertones, hefelt joy and apprehension, hope and sorrow. Hefedlt . . .

Hefét the touch of afurry hand on hisarm. Jacen looked up in
embarrassment to find Lowies sster Sirraholding out aplatter laden

with roasted mesats and vegetables.

Sirrauttered a polite but curious woof.

"Blaster boltd I'm sorry, isthet plate for me?"

Lowie chuffed alaugh and then swept ahand around the table to indicate
that everyone €lse had already been served. Each of the Wookiees plates
was filled with coarsaly chopped fresh meat and mounds of raw
vegetables. Jaina had aplatter of food similar to hisown, while Tendl

Kas held amixture of vegetables and mests, both cooked and raw.



Jacen was amused to note that Tend Ka's appetite reflected the

conflicting preferences of her primitive and refined upbringings.

Kallabow and Mahraccor had worked hard to accommodate the dietary
preferences of their human guests. Jacen accepted the platter from Sirra

and thanked her.

When the Wookiees dl fell silent, expectant, and turned to Lowbacca, he
held one furry hand over his plate of food as he crooned afew short
phrasesin alow voice. Jacen recognized the \Wookiee ceremonial speech

of thankfulnessthat he had heard from Chewbacca so often.

Lowie stood then, raised hisarms high and spread hishands asiif
forming a protective leafy canopy over hisfamily and friends, and

repeated his brief speech. Lowie's mother crooned a sad, low note.

A moment later, both Wookiees and humans attacked their food asif none

of them had had a decent meal for weeks.

The next day, Jainamurmured something noncommittal and looked dubioudy
at thelist that Em Teedee had downloaded to her datapad. Jacen and

Tenel Kasat near her in Lowi€e's spacious room, which had been hollowed
out from part of amassive wroshyr tree. Lowie disconnected the lead
wiresfrom the diagnostics panel, tucked them back into Em Teedee's

casing, and closed it with asnap.



While Jainaand Lowie worked together to catalog the Shadow Chaser's
ills, Chewbacca had taken the opportunity to go to the other side of the
planet to vist therest of hisfamily, whom he had not seenin some

time

A few leftover spatters of rain from another brief shower dripped

outside the open window. Sirrasat with them, her patchy fur standing on

end. She didn't want to be alone, apparently, but she didn't participate

much in the conversation ether.

"Takealook at this, Lowie," Janasaid, holding up the datapad.

The Wookiee studied thelist of ruined components with a thoughtful

growl. Jacen and Tendl Kacrowded in to get alook aswell.

Jacen flashed hissster amischievousgrin.

"Hard to believe that an itty-bitty ion storm could cause so much

damage, huh?'

Jaina sent him awithering look. "If that furry pet of yours hadn't

chewed dl the circuits"

"Hey, that'snot fair! I'd never even seen her beforewe left Yavin 4."



Jacen removed the fluffy creature from the temporary cage he had made
for her and her babies. Thelittle eight-legged rodent seemed very
pleased with her soft new nest. "She didn't mean to cause any

trouble-did you, lon?

He held the fluffy ball closeto hisface and stroked her with one
finger. Thetiny cresture made afaint cooing sound. Jacen would set the
rodent free when they returned to Y avin 4, but for now he would take

good care of her.

"Thefault was not Jacen's” Tend Kasaid inamild voice. "And blaming

the creature serves no purpose.”

Jainashrugged one shoulder. "Yeah, | know.

I'm sorry. Just don't et Chewie catch sight of that pesky little thing

when he gets back tonight.” Lowie handed the datapad back to Janawith

aconfident bark. "Master Lowbacca bdlieves that we can obtain most of

these parts at the locdl fabrication facility, or create reasonable

subgtitutes," Em@Teedee said.

Jainafet hopeful. Y ou mean the factory where your parents work?"

"Blagter bolts," Jacen said. "Are you sure?

Theresalot of suff onthat list. V;hat do they make at the factory,



anyway?

Lowie gestured with his hands and growled an answer. Jaina could vaguely
sense what he was saying. Em Teedee said, 'Thefabrication facility that
employs Master Lowbaccas parents, aswell as most of the other
inhabitants of thistree city, produces avariety of sophisticated

computer equipment for use in awide range of transportation

gpplications.”

Jainasinterest sharpened at the idea of afactory filled with exotic

and complex systems.

"Likewhat?' Jacen asked, placing lon back in her ca'e. Thelittle

rodent inspected her grubs, rooting around in her fuzzy nest.

After more of Lowie's growling and gesticulating, Em Teedee said, "Among
other things, the facility produces guidance control systemsfor
planetary control towers, navigationa subsystems and backups, tactical

systems, communication encryption generators, multiphasic-"

"Hey, | think we get the idea. Thanks, Em Teedee," Jacen brokein.

Jainatried to suppress a chuckle. Her ever-curious brother had gotten

more explanation than he had bargained for. "Lowie, isthere any way we

can move the Shadow Chaser closer to your home so we can work on it more



easly? The hangar bay where we stored it isway on the other side of

the city. Not very convenient, if you know what | mean.”

Lowie shook his head, but growled a suggestion. "Master Lowbacca

proposes-" Em Teedee began.

"Yeeh, | think I got it," Jainasaid, struggling to understand afew of

the Wookiee words. "We can pull out the damaged subsystems one or two at
atime, bring them here to Lowi€e's house, and work on 'em.” She beamed.
"That's agreat idea. So what are we waiting for?" ---------------- THE
MORNING BREEZE ruffled Lowi€e's ginger-colored fur as he stood with his

friends outside on the treetop observation platform.

The areawas broad and smooth, empty of equipment or visitors-the
perfect place for them to stretch their muscles and perform Jedi

exercisesin the fresh outdoors.

Theair was enriched with the scent of spring blossoms, new leaves, and

sun-warmed wood.

Beside him on the wooden platform, Sirracrouched in pensive silence,
watching the Jedi trainees as they worked through their individua

exerciseroutines.

Lowietried not to make it obvious that he was keeping an eye on Sirra.

Too great ashow of concern on his part, he figured, would probably only



annoy hissster and make her more stubborn. They had left many issues

unspoken between them, but he knew they would have to talk soon.

Heflicked his golden eyes around the plat62 form and watched as Jacen
did push-ups and Jaina practiced gymnastic tumbles. Tenel Ka, limber as
ever, sood on one leg, the other pulled up high behind her, pointing

toward the sky.

Lowie bent over, placed both hands flat on the warm wood of the
platform, kicked hisfeet into the air, and balanced there. When Jaina
turned a cartwhed past him, he risked another look at Sirra. His brash
younger sister had spoken very little snce hisarrival yesterday,

though she had ingtinctively remained closeto him. Lowie couldn't help
wondering what she was thinking. Did Sirrain any way resent him because
he had inherited Jedi potentia, while she had not? Did sheblamehim

for Raaba's desth? Did she resent the friends he had brought home with

him?

He and his sster were so different that Lowie wondered if there had

ever been atime when they understood each other completely.

Lowiewasthoughtful, analyticd, introspective, while Sirrawaswild,
confident, outspoken. He preferred not to draw attention to himsalf,
while she enjoyed surprising people with her appearance-why elsewould

shetrimthe fur at her ankles, knees, wrists, and elsawherein such a



strange patchwork style?

Sirraand Lowie had dways trusted one another, though-but did she il

trug him?

Tend Kawhirled through Lowiesfidd of vison, performing aerid
somersaults. He felt himself begin to lose hisbaance, but quickly

regained it and began doing vertical pushUPS.

"Hey, Lowie," Jacen ydled from behind him, ‘can you spare alittle
concentration from your exercisesto teach usafew wordsin your

Wookiee dialect?'

Lowie grunted his assent. "Master Lowbacca says he would not be averse

to the possibility of ingructing you," Em Teedee trand ated.

Jainachuckled. "Geg, that's funny, Em Teedee-it sounded to melikedl

hesadwas.I"

'yes'Wdll, | supposethat isan aternate trandation,” Em Teedee said,

sounding somewhat miffed. “Though it'srather unimaginative.”

Lowie gave abark of laughter and looked over a Sirrato seeif she had
listened to the interchange. She returned hislook for amoment, then
ddiberately turned and sat with her back to him at the edge of the

platform, dangling her legs over the side, above the leafy canopy far



below. She stared down toward the unseen depths . . . where Raaba had

disappeared.

"Well then," Em Teedee said, sounding hurt now, "once you've taught the
othersyour diaect, Master @wbacca, | suppose you won't require my

services anymore.”

"Of coursewélll still need you, Em Teedee," Jainasaid. "Well never be

able to underStan every wor Lowie says."

Lowie absently grunted his agreement, still looking at Sirral's hunched
shoulders. It occurred to him that athough he had come home to support
her in thisdifficult time, he had no ideahow to doiit. Clearly, his
presence a one was not enough. He wanted to try talking with her, but
what if she had problems he couldn't solve? What if he was part of the
problem, having set a dangerous example that his sister felt obligated

to follow, though it might mean her death?

Still balanced on his hands but deep in thought about Sirra, Lowie lost
his concentration and his balance again, thistime with embarrassng
results. He teetered precarioudy for amoment, trying to regain his

equilibrium.

Em Teedeelet out asqued of surprise, then Lowie toppled over, landing

on hisrear end with aloud thump.



Jainarushed over, adding to the Wookiee's embarrassment. "Are you al

rignt?'

Lowiewished hisfriends had ignored the entire incident. To Jainds
credit, as soon as she had determined he was unhurt, she made a hasty
retreat and became absorbed in her exercises again, studiousy
pretending not to notice while Lowie picked himsdlf up off the

platform's floorboards and dusted off hisfur.

Still abit self-conscious & his clumsiness, Lowietold Em Teedeeto

shut down for arest cycle as he ambled over and seated himsdlf by Sirra
at the platform's edge, letting hislegs swing free beside hers. He

waited for awhile, hoping hiswithdrawn sster would say something,
since he had no ideawhere to begin. Watching her out of the corner of
his eye, he pondered again what had caused them to turn out so different
from each other, how two such opposites could spring from the same set

of parents.

Lowie had a strong aptitude for the Force, whereas Sirra showed neither
potentia nor interest in the Jedi Knights. Lowie's quiet introspective
nature had aways been asharp contrast to her confident
outspokennessuntil recently, that is, when shed become so quiet. And,
while Lowie could sit engrossed for hoursin theintricacies of a

computer system, Sirrabecame restless quickly and longed for excitement

and adventure. In addition, Lowie had always prided himsdf in being



obedient, finding it smpler to do what was expected of him than to

expend effort on meaningless acts of rebellion againg authority.

At that thought, Lowi€'s eyes were drawn to the bands of close-cropped

fur on Sirra's body. It was not a style sported by any adultsthat Lowie

knew, and very few youth. Hefinally decided to ask her about it, hoping

to Start a conversation somehow. Lowie blurted out the question, asking

if the style kept her cooler during warm weather.

Sirrashrugged. That was not why shedid it.

A symbol of mourning, then? For Raaba?

Sirrasnorted at the suggestion.

Rebdlion, then?

Sirrathought for amoment before sghing in confusion, obvioudy at a

loss about how to explain. She thought of it as. . . away of showing

on the outside what did not show on theinsde; that she was different.

Lowie considered this, rumbling deep in histhroat. He had thought it

was aready clear enough that everyone was different.

Sirrashook her head and sprang to her feet on the platform. Lowie saw



at once that she wasirritated, that he had misunderstood her, for his
sster walked all theway around the edge of the platform before
motioning for himto join her. N"en hedid, he practically had to runto

keep pace with her.

At last Sirraspoke again, her agitation gpparent in her voice. She
pointed to her shaved wrists and elbows, explaining in more detail that

she did thisto show others that she was not like them.

Lowie cocked his head quizzicaly, trying to think of aresponse, but
Sirraresumed her explanation. She said that since she didn't have Force
potential as he did, their parents had dwaysjust assumed that she
would work in the fabrication facility. But Sirrahad no wish to work

therelike everyone dse did.

She didn't enjoy assembling computers, and was only amediocre
programmer. Sheraised afist and barked loudly-she wanted something

much more excditing!

Lowie shook his head sternly. Wookiees could excedl in engineering, in
science, in piloting- anything they wanted to. But such success did not
come easly. He nodded toward hisfriends to indicate how hard they were
training at the moment. Lowie and Sirrawaked together for awhilein

dlence.

Jacen, Jaina, and Tend Kafinished their exercises and perched at the



edge of the platform, looking down at the beautiful tree canopy. Jacen

pointed. 'Hey, Lowie-how do you say the name for those trees?”

Lowie barked the answer-wroshyr.

After he and Sirrahad skirted the trio, Lowie asked his Sster what she

wanted to do with her life. Srragroaned and shrugged uncertainly.

Lowie thought for amoment. Well, what did she like to do? he asked.

Sirraheaved aheavy sigh, spreading her hairy arms wide to encompass
theforest and the sky. Sheloved to be out and around, to visit new
places and learn new things. She enjoyed feding free, theway Lowie

himsdf did when hed travel donein his skyhopper.

And Sirraliked making her own decisions, not being told what she had to

do and when.

@wie growled the names of digtant cities of Kashyyyk, suggesting other
factories, other jobs. Sirrawaved ahand asif to brush theidea away.
She wanted to do something important, something unusual. Her voice
suddenly sounded resentful of @wie and his Jedi friends. They had been

given atremendous opportunity, and she wanted one for herself.

Thetwinsand Tend Katook turns reaching out with the Force to make



temporary furrowsin the leafy canopy below, asif agiant invisble
bird of prey were skimming over the leavesin search of itsquarry.
Srragrumbled in disgust and pointed to the Jedi trainees "racing”
their Force furrows through the leaves, crisscrossing and intertwining

them.

She would never squander talent like that, she inssted. Knowing that
she soon intended to prove her strength and bravery againgt asyren
plant, Sirra expressed her doubts that the young Jedi Knightswould last
even five minutes down in the forest underlevels. Their Force powers

would not keep them safe, she asserted, if thiswas how they used them.

Lowiefixed -hissster with achdlenging look, trying to explain

difficult concepts. Hisfhendswere merdly "exercising” their abilities.

Learning and practice were never wasted. He ingsted that hisfriends

were much stronger than they appeared.

Sirrashrugged away the comment and began pacing the flat, sun-drenched

platform again. Exasperated, L owie demanded to know how she expected him

to help her solve her problem.

Surpriseregistered on Sirras face. She hadn't asked him for a

olution.

It was Lowi€'sturn to be perplexed. If he saw hissister confused or



in pain, he asked, shouldn't he assume she wanted help?

Sirras eyes narrowed. With aquick series of gruff words, she reminded
him of when he had falen down afew minutes earlier and bruised his. .

. hisdignity. Had he wanted anyone to solve his problem for him?

Lowie shook hishead. Sirraraised her eyebrows, asking if now he

understood.

Lowie saw what his Sister was getting at, but that had not been the same

thing. He knew she needed help.

Sirrasat down again at the platform's edge, looking out acrossthe

wroshyr trees.

Lowie squatted beside his sister with earnest concern, and her
expression softened. She didn't want him to solve her problem, she said,

but that didn't mean he wasn't helping.

Lowieredlized that it was helping her just to have someone who

listened.

He clasped her shoulder, and Sirra sat closer to him. For now, that
seemed to be enough. ----------------- FROM HER UNUSUAL perch, Jaina

surveyed the high-tech tree city and redlized how much Kashyyyk looked



like an organic version of Coruscant.

Here at the canopy leve, surrounded by industrid structures and
Wookiee living quarters, Jainasaw tal exhaust ports and crystdline
windows that reflected the hazy graywhite sky. The crowns of tal trees
thrust above the main canopy like skyscraper towers covered with
foliage. A huge clump of mgestic growth inthe distance sat like an
idand above the leafy waves of the unbroken treetops; from this
distance, it reminded her of the pyramidal towers of the Imperia

Paace.

Jainathought with atwinge of homesi ckness that she missed her mother.
The last time she and Jacen had returned to the capita world, though,
they had lost their friend Zekk, who had been captured by the Shadow

Academy. . ..

Clusters of Wookiee homes dotted the canopy, compact dwellings connected
to the computer factory complex by natural roadways that extended like

the spokes of awhed across the treetops. Imported banthas trudged

aong the wide, wooden roads, brushing againgt encroaching leaves. They
plodded aong sturdy worn branches hundreds of meters above the

untraveled and treacherous lower levels of the primeval forest.

The bantha Jaina and her friends rode from L owie's home to the computer
fabrication complex was large enough that al five companions could ride

on the padded seats strapped to the beast's back. The bantha had arich,



spicy anima scent that tingled in her nogtrils. A harness made of

bright red ribbons jingled with burnished brass bells.

Her brother Jacen patted the wiry cinnamon-brown fur of the enormous
beast of burden. Riding this bantha seemed to be the most enjoyable part

of their trip for him so far. The driver, amousy Sullustan with huge

dark eyesthat glinted in the sunlight, hunched between the enormous

ridged horns that curved around the bantha's head. The docile beast

moved a ong the wooden walkway, paying no heed to the lush vegetation on

dl sdes.

"Banthas were bred for desert travel," Jacen piped up, "but this guy

seemsto loveit here"

Indeed, Jainathought, the beast seemed fat and hedlthy, content to
carry passengersfrom the resdentid districts to the main fabrication
facility. They passed other Wookiees walking to work, eating up the

distance with long-legged strides.

Beside her on the padded riding structure, Tenel Ka stared ahead, her
expression unreadable but dert, ready for anything. Lowie and Sirrasat

on the back cushions, chatting comfortably in the Wookiee language.

Jainalooked forward to her tour of the computer factory. She couldn't

walt to see the engineering marvels and indugtrid facilitiesthe



Wookiees had ingtalled on their wilderness world. Lowie probably would
have been eager aswll, if he hadn't been so concerned about his

dder.

The bantha stopped and |et them off at an outer checkpoint that gave
access to the technical complex. Using handholds on the padded seets,
the companions climbed down the hairy back of the bantha and jumped to
the interlocked wooden deck. Since the bantha transportation systems
were designed for use by tall Wookiees, the drop was ameter longer than
Jaina expected. She wondered how the diminutive Sullustan driver ever

managed to climb hisway onto the beast's head.

Lowie paid the driver afew credit chips, and the bantha trudged back
down the cleared arbored highway toward the residentia idandsin

search of new passengers.

Jainalooked at the multiplatformed industrid facility, seeing decks
mounted in tiers on the uppermost branches. Lowie growled in excitement
and pointed to aleve platform high above and behind them. From this
angle, Jaina couldn't see anything on its surface, but then asmall

craft rose with agrating roar of supercharged sublight engines.

"That'san old Y-wing," she said, recognizing the outdated designs of
the craft. The Y-wing had atriangular cockpit flanked by two long
engine pods that together gave the fighter its characteristic shapelike

theletter for which it had been named. This starfighter had been



refurbished and upgraded, and its engines were loud and powerful. The
crafts afterburners kicked in behind the engine pods, and the Y -wing

streaked into the skies of Kashyyyk.

