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Jainahad to believe the warning was asign that Zekk still cared about

her and her twin brother Jacen.

She and her friends had been back on Y avin 4 for only afew minutes.
None of them had gotten much deep on the swift hyperspace flight back,
but they dl ran on adrendine. Jainafet asif shewould explode if

she could@t do something right away.

So many preparations to make, so much to plan.

Standing beside her near the entrance to the hangar bay, Jacen gave her

anudge.

When she glanced at him, his brandy-brown eyes |ooked straight into
hers. "Hey, it'll be oka"he said. 'Uncle Luke will know what to do.

Hée's been through plenty of Imperia attacks."

"Sure, that makes mefed alot better," she answered, not believing it

for aminute,

Asusual, Jacen resorted to one of hisfavorite weaponsto get her mind

off the battle that was sure to come. "Hey, want to hear ajoke?’



"Yes, Jacen," said Tend Ka, striding up to join them. "I believe humor
could be of some use now.” Thewarrior girl from Dathomir glistened with
perspiration from having spent the last ten minutes running "to stretch

her

Amuscles' in an effort to work off her own tension.

"Okay, Jacen. Fireaway," Jainasaid, pretending to brace hersdlf for

theworg.

Tend Kapushed back her long, reddish gold braids with one arm. Her
left arm had been severed in aterrible accident during lightsaber
training, and she refused to accept a synthetic replacement. She nodded

to Jacen. "Y ou may proceed with the joke."

"Okay, what timeisit when an Imperial waker steps on your wrist

chronometer?"

Jacen raised his eyebrows, waiting. "Timeto get anew chronometer!"

After aheartbeat of dead slence, Tend Kanodded and said in a serious

voice, "Thank you, Jacen. Y our humor was quite. . . adequate.”

Thewarrior girl never cracked asmile, but Jainathought she detected a

twinklein her friend's cool gray eyes. Jainawas still groaning in mock



agony when Luke and the young Wookiee L owbacca climbed out of the Shadow

Chaszr.

Deciding there wasn't amoment to lose, Jaina hurried over to them.
Apparently Uncle Luke must have fdt the same way-when Jacen and Tend
Katrotted up behind Jaina, the Jedi Master began to speak without

preamble.

"It'll take the Second Imperium sometimeto ingtal the new computer
componentsthey stolefor their flegt,” Luke said. "We may have afew
daysyet, but | don't want to take any chances. Lowie-nonne and Raynar
went out to the temple on the lakefor atraining exercise. 1'd like you

to take your T-23 and go bring them back here. We al need to work

together."

Lowieroared an acknowledgment and sprinted for the small skyhopper his
uncle Chewbacca had given him. From the clip a Lowieswaist the
miniaturized trandating droid Em Teedee said, "Why certainly, Sr. It

would be Master Lowbaccas great pleasure to be of service. Consider it
done." Reprimanding the little droid for its embe lishmentswith an

absent growl, the young Wookiee climbed into the small T-23 and closed

the canopy.

Luketurned to thewarrior girl from Dathomir. "Tend Ka, gather as many

students as you can and give them a crash course in ground combat



againg terrorist atacks. I'm not sure what strategies the Shadow

Academy will use, but | can't think

A of anyone better to teach them about commando tactics than you.”

"Y eah, she was great against those Bartokk assassins on |4apes,” Jacen

sad.

Tend Kasurprised Jaina by blushing pink before she gave a curt nod and

sped off on her assignment. "What about Jacen and me, Uncle Luke?"

Jainaasked, burgting with impatience.

Wheat should we do? We want to help.”

"Now that the Millennium Falcon is gone, we need to get the new shield
generators back up and running to protect usfrom an agria attack. Come

withme"

The primary equipment for the Jedi academy's new defensive shidd
generators was located in the jungle across the river, but the shields

were controlled from the Comm Center. Han Solo had recently brought the
components m Coruscant as a stopgap measure while the New Republic
scrambled to assemble amgor defense againg the impending Imperid

attack.



"Hey, should | send amessageto Mom?'

Jacen asked, sitting down at one of the consoles.

"Not until we know moreg," Luke answered.

"Y our dad and Chewier were going to contact her and explain everything
once they were under way. Leiahas her hands full mustering troopsto
dtation here as permanent protectors for the Jedi academy. At the

moment, we've got to do everything we can to guard it oursalves.

"Meanwhile, Jacen, monitor al the communications bands. Seeif you can
pick up any sgnds, especidly onesthat might be Imperid codes.

Jaing, let's get those shield generators powered up and running.”

"Already onit, Uncle Luke." Jainagrinned at him from the control

dation. "Shiddsare up and at full strength. Guess| should runa
complete readiness check, though, just to make sure there are no gapsin
our defenses.” Jacen put on a headset and began scanning through the

various comm frequencies.

No sooner had he begun than aloud crackle erupted from the earpiece,

followed by afamiliar voice.

". .. requesting permission for landing and dl that usud stuff. Here



| come. Lightning Rod out.”

"Hey, wait!" Jacen said into the voice pickup, on the verge of panic.

"You can't do

A that-1 mean, we have to drop our shiedsfirst. Give me aminute,

Peckhum."

"Shidds? V,7hat shields?' the old spacer's voice came back. "Me and
the Lightning Rod been doing' the supply runto Yavin 4 for years now.

Never had to worry about shields before.”

"WEéIl meet you down at the landing pad and explain everything,” Jacen

sad. 'Hang onaminute.” "Am | going to need acodeto get in?'

Peckhum asked. "No one gave me any codes before | 1eft Coruscant. Nobody

told me about any shidds."

Jacen looked up a Luke. "It'sold Peckhum in the Lightning Rod," he

said. 'Does he need acodeto get in?"

Luke shook his head and motioned for Jainato drop the shidlds. Jaina
bent over the control console, her lower lip caught between her teeth.

After aminute she said, "There, that ought to do it. Shields lowered

agan."



For some reason, now that the shields were down Jacen felt acold tingle
of vulnerability run up the back of his neck. '‘Okay, Peckhum," he said,
"you're clear to land. But make it quick, so we can power up again.”
When the old spacer stepped out of his battered supply shuttle, he
looked the same as every other time Jacen had seen him: pale skin, long

lanky hair, grizzled cheeks, and rumpled flight suit.

"Come on, Peckhum," Jacen said. "'I'll help you get the suppliesinsde.

We need to hurry, before the Imperials get here.”

"Imperias?' The spacer scratched his head.

"Isthat why yo& ve got energy shields up? Are we under attack?"

"It'sokay," Jacen said, impatient to get the Lightning Rod unloaded.

"The shidds are back up. Y ou just can't see them.”

The old spacer craned his neck to stare up into the misty white sky of

the jungle moon.

"And the attack?"

"Well, we heard arumor-a pretty solid one." He hesitated. "From Zekk.

He's the one who led the raid on the computer fabrication facility on



Kashyyyk-and he warned Jaina that the Shadow Academy ison itsway.

Wed better get indgde.”

Old Peckhum looked at Jacen in darm.

The teenager Zekk had been like a son to him; they had lived together in

the lower city levelson Coruscant . . . until Zekk

~ had been kidnapped by the Shadow Academy.

Asafamiliar cold tingle crept up the back of Jacens neck, Peckhum

whispered, "Too late." He pointed into the sky. "They're dready here."

N e FROM THE HIGHEST observation turret on the Shadow
Academy, Brakiss-Master of al the new Dark Jedi-looked down at the
inggnificant green speck of the jungle moon. The devastating assault

was about to begin, and before long Y avin 4 and its Jedi academy would

be crushed under the might of the Second Imperium.

Asit should be.

Through the winding metal corridors of the station, stonntroopers manned
their battle Sations, newly trained TIE pilots conducted preflight
checks on their ships, and the eager Dark Jedi students prepared for

their first maor victory.



The ultimate battle would be atwo-pronged assault led jointly by the
most powerful of the new Nightssters, Tamith Kai, and Brakisss own
prot6g6, dark-haired Zekk, whose enthusiasm to make something
significant of hislife had left him an easy target for conversion to

the dark side.