Another identical starfighter rose from the platform, hovered for a

moment as the pilot adjusted the controls, then streaked off after its

companion. A third and afourth Y-wing aso

soared away.

"How many of them are there?" Jacen asked.

Jainawatched in admiration. 'Probably an entire squadron,”

she suggested, then suddenly remembered something she had heard.

"The New Republic needsdl the military i strength
it can get if we're going to fight the Second Imperium. We don't have
timeto build al new ships, so | think they're refurbishing the

old onesthat have been moth baled sncethefal of the Emperor.”

"What do you mean, refurbishinle" Jacen asked.

"Waéll, therés nothing actualy wrong with the old Y -wings"

Jainasad with ashrug.



"They were great fightersduring the Rebd- i lion, but
with new technology wecanmod  ernizethe engines, increase
ther hyperdrive i | multipliers. Since we're on Kashyyyk, I'll bet
they're getting new navicomputers, guidance and tactica systems, and

centra processorsingalled.”

Lowie and Sirranodded their shaggy heads vigoroudy to show
that Jainawas right. She looked into the sky and watched as, one after

another, Y-wings shot upward in a spectacular aerid display.

Sirrasaid something ese, and Em Teedee trandated. "Mistress Sirra
suggests we remain here to watch, since the upgraded ships often test
their new systems. She assures usit is quite a breathtaking sight.”

Lowie bellowed in agreement. Jaina wanted nothing more than to witness

the demonstration.

When twelve of the ships had been launched into the air, circling over
the treetop indudrid facility, they flew in tight formetion, one

behind the other, a chain of powerful spacecraft.

Their engines boomed like distant thunder through the upper atmosphere.

The pilotsfollowed their [eader, swooping down, cracking thewhipin

the sky.

The Y -wings formed convoluted figure eights, flying so closeto each

other that their hullswere amogt kissing. But the new guidance systems



and engines did not fail them.

The refurbished Y -wings performed flawlesdy, and Jainafelt awarm

satisfaction insgde. She held her breath, amazed.

If Qorl and the Second Imperium could see this demonstration, she mused,

they might think twice before attempting to tackle the New Republic.

From one of the connecting structuresthat linked the perimeter platform
to the centra levels of the fabrication facility, adoor dilated open.

An excessvely tdl, spindly droid appeared, itslegs like thin support
pipes, itslong arms coppery. The droid had a squarish head with rounded
corners and optical sensors mounted on dl sides. It strutted out,

moving with spidery grace as it balanced round footpads on the deck.

"Greetings, honored guests,” thetall droid said, weaving onitsleg

hingesasit waked.

"I am the Tour Droid, happy to serve you thismorning. | have received
ingructionsto give you the complete tour of our facilities-in fact,
the expanded VIP tour. | will speak Basic, unlessyou prefer to converse

in Wookiee, Sullustan, Bothan, or another native language.”

Jainashook her head. "Basic will do fine, thanks."



The Tour Droid turned a pirouette on one long rodlike leg, and Jaina
guessed that the droid had been constructed so tall in order to

comfortably accommodate speaking with Wookiees.

The droid strode ahead with a mantidike gait. Y ou've aready seen our

ar show for thismorning,” it said. "Now for the good stuff."

Since Jainaloved learning about the way things fimctioned, every
workstation inside the fabrication facility intrigued her. Interesting

smédlls of lubricants, cryogens, and eectrical solder surrounded her.
Thear wasfilled with buzzing, humming sounds againgt a background of

white noise from thousands of complicated manufacturing labs.

Jainalooked to the ceiling high above their heads and saw embedded
glowpanelsthat suffused the corridors with acongtant whitelight. At
regular intervals, where hallways intersected, they passed trapdoor
hatches that provided access to the underside of the factory and

emergency evacuation routes down into the lower forest levels.

The Tour Droid led the group into aroom full of transparent cylinders
that stretched from floor to ceiling, pillarsfilled with a bubbling

fluid and sparkling diamondlike matrices.

"Here you see our crystal-growing tanks," the droid said, raising the
volume of its speaker patch to drown out the gurgling noises and whir of

ar-recirculation fans. "In these carefully modulated tanks we send



eectrica impulsesin specific currents through the nutrient fluid to
digtribute crystaline moleculesin solution. Thisencouragesthem to
grow into aprecise matrix with facet angles and e ectronic pathways
mapped for our galaxy-renowned computer cores. A building isonly as
strong asits foundation, and these crystalline cores form the critical

foundation of our computer architecture.”

Jacen rubbed hisfingers against a curved tank, tracing the paths of

tiny bubbles asthey rose toward the ceiling. "Thisis neat," he said.

"Please don't touch the cylinders,” the Tour Droid said. "Faint
electrodtatic discharges from your body could disturb the

crysdlization processesingde.”

Jacen’pulled his hand away and looked sheepishly at hissster. She
didn't bother to chide him for it, though, since she had wanted to do

the same thing hersdf.

The next room was exceedingly cold, with puffs of white steam curling
around the door fi-ame. The air smelled of scoured metal and frogt.
Insde, robotic arms moved about, doshing thin metdlic wafers through
baths of liquid oxygen, pools of ultracold fluid that halted any
contaminants from spreading across the surface. "These wafers are
delicate circuit boards,” the Tour Droid said, "a perfectly pure

substrate on which we pattern complex memory maps.”



Jainadrew along frigid bresth, blinking her eyes. Even with their
thick Wookiee fur, Lowie and Sirrashivered, though Tend Kain her
scanty reptilian armor displayed no sign of discomfort. "Fascinating' ™

shesad.

Thelbur Droid turned and, with long scarecrowish strides, led them
through the cold room. The next chamber waslarge and bustling, filled
with hardworking Wookiees, each wearing amesh bodysuit made of fine
wiresthat held their fur in place. White cloth masks covered the lower

halves of their hairy faces.

The workerslooked up and chuffed greetingsto the visitors. Lowie
waved, recognizing his mother at her workstation. Kallabow nodded,
blinking her eyesin their whorls of dark fur, then bent back to her

tasks, carefully concentrating on the circuits.

"For the past few months our workers have logged extraong shiftsand
odd hours to meet the heavy quotas necessary to prepare our defense
againgt the Second Imperium,” the Tour Droid said. "Here the Wookiees
areingaling finished chips. The mesh suits you see them wearing are
electrostatic screensto prevent even the faintest stray foreign
particlesfrom drifting into the air. Any contamination could be

disastrous, since these components are so complex.”

"I can bdieveit," Janasad.



The Wookiee technicians bent over their workstations, using delicate
forceps and tweezers to remove minuscul e chips patterned and cut from

the large glittering wafers they had just seen in the cryogenic lab.

"These basic designs are used for many different systems,” the Tour

Droid said. '@ile our specidtiesarein tactical systems, central

guidance computers, and mainframe system controls, some of our chipsare
used in sophisticated droid models. Most droids are manufactured on
robotic industrial worlds, however, such as MechislIl." "Oh my, did he
say droids?' Em Teedee chirped. 'Do you suppose any of my components

might have been manufactured here?’

Lowie rumbled acomment, and Jaina nodded. " Chewbacca helped put you
together, Em Teedee. | suspect that lots of your components came from

here"

"Oh dear, you don't think he used defective or rgjected parts, do you?"

Em Teedee asked.

Lowie chuffed with laughter, and the little droid scolded him. "My

guestion was entirely serious, Master Lowbacca.”

After they walked through the chamber, Em Teedee continued to exhibit

hiscuriogty.



"Master Lowbacca, would you mind turning around so that | can seethe
entireroom? If thisismy birthplace, I'd liketo giveit agood look.

... How fascinating!"

Lowie obliged, turning hiswaist so that the smdll trandating droi&s
optical sensors could record every detail. "And | thought thistrip was
going to bedull,” Em Teedee said. "Msis ever so much more interesting

than those dangerous adventures you indgst on having.”

For the end of their tour the long-legged droid took them to the highest
platform in the entire facility, the trangportation control and shipping

tower, a computer-filled room with workstations so high off the floor

they were at Jainas eye level where she couldn't easily reach them.

Severa Wookiees stood around the stations, gazing up through the
trangparent dome overhead. The dome was reinforced with support girders
that crisscrossed in triangular patterns againgt the hazy sunlight

shining down.

"Because we are such abusy commercid facility,” the Tour Droid said,
"acongtant stream of space traffic comes through this complex. Herewe
verify every incoming transport craft to make certain we receive no
unwelcome visitors. We aso have security monitoringsatd litesin orbit,
ready to defend Kashyyyk,once they receive orders from the control

tower."



The Wookiee traffic controllers worked as a team, communi cation headsets
mounted to their shaggy heads and voi ce pickups clamped to their
throats. They did not divert their attention even for amoment asthe

vistors entered.

Before theibur Droid could continue, Chewbacca strode in, accompanied by
@wie and Sirras father, Mahraccor. Mahraccor waved at his children; his
dark stresk of fur stood out much like Lowie's. Chewbacca bellowed a
greeting and held out alarge misshapen object, a blackened device that

had once been a polished, precisely angled crysta.

"That's the Shadow Chaser's computer core," Jainasaid.

Chewbacca nodded vigoroudy and spoke low growling words.

"Chewbacca and Mahraccor here say they have been searching for you

children," said the Tour Droid.

"Excuseme," Em Teedee chimed in, 'but | serve asthe trandator droid

here. Master Chewbacca, after returning from a pleasant visit with his
family, has removed the Shadow Chaser's damaged navicomputer centra
processor core. Asyou can see, he has spoken with Master Mahraccor, and
they have successfully located the suitabl e replacement componentsto

get the ship up and running again. Hooray!"



Chewie pointed to the burned pathways on the Shadow Chaser's removed
navicomputer core. Lowie's father also spoke up, and Eit Teedee said,
"Master Mahraccor assertsthat thisis an exciting new design, an

Imperid configuration he has never seen before. Fortunately, however,
heis confident that the facilities here on Kashyyyk can repair it quite

nicely.

The Tour Droid bent over on itslong, stretched-out body. "Y ou are quite
good at trand ating Wookiee speech, my colleague,” it said, "but you

lack the finesse for being atrue Tour Droid. Y ou seem not to have the
ability to make interesting comparisons that customers can understand.
For ingtance, you might have said, 'With our facilities here we can
place this damaged corein one of our crystal baths, flush out the
impurities and the carbon scoring, and use our own master computers to
retrace the circuits and map the dectronic pathways. In short, we will
provide a bactatank to hea the computer core.”* Em Teedee wasn't
impressed. "They certainly didn't need to hear dl of that. Of course, |
wouldn't presumeto tell you your job," he said. "We have more important
thingsto do." The Tour Droid did not respond to theinsult, since he

had no doubt been given thorough programming in tactfulness.

"rmank you for thetour,” Jainasaid. "It was very interesting.”

The Tour Droid stood up straighter, and the optical sensors mounted on

al sdesof itsboxy head brightened with pleasure. That isthe finest

compliment you could have given me, Mistress Jaina Solo.”



----------------- SURROUNDED BY DIMNESS in his private office, lit only
by recorded starlight from distant parts of the galaxy, Brakiss

contemplated the plans of the Second Imperium.

Time dipped away from him as he dlowed himsdf to be swalowed upin

thoughts.

Possihilitiesfor conquest engrossed him, and he ran them over and over
in his head, contempl ating the compl ete destruction of the Rebelsand

his former mentor, L uke Skywalker. Such imaginings soothed him. Resting
his elbows on the polished black desk, Brakiss touched hisfingertips

together and smiled.

Suddenly, agtartling signal destroyed his concentration likea
thunderbolt. The potent darm pulsed again, and he used his muchneeded

Jedi skillsto calm himsdf. ThisisBrakiss," he responded.

"Qorl here," avoicereplied. Animage gppeared on the flatscreen
communicator built into hisdesk. Theold TIE pilot seemed rattled-and
that surprised Brakiss even more than the alarm had. Qorl was one of the

steadiest officersin the Second Imperium.

"We have a coded message coming into the Shadow Academy, sir. It carries
the highest level of encryption. Every marking indicates that the

transmission is of the utmost importance. Y ou must receive the message



yourself and respond personally.”

Brakiss blinked. "Any indication of the sender'sidentity?' Histhoughts

whirled.

Tamith Kai and Zekk had aready departed on their mission to Kashyyyk,

but even they were incapable of sending such ahigh-level message.

‘Noindication, sir,” Qorl said, "but I would recommend that you respond

without delay.”

"I'm onmy way," Brakiss said, and switched off, propelling himsdf out

of hischair in onefluid motion.

He raced through the curved metallic corridors, taking an automated lift
platform to the transmitting and receiving tower, which contained the

meachinery that cast acloaking field around the spike-ringed station.

Severd stormtroopers stood aert as Brakiss swept into the transmitting
tower. Qorl worked at the receiving stations, scanning computer ized

readouts and recording the coded signdl.

Brakiss noted that the man used hisbiologica right hand, letting his
bulky robotic limb hang motionless at his side. Qorl blinked at the
Shadow Academy leader. "They have begun transmitting again, Lord

Brakiss" hesaid.



"They seem to be quiteimpatient.”

"All right, let'sinput the decryption routine.” Standing beside Qorl,
Brakiss had to think for amoment to summon the correct string of
symbols and numbers, then keyed in his password so that the Shadow

Academy computers could trandate the high-level coded message.

Qorl handed Brakiss a dangling headset.

"The messageisfor your earsonly. Listen on this channd.” Qorl helped

Brakiss mount the earphones and microphone snugly againg his head.

Brakiss listened to the crackle of gtatic asthe convoluted message ran
through its codedeci phering dgorithms and findly resolved itsdlf into
coherent words. The voice pounded againgt his eardrums, harsh, amost

reptilian, dripping with evil.

Brakisss eyeswidened, and fear drove a spike through hismind. He
cleared histhroat twice before he could respond. "Yes, my lord," he
finally answered. 'Y es, a once." He drew adeep breath to continue, but

the sender terminated the signal. Brakiss heard only dtatic.

He stood rigid, using dl of his Jedi strengthsto keep himsdlf from

trembling. Qorl waited beside him, leathery face emotionless, hiseyes



unblinking. Only adight furrow acrossthe TIE pilot's forehead showed

how concerned he was.

Brakiss spoke quietly, looking at Qorl but knowing that the stormtrooper
guardswere dso ligtening intently. " The Emperor,” he said hoarsdly,

"the Emperor iscoming herel”

An ominous transport shuttle dropped out of hyperspace in the vicinity

of the Shadow Academy. The shuttle was an Imperia design, the Emperor's
private escort ship, armored with tarnished hull plates. Its

configuration was Smilar to atriangular Lambda-class trangport, except

that this craft bore very specid weaponry, sensing devices, and
ultrgpowerful hyperdrive engines. Even such extreme modifications,

though, were of little consequence when compared to the importance of

the passenger it carried.

Brakiss stood within the hangar bay, struggling to drive back his
anxiety. In al thistime he had never met the Emperor face-to face,

despite his unwavering service to the Second Imperium.

The Gresat Leader of the Second Imperium, Emperor Palpatine, must somehow
have escaped degth years earlier-though Brakiss had been sure the

Emperor had been destroyed . . . severa times, in fact. He did not know

what secret Palpatine had used, or how he had managed to restore himsalf

to life, but Brakiss didiyt care-all that mattered was that the Second

Imperium was in the most capable handsimaginable,



The comm buzzed and Qorl's voice made an announcement. "L ord Brakiss,
the Emperor's private transport has just come out of hyperspace. | await

your orders.”

Brakiss leaned closer to the wall speaker.

"Very well, drop the Shadow Academy's cloaking field and transmit our
greetings to Emperor Palpatine. We are honored by hisvigt." "Yes,

ar," Qorl sad, sgning off.

Brakiss could feel no difference, not even through the Force, asthe
invighility shield dissolved around the station. He stood with an honor
guard of stormtroopersinside the cleared docking bay. The transparent

atmosphere containment field flickered.

Brakiss stared out into open space, watching the awesome craft gpproach.
The storm troopers stood morerigidly, their armor locking into place,

boots clicking together.

The Emperor'stransport followed Qorl's sgnd. The three-bladed shuttle
glided through the atmosphere containment field, which flickered and
sparked asit folded around the hull of the ship. The Imperia transport

coasted to the center of the broad deck, then lowered itsdlf to astable

position.



Brakiss swallowed alarge lump in histhroat. He transmitted to Qorl.
"Reactivate the cloaking shield, please-we don't want to expose

oursalves any longer than necessary.”

'Itisdone, gr,” Qorl said.

The stormtroopers shouldered their weapons and stood in perfect ranks.
Brakiss stepped forward to offer greeting, but paused when nothing
happened. The Emperor's transport remained silent except for afew
hissing and ticking sounds as the ship settled. He saw no movement

ingde. The hatch remained stubbornly shut. Brakiss waited for any sign.

Findly, avoice boomed from loudspeakers mounted outs de the Emperor's
shuttle. "Attention, al Shadow Academy personnd! The Emperor has
arrived. As a security precaution, we ingst that everyone depart the
docking bay immediately. The Emperor has a private escort of Imperia

guards and wishes no further contact at thistime."

The announcement took Brakiss completely by surprise. When he noticed
that his mouth was hanging open in foolish astonishment, he closed it so
quickly that histeeth clicked together. The Emperor had cometo the
Shadow Academy- and now Palpatine refused Brakiss's honor escort. The

Great Leader wanted to be |eft alone?

Brakissrealized that he had hesitated in following Pal patine's



ingtructions. Aghast and trying to make up for lost time, he turned and
clapped his hands smartly. "Y ou heard the orders! Everyone, about-face.

Clear the docking bay. The Emperor wisheshisprivacy.”

The storrntroopers turned and, with abooming clatter on the metal deck,

marched out of the docking bay and into the curved corridors.

"Sir," one of the stormtroopers said, breaking ranksto stop in front of
Brakiss, "I had requested to be part of the Emperor's persona escort

squad. I'll stay here to greet him as he disembarks.”

Brakiss blinked in shock, noting the stormtrooper's service number. He
recognized Qorl'strainee, Norys. Qorl had said the burly young man was
ambitious and ill-tempered, but Brakiss was nonetheless stunned at the

i-inpertinence.

"Y ou will follow my orders, trooper," Brakiss snapped. "The Second
Impeiium has no room for those who don't understand discipline.” He drew
inacold breath. "If | see any further instance of your failure to obey
commands, you will be gected from the airlock into space. Isthat

understood?'

AsNorys clomped off without acknowledging Brakisss rebuff, the master
of the Shadow Academy turned to look back at the silent Imperial

shuttle. He himsdf was unable to comprehend why the Emperor had come



hereif he had no intention of interacting with the Shadow Academy, or

at least meeting with Brakiss persondly.

However, the Emperor was the ultimate master, and Brakiss would not dare

question Palpatine's orders.

The last oneto leave the docking bay, he turned with aswirl of his
slvery robes and stepped outside before transmitting the sgnd that

closed and sealed the doors to the docking bay.

As he stood in the outer corridor, though, Brakiss made adecision of
his own. He was master of this station-and was required to know what

happened aboard it, wasn't he?

He had followed the Emperor's wishes to the | etter, but now he needed to
see what was going on. Brakiss went to avideomonitor designed for

observation of docking and loading procedures.

With the docking bay emptied of stormtroopers and Shadow Academy
representatives, the hatches finally opened on the Emperor's shuttle. On
the monitor Brakiss was impressed to see four Imperia guards stride

out, shrouded in scarlet robes. The intimidating red guards had been the
most feared dlite corps of Palpatine's forces, and now four -of them had

accompanied the Emperor here.

Smooth red armor covered their heads and shoulders like cowls, reminding



him of historica images he had seen of ancient Manddorian uniforms.

Thered Imperid guards moved away from the ship and took up defensive

positions, their robes flowing like flames around them.

A shudder ran down Brakisss spine. He tried to fed the intense dark
force crackling from the core of the Imperia trangport ship. The

Emperor, he knew, must be in there somewhere.

Through the voice pickup mounted in the docking bay, Brakiss heard a
clanking, damming sound. Two pairs of squat, powerful workerdroids
tromped down the wide extendedramp, carrying an enormoudly heavy
isolation chamber. Theworker droids, little more than the powerful arms
and legs mounted on a stocky body core, hauled their burden without

complaint.

The droids were gentle with their cargo, moving smoothly, carefully,
despite theimmense power in their hydraulic limbs. They carried the
huge tank off the Imperid ship and into the docking bay. Side panelson
the isolation chamber's black riveted walls blinked with multicolored
lights, computer displays showed life monitors and externd

communications.

The four red guards surrounded the chamber, ooking protective and

menacing. Then they marched toward the broad doors-two in front of the



chamber, two behind-into the main core of the Shadow Academy.

Brakiss hurried to open the doors for them, but somehow the

computer-locked sedls were automatically broken before he could do so.

The doors dammed open, asif controlled by the Emperor's dark side

powers.

The red guards strode forward, still surrounding the worker droids. The
huge isolation tank hissed and buzzed and bleeped as athousand

electronic systems monitored its supremely important occupant.

Brakiss stopped in front of the foremost pair of Imperia guards.

"Grestings. | an Master Brakiss of the Shadow Academy.”

The leader of the red guards turned his armored head, and Brakissfelt a

cold scrutiny through the black eyedlit. "Y ou will leave usdone. We

have important work, and we require privacy. Y ou may guide usto our

chambers-and then leave.”

Brakiss could barely contain hisdismay.

"But. .. | amthe Master of the Shadow Academy.”

Thered guard said, "And the Emperor isthe master of the galaxy. He

wishes privacy for now. We suggest that you do not displease him.”



Brakiss backed away, bowing quickly. "I have no wish to displease the

Emperor. Forgive my impudence.”

After Brakissindicated the quarters to which the visitors had been
assigned-the plushest and most spacious accommodations aboard the
station-the red guards and worker droids marched into the chambers,

leaving Brakiss done out in the corridor.

Hefdt bdittled, inggnificant, sepped on, asif dl of his
accomplishments and work meant nothing to the Emperor. It baffled him.
Wheat could be the purpose of it? He frowned asthoughtswhirled insde

his head.

The Emperor had origindly died in the destruction of the second Degth
Star, but Sx years after his defeat, Palpatine had been resurrected in

aseries of clones, which had also-presumably-been destroyed.

Now, after observing theisolation tank, the secrecy, the inexplicable
behavior of the four Imperia guards, Brakissfelt anew and deeper fear
coil through his body. He wondered if something could be wrong, if the

Emperor could perhagps beinfaling hedth again. . . .

If that was the case, the Second Imperium was indeed in grest trouble.

----------------- AS A FORMER TIE pilot, Qorl had been trained in the



Imperid way, with loyalties and duties and responses drilled into him.
No questions, only orders. His mind had been programmed to turn him into

aperfect fighting machine for the Empire.

The cornerstone of that training had been discipline. And one thing Qorl

knew: the young man who stood before him was not disciplined.

Hewondered if perhaps Brakiss and Tamith Kai had been too hasty in
accepting Norys and his band of young ruffians from Coruscant to be
trained as stormtroopers and pilots. nine, the battles ahead to

recapture lost glory, to reclaim stolen territory, would require every

st of cgpable hands for the Second Imperium. But even if Qorl did
manage to turn the rest of the Lost Ones gang into serviceable troopers

and pilots, thisonewastrouble.

At the control pad of the smulation chamber, Qorl programmed in anew
st of targetswhile Norysrecharged his blaster rifle. He vowed to
train this one, and keep training him, until he saw some genuine

progressin the ambitious fighter.

" till say | should have been sent on theraid with Tamith Kai," Norys
grumbled, wing hisweapon asif it made him fed more secure. "l could
have taken out afew enemies, evened the score alittle bit for our

side. Set afew of those big Wookieetreeson fire."

Qorl st the smulated targets in rapid motion: black, orange, and blue



for Rebels, and white for stormtroopers. "It'sasmdl raid,” Qorl sad.

"Zekk isdirecting the troops.

There was no need for a second leader.”

Norystook aim at a blue target and missed.

Heliked target practice better when the targets were dow smulations
like mynocks. It was from to kill them. "Then they should have sent me
aone, old man. I'm abetter leader now than that trash collector will

ever be"

Rouble, Qorl thought, definitdly trouble.

"Why do you say that?"

"Because," Noryssaid, taking am at an orange target, but only nicking
the edge of it, "my followers are so afraid of me they'd never dare
disobey my orders.” He missed once more. "Isthe aim-point on this

blaster offset again?'

"Y ou aren't concentrating on your target,” Qorl said, then addressed the
candidate's comment in aneutra tone. Y our exampleisindeed one

method of leadership. But you have muchto learn.”



Norys bristled and missed another shot.

He rounded on the former TIE pilot with amenacing growl. 'Like what,

old man?'

Qorl didn't flinch or back down. He had faced tougher adversaries than
this young bully-though perhaps none with such pure mean-spiritedness.
"Y ou could learn to concentrate on your weapon and shut out
digtractions. Y ou could aso learn how to aim and hit your intended

target each time, rather than just talking about it,” Qorl pointed ouit.

"Theway you are shooting today, you would have become a casudty in

only afew secondsin ared firefight.”

"Redly, old man?' Norysslips pulled back in something between asnarl
and agrin. He turned back toward the targets and, moving his blaster
riflein adow semicircle, flooded the areawith blaster bolts, never
removing hisfinger from thefiring stud. When he wasfinished, every

target had registered ahit. A

complete daughter. Norys turned back toward Qorl with a satisfied

smirk. "How much more target practice do | need, old man?'

"Enough practice o you don't destroy our own troops during araid,”

Qorl replied.



Norys shrugged. "We dl make afew sacrificesto meet our goads.” He
glanced back at thetargets. "Seemslike afair trade-off to me." He

tossed the spent blaster rifle at Qorl, who caught it with his good arm.

Rouble, Qorl thought, definitdly trouble.

| O ---mmmmmmmmmmee I STARS BURNED IN the midnight sky like abillion
white-hot embers on adlab of black marble. Jacen, Jaina, and Tenel Ka
had long since retired to their beds-but L owie could@t deep. Perched
comfortably on thewiderailing of the upper verandah, with the

smmering night sounds of the forest dl around him, he kept awatchful

eye on hissser'swindow.

Sirradill ingsted she wanted to imitate Lowie's feat with the syren

plant, and he could not talk her out of it. Now he feared she would

leave him behind at the last moment, go alone on her dangerous quest-as
Raaba had done. So far, though, he had seen no sign that his Sister was

planning anything so foolish.

Because of increased production quotas for the New Republic's military
requirements, their parents had both volunteered to work the night shift
at the computer fabrication facility. Kallabow and Mahraccor had spent
their lives at their jobs, contented if somewhat unchallenged, and
seemed baffled that neither of their children wanted to follow in their

footsteps.



But Sirrademanded constant challenges, and went out of her way to

creste some when life didn't provide her with enough of them.

Thelight in Sirrals room shimmered like awarm fire behind the window's

leafy shade.

Small glowing mesh cages rested outside her window and on various
platforms throughout the Wookiee resdentia digtrict-containersfilled
with aswest-smdling substance that proved an irresistible attractant

to aspecies of tiny glowing gnats called phosfleas. When the cages were
placed outside, clusters of the harmless phosphorescent insects swarmed

around them to provide anatura, pollutionfree light source.

Sitting alone outside under the starlight, Lowie had watched Sirrals
shadowy figure moving about in her room, pacing asif agitated, but he
had seen no sign of her for some time now. Perhaps his Sister wastrying

to deep, he thought.

But though vague foreboding crackled like static through hismind, he
liked being donein the restful darkness, high above the ground, where
he could think. It felt good to be home on Kashyyyk. Hedrew ina
lungful of the woodscented air and practiced a Jedi relaxation
technique, dowly willing histense musclesto unknot-only to jump a
meter into the air asaset of cold claws pricked his back. Lowie

stumbled to hisfeet and spun toward therailing, his defensive Wookiee



ingtincts coming into play.

Sirra, shaking with sllent laughter, hauled hersdf up over therailing
onto the verandah and resheathed her claws, complimenting him on his
reflexes. At least, she said, he had convinced her that he might be of
some help during her quest. Lowie groaned, trying to quell the surge of
adrenaline. He asked her if the surprise had been designed strictly to

test him.

Sirras voice grew more serious, and she lowered her head. She had
wanted to demondtrate that she could dip off aone, if she wanted, and
Lowie wouldn't have been able to stop her. Sirraturned her head up so
that the starlight gleamed on the pattern-shaved tufts of her fur. Then

shelooked at her brother and promised that she wouldn't go without him.

Lowiereseated himsdlf on therailing and gazed up at the stars. He

grumbled about the unexpected ways she made her points.

Sirrapurred, thanking him for the odd compliment, making herself

comfortable beside him.

Lowie grunted, not sure he had intended his remark as praise, but the

fact that Sirrawas pleased by the comment spoke volumes.

She enjoyed being different, just as her friend Raaba had. . . .



Asif senang the direction of histhoughts, Sirrabegan talking about

Raaba, how the deek, dark Wookiee had loved the stars.

Even when they were smdl, the two young females used to sneak out a

night and watch the skiesfor hours.

Lowi€e's shoulders dumped. Raaba should not have died. She had taken a

foolishrisk, going aone,

Sirragrowled, pointing out that Lowie had taken exactly the samerisk.

Lowie barked in agreement-yesindeed, he had been afool.

Hissger'svoice was harsh. If he had it to do again, would he do

anything different?

Would hetake afriend?

Lowie nodded aquick affirmative. Sirrasaid nothing, but eveninthe

darkness Lowie could see her fur bristling in disbelief. After aDARKEST

long silence hefindlly sighed, then shook his head.

After another long pause Sirratold her brother how much Raaba admired

him, how much she had wanted to belike Lowie.



Lowie looked up at the sky again, at the stars that Raaba had loved. He
gave aquestionin growl. When he had | eft for the Jedi academy, Lowie
and Raaba had been too young to speak of making alife-bond. He till
had his Jedi training ahead of him . . . and Raaba had planstoo. With

Sirra

Here Sirra's voice broke. She crooned alow mournful note and then
another. After atime, Lowie added hisvoiceto hers, and together

beneath the stars, they poured out their grief for alost friend.

Hourslater, Lowie felt more refreshed than he would have thought

possible, even had he dept the entire night. 1t had been better to

spend the time growing closer to hissgter.

Sirras husky voice broke into histhoughts, asking about his Jedi

friends. Would they grievefor him, if he were gone? Like sheand Lowie

had done for Raaba?

He nodded emphaticaly, and she told him he was fortunate to have found

them.

Encouraged, he asked her more about the plans she and Raaba had made.

Sirradid not speak for so long he was afraid he had offended her or



reopened an old wound. Finally she described how they were going to be
pilots, galactic adventurer S. They had planned to work on freighters

until they earned enough creditsto buy their own ship and explore the
gars. They could have been rich traders. She chuffed with bitter

laughter. Raaba even had some fur-brained notion that they could make

their names by charting out new hyperspace routes.

Lowie'sfur bristled, and he commented that such a career wasa

dangerous business.

Sirradstone was wry, pointing out that danger had never deterred their

friend Raaba.

Sirraspread her hands, confessing that she didn't want to do that

anymore. Not without Raaba. She didn't know what she wanted to do

now-but she definitely didn't want to stay on Kashyyyk.

Sirrapaused again and stared upward.

Lowiefollowed hissster's gaze, wonderi... .she imagined Raaba out

there among the stars, exploring and having the adventures the two of

them had aways dreamed of.

Sirrasighed. It wasdifficult to lose afriend, she said.

Lowieredized how easy it wasto take friends-and family-for granted.



Hefound it hard to imagine how lonely hissister must be.

Sirrahestantly asked him if he would spend the day with her while

Chewbacca and Jaina continued to tinker with the Shadow Chaser.

Remembering his earlier feding of foreboding, Lowie gladly agreed.

---------------- AS MIDMORNING SUNSHINE drove off the last shreds of mist
that clung to the wroshyr treetops, four muscular Wookiees marched to

the trangportation control tower of the computer fabrication complex.

Thefour looked just like any other Wookiees dressed appropriately for
work in the high-tech factory. They weretal and powerful and carried

no visible weapons. The newcomers punched in the correct access codes
and passed into the high-security tower that rose high above the other

tree platforms.

Their timing was perfect for the morning shift change.

When they crossed the checkpoint station into the control tower, the

four passed an dectrogtatic air-filtration grid. Theimages of the four

Wookieesflickered in the unseen discharge, just for an instant, before

their appearance restored itsdlf.

No one noticed.



ill The real Wookieeswho had been assigned to the next shift lay

stunned ingde asmall supply chamber in an outer storage platform.

The Wookiees on duty, weary from hours of monitoring the shipsthat came
and went from the computer facility, were happy to finish their shift

and return home. They signed off their Sations and handed over the
equipment to the new crew, who gruffly acknowledged them in synthesized

Wookiee grunts and growls.

The earlier crew departed, leaving the facihty's control points, the
lockout systems, and KashyyyWs satdllite defense functionsin the hands

of the newcomers.

One of the new Wookiees sealed the control tower door, pulled out a
concealed blaster, then melted the darm systems and intruder detection
devices. Sparksflew. Metal and plasted dripped, smoldering black. All
four Wookiees then touched their waists, switching off the hidden
holographic generators belted there. Their images shimmered, dissolving

away, to reveal acommando team from the Shadow Academy.

"Me holo-disguises worked perfectly,” Zekk said, brushing at hisleather

armor and straightening his crimson-hned cape, happy to be himsalf

agan.

The stormtrooper stationed at the door said, "' Alarm systems disengaged.



No problems here.”

The other two infiltrators, the Nightsisters Tamith Ka and Vonnda Ra,
stood before the complex computer systems. The Wookiedevel panels
forced them to reach up to use the controls. Vonnda Ra craned her neck

to examine the readouts and identify systems.

Tamith Kai brooded, m@g over various details. She clasped her
long-nailed hands together. " This plan must proceed according to

schedule," shesaid. "If it does, it looks asif successwill be ours.”

"Well succeed,” Zekk said confidently. "I won't disappoint Master

Brakiss."

Vonnda Raworked at two of the control panels, studying keyboards and

diagnogtics.

Satidfied, the Nightsister dipped an insulated vibroblade from her belt
sheeth and flicked on the humming knife. She bent down under the panels
and dashed sdewaysto sever the power cords. Bright sparks spat out,

followed by curling white dectricd smoke.

She backed away, covering her nose againgt the acrid smell, then stood
up straight again, looking satisfied. "Kashyyyles orbital defense

systems have been permanently disabled.”



Zekk nodded at the destroyed control pand, his green eyesflashing.

"Sure looks permanent to me."

"You'rein command of thismisson, Zekk," Tamith Ka said, plugging a
hand-held trandator into the communications console. "Don't you think
it'stime you transmitted your signd to lure those Jedi brats here,

where we can take care of them?' The Nightsister looked insufferably

pleased with herself.

Zekk swalowed, his mind whirling. He had known this moment would come,

and he had to faceit.

"Do | sense hesitation?' Tamith Kai snagpped.

"No,- he answered, "just working out the proper wording for the message.
They must be intrigued and concerned . . . and convinced.” Zekk hovered
over the communications console, pondering hiswords, then punched them
into the trandator that would convert them to the appropriate Wookiee
dialect and send atext message with the highest priority to where Jacen

and Jainawere staying with their friends.

If he worded it correctly, he knew the twinswould come.

Back in the Wookiee home high in the trees, Jacen did his best to keep

up with hisfriendsin the fast-paced computer skill game. But the other



players-Lowie, Sirra, and Tend Ka-far outmatched hisreflexes.

Jaina, meanwhile, had gone with Chewbaccato work on their damaged ship.

Thefriends sat at the four Sdes of arectangular control grid, each
with one hand on the small, flexible motion sensorsthat guided tiny
laserprojected smulations of space fighters. They fought aminiature

reenactment of the original Death Star battle.

@wie and Sirraflew fast X-wing fighters, while Jacen and Tend Kawere

stuck with flanking defensve ships, duggish old Y-wings.

The computer did its best to pursuethem dl, itssmulated TIE fighters
firing repeatedly, while enormous turbolaser cannons emplaced in the

Death Star trench crisscrossed space with deadly fire-hnes.

Jacen was good at target shooting; he and Jaina had often used the
Millennium Falcon's quad laser cannonsto blast chunks of space debris
out of Coruscant orbit. But Lowie and his Sster were more intimately
familiar with complex computer games, and Tend Kahad the finely honed

reflexes of awarrior from Dathomir.

Jacen'sfingersflew across his motion sensor, banking his 'Y -wing-but a
TIE fighter clung closeto hisrear engine pods. Jacen spun about. "Hey,

get off my back," he cried.



By sheer luck, the TIE fighter crossed into one of the turbolaser blasts

from the trench guns, conveniently saving Jacen.

Anxiousto divert attention from his so-so performance in the game,

Jacen tried to distract the other playersin the most obvious way.

Between spins and banks and firing, he told ajoke.

"Hey, guys, do you know what sound Whiphids make when they kiss?' "I

have neither seen nor heard N"iphidskiss,” Tend Kasaid.

"Master Lowbacca says he's certain he would never wish to,” Em Teedee

sad.

"Comeon," Jacen interrupted. "It'sajoke.

What sound do Whiphids make when they kiss?' He paused a second, cocking

an eyebrow. "Ouch!"

Tend Kalooked perplexed, and Lowie groaned, but Sirra endeared hersalf

forever to Jacen by chuffing uproarioudy at thejoke.