Brakiss closed his eyes and drew adeep breath of the recycled air that
rushed through the ventilation shafts. His slvery robes swirled around

him.

Though he stood isolated here, he could sense the accelerating
preparations affecting everyone in the spiked station; tensons mounted,
asdid hunger for battle. In the undercurrent of swirling thoughts, he
clearly felt the troops dedication to the Second Imperium's grest

leader, Emperor Palpatine. He also detected an undertone of anxiety over
the coming attack, but this only made hislips curl upward. Fear would
give an added edgeto their fighting abilities, enough to make them

cautious. . . but not enough to parayze them.

Brakisslonged to see Luke Skywalker defeated. Y ears ago, he had
infiltrated the Jedi academy as a student to absorb the methods the New
Republic taught, then bring them back to the remnants of the Empire. But
Brakiss hadn't been able to fool the Jedi Master. Instead, Skywalker had

tried to turn him away from his devotion, undermine his dedication to



the Second Imperium. Skywalker had tried to "save'

~ him-he thought with a sneer-and Brakiss had fled.

But because of hiswillingnessto dabble in the dark side, Brakiss had

by then learned enough to form hisown Dark Jedi training center.

Now it would be a marve ous showdown.

Besde him, the air shimmered. Brakiss opened his cam, bestific eyes
and sensed an ominous static surrounding the projection of the Emperor.
The mysterious great |eader of the Second Imperium hovered in front of
him in holographic form, acowled head astall as Brakisss entire body,
atowering image with glittering yellow eyes and awrinkled face pinched

by shadows.

"I grow eager for my domination again, Brakiss," the Emperor said.

"And | am eager to giveit to you, my master,” Brakiss answered, bowing

his head.

Accompanied by four of his powerful red Imperia guards, the Emperor
himself had recently taken up residence on the Shadow Academy, arriving
inagpecia armored shuttle. While the fearsome, scarlet-clad guards

kept al prying eyes away, the Emperor remained sedled in an opaque

isolation chamber. Pa patine had never spoken directly to hisloya



Shadow Academy subjects, nor

" had he even conversed face-to-face with Brakiss. The Emperor had

appeared only in holographic transmissons.

"We are ready to launch our strike, my Emperor,” Brakiss said. He

glanced up at the forbidding image. "My Dark Jedi guarantee you

victory."

"Good-because | have no wish to wait further," the Emperor'simage said.
"Theremainder of my newly congtructed fleet has not yet arrived, though
they shdl be herewithin hours. My Imperid warships are presently

being refitted with the computer systems stolen from Kashyyyk. My guards
report that many vessdls are ready to fight, and the rest will be

finished shortly."

Brakiss bowed again, clagping hishandsin front of him. "I understand,

my lord. But let uswithhold the military strike force for our next

magjor assault on the more heavily guarded worlds of the Rebel Alliance.

On Yavin 4, we have only afew weskling dogooder Jedi to dedl with. They

should cause no problem for my Force-trained soldiers.”

Inside his shadowy cowl, the Emperor looked skeptical. ‘Do not let your

overconfidence betray you."



Brakiss continued speaking with greater passon. He let hisfedings
cometo thefore, ishoping to convince his great leader. "With this
important strike on the Jedi academy, the Second Imperium becomes more
than just an undisciplined band of pirates raiding equipment. We mean to
retake the galaxy, my lord. This battle must be a battle of

philosophies, of willpower. Thisisthe Imperid way against the Rebel
way-and so it should be my trainees against Skywalker's, Jedi versus

Jedi. A shadow play, if you will, of darkness againgt light. We il

intend to harass them with TIE fighter strikes from the air, but the

main conflict will be direct and persond-asit must be!

We can crush their very hearts, not merely breach their defenses.”

Brakiss smiled, looking up to meet the glowing yelow eyes of the
Emperor. "And when we defeat them utterly with the powers of the dark
sde, the remainder of the Rebelswill scatter and hide, trembling at

their own nightmares, as we recapture what isrightfully ours.”