The), after only amoment, Sirra sent her holographic fighter ahead of

hiswith redoubled effort.

Little green lances of laser fire shot toward him, but he managed to



roll his'Y-wing and avoided getting himsdf blasted. Another Imperid

ship dung to histail, scoring hits and causing increasing damage asit
cameinexorably closer. Suddenly the pesky TIE fighter erupted in atiny
puff of an explosion with spangles of computer-imaged debrisas Tend Ka

brought her Y -wing fighter to the rescue.

"It gppeared that you needed some help, Jacen,” she said.

"I did-thanks." He and Tend Kaflew sde by sde asthey followed close

behind the streaking X-wings piloted by Lowie and Sirra.

Their target gpproached, asmall therma exhaust port just waiting for

them to drop a proton torpedo inside so they could blow up the

horrendous superwegpon Grand Moff Tarkin had built andThe comm system
chimed with ahighpriority sgnd. Sirrareached out to pause the game,
freezing the fightercraft imagesin position over the grid. Lowie

hurried to recelve the message, dready blinking his golden eyes at the

sudden emergency announcement that appeared on his screen.

Jacen and Tend Kawent to look as Lowie bellowed in darm. "Master
Lowbacca, what isit? Let me see," Em Teedee said. "How can you expect

meto trandate if you won't let me read the text?"

L owie punched a button so that Jacen and Tendl Ka could see the message.

The comm system trand ated the words on the screen back into Basic.



"Jugt afragment,” Jacen said, his blood growing cold. " Something

interrupted the transmission.”

"It appears serious,” Tend Kasaid.

Jacen read, 'Emergency..... injured at computer fabrication
facility..... need your help . . . please comeright away. We-" He

frowned, fedling his heart sart to pound.

"But who sent it? Who could it be from?"

"It was sent specificaly here, to thishouse" Tend Kasaid. "Someone
must have wished to contact usdirectly.” "But only Jainaand Chewie
know we're here," he said, "and they went off to one of the repair docks
to work on the Shadow Chaser, not to the computer fabrication facility.”

"Perhaps they changed their plans,” Tend Kasaid.

Sirrayowled, and Lowie added hisown roar. 'Oh my," Em Teedee said,

"Master Lowbacca and Mistress Sirrds parents are at the facility.”

"We cannot ignore this problem,” Tend Kasaid. "We must go now and

confront it. Thisisafact."

"You'reright about that," Jacen said.



L owie punched some buttons on the comm system controls afew times, then
pounded the apparatus in frustration. ‘Master Lowbacca says heis unable

to reply to the message,” the trandating droid said. ‘Something appears

to be wrong with communications a the fecility itself. They've been

completely cut off from outside transmissons.”

Lowieroared for hissster to summon the fastest banthamount in the
area, while he, Jacen, and Tend Kafastened lightsabersto their belts,
ready for the worst. The four of them rushed out the door of thetree

dwelling.

A shaggy banthalumbered to their platform in responseto Sirra's

frantic cdl. The Sullustan crouching on the beast's wide neck appeared
deeply weary, ready to go off shiftbut when the two young Wookiees bared
their teeth and roared that thiswas an emergency, the mousy aien

perked up instantly. Jacen clambered aboard and reached down, offering
his hand to help Tend Kaup; shetook the aid without complaint. Sirra

and Lowie leaped onto the beast of burden's back, and the bantha plodded

off.

"Thisthing can go fagter," Jacen cried. "l saw them stampeding once on

Taooine"

Lowie barked an order and the Sullustan urged the creature to greater

speed until its pounding feet vibrated the entire wooden walkway.



Highin orbit over Kashyyyk, defensive satellites bristled with wespons,
designed to target on invading enemy forces. But the satellitesremained
slent and motionless as a disguised shuttle, drifting in place, opened

its hangar bay doors so that a squadron of TIE fighters could drop out.

Wesgpons powered up, the Imperid fightersignited their twin ion engines
with aloud roar and stresked toward the thick forest below, flying in
tight formation. The generd battle plan had aready been input into

their computers. The Imperidsintended to Strike swiftly, surgicaly,

causing the greatest damage possiblein aslittle time as necessary.

They needed to grab their prize, then vanish into space.

Kashyyyk's defensive satdllites picked up the enemy on their sensorsand
transmitted an urgent report, acal for action, to the control tower in

the compuiter fabrication facility. The sensors continued to track the
enemy'sflight path, but they received no arming instructions or attack
confirmation from the control tower. The planet remained slent. The

satdlites did not fire.

Although the sateritesweapons were inactive, the sensors continued to

file datafrom the impending attack for future reference. . . if anyone

on Kashyyyk survived the Imperia assault.

When the weary banthafindly arrived at the fabrication facility,



Lowie, Sirra, Tenel Ka, and Jacen leaped off its back and rushed to the

entrance.

Thetdl, spindly Tour Droid stood waiting.

Seeing new visitors, it unplugged itself from arecharge port and

assumed its security posture, Since no guests were expected at the

moment. 'Halt!" it said.

"Where's the emergenc3r9 Weve got to get inside,”" Jacen shouted.

"We areresponding to the distress call,” Tenel Kasaid.

Lowie and Sirra both roared an explanation, believing that the Tour

Droid might respond better to Wookiee than to Basic.

"No emergency has been reported,” the 'lbur Droid said, itsarms

dangling from its shoulderslike metd rods.

"Theremust be," Jacen said. "We received a high-priority transmisson

telling usto comeimmediately.”

"Accessing,” the Tour Droid said asit plugged one of its dowel-shaped
fingersinto acomputer port. It paused amoment asablur of characters

streamed across the screen. "Are you certain you have the right



coordinates?

Could I offer you some promotiona brochures?’

"Ali. Aha" Tend Kalooked gravely toward Jacen. " Perhaps we have been

tricked."

"Blagter boltsl" Jacen said. Hearing aroaring sound from high above, he

pointed frantically to the sky. "It looks like there's about to be an

emergency!”

Lowietilted hishead back and exposed hislong fangs, bowling in rage.

A wave of Imperia TIE fighters dropped out of the clouds, arrowing

sraight for the computer fabrication facility. Their wegpons began

blazing even before they arrived. ----------------- IT WASCOMFORTING to
work with someone who loved machinery as much as she did, Jainathought.

Apparently she and Chewbacca were the only ones around today.

Cool breezes crept in through the open bay doors. The fresh air and the
view out over the ocean of |eaves made her glad they kept the hangar
open. Congtructed in acrown of treesrising above the overdl canopy
level in an outlying area beyond the Wookiee resdentid district and

the computer fabrication facility, this hangar bay was used for mgjor

vehiclerepairs.



Asidefrom Jainas and Chewi€e's clanking and thunking noises asthey
tinkered, the cavernous, wooden-walled bay remained relatively quiet and
deserted. That wasfinewith Jaina. She loved nothing more than relaxing
with afine piece of equipment, making the piecesfit together properly,

fiddling with the components.

And the Shadow Chaser was till state-of the-art.

When Chewbacca bellowed arequest up the boarding ramp, Jaina crawled
out from under the cockpit control panel she was working on and hollered
back. "Didn't get what you said, Chewie. Which tool are you looking

for?'

A large hairy head appeared in the entryway and Chewbacca pointed to the

tools he needed.

"Just about done here," Jainasaid, hoisting the case up to where the
Wookiee could reach. "I can finish up with my pocket multitool, so go

ahead and take therest of 'em.”

Chewie growled histhanks as Jaina crawled back under the console.

She completed her task, reattached the access panel, and trotted down

the ramp, where she found Chewbacca cleaning lubricant off the lower

armored hull. He rumbled a question.



"Did you ask meif | was hungry?" Jainaasked, struggling with the
Wookiee language. She grinned. " Sure. Working on modevariance inhibitors

adways gives me an gppetite.”

With another growl, Chewie spread hisarms and shrugged.

"What are we waiting for?" Jainainterpreted with a chuckle. "Couldn't
have said it better mysdlf" Hearing afaint roar, like the sound of
distant thunder, Jaina chuckled again. "Isthat your ssomach? Y ou must

redly be hungry."

Chewbacca suddenly went still and cocked his heed, asif listening. He
squinted his blue eyes. The sound came again, thistime punctuated by
sharp thuds like blaster bolts hitting their targets, underscored by a

lowpitched buzzing Jainacouldn't quite identify.

"That's coming from outside," she said. @at could it possibly-'

Chewbacca held up his hand for sillence.

The Wookiee woofed and |oped toward the hangar bay door, with Jaina hot

on hisheds.

Outside, the treetops spread in agreen and brown carpet well below the
sheer edge of the hangar bay. Uprising branches held the hangar platform

high above the remainder of theforest.



Peering out into the hazy sky, Jainahad no trouble identifying the
overlapping sounds: explosions, blaster bolts, and adigtinctive engine

howl.

"TIE fighterd What would TIE fighters be doing here? And what are

they firing at?* Shelooked at Chewbaccain darm.

The Wookiee pointed in the direction the sounds had come from and barked

an explanation: the computer fabrication facility.

Jainagroaned. "It has to be the Second Imperium! We never thought
they'd strike here." Chewbaccaroared in anger, and she needed no
trandation. "I know. We've got to get over there. Let'scall for

help-where's the closest comm unit?!

The Wookiee bounded to the communications panel next to the open bay
door, dapped the switch, and bellowed an darm. Jainawhirled asa
stuttering whine erupted behind them. "Now what?" The sound came from
the Shadow Chaser itsalf. Chewbacca and Jaina exchanged glances and
sprinted toward the deek ship they had been repairing. Through the
viewport, insgde the cockpit, Jaina could see a petite woman with wavy

bronze hair clad in polished lizard hide-a Nightsister.

"How did sheget inthere?' Jainacried.



"Hey, she'strying to stedl the ship!”

The Shadow Chaser's enginesfilled the hangar bay with asound like

millions of swarming insects. The whine stopped, started, then stopped

again with acough. The engines wouldn't fire. In the cockpit, the face

of the Nightsister twisted into a scowl. Her creamy brown skin mottled

with rage.

Jainalooked up with equa anger. 'We've got to stop her.”

Chewbacca dove under the belly of the ship, barking reassurance.

"You'resureit won't gart?' Jainasaid. 'How do you know?"

His head inside the still-open engine access hatch, Chewbacca grunted

and nudged a piece of equipment on the floor with hisfoot.

Jainarecognized the primary initiator module that the \WWookiee had

pulled for repairs.

The Shadow Chaser would never startmuch less fly-without it.

The annoying whine came from the engines again, and Chewbaccayel ped.

There was a sharp thunk, and the noise stopped as a shower of sparks

sprayed from the engine hatch. The Wookiee ducked back out.



Then Jaina heard the low hum of an extending entry ramp. But before they
could rush aboard to apprehend the would-be thief, the Nightsister

hersaf sprang out onto the hangar bay floor and faced them. Jaina
thought there was something familiar about the set of the woman'sface,

theicy beauty and cold anger.

Chewbacca bellowed a chalenge, but the petite warrior rounded on the
Wookiee, eyesblazing. "I cameto reclam my rightful property. You

would be afoal to stand in my way.

The Shadow Chaser ismine."

"Then yourethat Nights ster-Garowyn," Jainasaid. "Tenel Kaand Uncle

Luketold me about you." Garowyn shifted her glance to Jaina, her anger

turning sour. "Why aren't you at the factory with the rest of your

friends, Jedi brat?"

"Factory?' Jainasaid in confusion. Why would her friends go there?

"No matter-it istoo late to save them," Garowyn snarled, raising her

arms overhead asif to hurl something, though her hands were empty. "It

will dl end here now-with me." Shelaughed. "Y ou never had achance.”

Chewbacca bared hisfangs and coiled his body, ready to lunge.



Suddenly, the meaning of Garowyn's words sank in, and Jainacried,
"Weve got to help the others, Chewie! Forget about her." She ducked,
hoping to make arun for the hangar bay door and the lift mechanism that

would take them down to the main levels of the tree city.

'Y ou're going nowhere!" Garowyn shouted.

One of several large wooden crates of engine components sailed through
the air and knocked Chewbaccato his knees. He went down with awoof of

pain and surprise.

Garowyn stood by the Shadow Chaser's ramp, her hands on her

scale-armored hips.

With dark fire flickering behind her eyes, she used the Force to snatch

other heavy objects from where they rested.

Jainacried out asasmilar crate flew directly at her head. She
inginctively deflected it with ashove from the Force. Eerily, it
reminded Jaina of the training sessions she had undergone whilea
prisoner at the Shadow Academy. Fear gripped her asthe Nightsister
tossed barrels, heavy bolts, mallets, meta sheeting, hydrospanners, and
anything ese she could fling, quickly and without moving amuscle, a

her two captives.



Chewbaccatried to scramble for shelter behind a half-dismantled
skyhopper, but Garowyn sent more sharp and hard objects flying after

him.

While doing her best to deflect the flying objects from hersdlf and
Chewbacca, Jaina huddled behind one of the fallen crates and
concentrated. Even in the midst of her own danger, shefelt an urgency

about reaching Jacen, Tend Ka, Lowie, and Sirra.

Unfiltered lubricant oozed out of a broken container, making an
acrid-smeling puddle on the floor. Jainawas frustrated that she only

had time to react. She wastoo busy defending hersdlf to formulate any

plan.

Though Chewbacca had no Jedi defenses, he also had no intention of
remaining agtationary target. Janasaw him dip away from the
skyhopper's fuselage and lift acrate with his strong, hairy arms. With
apowerful heave, he sent the crate smashing into an incoming pail of
lubricant tossed by the Nightsister. Asiridescent liquid sprayed into

the air and splashed to the floor plates al around Jainaand Garowyn,
Chewie scooped up his discarded toolkit and, with a mighty bound, leaped
onto the hull of the Shadow Chaser, @Il me what you've done to my ship,”
Garowyn shrieked, now directing the barrage of objects at Jaina. "How
can | fix it?" The crate Jainawas crouched behind findly splintered

under the attack, spilling hundreds of rattling, loose cyberfusesin



every direction.

Jaina scrambled to find other cover.

Panting, she dodged some of the thrown objects and deflected others with

her «ills.

Perspiration streamed from her forehead and into her eyes, making it
difficult to concentrate. "Damaged in an ion storm,” she gasped, wiping

an arm across her eyes.

"Youll never bedbletofly it."

"In that case, you're worthlessto me," Garow,yn sneered. 'I'll take
care of you immediately." Even asthe Nightsster stretched out her
hands, her fingers crackling with blue fire, Jaina cast about for away

to distract her.

From out of nowhere an impedance tester sailed toward Garowyn, followed
by abydrospanner and a barrage of rivets and heavy clamp-bolts.

Chewbaccadid not need the Force to hurl heavy objects.

Now it was the Nightsster'sturn to d odge and deflect. Garowyn
directed her attention to the \Wookiee, and with amuttered oath sent a

bolt of bluefireszzling up a him.



Chewbacca yowled and ducked, tumbling back over the opposite side of the

dJeek ship.

Thedigtraction was brief, but it was long enough for Jaina. Reaching
out with the Force, closing her eyesin concentration, Jainagavethe

Nightsster's body a powerful shove.

Caught completely off guard, Garowyn dipped in the lubricant that
coated the floor around her. With another forceful shove, Jainasent her

shding toward the yawning hangar bay entrance.

"Giveit up, Garowyn," Jainasaid, her voice harsh with exertion.

"You'l never get the Shadow Chaser."

"Y ou haven't seen the last of me yet,” the Nightsister yelled.

Then, to Jainds amazement, instead of trying to stop the momentum of

her dide toward the gaping outer door, Garowyn gave hersdf an

invisble shovein the same direction. Chewbacca scrambled after the

woman, but the floor was too dippery for him to overtake her.

As she reached the entrance, Garowyn flung out onearmto grasp a

vertica railing that ran dong the edge of the doorway.

Without dowing, she used her momentum to swing herself out and around



inatight haf circleto land on the verandah that ran ong the side

of the hangar.

Wind whistled around the open door. Inside, the sounds of loose

equipment clattered and clanked, and small components rattled out of

broken crates. Jaina scrambled across the dippery floor plates, trying

to reach the doorway through which Garowyn had escaped. Before she could

reach the outside, Jaina heard a puttering, buzzing sound.

"Quick, Chewie," shecried, "she's got a speeder bike."

Jaina stumbled toward the entrance, dipping as she went. She grabbed on
toawadl rail to prevent hersdf from pitching forward in along drop

to the canopy below.

Her heart sank when she saw the fleeing Nightsister on a speeder bike
Zip across the hanger bay opening, heading toward the computer
fabrication facility, which Jainaknew was under attack from Imperid

forces.

Moving with amazing speed, Chewbaccalaunched himsdlf forward. To
Jainas horror, the Wookiee gave aferocious howl and leaped stiraight
out the door toward Garowyn's buzzing vehicle, with nothing benesth him
but thin air-and grasped a pipe on the speeder bike with one strong,

furry hand.



Stll dipping, Janahed thewadl rail and watched Wookiee,
Nightsister, and speeder bike spira down toward the leafy sea. Jaina
clung to therail and reached out with one hand, but she wastoo far

away to help Chewbacca.

Asthe speeder bike crashed on the treetops, Chewie quickly regained his

baance.

The Nightsigter, till covered with dimy lubricant, dismounted and
scrambled for purchase on one of the narrow branches. Chewie swung
himsdlf to the thicker branch beneath her and shook the limb on which

she stood, growling achalenge.

A harsh laugh escaped Garowyn's lips, and atriumphant look lit her
face. Jainacould hear her voice even at this distance. " So you wish to
die?' The Nightsister stretched out ahand that crackled with discharges

of blue dectricity. "Y ou deserveit for what you've done to my ship."

Chewbacca, though defensdessin the face of her discharge of dark

power, snarled at her.

In desperation Jainatried the only trick that sprang to mind. Letting
her eyesfal half closed, Jainasent arippling furrow through the
leaves behind Garowyn. Thistime theinvisible plow made aloud,

rustling sound, like astampede.



The Nightsster whirled to defend against the supposed attack on her

from behind.

Hinging up an arm to ward off her unseen enemy, Garowyn lost her

footing on the narrow branch. She fell backward.

Jaina gasped as she heard Garowyn's head strike alower tree branch with

asolid thud.

Without another sound, the Nightsister's compact body tumbled like a
shooting star, through the sharp and clinging branchesinto the depths

of the jungle far, far below. -----------------

THE SCREAMING SOUNDS of TIE fighters ripping through the atmaosphere sent
achill of primal terror down Jacen's spine. He knew the howl was only
exhaust from the powerful engines, but he felt certain the Imperid ship

desgnersmust have ddighted in the hellish noise.

In the bustling fabrication facility, acacophony of darmsrang out
from platform loudspeakers. Growling, barking announcements hammered
through the air. Wookiee workersran in al directions, activating

Security systems or evacuating the area.

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.

"We must help defend againgt thisthreat,” Tenel Kasaid, looking for
some wegpon substantial enough to use againg the invading fighters. Her

face wore an expression of stony determination.

Sirraand Ikwie howled in rage a seeing the destruction of the tree
dwellings. The spindly Thur Droid spun its boxy head around, despiteits

numerous optica sensors. Do not p anc.

Havenofear," it said initstinny voice. "Thismust beadrill. No

attack has been scheduled for today."

At Lowieswaist, Em Teedee piped up in ascornful tone. "Why, you slly
Tour Droid, switch on your opticd sensorsl Can't you seethisisa
crigs Stuation? Hmmmfl" The miniaturized droid muttered adeprecating

comment about the questionable intelligence of public-relaions models.

The Tour Droid continued to issue calming messages, though its thoughts
were obvioud scrambled. 'Kashyyyk has numerousy satellite defenses. No
enemy ships can gpproach thisfacility. We have sophisticated defense
mechanisms, including powerful perimeter guns. They should begin firing

any moment now."

"Perimeter guns?' Tenel Kasad, her coal gray eyesflashing. "Where?



Perhaps we can use them againgt these enemies.”

Sirraroared, gesturing with her long hairy arm to show that she knew

theway.

"A splendid idea," Em Teedee sai | (@0 hope we won't be blown to bits
before  we canimplement Mistress Tend Kas plan. Oh my!" 99@ my
sister would say," Jacen said, "what are we waiting for?' He, Tend Ka,

and the two young Wookiees barged past the Tour Droid into the complex.

Sirraled them down an open-air corridor amid the din of explosions and

laser blasts.

They reached anetwork of pulley-driven vines, ropdikelifts that
yanked them to ahigher 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 Tenel Ka,
who wrapped her arm around the vine and stepped into aloop with no
problem whatsoever. Within seconds, they were al whisked to an 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 spherical power sources and needlelike barrels aimed toward



the sky-but hiseyeslit upon apair of old-model quad-laser cannons,

exactly likethosein the Millennium Falcon'sgun wells.

"Hey, we can use those!" Jacen said. He raced over to the nearest
emplacement, checking the status pandls. " They're powered up and ready
to go." Tend Kagruffly agreed and stationed hersdlf behind one of the

other weapons.

The two Wookiees chattered to each other.

Em Teedee cdled, "Master Jacen! Master Lowbacca and Mistress Sirrakuk
have decided to use the computers to determine where the breakdown in
thefacility's defensive systems occurred. Perhaps they can prevent

further Imperid fighters from getting through. Oh, | do hopethey're

successful.”

"They'll do their best," Jacen said, grabbing the quad-laser'stargeting
controls. He sank down into the voluminous seat in front of the cannon,
feding the energy thrum through the firing sicksin hisfingers. Since
thewidely spread controls had been designed for large Wookiee bodies,

he adjusted the targeting circle.

Imperid fighters continued to howl overhead, launching sirikes againgt
the Wookiee resdentid digtricts, but leaving the central computer

fecilitiesrdatively untouched . . .



though thrown into complete chaos.

A glanceto Jacen's|eft told him that Tend Kawasin posgtion.
Gripping the firing stick with her right hand, she seemed dready
familiarized 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 this unexpected assistance. But.they didn't wastetime
asking for explanations. Instead, they fired powerful blastsfrom the

ion cannons.

One of the crackling yelow-white shots caught a TIE fighter that soared
through the edge of the blast. The Imperia control systems flickered

out and the TIE fighter spun dead in the air, its engine 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 residential structures. The
bomber came in, picking up speed while preparing to drop its deadly

explogves.

Jacen grasped thefiring controls and gritted histeeth. ‘Comeon. ..



comeon,” hesad. Findly, thetarget lock blinked asthe TIE bomber

ettled directly in the crosshairs.

He squeezed both controls, launching searing blazes of laser energy from
al four cannons. The beamstargeted on the bomber just beforeit could

drop its proton explosives.

Instead of destroying the homes of hundreds of Wookiees, the bomber
becameabirilliant bal of fire and smoke. The belch of detonations grew

louder asthe TIE fighter's own proton bombs fed into the eruption.

"Got one!" Jacen crowed.

Tend Kafired repeatedly until another pair of TIE fighters exploded in

theair. Two more, she said.

By now, additional Wookiee defenders had arrived to assume positions at
the remaining guns. Jacen fired again and again, rotating his chair to
am at the rgpidly moving targets. He blasted another TIE fighter out of

the sky.

"Jugt like our practice runsin the Millennium Falcon,” he said. 'Only
thistime, hitting the targetsis alot moreimportant than winning a

contest with my sgter.” "Thisisafact,” Tend Kasad.



Another wing of TIE fighters swooped down, and Jacen shot wildly. So
many Imperid targets, he thought, al of them bristling with lethal
weaponry. . . . Ms quad-laser cannon spat beams of energy, but they al

missed asthe fighters spun evasive loopsin theair.

'Oh, blaster bolts!" Jacen said.

Wookiees kept gppearing, legping off the vine pulley-liftsand rushing
to their positions, athough now there were more defenders than guns.
Lowieand Sirrahurried over to Jacen and Tenel Ka, speaking loudly.
Their grunts and growls overlapped, so that Em Teedee had difficulty

trandating both.

'‘Oneat atime, please!” thelittledroid said. "All right, | believel
understand the basics of what you're saying. Master Lowbacca and
Migtress Sirrakuk have determined that asingle-point defensivefailure
occurred in thetraffic control tower for thisfacility. Somehow, al of

the central command systems have been compromised. It appearsthat the

attack isbeing 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.

Whilel agreethat it might be safer to move insider am skeptical about

the wisdom of rushing into greeter danger.”



"Good idea, Lowie," Jacen said, ignoring Em Teedegswarnings. Hefired
the quadlaser 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 and crashed to the treetops. 'Hey, got another one,”

hesad.

Barricaded in the traffic control tower, Zekk listened to outraged
Wookiees pounding against the sedled door. A sizzling, melting sound
worked its way into the background din as the Wookiees used

high-intensity laser torchesto dice through the armored metd.

Their own well-constructed defenses worked against them, since they had
intended Kashyyyk s command center to be impregnable. Sowly but surely,
though, the Wookiees made headway, dicing through the door one

centimeter a atime.

Using the security monitors, Zekk watched the hairy creatures out in the
hall. With bestid rage one of them picked up ametd pipe and hammered
at the door-to no effect, of course, because of the thick plating, but

the Wookiee seemed satisfied just to be able to vent hisfury.

Tamith Kai crossed her arms over her reptile-armored chest. "The noise
level out thereis most annoying,” she said, then glared at the

stormtrooper standing guard.



Her violet eyesflashed with atwisted idea.

"Why don't we trigger the locking mechanism and let the Wookiees sumble
insde. We can eadly take care of the wholelot before they recover

fromthelr surprise.”

Vonnda Ra chuckled. "That would be amusing to watch.”

Before Zekk could voice an indignant protest that he was in command of

thismission, the stormtrooper activated the door controls.

The pand suddenly did aside, shocking the Wookiee engineerswho had

been working to gain access. They howled.

The stormtrooper used hisblaster rifleto 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 to dam the heavy door shut again, leaving the

falen Wookiees out in the corridor.

"At last, peace and quiet,” Tamith Kai sad.

Overhead, TIE fighters and bombers continued to attack, dodging bursts

of wegpon fire from the tree facility's perimeter defenses. The



reinforced dome overhead showed the battle in the skies. Severd

contingents of stormtrooper reinforcements had aready landed.

Vonnda Raworked at one of the computer stations, scanning security

images. A minute |ater, she gave agasp of surprised triumph.

'Ah, | bdieveI'vefound them,” she said. "The vermin werefiring the
perimeter guns, but now they're in the corridors. They seem to be making
their way . . . ah! They'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. Had

you forgotten your other goa for thismisson?'

Zekk thought of Jacen and Jainaand their friends. "No, | didn't

forget,” he said. But he didn't want to confront the twins here, not in

front of the evil Tamith Kai. This should have been hisown private

battle, the consequences of the choices he had made. "Well meet them on

theway. Ambush them. Lock down their location.”

"Simple enough,” VonndaRasaid.

Reinforcing his position of command, Zekk turned sharply and issued



brisk orders.

"Tamith Kai, you will remain here and continue organizing the misson.
Our primary god isto get those computer systems for 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

cape swirling.

"|sthat assgnment beyond your capabilities, Taniith Kai?"

"Indeed not," she said. 'lsyours? Just be certain you diminate those

brats."

@en the stormtrooper unsealed the armored door again, Vonnda Rafollowed
Zekk, and they strode out into the corridor, stepping around motionless
Wookiee engineers sprawled on the floor, heading toward a confrontation

with ZekiCs former friends.

Jacen rushed dong, shoulder to shoulder with Lowieand Sirra. The
interior corridors were full of smoke, debris, and noise. Glowpandsin
the callingsflickered off and on with energy fluctuationsfrom the

attack.



Jacen and Lowie drew their shimmering lightsabers and held them reedy.
Tend Kapicked up aloose metal rod, apiece of destroyed pipe that had
fdlen from an overhead assembly, and loped aong behind them, guarding
therear. She held therod like a spear, asif hoping to find some enemy

target.

Lowie and Sirraturned the corner in the corridor, and Jacen thought he
recognized the route they had taken to the monolithic control tower
during their visit with the Tour Droid. Suddenly, Lowie gave asurprised

roar; Sirrabellowed in darm. Tenel Ka brandished her long metal rod.

"Hey, it's Zekk!" Jacen shouted, skidding to astop.

Therein the corridor, asif waiting for them, stood the dark-haired
scamp who for years had been afriend to Jacen and Jaina. . . who had
taken them on excursons through Coruscant's abandoned building levels
and dim aleys. Now the once-scruffy boy wore expensive leather arinor
and a crimson-lined black cape-and bore a scarlet-bladed lightsaber. He

looked ominous. .

Tend Kasaw Zekk, too, and held her metal staff at theready. Ina
flash of memory, Jacen thought of thewarrior girl'sinitial meeting
with Zekk, back on Coruscant: when the young man had dropped down from

above to surprise them, Tend Kahad whipped out her fibercord with



blurring speed and lassoed him before he could jump out of the way.

Now, though, Tenel Kahad only one hand, and she did not choose to drop

her long stedl rod to grab for her rope, or her lightsaber.

For amoment Zekk's face seemed to open.

His eyes grew round and uncertain. "Jacen," hesad, "I-" Tend Ka

glared at the Nightsister and spoke in alow, threatening voice, "1 have

your name, VonndaRa. | saw you try to lure othersfrom the Singing
Mountain Clan on Dathomir. In your encampment &t the Great Canyon you
chose me as atrainee for the Shadow Academy, but instead we rescued my

friends-and defeated you utterly. Well defeat you again.”

The muscular Nightsster held up her clawlike hands. "Not thistime,

Jedi bratd" shesaid. "I shall enjoy destroying you."

Jacen felt her dark power crackle through the air, and he held his
lightsaber high in defense. Fire-blue lightning bolts danced at VVonnda

Ras fingertips, burning through her body and sizzling behind her eyes.

Sheflicked her wriststo hurl her dark lightning at them-but Zekk

shouldered the Nightsister to one side. The bolts of evil forceflared

past them like shadowy flames and scorched the wall plates.

VonndaRaglared at Zekk, but he snapped, "They are mine to ded with! |



amin command here."

With athundering sound of booted feet, acontingent of Imperia
fighters charged down the corridor. Jacen looked up in darm.
Reinforcements had arrived-far more than he could hope to fight with his

lightsaber, even with the help of Lowbacca, Sirra, and Tend Ka.

Stormtroopers must have landed on the upper platforms, Jacen surmised.
The Second Imperium gpparently wanted something here at the fabrication
facility. Judging from the darms and explosions, the Imperidshad

aready overrun most of the platforms.

Zekk stood waiting to battle the Jedi trainees, asif gathering up his

courage and his anger, while the rebuffed Nightsister seethed with dark

fury. The stormtroopers drew their weapons.

Jacen knew with sudden certainty tlzext, they could never wina

face-to-facefight here.

Tend Kapushed hersdalf one step forward, brandishing her metd rod. "We

must turn back," she said, darting alook a him over her shoulder.

"Good idea," Jacen said, casting a glance behind him.

"You, girl, areatraitor to Dathoniir!"Vonnda Ra spat, just as Tenel Ka



hurled the long pipein her direction. Therod struck the Nightsigter,
knocking her sdeways. Stormtroopers clattered toward them as Lowie and

Sirraturned to charge back down the corridor.

"After them!™ Zekk called, gesturing with one black-gloved hand.

The stormtroopers thundered in pursuit.

Vonnda Ra cast the pipe aside, Patches of it were bent and red-hot where

firefrom within her fingers had super-hested the metd.

Sirrayelled something to her brother asthey sprinted down the
corridor, with Jacen and Tend Karight behind them. "Access hatch?' Em
Teedee trandated. "Escape? Y es, that soundslike an excellent idea. By

al means, let us escape.”

At anintersection of corridors, Sirrastopped beside a clearly marked

floor pand.

Reaching her long fingers down, she hooked the tiny ring-handles. With
her powerful muscles, she hauled upward, pulling the heavy hatch freeto

reved atragpdoor. 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! Master Lowbacca, we



can't go down here. It'sfar too dangerous' Lowie merely grumbled and
continued his descent. Tend Kafollowed next, hopping lightly over the
edge, wrapping her muscular legs around avine. Grasping it with her

hand, she lowered hersdf into the darkness.

Jacen turned around just in time to see Zekk and VVonnda Rarushing
toward them, flanked by stormtroopers. "Down into the underworld, huh?"
Jacen said, glancing at Sirrakuk. "Looks like you'll get an early chance

to complete that risky adventure 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 tangled foliage, Jacen looked up through
the dense branches to see the sithouetted figures of Zekk and VonndaRa
conferring at the edge of the glowing patch of light. Jacen could hear

their voicesfaintly as he fled deeper into the thick forest.

"Well haveto follow them," Zekk said.

"Y ou should have dlowed meto 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 stormtroopers plunged after their prey into the
underworld of Kashyyyk. ----------------- BRAKISS PACED THE corridors of
the Shadow Academy, like an ingpector genera ensuring that histroops

were prepared for imminent combet. He glided along with Slent

footsteps. His robes whispered around him.

The Master of the Shadow Academy looked too clean, too handsome to be an
ominousthrest. And athough command of the new Dark Jedi rested firmly

in his hands, his mind was instead focused on resolving his own doubts.

Brakiss allowed aflicker of anger-anger, the heart of dark side

power-to flash through him. Hisright fist clenched . . .

then he dismissed the emotion. He must not lose control, he told

himsdf, for therein lay a greater weakness. Now he must be strong.

Through his own work, he had created the armored space station asa Dark
Jedi training center. He had doneit dl for the glory of his Great

L eader, to help bring about the Second Imperium and restore the galaxy

to order and firmpaterna control. He had done so much work, risked so

many things. .. .

And now the Emperor had snubbed him.



Since the secret Imperid transport had arrived at the Shadow Academy
and the four scarlet-cloaked Imperia guards had taken Palpating's
sealed isolation chamber off to arestricted section, Brakiss had

neither seen nor spoken to the Emperor, despite his many requestsfor an
audience. He had been so honored to |earn that the Great L eader would

vigt. . ..

But now Pal patine's presence threw dl of histhoughts and plansinto

turmoail.

Brakiss glided dong the curved corridors.

Thelights had been dimmed for the deep cycle; most of the Dark Jedi
students had sedled themsalvesingde their quartersfor the evening. A

small shift of scormtroopers continued their patrol duties.

Qorl had been successful in training new military recruits from the Lot
Ones gang on Coruscant. The TIE pilot had paid particular attention to
the burly Norys, who had aknack for Imperia enforcement
techniques-though the insolence Norys showed gave Brakiss cause for
concern. Still, only rarely did stormtrooper trainees show such. . .

enthusaam.

AsBrakissdrifted dong the quiet corridors, hefleetingly wished he

were wearing sormtrooper armor himself, so that his footsteps could



meake resounding, forceful clangs.

But unfortunately, such ademonstration of pique would have been deemed

unworthy of aJedi superior.

Brakiss was a powerful man-or so he had thought, until the Emperor's
entourage arrived. The red guards seemed to consider him the lowliest of
servants. Thiswas an unfair dismissal of dl he had accomplished, he

told himsdlf. Perhaps the Emperor truly wasill; perhaps the Second
Imperium wasin grester danger than Brakiss had feared. He decided it

would be best to speak directly to Papatine, to see for himself.

He had been patient. He had been helpful.

He had accommodated every whim passed aong by the faceless Imperia

guards-but now Brakiss needed answers.

Brakisstook adeep bresth to center himself, to focus histhoughtsto a
razor edge of calm resolve. Propelled by his growing confidence, he
turned about and made hisway toward the isolated chambers of the

Emperor and hisfollowers.

Brakisswould not be turned away thistime.

The section reserved for the Emperor's group seemed even dimmer than the

rest of the Shadow Academy. The light had been polarized somehow, so



that it contained areddish tinge that madeit difficult to see.

The ambient temperature felt colder.

Two red guards stood posted at the intersection of the corridor. They

towered over Brakiss as he approached, the folds of their scarlet robes

gleaming in the reddish light asif they had been oiled. The guards

carried force pikes, ominous-looking wegpons that might smply be

ornamenta . . . but Brakiss did not want to test that theory.

"No intruders are allowed,” one of the red guards said.

Brakiss sopped short. "I believe you areill-informed. | am Brakiss,

Magter of the Shadow Academy.”

"We are aware of your identity. No intruders beyond this point.”

"l am not an intruder. Thisismy own gation,” he said, taking another

bold step forward and trying to impart power to hiswords.

One of the guards shifted hisforce pike.

"This ation belongsto the Emperor. He holds the right to claim

ownership of everything he considers vauable to his Second Imperium.”



Following that thread of argument would do him no good, Brakiss decided.

"l must spesk with the Emperor,” he said.

"That isimpossible," the guard answered.

"Nothing isimpossible," Brakiss countered.

"The Emperor seesno one.”

"Then let me spesk to him over the comm.

I'm certain he will wish to see me once he and | have had a brief

discusson.”

"The Emperor has no desirefor "abrief discusson’-with you or anyone

d="

Brakiss placed his hands on his hips. "And when did the Emperor delegate
the authority to speak for him"-he spoke the words scornfully-"to his

mere guards? By what right did you become his mouthpiece? | do not
recognize your authority, guard. How do | know you're not holding him

hostage? How do | know that heisn'till or drugged?”

He crossed hisarms over hisrobed chest. "I accept. orders only from
the Emperor. Now let me speak to him immediately, or | shdl cal forth

al of my troops on this station and arrest you for mutiny againgt the



Second Imperium.”

Thetwo red guards stood motionless. "It isunwise to threaten us,” they

sadin unison.