The Emperor's holographic face did something frighteningly unusud. The

withered, puckered lips curled in asatisfied amile.

"Very wdll. It shal be asyou request, Brakiss-Jedi against Jedi. You

may begin your assault when reedy.”

N - THE SHADOW ACADEMY dropped its cloaking device,

dissolving itsshield of invishility. Asthe spiked station appeared



over Yavin 4, two specidly equipped TIE fighters dropped out of its
launching bay. Silently moving in tandem, they plunged into the misty

amosphere.

The fighters had been coated with agtedlth hull plating to blur their
sensor Sgnatures, and the output from their high-powered twinion
engines had been damped. Their mission wasto strike in secret, not to

provide ashow of force.

Commander Orvak swooped into the lead, while the second TIE fighter,

flown by his subordinate Dareb, flanked him. Together, they shot around

the small moon and skimmed lower into the atmosphere, spirding entirdy
around the equator back to the coordinates of the ancient templeruins

where Skywalker had established his Jedi academy.

nNT

" Orvak flew with the controls gripped in his black-gloved hands. He
felt the quiet thrumming of the Imperid fighter'senginesasif hewere
riding an untamed beast of burden. He piloted with careful
concentration, dancing on the air currents, buffeted by therma updrafts

from the jungle below.

"Keep steady,” he muttered to himself. This conunando run would require

the utmogt precision and piloting skill. Along with anew batch of TIE



fighter trainees chosen from the ranks of young stormtroopers, Orvak had
completed the smulations over and over again enroute to the Y avin

system.

But thiswasthe red thing. Now the Emperor was depending on him.

Massass trees formed a chaotic carpet of green below. Gnarled branches
thrust above the thick canopy like mongter claws. Orvak glided in low,
watching the wake of his passage disturb treetop creatures who fled from

the blast of hishot exhaust.

His companion Dareb spoke over atight line-of-sight beamed channdl. The
other pilot's words were encrypted and descrambled by a specia coding
system in Orvak's cockpit. "L ong-range sensors are picking up the

protective energy field,” Dareb said. "The

A shidd generators are right where our covert information said they

would be."

"Target verified," Orvak acknowledged, speaking into the microphone
built into his helmet. "L ord Brakiss, who endured some time here, knows
much of the layout of the Jedi academy itsdlf-if the Rebels haven't

moved things around.”

"Why would they?' Dareb said. "They're far too complacent, and we are

about to show them their folly."



"Just don't show meyour folly," Orvak said. "Enough chatter. Head for

the target.”

Theinvisble shidds hovered like a protective umbrelaover asection
of jungle where ariver diced through the trees and an ancient-looking
stone pyramid rose mgjestically- Orvak hoped that by the end of this day

Skywalker's Great Temple would no longer be standing.

But before the Shadow Academy could begin the primary assault, Orvak and
Dareb had to complete their preliminary mission: to knock out that

shield generator and open the doors wide for a devastating attack.

Orvak checked his sensors. In the infrared and other portions of the
electromagnetic spectrum, he could see the deadly ripples of the

hovering force field dome that

N protected the Jedi academy. Y et, because of thetdl M trees,

the shield did not reach dl the way to the ground, hdting instead five
meters above the treetops. Five meters-a shalow gap between foliage and
sSzzling energy, but wide enough for acrack pilot to negotiate. Here

and there, afew upthrust branches were singed and blackened where they

had intruded into the crackling energy dome.

"It'll beatight squeeze," Orvak said.



"Ready for it?'

"| fed like | could take on the whole Rebd Alliance by mysdf," Dareb

sad.

Orvak didn't acknowledge this display of overconfidence. "Closingin,”

hesad.

He brought the stedlth TIE fighter [ower, just sSkimming the treetops.
L eaves whispered beneath him, chattering and scratching against the
wingsof hisship. Theair seemed to ripplein front of thefighter, a
faint indication of the energy shield, and he hoped the sensorswere

correct.

"Stay on target,” he said. "Once we get under the shields, our real work

garts.”