Brakissdidn't back down. "It isunwiseto ignoreme," he replied.

"Very well," one guard said, and turned to a COMM station on the wall.
He pushed a button and, though Brakiss heard no words from beneath the
armored helmet, the Emperor'svoice ingtantly did through the speakers,

like sounds made of snakes.

"Brakiss, thisisyour Emperor. Y our insolence annoys me."

"I merely wish to speak with you, my lord,” he said, forcing hisvoice

to remain steady.

"Y ou have not addressed the Shadow Academy or me since your arrival
here. | am concerned for your persond well-being.” "Brakiss, you forget
your place. Y ou can do nothing to protect me that | cannot do

mysdlf-with ten timesthe power."

Brakissfdt hisanger dwindling, but he clutched his pride for one last
moment. "I have not forgotten my place, my lord. My placeisasthe

Master of the Shadow Academy, to create an army of Dark Jedi for you and



your Second Imperium. My placeis at your Side-not cast out and ignored
like an inggnificant bureaucrat.” Pa patine seemed to pause before
snapping areply through the speaker. "Do not forget, Brakiss, that when
this gtation was congtructed | saw to it that explosives were planted
throughout the superstructure to ensure your obedience. | can destroy

this Academy on awhim. Don't tempt me."

"I wouldn't dream of it, my lord," Brakiss said, feding hisanxiety
grow. "But if | am to be part of your plans of conquest, | must be
consulted. | must be permitted to give my input, because | alone can
provide the vauable fighters you require to defeat the Rebels and their

upstart new Jedi Knights."

The Emperor snapped, "Y ou will learn of my planswhen | wish you to

learn of them! | require no advice from you or from any other.

Perhaps you need to be reminded that you are merely an expendable
servant. Do not demand to see me again. | will emerge from my quarters

whenit suitsme”

With aclick like the sound of a breaking bone, the comm unit switched

off. Brakissfelt worse than ever. More insgnificant, more confused.

Thered Imperid guards stood firmly in their positions, holding their

force pikes upright. "Y ou will depart now," one of them said.



Without replying, Brakiss spun on his hedl and marched in silence down

the hollow, echoing corridors of his Shadow Academy.

----------------- TOO STUNNED AT first to move, Jaina hung on to the edge
of the hangar bay doors on the platform high above the rest of the

treetops. She stared down in unwilling fascination at the spot where

Garowyn had fallen through the branches. Replaying the scenein her

mind, still not quite able to believe what had happened, she saw the

Nightsgter faling . . . fdling.

By the time Jainamanaged to tear her gaze away, Chewbacca had retrieved

the speeder bike and buzzed back up toward her.

With an urgent sound in hisvoice, he pointed to the explosions and
flickers of laser cannon firein the distant fabrication facility. TIE
fighters shot overhead, pummeling the resdentia areaswith bright

energy bolts.

Chewbacca gestured with along hairy arm, pointing to the seat behind
him on the speeder bike. Jaina gulped. Surely he didn't intend for both
of them to ride that thing? Thetiny vehicle was dready wheezing and

chugging under the Wookiee's considerable weight.

On the other hand, the two of them had walked to the hangar bay this
morning, and they had no other vehicle to take them to the besieged

fabrication facility-and they had to help. Therewasno timeto cdl for



abantha

She hoped her brother and her friendswere dl right.

Chewbacca brought the speeder bike to an unsteady hover in front of the
repair bay and motioned for her to get on. Jaina squelched her

resarvations and climbed on behind him.

Shefound little room to sit, and her legswere dtill dick from spilled
lubricant, so she threw her arms around Chewi€'s broad chest asfar as
they would go, threading her fingers through histhick fur to keep

hersdf from diding off.

With Jaina's added weight, the speeder bike sank. Chewbaccarevved its
engine, and they took off. Though their forward progress was faster than
Jainahad expected, the vehicle continued to lose dtitude until it

barely skimmed over the bushy treetops. The engine sputtered. Jaina
could fed the toes of her boots brushing againgt taller branches and
gorigs of leaves. Thewind in her hair blew the srandswildly in every

direction.

Jainayanked her foot up to avoid an upthrus, t bough, and nearly
capsized the little speeder. But Chewbacca felt the changein balance
and managed to compensate by shifting hisweight in the other direction.

Jainaclung to hisfur and gratefully maneuvered hersdf back upright.



"Can't we go any faster?" she shouted into hisfur-covered ear."Her
heart pounded, and the sweat of fear evaporated in the cold breeze of
their wild flight. The Wookiee roared back &t her, clearly understanding

the danger tharr friends might be facing.

When they reached the fabrication facility, Jainacould hardly believe
her eyes. Grayish white smoke curled up from haf adozen different

windows and skylightsin the factory.

Splintered and charred wroshyr branches lay scattered about like the
broken playthings of aspoiled giant. Imperid fighters ill flew in
formation in the skies, but they dwindled in the distance, heading back

to orbit.

"Isthe attack over dready?' Jainaasked in dishdlief. Chewbacca echoed

her surprise.

The Wookiee had a hard time controlling the laboring speeder bike as
they landed, and both he and Jainatumbled off. Not bothering to check
their bruises, they picked them selves up and rushed to the closest

entryway, caling for Jacen, Lowie, Tend Ka, and Sirra.

The scene insde the factory was utter chaos. Frantic Wookiees rushed
about bellowing orders, extinguishing smdl fires, righting toppled

machinery, and helping injured or trapped friends. The smdll of charred



wood and singed fur stabbed at Jainas nodtrils. Pale chemical smoke
stung her eyes, but most of the fires were aready contained, and a

fresh breeze blew in through the open windowsto clear the fumes.

Chewbaccaroared in recognition as he rushed to hissister
Kallabow-Lowie and Sirra's mother. She was bent over another injured
worker, tending hiswounds. With nimble hands Kalabow had shaved the

fur from around a bleeding cut and covered it with a coagulant bandage.

Lowie's mother looked up, blinking dazed eyes set within whorls of
auburn fur, and she and Chewbacca engaged in arapid, barking
interchange. Jaina caught only parts of the conversation, but learned

enough to know that the devastating raid wasindeed over.

The Imperids had struck with lightning speed, causing enormous damage
to the outlying facilities-but their main objective had apparently been
to raid the equipment stockpiles and steal computer components and

encryption devices.

Jainawas reminded of Qorl's previousraid on the New Republic supply
cruiser Adamant, when he had commandeered an entire shipment of
hyperdrive cores and turbolaser batteries. The Second Imperium was

definitely making plansfor an al-out war-and soon.

Jaina bent down next to Kallabow. "Have you seen Lowie and Sirra? My

brother Jacen, or maybe Tend Ka?'



Lowie's mother rattled off a series of woofs, growls, and barksin a
worried tone. She spread her armsto indicate the surrounding
pandemonium, then gripped Jaina's shoulder, asking her to track down her
children. Another Wookiee wailed in pain farther down the corridor;

il dazed, Kalabow blinked wearily and moved past Jainato help the

victimto hisfedt.

"Weve got to @ind them," Jainasaid, and Chewbacca nodded vigoroudly.

Chewie made hisway deeper into the damaged facility, asssting wherever
he could and barking out phrases that were incomprehensible to Jaina
Never oneto stand around wringing her handsin an emergency, Jana
helped to bind up minor wounds and put out small fires. Occasiondly,

she used the Force to help muscular Wookiees heave aside smashed
equipment. Every time she asked about her brother and her ftiends,

however, shereceived only confused answers.

Moment by moment, the cacophony around Jainaincreased with a confusing
mix of Wookiee yowls, barks, and growls. Oh, how shewished that Em
Teedee were hereto interpret al the nuances. Her head spun with

confusion and disorientation, and she was relieved to see Chewbacca

motion her over to help him tend awounded engineer.

Chewie greeted her with animated gestures and an excited bark.



"Wheat did you find?" Jainaasked, biting her lower lip.

Theinjured engineer spoke, her voice just above awheezing purr. Still
unable to understand, Jainaturned to Chewbaccafor an interpretation.
Theirony of the Stuation might have struck her asfunny had the

circumstances not been so serious.

Chewie explained dowly enough that Jaina could follow. The engineer had
seen the two young Wookiees and two human visitors run down the corridor
behind her. Not long afterward, she had noted some of the Impel66 Star
Wars: Young jedi Knightsria attackersin the same

corridor-stormtroopers and humansin dark capes.

"Any way out in that direction?" Jaina asked hopefully. "Isit possble

they escaped?”

The engineer shook her head. No exits, only maintenance trapdoors that

opened to the dense and dangerous forests below.

Trapdoors.

Chewiefinished binding the engineer's wounds, thanked her, and hurried
off down the corridor she had indicated. Jaina skidded to a stop at the
edge of agaping hole blasted in the floor, where an access hatch had

been ripped from its hinges. Chewbacca had to pull Jainaback physicaly



to keep her from toppling over the brink. He growled, sniffing around

the burned metal edges.

Jainanodded. "Y eah, looks like thework of stormtroopers. They must've
thought the trapdoors needed to be wider and did alittle remodeling.”
She blew out along, dow bregath, trying to cam hersdlf. "Lowietold us

how dangerousit is down there. But | guessit didn't stop them.”

Chewie opened an emergency locker on thewall. He yanked out two
knapsacks filled with supplies and tossed oneto Jaina. Then, witha

barely audible growl, he pointed down &t the hole in the floor.

"You'reright, of course,” Jainasad. "What are wewaiting for?' She

peered down into the inky darkness below.

'Your jungle" shesaid a last. "'l guessyou'd better lead.”

----------------- DEEP INSIDE HIS hairy chest, Lowbaccafelt his heart
contract with primal fear. He had known since childhood the dangers of
descending into the perilous, untamed forests of Kashyyyk. The darkened
depths often proved deadly even to those who entered fully armed and

trained.

Nobody went to the underlevelswillingly . . . but now, with Zekk and
Vonnda Ra and the ssormtroopers pursuing them, Lowie knew the primeva

forest was their only chance.



The last time he had ventured beneath the secure treetop cities had been
to search out glossy fibers from the syren plant, from which he wove his
prized belt. He had thought himself so brave to accomplish the task

done.

Sirrdsfriend Raaba had also gone by hersdlf-because Lowie had. Despite
her skills and courage, though, the dark-furred Wookiee femae had never
returned. But Lowie was not alone thistime. He and hisfriends could

fight together against whatever dangersthe forest held.

Above and behind him, he heard the crashing of boots and the snapping of
twigsasar.inored Imperidsfollowed them, shining brilliant glowbeams
into the dank, forevernight levels, startling exotic creatures that had

never seen thelight of day. A few random shots rang out as
stormtroopers blasted forest animals. Burned leaves smoldered, then went

out in agasp of thick smoke.

Lowieand Sirradid their best to lead Jacen and Tenel Ka, using their
darknessadapted Wookiee vision to find broad, sturdy branches along the
trunks of the wroshyr trees. Panting with the desperate effort, @wie
wheezed encouragement. The friends pressed on blindly, with no specific
destination, knowing only that they had to keep going if they wereto

lose their pursuersin the maze of the forest underworld.

Em Teedee'sround, yellow optica sensors shed abright glow into the



murk, the mogt illumination they could risk. "Do be careful of those
branches, Master Lowbacca,” the droid said as atwig scratched his outer
casing. "l wouldn't want to break |oose and fal. That happened to me
oncedready, if you'l recdl, and it was afrightfully unplessant

experience.”

Lowie groaned, remembering the misadventure on Yavin 4. Losing the
trandating droid had caused other problems as well, Snce no one a the
Jedi academy had understood L owi€e's warnings that Jacen and Jainahad

been captured by the TIE pilot Qorl.

Behind them, lightning shot through the darkness and branches crackled
as the stormtroopers opened fire again. Lowie ingtinctively ducked, and
Sirradropped to alower branch without bothering to test it for

surdiness.

Streaks blazed across the thickets, erupting in fire and choking smoke.

"Hey, look out!" Jacen cried.

Tenel Kagrabbed on to abranch with her hand and swvung down to Sirrds
level. "Thisway!" shesaid. "It issafe." Lowieleaped after her, one

arm around Jacen's wai <, then sprinted across the mosscovered boughs.
Farther from the warm sunlight, each forest level had adifferent

ecosystem made up of matted platforms of interlaced vines, branches that



grew together, accumulations of mulch in which other plants-fungi,
lichens, squirming flowers-flourished. Thousands of insects, reptiles,

birds, and rodents fled at the sound of the intruders.

Lowie chuffed for the othersto follow him.

Racing dong on hisflat feet, he wrinkled his black nose and sniffed

the odor-congested air.

His nodirilstingled with atantalizing, terrifying scent-a scent he had

amdled before.

Something that had nearly cost him hislife,

In the lambent glow from Em Teedee's optical sensors, Lowie saw the
wide-open maw of asyren plant, its glossy-yellow petas atop the
blood-red stalk looked like a gaping mouth waiting for amed. The plant
had somehow taken root in acrook between two intergrown branches, and
fed upon denizens of thisforest level. The sparkling fibersthat formed
aplume at the carnivorous flower's center shone temptingly bright,

while adelicious scent lured unsuspecting victims.

Besde him, Sirradso sniffed the air and spotted the deadly plant. She
growled in anticipation, her patchwork-shaved fur standing on end. But

Lowie put a hand on her arm, shook his head, then gripped her am @y.



He could tell his sster wanted to secure the precious syren fibers and

prove her bravery as soon as possible.

Sirragroaned in disappointment, but she clearly understood. their
priorities. Behind them, severd levels up, the pursuing stormtroopers
fired again, thistime at some large creature crashing through the tree

leves

Far too dangerous. The Imperialsweretoo close.

With agrowl Sirratook thelead, and Lowie guided hisfriends behind

her.

As she raced through the morass of branches, ducking her head to keep
her red-gold braids from snagging on thorns or low-hanging limbs, Tendl
Kareveedin the caisthenics that pushed her body to itslimits. But
shewould have preferred to do it without the threat of sudden death

from the blaster of a stormtrooper.

Her reptilian armor covered only her torso, leaving her limbs
unprotected from scratches and insect bites-but she did not allow such

minor inconveniences to bother her.

Asthe companions ran deeper into the forest, Tenel Katook careto

maintain her balance and watched out for her friend Jacen.



Though hewas highly skilled in sensng sirange life-forms, Jacen was

not as physicaly capable as she was. Thiswasthe chase,

The hunt. Here shewasin her dement.

But at the moment Terrel Kawas not the stalker, but the prey.

Her reflexes were sharpened by her inability to see through the forest
shadows. Her lightsaber could have lit the way, but she didn't dare
igniteit for fear of drawing attention to their position. At the moment

her focus had to be on Ssmply running.

All around, she detected |ooming dangersthat grew worse, more
foreboding, asthey legpt from oneleve to the next, descending into

thicker and thicker primeva wilderness.

Tend Kasensed that the two Wookiees felt the increasing threst; Lowie
and Sirramoved more cautioudly, supporting each other asthey used

their night vision to choose a path.

At abroad, open intersection of wide branches, the Wookiees paused,

panting for breath. Jacen dumped beside Tenel Ka, utterly exhausted.

The knew they couldn't y stop for long.

During the brief rest, Tend Karemained standing. Sheturned inasow



circle, granitegray eyes narrowed, sharply attentive for movement, for
predators lurking in the surrounding trees. Her Jedi senses detected no
dangerous animals, only atingling underlying threeat that grew more and

more powerful.

Just then, aleathery plant tentacle wrappedquickly around Tend Ka's
waist and drew itsdlf snug. Thin thorns dug into her flesh through her
reptilian armor. She cried out-and suddenly the air around them came

divewith whipping, writhing vinesfrom above.

Both Wookiees howled and thrashed. Jacen yel ped. The thorny vines yanked
himinto theair, legskicking, handsflalling. In aningtant Tend Ka

snatched out her lightsaber andignoring the threat of reveding their

position to the stormtroopers-ignited the glowing turquoise blade. Her

arm swept sdeways, severing the vinesthat grasped her waist.

Jacen yelled again and managed to get hislightsaber out, too. Swinging
it above his head, he dashed through the vicious plant semswith a
szzling, wet sound. The spicy smell of burned sap cascaded into the

ar.

Lowbaccaroared and ignited his Jedi weagpon, striking left and right
with the molten bronze blade. Hungry tentacles snaked toward him, eager
to pull the Wookiee upward to where the knotted cluster of vines came

together in a cavernous opening that emitted.asound like rocks grinding



together, adavering gullet ready to smash them into digestible pieces.

Two of the vines caught Sirrakuk and wrapped themselvestightly around

her arms.

She bared her Wookiee fangs and, bunching her powerful muscles, ripped
the vines free of the centrd stem with brute force. The plant seemed
not to notice; it went on thrashing its tentacles, and its open gullet

continued to mash and grind.

Within moments, three flashing lightsabers diced away the clinging
tentacles and | eft only twitching sumps at the end of the voracious

vine creature.

"Weve escaped!" Em Teedee said. "Oh, how wonderful!"

"Thisisafact,” Tend Kaagreed. She examined the red welts and 0ozing
scratches she had received during the battle, then looked up toward the

next leve of branches.

"But our lightsabers have attracted the enemy.”

The othersturned to follow her gaze. On the branches above them,

completely surrounding the group, stood a contingent of fully armed

stormtroopers, their blasters pointed down at the young Jedi Knights.



Jacen shut off the emerad beam of hislightsaber and squatted on the
branch, breathing hard as he surveyed the encircling ssormtroopers. In
other circumstances, he would have found the underworld of Kashyyyk
fascinating, filled asit waswith insects and trees, fems, vines,

flowers, lizardsamillion new petsfor him to inspect, then st free. He
found many of thelife-formsto beincomprehensible, unlike anything he
had 'ever experienced. Even now, with stormtrooperslike pale statues
above, blasters at the ready and aimed at him, Jacen could sensethe

hidden creatures around them.

Near one of the stormtroopers who stood on a decaying branch, Jacen
noticed that a broad patch of bark lay wet and damp, like amottled
tongue wrapped around the tree. It was dick, glistening, moving on a

cdlular levd.

Two more dark figuresjoined the gathered stormtroopers. The ominous
Nightsster Vonnda Ra, with her hard muscles, broad shoulders, and
glittering black body armor, stood next to Zekk, hisdark hair neetly

tied back with athong at the nape of his neck, his swirling

scarlet-lined cape undamaged by leaves or twigs. The stormtroopers shone

glowrods down on the scene.

"Y ou aretrapped, Jedi brats," Vonnda Rasaid. "It could be amusing to
watch you grovel for your lives-but | can assure you it would do you no

good."



"Wedo not intend to grovel," Tenel Kasaid, and the Nightsister glared

a theyoung warrior girl from Dathomir.

Jacen focused his concentration on the wide, mysterious dick patch
wrapped around the branch. It seemed like ariver of damp lesther, and
as he concentrated, he felt adim awareness, arudimentary brain that
was more acluster of reflexes. But reflexes were dl Jacen needed right

now.