Just asthey passed underneath the invisible boundary, Dareb swerved to

one side to avoid an unexpected moss-covered branch that elbowed up only

ameter abovethe

~ canopy. The young pilot overcompensated and struck a corner of his

square wing panel againg another branch, which sent him tumbling.

"l can't hold it!" he shouted into the comm system. "'I'm out of



control!"

Dareb's TIE fighter pinwhedled up into the deadly forcefield and
exploded asit hit the disintegrating wall. Intent on hismisson, Orvak
streaked onward, looking into the rear viewersto see the flaming debris

of hispartner tumbling out of the sky.

He clenched histeeth and drew a deep bresth through the oxygen mask in
hishdmet. "Weredl expendable,” Orvak said, asif trying to convince
himsdf. "Expendable. The misson isal-important. Dareb was my backup.

So now it'sup to me. Alone.”

He swadlowed hard, knowing that now the Rebels must be aware of his

covert misson.

Without pause, Orvak homed in on the isolated shield-generating station.
The machinery looked like aset of tal diskshdf buried in thejungle
underbrush, surrounded by a cleared maintenance areathat provided just
enough spacefor himto land hissmdl Imperid fighter. Visbleinthe

distance rose the great pyramid that housed Skywalker's Jech academy.

" He shut down the muffled twin ion engines and opened the cockpit
door, heaving himsdlf out. Reaching into the slowage compartment behind
his pilot's seet, he retrieved the pack of suppliesthat contained all

the explosives he would need for afull day'swork. . . .



Orvak stepped on the squashing, plantcovered ground. The jungle brooded
around him, chaotic and threatening. Overhead, he could hear the

crackling hum of the energy shield that had destroyed his partner.

Compared with the clean, sterile Shadow Academy, Yavin 4 felt
disgustingly dive. It swarmed with vermin, plants growing everywhere,
little rodents, insects, strange biting creatures that moved in every

direction and hid in every cranny.

He longed for the precise and spotless corridors of the Shadow Academy,
where his boots could ring loud and clear on the cold, hard metal

plates, where he could smell the recycled air flowing through the
ventilators, where everything was regimented and initsrightful place.

.. just asthe Empire would be again after its victory over the Rebels.

Orvak took comfort in hissolid leather gloves and the helmet that
protected him from infestation by the parasitic creatures of this

uncivilized world.

Taking the pack that contained his demoalition equipment, he sprinted
away from his TIE fighter toward the humming shield generator station.

It bulked over him, powerful and unguarded. Doomed.

Although the shield generators were obvioudy new, vines, cregpers, and

fernsgrew in tangled profusion close to the warm machinery. Orvak could



see hacked ends and broken branches where someone had chopped away the
foliage in an atempt to keep the access clear. Theirresstiblejungle,
though, kept pressing its advantage. Orvak shook hishead at the folly

of these Rebdls.

When he reached the pulsing station, Orvak hunched over and glanced from
sdeto sde, expecting Rebel defenders at any moment. Opening his pack,
he withdrew two of his six high-powered therma detonators, shaped
charges he would place againgt the generator's power cells. These two

explosives would be sufficient to take down the Jedi academy's shields.

Hewould save the rest of the explosivesfor the second part of his

misson.

Orvak synchronized the timers. Then, removing his recahbrated compass

and glancing at the coordinates he had programmed in, he ducked and

fought hisway through the underbrush toward his next target, which was

some distance through the jungle and across ariver.

The Great Temple.

He paused for only amoment, opaguing his blast goggles asthetimers

ran down to zero-and the explosive charges detonated.

The boom was deafening, and apillar of fireroseto the sky, singeing



the surrounding Massass trees. Satisfied, Orvak congratulated himself

on an excellent explosion.

Most spectacular.

But the next one would be better yet.

WITH RAYNAR AND Tionne crowded in the back, Lowie piloted the T-23
skyhopper back toward the Jedi academy at full speed. Asthey skimmed
along the treetops, Lowie explained the Situation as best he could, with

Em Teedee trandting.

"...andthat iswhy Master Skywalker requested that Master Lowbacca

retrieve you with such haste" thelittle droid finished.