"I'm sorry it has cometo this" Zekk said, "but | owe my dlegianceto

the Second Imperium now, and you are my sworn enemies. | can no longer

deny it. That was my choice.”

Despite hiswords, the expression on Zekk's high-cheekboned face and the

disturbed look in his green eyes showed Jacen how troubled he truly was.

One of the stormtroopers moved sidewaysto get a clearer shot at them.

Jacen watched. Just alittle more, just alittlemore. . .

Perhaps he sent out the thought with the Force, because the stormtrooper

did indeed take one more step. His heavy, booted foot planted itself

sguarely on the wide wet patch.

Without warning, the creature reacted.



A dithering flap of wet, dimy meat in the form of amongtrous dughke
beast raised itself from its degping position. The motion knocked the
stormtrooper completely off the branch, and he tumbled screaming into

the depths of the forest.

With athick durping sound the enormous sug creature reared up and up
and up, thrashing from side to side, knocking two other stormtroopers
from their postions. The Imperid soldierswere thrown into

pandemonium, shouting and shooting.

Jacen did his best to send athought to the thing, identifying the

white-armored guards as the enemy and planting the idea that Jacen, the

two Wookiees, and Tend Kawere the dow-witted creature's friends.

Stormtroopers opened fire on the mongter, but the blasters did little

more than annoy it.

Branches crashed and snapped. Energy bolts ricocheted around in the

forest asthe dug creature continued its reflexive attack.

Jacen stood transfixed, fascinated with the battle and the havoc the

beast had already caused. Zekk and V onnda Ra shouted conflicting orders.

The next thing Jacen knew, Tend Kadammed him aside. A blaster bolt



Sizzled past him as she wrapped avine around her arm, grasped his
waist, and dove to alower branch. The two Wookiees were aready ahead

of themin ther headlong flight.

Making quick use of the diversion, the young Jedi Knights continued
down, down dropping al the way to the bottom levels of the forest.
----------------- THE FOREST DARKNESS was so thick Jaina could
practicdly tasteit. She followed the agile Chewbacca more by sound
than by any other sense, finding hersdf relying more and more on the
Force to guide her hands and feet. The air was cooler here below the

canopy.

Jaina shivered, though she doubted it was entirely because of the drop

intemperature.

With his sharp Wookiee vision, Chewie led the way without hesitation. He
barked an occasiona warning about a patch of dippery moss or aweak
branch. Neither made any great attempt to keep quiet: their one concern

was to catch up with their friends before it wastoo late.

Gradudly Jainas eyesight adjusted enough that she could make out the
shadowy forms of tree trunks, black against deep gray. It wasn't much to
go by, but it helped. Chewbacca made a snuffling sound and gave alow

woof of triumph.

"They camethisdirection?' she asked.



Heyipped an affirmative. Their smellswere here. He detected four . . .
no, five of them, aswell asafant smell of meta. Jainadecided he
must be picking up on Em Teedee, Chewie growled low in histhroat,
muittering about other smdlstoo: plasted, burned branches, the

thunderstorm-smell of ozone from blaster discharges.

Jainas heart skipped a best. 'Definitely sounds like the Nightsisters

brought stormtroopers down here with them.”

Chewbaccaincreased his speed, following the fresh trail. Once Jaina
migudged the spacing and dmost fell between a pair of tree branches
that were farther gpart than sheld thought. ‘Chewie, | can barely see”

shesad.

With a chuff of understanding, the WWookiee stopped briefly, rummaged
through the emergency pack he had taken from the fabrication facility,

and pulled out asmal mesh jar.

Jainarecognized a phosflealure. He broke the sedl.

Moments later, asif the glowing specks had materidized directly from
theair, the luré's surface was covered with tiny phosphorescent
insects. Chewbacca fastened the lure to astrap around Jainas waist.

The"light" now shed apinkish glow directly in front of her that



swirled like acomet'stail as she moved adong.

Chewbacca pointed below Jainato a freshly broken branch and the burned

scoring from weapon fire. The others had come thisway.

'You'reright," Jainasaid. 'l can fed them, not too far ahead.”

The Wookiee helped her across the broad gap and they resumed their
descent. Jaina climbed after him, watching handholds and footholds more
carefully now asthe glowing phosflesslit her way. A feding of dread
mounted more strongly within her as they descended to each deeper levdl.

She could fed the weight of the overlying forest pressing down on them.

Unseen predators bounded across leafy limbs, pursuing their quarries;
the shriek of victimsfdlen in the endless hunt echoed through the

thick labyrinth of branches.

Smaller creatures chirped, buzzed, and chittered. None of them sounded

friendly to her.

Jainaknew that her ftiends were good fighters, but she knew, too, that
even Lowiethe strongest of al of them, feared the jungles of Kashyyyk.
That donewas cause for worry, but the young Jedi Knights and Sirrahad
more to fear than the deadly plants and animalsthat populated the

lowest levels of the forest.



Jaina could fed that something was about to happen. "No timeto lose!™
she urged. She picked up her pace. Chewbacca, sensing her urgency, did
the same, barely taking timeto rest hisfoot on one limb before

bounding down to alower branch.

In the distance Jaina heard a shout, a human voice that sounded loud and
ehilling, mixed with the wild noises. When she stopped to ook in that
direction, she saw flickers of light and heard the Sizzle of blaster

fire

Just then, the rotting branch beneath her feet creaked and threatened to
giveway. In her haste, she had not bothered to check the branch before
stepping on it. Chewbacca spun and reached out to pull her to safety on

athicker branch closer to the trunk. She scrambled for purchase.

But the whole side of the wroshyr tree must have been weakened by rot or
disease, for at that moment the bough on which the large Wookiee stood
gave way aswell. Snapping and popping, the gnarled wood dropped out

from beneath him.

Jainawatched, her mouth open in aslent scream, as Chewbacca
plummeted, crashing into the darkness below. ----------------- EXHAUSTED,
ZEKK STOOD with thelightsaber sill gripped in his swesty hand. He

found it hard to breathe the thick, cloying air of the underworld.



The smoking carcass of the dead dug beast, now diced in pieces, lay
draped across the overspreading branches. Burned dime bubbled with a
noxious stench. Small fires crackled from stray blaster bolts that had
ignited portions of the dense foliage. The surviving stormtroopers
shouted to each other over hdmet comlinks, completing their damage

assessment.

VonndaRastood trembling, jaw set, face drawn, asif the fury she had

unleashed to fight the monster had drained her somehow.

The new Nights sters were supposedly proof againgt the physicaly
damaging effects of the evil powersthey invoked, but the tremendous
battle Vonnda Raand Zekk and the stormtroopers had waged against the

mindless dug had | &ft her.looking shriveled.

Zekk dumped againgt an upright tree trunk, feding the soft squish of

blue moss mixed with ichor from the dug cresture.

Only four stormtroopers remained with their party. The dug beast had
crushed the others or flung them into the unseen depths below. Chunks of
the dead thing doughed off the main branches, oozing down to where

rodents and scavengers rustled through the darknessin afeeding frenzy.

Zekk heard a crash and a crackle of snapping twigsfar behind them.
Suddenly, with atingle through his own Force senses, he knew that two

othersfollowed, attempting to catch them-and he identified one of the



pursuers.

In astonishment, he blinked his green eyesinto the forest shadows,

reaching out with the focused power of his senses.

"It'sJaina Solo," he said to Vonnda Ra

'Behind us. Shel's coming thisway." He planted his black boots firmly on
the branch. He had to choose, but he could not. With al of Brakisss

promises, he had never thought it would be so difficult.

Ahead Jacen, Lowbacca, Sirra, and Tenel Ka had succeeded in eluding
Imperia pursuit so far-but Jaina, completely unaware, was heading
graight toward them. He would have to confront her himsdlf "We must
split up,” Zekk said. "'l will go back alone and stop Jaina. Therest of

you, continue after these others.”

"Yes." Peering ahead into the forest maze, Vonnda Ra seethed. "I'll make

them pay for what they've doneto ug"

With agesture of her clawed hand, the Nightsster and the remaining

stormtroopers set off after the young Jedi Knights.

Though Jacen fought to stay within sght of his companions, this deep

leved of theforest had become so dark he felt asif he were swimming



through apoal of ink. Findly, surprisingly, the depths began to
shimmer with wonder. He noticed the cold illumination of phosphorescent
organisms, glowing insects, pulsing fungi and lichensthat threw

heetless chemical light into the smothering darkness.

All around him in the branches and |leaves he could see spangleslike
garlight, asifinstead of being deep within adense foresthe stood on a
sprawling plain under aclear night sky. Jacen found it breathtaking,

and nudged Tenel Kaswarm arm to get her attention. Theimmensity of it
overwhelmed him. He had never thought he'd experience something so

wonderful down here,

Asheand Tend Kastared upward, wordlesdy sharing the experience, an
unexpected volley of blaster shots sireaked acrossthejunglelike
firaworks. A sparking white-hot globe of fire blazed toward them like a
meteor-the stormtroopers had shot adazzling flarebd | that spewed light

indl directions.

Theflarebal crashed into the crook of anearby tree and lodged there
likeatiny sun, sputtering asit burned hot and bright. The flare
sharpened the shadows and washed the humid air with garish light,

stripping away the cloaking darkness.

Jacen saw to hisdismay that four stormtroopers were standing on a
single wide branch and aiming their weapons at the exhausted Jedi

trainees, though the brilliant flarebal had dazzled their eyesaswell.



Tend Kashoved Jacen away from her.

'Hide!" she said, and dashed off into the thick branches. Jacen ducked
just as ablagter bolt sheared off asteaming chunk of wood Above his

head.

A rustling noise through the branches told him that Lowie and Sirrahad
a0 fled. He heard somebody e se, but he could see only the four
stormtroopers. He wondered if it could be Zekk . . . and he wondered if

his dark-haired former friend would show them any mercy.

"Oh, blaster bolts," he said as another shot tore through the air too

closeto him.

"Hah-no kidding," he muttered to himself.

In the strobing light he could discern only brilliant colors dancing
before his aching eyes. Then he glimpsed the flickering movement of a
dender figure suddenly sprouting a bright turquoise blade-Tend Kawith

her lightsaber . . . and she was just beneath the four ssormtroopers!

The Imperia troopers saw her, too. They shouted excitedly and took

am-but too late.



With asingle stroke, Tendl Ka dashed through the bough that supported
the stormtroopers. Her rancor-tooth lightsaber flared, and sparks spat
off in al directions as her blade severed the centuries-old tree

branch.

Tenel Kadove out of theway. Wood cracked, vines snapped, and leaves
were torn asunder under the enormous weight of the surprised Imperia
soldiers. They fired randomly, shouting in panicked bursts through their
comlink hemets asthe branch fell away, spilling them into the forest

floor below. The four stormtroopers toppled to their desths, blaster

riflesdtill firing.

Looking fiercely satisfied, Tendl Kadeactivated her lightsaber and
clipped it to her belt. Jacen, standing within her view, gave the

warrior girl around of slent gpplause.

Farther down, in the shelter of a curved and stunted tree, Lowbacca
crouched closeto hissster Sirraas the thick branch bearing the four
hapless storrntroopers plummeted past them through the darkness. With
his dark-adapted Wookiee eyes, he could see Sirrasniffing the air,

waiting.

Sirraseemed preoccupied with testing the air and studying her
surroundings. Then Lowie caught atwinge of scent-the frightening,

tingling aroma of a syren plant, alarge one, farther below.



With aquiet groan, he searched the areawith his golden eyes until he
saw the monstrous carnivorous flower in the thick underbrush of the
ground levd, itsglossy yellow petals spread wide, its blood-red
central stalk giving off atempting scent. Sirramaneuvered herself

until she was above the dangerous plant, then sought a safe way to get

downtoit.

Suddenly, Vonnda Raleaped out of nowhere and dammed into Lowie, her
hands crackling with evil lightning force. Jolts of searing ectricity
coursed through Lowie, and hisfur began to smoke even as he staggered

backward with a bellowing roar, stunned and disoriented.

Inablur of claws and teeth, Sirralegped into the fray, flashing her
ferocious Wookiee fangs. Her strong arms pushed V onnda Raaway from her

brother. The Nightsister turned on Sirraand released a bolt of her

Szzling evil power.

Sirracried out in pain and stcumbled, then regathered her strength,
launching off with powerful leg musclesinto afull-body tackle of
VonndaRa. Together, they went over the edge of the dippery,

moss-covered branch and out into open air, tumbling and dashing.

Lowie shook himsdlf and legped into motion, rushing toward hissister.
He reached out and caught the falling Nightsister's black cape, but the

tough, dick fabric dipped through hisfingers.



Srraand VonndaRafdl.

Lowie howled in despair as the two combatants careened directly toward

the waiting jaws of the syren plant.

Struggling asthey dropped, Sirramanaged to get on top. With an impact
heavy enough to knock the wind out of agun dark, they crashed onto the

broad, deadly petals.

Vonnda Ras back struck the soft sensitive tissuesinside the syren
plant's open maw firg. Sirraingtantly pushed herself up to her fest,

but the huge peta's squeezed together in areflexive, hungry action.

Roaring, Lowie legped off the high branch, frantic to do something. His
attention fixed on the glossy petds asthey contracted, folding around

itstwo new victims. High above, Jacen and Tend Kayelled down to him.

VonndaRasquirmed asthe plant's trap squeezed tighter. Lowie saw his
sister's head disappear asthe thick muscular petals swallowed her up.
Only one arm with patternshaved fur extended from between the deadly

flower'sjaws.

Lowie reached the syren plant, then grasped the leathery petals with his
clawed hands, pulling, straining. Theroots of the plant squirmed,

digging deeper into the forest loam.



Lowiedidn't dare take out hislightsaber and dash the flower to
pieces, because he knew that would kill hissster as surdly asthe
plant would. He tugged, groaning, and the sealed petals pedled dightly

gpart. The syren plant made a gurgling, gasping sound.

Sirras hand till protruded from the opening, flexing and struggling,

asif shewerein gregt pain.

While Jacen grasped avine and began to climb down, Tenel Kadropped
beside Lowie, one of her throwing knivesin her hand. She stabbed at the
leethery wall of the plant, but her knife could not penetrate the tough

«in.

Then aburgt of black lightning and static from within caused the plant
to convulse. Its petal s flapped open again, asif in agasp of agony.
Inside, Vonnda Ra struggled to her knees, teeth gritted together and

eyes blazing with the Dark Force concentrated in her.

Lowietook the opportunity to reach in and get afirm grasp on Sirra. He

pulled.

Laboring for breath, the young Wookiee moved asrapidly as she could
across the dippery, shifting petas. Tend Kagrabbed for Sirrals

outstretched arm, and pulled. The syren plant began to contract. Jacen



gripped the edge of onewaxy petal to dow its closing and murmured low,
soothing words to the plant. Lowie braced himself and leaned back,

dragging hissster away with dl his srength.

Her feet dipped free of the petals just asthe syren plant clamped shut

agan-with VonndaRadill ingde.

Its deceptively beautiful, fleshy yellow etals squeezed with visdike
muscles, squashing itsremaining prey. A few flashes of black lightning
flickered from within the plant, and Vonnda Ra gave one last, muffled
cry. The lumpy form caught in the folds of the flower struggled once,

twice, then subsided into stillness.

Lowie hed Sirra, knowing she might beinjured and might need help to
get back up to the higher levels. He noted with anguish the burned
patches on his sster's fur where nn a Ra's power had singed her-yet to

his amazement Sirraseemed happy, even ddighted. Shelet out aroar of

gresting.

Her eyes sparkled as shelifted her other arm up so he could see what
shewas clasping asif it were the greatest treasure she had ever held.
During her orded insde the syren plant, before it had opened long
enough for her to escape, Sirrakuk had managed to grasp a handful of the

gossamer fiberswith her trapped hand and yank them free.

She held up the silken strands in triumph, and Lowie barked with proud



laughter. He embraced his sster and pounded her goodnaturedly on the
back with enough force to crack stormtrooper armor.

---------------- MOVING TO A stronger branch and gripping the tree trunk
to ensure her balance, Jainaleaned over, anxioudy peering into the

forest depths where Chewbacca had tumbled.

"Chewid" she shouted.

She heard aWookiee howl! of pain rise toward her from the murky shadows

below.

Hewas gtill dive-and conscious-though she knew he must beinjured.

Adjusting her grip on the vine-draped trunk of the wroshyr tree, Jaina

bent over and cast the pale, pink light of the swirling phosfleasinto

the leaves below. As she had suspected, the light did not penetrate far
enough for her to locate her friend. "Chewie, I'm here" Jamayelled,

using the Force to amphf y her call. " Can you move? Can you climb back

up here?She heard afar-off rustling and crackling of branches, then a

loud yelp. Chewbacca groaned in dismay and then roared something about a

fractured leg.

Hiswords doused Jaina's sense of relief like anicy torrent of rain on

acandleflame.



A wave of weakness spun behind her eyes.

Jaina clung to the tree, pressing her face againgt itsrough bark.

Kashyyyk's jungle was dangerous enough for a hedthy human with a
full-grown Wookiee guide, but Jainahad no idea how to get hersdf out
of thejungle-much less hersalf and an injured friend whom shed
undoubtedly have to carry. And then how could she help her brother and

the others?

Meanwhile, sheredized, Chewbaccas injury might even draw predators

hoping for an easy kill. . ..

The thought snapped Jainaout of her momentary weakness. She had to
think; she had to help Chewie. Shewasin training to be a Jedi
Knight-and this problem certainly couldn't be impossible to solve, she
told hersdf Firg thingsfirst. She had to get down to Chewbaccaright

away. She felt ashamed that she had wasted precious seconds with her

panic.

"Chewie," sheydled again, 'keep caling to meuntil | find you."

She would have to move quickly. Shefelt around for asturdy vine,
yanking one after another until she found arough strand that would hold
her weight. Pressing the toes of her boots againgt the tree trunk, Jaina

lowered herself hand over hand, maneuvering around the splintered ssumps



of branches broken by the Wookiegsfal. "I'm coming," shesad, as

much to reassure hersdf asto comfort Chewie.

By the time she located the injured Wookiee, her feet ached, her palms
burned, and every musclein her body shook with weariness. She
unstrapped the phosflealamp from her waist and held it close to
Chewbacca's body to get a better look at him. The fuzzy light swirled as

she moved.

A quick examination of hisinjuriestold Jainathat the newswas grim.
The minor scrapes, bruises, and cuts could be dedlt with easily enough,
but one leg was broken. Chewbaccawould never be able to walk out of

here.

Jainaknew shewas not equa to the task of transporting awounded
Wookiee hundreds of meters up to the forest canopy, even if she used the

Force. She had barely madeit thisfar hersdlf.

Besdesthat, her brother and the others still needed her help. Jaina

didn't know what she could do for them.

She thought the problem over while she used afew of the meager

emergency suppliesfrom their packsto clean Chewi€'s wounds.

He groaned and did his best to help her.



Clearly, Jaina had no choice but to abandon her search for the others.
Jacen, Tend Ka, and the two young Wookiees were ill fleeing from the
Imperids. Jainawas no tracker, and she had little chance of finding

them down here.

But she and her twin brother had dways shared an uncommonly close
mentd bond, just like the one their mother Lela shared with her twin
Luke. Perhapsif she sent out acry for help, Jacen might be ableto

find her.

Concentrating dl of her menta effort, Jainasent out acry-"Help

me!"'-that rang through her mind like amallet striking acymbd.

Opening her eyes, Jaina checked the fracture in Chewbaccasleg again.
The bone fragments had not torn through the skin, but the injury was
gtill serious. Jainaraised her phosflealight high and looked about for

any sturdy material she could use asasplint.

The pinkish glow fell onapair of black boots. A familiar voice said,

‘Didyou cdl for hep?'

Jainagtarted and nearly fell off the branch.

Growling, Chewbacca bared his fangs, though he could make no moveto

attack.



"Zekk-what are you doing here?' Trying to check her astonishment, Jaina
stood and held the glowing light higher, but the leatherclad figure took

astep backward, keeping hisface partly in shadow.

"I had business here on Y ashyyyk."

'Imperia business?' Jainaasked, and bit her lip as soon as she had

said it. Her heart contracted painfully. 'What's happened to you, Zekk?

How could you stay with the Shadow Academy? | thought we were friends.”

Heignored the question, and asked two of hisown. "Why areyou here,

Jana? Why couldn't you have stayed awa30 | don't want to hurt you."

Chewbacca voiced a snarl of warning at these words, though at the same

timehehissed in pain from hisinjury.

"Then don't hurt me, Zekk," Jaina said reasonably. She took astep dong

the branch toward her former friend. "I'm no threat to you. I'm your

friend. | carefor you."

" Step back and stay out of my way," Zekk snapped. "It's already too late

for the others."

Jainaflinched and shut her eyes, fedling the blood drain from her face.



Could it betrue? Had Zekk aready killed Jacen, Lowle, Tenel Ka. . .

even an innocent stranger like Sirra?

No, shedecided at lat, it couldn't be. She would have fdt it. Her
brother and her friends were il alive. They had to be. She couldn't
bdievethat Zekk's heart had become so scorched and black that he could

murder someone he had once called afriend.

In an effort to distract him, as she had done with Garowyn, Jainatried
her trick again. She used the Force to rffne the leavesin the branches
surrounding him, asif achill wind were blowing through the

claustrophobic cage of the forest underlevels.

Zekk looked up, his green eyes bright even in the shadows. It took him
only amoment to redize what shewas doing. Hispdelipscurledina

amile, then he gestured with one hand.

Thewind picked up, the branches cracked together, and a storin of
didodged leaves and twigs whipped through the air with the force of a

smadll tornado.

Jainashut her eyes, shielding them and shrinking back from the

whirlwind. Chewbacca yowled, but Zekk paid no attention to the Wookiee.
"I'm not impressed with your tricks, Jaina," he said. "Don't play games

with me." Then, with awhoosh, aszzling brightness stabbed through her

eydids. Jainaopened her eyesto see Zekk holding the weapon of a Jedi,



hisfacelit by its pulsating scarlet glow.

"Don't go for your lightsaber, Jaina," he warned.

She shook her head. 'l won't raise awegpon against you, Zekk. And |

don't believe you'd kill me either.”

ZeWsface distorted with warring emaotions.

"Then stay away from the Jedi academy. If you ever get out of here,
donlt go back. The Second Imperium will soon target Yavin 4-and | will

fight asaloyd warrior for my Emperor.”

"Emperor? Zekk, you don't know what you're saying,” Jaina pleaded.

"Stop treating melike I'm an ignorant street kid!" he snarled back.

"Y ou've dways underestimated my abilities, denied me opportunities. But
Lord Brakiss doesn't. He has shown me what I'm capable of " Hetilted
his head to look up into the dark nest of branches overhead, asif he

could seethe daylight far above.

"I've dready sent asigna for afast ship to pick me up. | believe our
raid has been quite successful. Time for meto return to the Shadow

Academy.”



Zekk twitched hislightsaber from sdeto Sde asif shaking afinger in
warning. 'For the friendship we once had, I'll spare you thistime,

Jaina But don't ever test my loydtiesagain.”

With aharsh laugh, Zekk swept hislightsaber upward, releasing astorm
of leaves and twigs that showered down on Chewie and Jaina, knocking the
phosflealight from her hand. Jainaducked and covered her head. She

couldn't see.

A moment later Zekk was gone, his hollow laughter ringing behind him as

he left them in darkness. ---------------- LEFT ALONE AGAIN, Jaina
shouted once more through the Force as the deep forest sounds grew
thicker, more threatening around her. Predators, hidden in the leafy
branches, cautioudly approached, attracted by Chewbacca's muffled sounds

of pain. They sensed helplessvictims, easy prey.

"We need help!" she called. Her words quickly died to sllencein the

junglegloom.

Then ablaze of rainbow light shattered the shadows: aflash of

turquoise, astreak of emerald green, adash of molten bronze.

Lightsabers, like hot machetes, chopped the underbrush aside. Jacen,
Lowie, and Tenel Ka pushed their way forward, with Sirrakuk following

close behind, grinning so widdly her fangs flashed in the vibrant light.



Chewbacca bellowed agreeting, and Lowie and Sirra clambered up to help

their unde.

"Hey, Jainal" Jacen called. "Areyou dl right?

She wiped grimy tear streaks from her cheeks, still shaken from the
confrontation with her former hiend. "l11 survive," she said, then drew
adeep breath. "Zekk was here. He said the Second Imperium is going to
wipe out the Jedi academy, and that he was going to fight dong with

them."

Lowie growled, looking up from tending Chewbacca. Tendl Kastood
rigidly, holding her rancor-tooth hghtsaber high. "Not if we can help

it," shesaid.

Jainaindicated the injured Wookiee. "We have to get Chewie up and out
of here. | think hisleg is broken-nothing amedica droid and afew
hoursin abactatank can't fix. But if we don't get back up to the
treetops, we're dl going to be somebody'slunch.” Sirragrowled in
defiance. Now that she had succeeded in her dangerous quest against the
syren plant, @wie's Sster looked asif she could take on the whole

jungle by hersdf.

Asthetwo strong Wookiees carefully eased their uncle to astanding

position, Jacen and Tenel Kadid what they could to help, using the



Force and their hands. Jainatook the lead along with Sirra, blazing a

trail with her lightsaber.

' bgether, the companions made their way back up to the light.

THE CAMOUFLAGED ASSAULT shuttle hovered in the void of space, waiting
for confirmation, until the Shadow Academy shut down its cloaking

shidds. The ominous spined ring of the Imperid training station

shimmered into view just long enough for Zekk to give the order to dock.

He was tense as the shuittle approached, unsure of the reception Brakiss

would givehim.

Beside him, in the command cockpit, Tamith Kai seethed silentl her
wine-dark Y, lips pressed together in acold line, but she said nothing.
Zekk had lost not only the team of stormtroopers directly under his
command in the treetop city, but also two of her greatest Nightsister

dlies. Both Vonnda Ra and Garowyn were presumed dead in the depths of

Kashyyyk'sjungles.

Though Zekk had not been with either Nightsister when they had died or
disappeared, Tamith Kai blamed him for the debacle, as she blamed him

for the death of her prime student Vilas. Tamith Tal resented his
presence-though presumably she and Zekk both worked toward the ultimate
victory of the Second Imperium. All other losses, hefdt, should Smply

be consdered the price of their ultimate triumph.



But Tamith Ka was not pleased with how the young man had handled
himsdf on Kashyyyk. And o, during their return from the fateful
mission, Zekk kept to himsdf, avoiding direct contact with the

Nightsgter.

He brought the assault ship in, Sitting in the command chair while other
Imperid pilots handled the contrals, guiding the craft into the Shadow

Academy's open docking bay.

Asthey entered, he saw another armored shuttle-an impressive Imperid
trangport surrounded by deadly force fields-and wondered what had

happened during his absence.

The battered assault craft, with its precious cargo of stolen computer
components, settled into place with what sounded like amechanica sgh

of relief. "We have landed, Lord Zekk," the pilot said.

Thetactical officer studied the controls.

"The Shadow Academy's cloaking device has been reactivated. The station

Is once again undetectable by Rebd sensors.”

The hatches opened, and the crew began filing out. Stormtroopers marched
up from the Shadow Academy'sinterior to surround the battered shuittle,

ready to unload the stolen cargo as soon as Zekk released it.



Tamith Ka stood beside him in the cockpit; with aflick of her
shoulder, she tossed her spined black cape back. Her long-nailed fingers
balled into fists as she struggled to contain the fury within her. The

eectricfirein her violet eyesboiled likelava

Zekk closed his dark-ringed emerald eyes and drew a deep breath to focus
his thoughts, center his concentration. He let her anger wash over his

mind and drain away. His greatest concern was Magter Brakiss and how he
would face him. Histeacher had such high hopesfor him, and he might be
even more displeased than Tamith Kai. Contemplating the probable
disappointment of his mentor hurt Zekk more than any display of rage by

the continually bothersome Nightsister from Dathomir.

Squaring his shoulders, he straightened his padded |eather armor and
adjusted his crimson-lined black cape. He tossed hislong dark hair
behind him and turned toward the assault craft's hatch, making himself

an imposing figure, ominous and menacing. He had learned such posturing
from observing Tamith Ka hersdlf, and it amused him to think he could

use her own techniques of intimidation againgt her.

With thetal Nightsster following him, Zekk strode down the ramp like

aconquering hero. Insde his heart, though, dread grew.

The sculpture-handsome teacher stood at the edge of the airlock bay,

watching the proceedings. As Zekk emerged, Brakiss glided forward with



smooth, even footsteps. His slvery robes clung around him like

whispers.

Zekk held his chin high, looking into the open, clear gaze of Brakiss.
The master of the Shadow Academy folded hishandsin front of him.
"Y oung Zekk, my Darkest Knight, you have returned from your first

mission. Report. Were you successful ?!

Zekk swallowed hard and gave his straightforward account.
"Unfortunately, Master Brakiss, our mission did not come off as smoothly
aswe had planned. During our battles at the fortified Wookiee

fecilities, we lost fourteen TIE fighters and bombers, aswell aseleven

ground assault troops.

"Itisaso my duty to report that we lost two of our Nightsister

companions. VonndaRain the lower levels of the forest, and Garowyn,

who was apparently murdered when she tried to reclaim our Shadow

Chaser."

Brakiss showed no reaction and waited.

Findly he said, 'But the computer components-the guidance and tactical

gysems?

Did you succeed in obtaining the vita resources the Second Imperium



requires?’

Zekk flinched. "Y es, Magter Brakiss. All of the computer equipment is
stored ingde this assault transport, ready for distribution to the

Second Imperium.” Brakiss clapped his hands together. "Excellent! Then
your mission was a success, with, acceptable losses of personnd. Those
other . . . inconveniences areinggnificant in our overal conflict.

Y ou have achieved our most important god.”

Tamith Kai's eyeswidened with anger, and her normaly pae face flushed

ablotchy red.

"Master Brakissl" she hissed. "Zekk adso claimsto have removed those

Jedi brats.

But athough Vonnda Raaccompanied him to this confi-ontation, Zekk

returned alone. . .

damingvictory."

Zekk stood rigid. "The young Jedi Knights are no longer aproblem,” he

sad. "This| swear."

Tamith Ka obvioudy didn't believe him.

But Brakiss did, and that was all that counted.



Zekk didn't know how long he could keep up the charade. He had falen to

the dark side-and he had a so protected hisfriends.

The two seemed incompatible. Sooner or later, Brakiss would learn what

he had done-and then Zekk would face an impossible choice.

But, asdways, no one else would make Zekles choicesfor him . . . and

no one el se would face the consequences.

"The Second Imperium applauds your efforts, Zekk. The history of the
gaaxy will remember you as an instrumenta fighter in our grand cause.”
Zekk knew he should have felt better, prouder . . . but he could summon
no emotion other than dread. And disappointment in himsdf. Hewas no

longer sure of where his past decisonswould lead him.

One of the sormtroopers standing in ranks within the hangar bay shifted
uneasily. Zekk focused his attention on the burly trooperinginctively
identifying Norys. Qorl stood beside the bully, frowning in disgpprova
at hiswhite-annored trainee. The leader of the Lost Ones <till bore a

chip on his shoulder, resulting in a perpetualy surly attitude.

Suddenly, the air in the huge docking bay shimmered. Zekk looked up as
the other stonntroopers backed away. Beside him, Brakiss grew tense,

amost fearful, but stood his ground against the projection.



Animageformedintheair, agiant cowled head with yellow eyesand an
age-ravaged face that emanated dark power. The visage of Emperor
Pd patine was incredibly clear and focused, asif the transmission came

from very close. Very closeindeed.

"My subjects a the Shadow Academy," the Emperor's shuddering voice
sad, "my fellow fightersin the cause of the Second Imperium, | am
pleased to learn of this successful misson! Through our variousraids

and by gathering the scattered remnants of my lost Imperia glory, we
now have the might to move on to the next phasein our plan of conquest.
The new hyperdrive cores and turbolaser batteries have aready been
installed in our secret battle fleet. | have commanded that the new
computer components be incorporated immediately. We must strike again

whilethe Rebdsare dtill reding.”

Under the leather padding, Zekk felt a cold, damp shiver work itsway

down his back.

"Itisour mission to removethe only red line of defense the Rebels

have againg us.

Brakiss, you promised me an invincible fighting force of Dark Jedi

Knights. The time has come to make use of them.

"Together, asour primary campaign, we shall attack and destroy Luke



Skywalker's Jedi academy. Thoselight sde Jedi will be crushed to dust

beneath our feet.

"l command you al to move out. Set the Shadow Academy forcesin motion.
We must trangport our station to the jungle moon of Yavin 4 without

delay. Once we have eliminated the new Jedi Knights, the galaxy will be
oursfor thetaking." Zekk stood stunned. Brakiss stared at the fading

image of the Emperor in amazement.

Then, asif apower switch had been flicked on, all of the ssormtroopers

Sprang into motion.

The Shadow Academy rushed to prepare for its greatest battle.
----------------- IN THE AFTERMATH of the devastating attack on the
Wookiee computer fabrication facility, Jainaknew they could not afford

to wait. Tho much was at risk-and right now.

While the New Republic forces sent afew nearby shipsfilled with a
complement of engineers and soldiersto help in reparation activities,
Jainaand Lowie worked tirelessy with Chewbaccato complete repairsto
the Shadow Chaser. Thetal Wookiee till limped on his sore leg, but
hisinjuries had mostly hedled, and he didnt let alittle iffness

dow him down.

Inside the crowded power-supply bulkhead of the Shadow Chaser, Jaina,



the smallest of the workers, crammed hersdlf deep into the tightest
spaces, hooking up power leads and disconnecting diagnostics. All the
replacement parts had been ready even before the Imperial attack on

Kashyyyk, but now the deek vessel needed to be reassembled.

"Power it up before | crawl back out of here," Jainasaid. "All the
circuits are grounded and shielded, but | want to make sure everything

checks out before | fight my way into open air again.

Lowie grunted and flicked a power switch.

He and Chewbacca s multaneoudy roared an affirmative.

Jainaheaved asigh of rdief. "Wdl, I'm glad the ship'sfunctioning

agan," shesad.

"We haveto get out of here and back to Yavin 4 before the attack comes.
We need to be ready for the Shadow Academy." She swallowed. 'Weveadl

been training along timefor this"

Lowieroared in agreement, though he and Chewbacca and Sirra seemed
somewhat saddened. Sirra growled a series of notes, and Em Teedee said,
"Mistress Sirrakuk saysthat shewill stay to help her people clean up

and make repairs, but she understands that her brother Lowbacca must
return to fight with the other Jedi. There are many Wookiees who can

assist here on Kashyyyk, but there aren't many other Jedi Knights. . .



and sheis exceedingly proud that her brother is one of them.”

Lowierumbled his appreciation.

Em Teedee added, as an aside, "1 do believe she's quite pleased with

him."

Sirrapatted her big brother on his hairy shoulder, then proudly ran one
hand over her glossy new belt, woven from the strands of fiber she had

harvested from the syren plant.

Jainaknew that Sirrd's persona opportunities were now wide open,
possibilitiesfor her life that had aways been there. . . but that she

would now be better able to take advantage of.

Jacen rushed aboard the Shadow Chaser carrying the small cage with his

pet 1on and her babies. He cooed reassurances to the furry rodents.

Tend Kaaccompanied him, looking confident in her freshly polished

reptilian armor.

She had reworked dl of her braids meticuloudly, brushing her hair out
and plaiting it usng the new one-handed technique Anakin Solo had

developed for her. "We are prepared to depart,” she said. "And we are



ready to fight astrue Jedi Knights."

Lowie roared with enthusiasm. Sirraembraced her big brother, and then

each of the young Jedi Knights.

Chewbacca limped up the ramp and strapped himsdlf into the Shadow
Chaser'spilot seat. Lowie did into the seat behind hisuncle, flipping
on the controls and powering up the various subsystems. The two Wookiees

barked a preflight checklist back and forth.

Sirrakuk dipped back out of the deek ship and stood watching asthe
craft prepared to depart. Within moments the Shadow Chaser rose up on
its repul sorhfts, bearing its message of warning to Luke Skywalker and

his Jedi academy.

"Wevejugt sent thedert to Yavin 4, but now we haveto go," Jaina

told her brother.

'Uncle Lukeis back from his scouting mission with Dad-but the Jedli

academy istill in danger.”

"I've got abad fedling about this," Jacen agreed.

Heheld thesmall cagein hislap, still whispering soothing words.

Tend Kasat beside Jacen, eager to go. She brushed her fingers over the

weapons at her belt, anticipating the fight to come.



Chewbaccayowled a brief order to prepare for acceleration, then the
Shadow Chaser leaped skyward. A few minutes later, they catapulted into

hyperspace and left Kashyyyk behind.

They raced back to Yavin 4 at full speed, knowing they had to prepare

for the greatest chdlenge of their lives.

The Shadow Academy was coming.

At lagt, thefina confrontation with the Shadow Academy . ..
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)iedi UNDER SIEQIE The day of reckoning isat hand for the young jedi

Knights. The Shadow Academy-with itsarmy of Dark Jedi and Imperia

stormtroopers-has appeared in the sky over Yavin 4. And when acommando

raid destroys the shield generator protecting the jedi academy, thereis

only one option: to fight.

Now jacen and jaina, dong with Luke Skywalker and their friends, must

trust in the Force and do battle with their sworn enemies-the Dark jedi

Zekk, his master Brakiss, and the loathsome Nightsster Tamith Kal.



Victory meansanew legacy of jedi coming of age.

Defeat meansafina cloak of darkness over the entire galaxy . . .