'Vel, wdl, wdl," Raynar said in asour voice. "'l suppose you think
thisis going to make you heroes for coming back to save the Jedi
academy. I'm sure | could have managed quite nicely without your help.

While you were off playing, | was here training with rnonne.”

Lowie could tell by the blond-haired boy's tone of voice that he was
none too pleased to be stuffed unceremonioudly into the cramped rear

segt, with hisbrightly colored robes



A tangled about hiL Tn. Raynar's parents had once been minor royaty on
Alderaan, before that planet was destroyed by the Death Star, and now
they had made themsdlvesinto wealthy merchants. He was not accustomed

to taking a backsest to anyone.

"No, Raynar," Tionne chided. The silvery haired Jedi teacher blinked her
alien mother of-pearl eyes. "No one does aswell done againgt an enemy,
and we must al work together to prepare. Without Preparation, a battle

isal but logt."

Raynar snorted, trying to siraighten hisrobes. "Battle? We don't even
know there's going to be a battle. Why should we believe the word of
some traitor boy who's gone over to the dark side? He could just be

lying to get usdl worked up. He's probably laughing at us right now."

Lowi€'sgrowls rumbled louder than the engine of the T-23. "Master
L owbaccawishesto point out,” Em Teedee said, ‘that for many years Zekk

was aclosefiiend to Master Jacen and Mistress Jaina."

Raynar pouted. "Then Jacen and Jaina Solo need to be more careful about

the friends they choose."

"Sometimes," Tionne said in afirm voice, "the gap between friend and
enemy isnot aswide as you may think. Help often comes from unexpected

0Urces.”



vl_Lowiewasn't surewhy, but sensesint @

back of hismind urged him to go faster lill.

The small skyhopper shuddered and dipped as he pushed its enginesto
their limits, and then beyond. He flew in among the trees, below the
deadly dome of the energy shield that protected the Jedi academy against

an attack from the skies.

"Hey, watch out for that big branch!"

Raynar yelped as Lowie swerved to one side.

ave the heroics for when the Shadow Academy shows up-if they come, that

iS,"

Lowie was pleased to sense, though, that Tionne not only remained calm,

but actually approved of theway he piloted the little T-23.

Lowie looked up into the sky and understood why he had felt the sudden
need to accel erate. He gave a sharp bark, pointing up at the ominous
spiked ring shape bardly visible as a sllhouette through the film of the

atmosphere. "Master Lowbacca says-oh dear!-it seems that the Shadow



Academy hasarived!" Raynar fdl slent, finding nothing moreto

criticize about Lowi€'s piloting. Beforelong, »

ablade of piercing sound diced through the silence, followed by
severd explosions. According to Lowie's sensors, the flickering energy

shield above had failed. He growled out the news.

Without waiting for atrandation, Tionne said, "We can till return to
the Jedi academy, but we should leave the T-23 at the edge of the
jungle. | have afeding it's not safe to gpproach the temple landing
field or the hangar bay. It's bound to be under attack.” She sat up

straight between the two young Jedi trainees. "It has aready begun.”

The Great Temple of theM had stood nearly unchanged for
thousands of years. The stone blocks in the walls and floors were as
solid asthey had been the day they were assembled. Even so, Jainafelt
avibration in thefloor of the Jedi academy's control center. Warning

lights flashed across the shield generator console.

"Something'swrong, Uncle Luke," Jainasaid. "There's been an explosion

outinthejungle. .. ohno! Our defensve shiddsare down!”

L uke stood behind the chair where Jacen sat at the communications
controls. He nodded grimly to Jaina. ""Can you get the shields back on

linefrom here?



Shefrantically flicked switches and checked connections, trying to
bring the shields back up. She scanned the display screens and

diagnogtics, continually pushing buttons. "Don't think so," she replied.

"Power's out. The entire generator might be gone.”

Her brother Jacen blew out his breath and pushed back from the comm

console,

"I've got abad feding about this," he said, running fingersthrough

histouded brown curls. "I'll bet it's sabotage.”

Luke caught Jaina's eyes, then Jacens, and cameto adecison. "I'm

cdling an dl-hands meeting in five minutes. We may need to clear out

the Greet Temple, go into hiding in the jungles where we can deflect the
assault. Send amessage to your mother that we're under attack now and
need those reinforcements right away. Then meet mein the grand audience

chamber."

Jacen looked at hissister in astate of near panic. "My animds. . ."

hesaid. "l can't leavethem intheir cagesif the Jedi academy's under

attack. They'll stand a better chance of surviving if they're free.

N Andif Uncle Lukes going to evacuate dl of the students-"



"Go ahead," Janasaid, waving him away.

"Take care of your pets. I'll get amessageto Mom."

Already running for the door, Jacen tossed a"thank you" over his

shoulder.

Jaina plopped down at the comm station, selected atransmission
frequency, and tried to make a connection to Coruscant. She received no
response, only dead static. With asigh of disgust over the erratic

behavior of the old equipment, Jainatried a new frequency.

Sill nothing.

Odd, she thought. Maybe the main comm screen wasn't working. She donned

the headset and selected yet another frequency.

Static. She switched again. Stronger static, asif something had

swallowed up her desperate signal. Soon the crackling hissbuilt to a

crescendo squeal loud enough to set her teeth on edge. Jaina snatched

the headset off her ears and tossed it down with a shudder.

"Were being jammed!”

Jaina checked the readouts on the communications console just to be



sure. Their long-range transmissions were being blocked by the Shadow

Academy.

She had to let Luke know right away.

In his chambersinside the ancient temple, Jacen lifted the latches and

did asde the doorsto each cage that held his menagerie of unusua

pets. He could see that Tionne had kept them well fed while hewas gone
on Kashyyyk. The near-invisble crystal snake with itsiridescent scaes
glittered with languid satisfaction, but the family of purple jumping

spidersin the adjoining cage bounced up and down in agitation.

"It'sdl right," Jacen sent the message with hismind. "Be cam. Y oull

be safeif you get to the jungle. Just get into thejungle.”

One cage rattled with two clamoring stintarils, tree-dwelling rodents
with protruding eyes and long jawsfilled with sharp teeth. In another
damp enclosure tiny swvimming crabs peeked out of their mud nests.
Pinkish mucous sdlamanders did out of their water bowl, gradualy
taking adigtinct form. Iridescent blue piranha-beetles swarmed against

the tough wires of their cage, chewing and eager to be free.

He turned them loose one by one, carrying them to the window as

carefully as he could, moving with a controlled urgency. Jacen had just



st thelast of his creatures free-his

N favorite, astump lizard-when he heard aloud Wookiee roar, followed

by the voice of Em Teedee.

'Oh, thank goodness, were not alonein the temple after al.” Jacen
turned to find Lowie, Em Teedee, Tionne, and Raynar standing in his

doorway.

'Did the othersleave without us?' Raynar asked with alook of forlorn

worry on hisface.

"Everyoné's up in the grand audience chamber,” Jacen said. "We need to
get there as quickly as possible. Master Skywalker'sgiving hisfina

ingructions before the battle begins.”

When the group stepped out of the turbalift into the grand audience
chamber, Jainawas aready theretalking in alow voice with Luke and

Tenel Kawhilethe other students sat in frightened silence,

A look of rdlief washed over Luke's face when he saw that Lowie had

returned s-cessfully from hismission. Tionne stretched out her hand

toward Luke, and he gaveit abrief squeeze.

I'm glad you're safe,”" Luke said.



"What did Mom say?" Jacen asked hissigter.

Jainabit her lower lip, and Tend Ka

A answered for her. "The Shadow Academy isjamming our transmissons. We

were unable to send our distresssignd.”

Jacen felt the blood drain out of hisface.

How long would it be, then, until reinforcements arrived, if they

couldn't even send adistress call?

Luke spoke in aloud voice, addressing the gathered Jedi students. "We
can't rely on outside help to save us. We must fight this battle

oursalves. | believethe Great Templewill betheinitid target of

attack. Tenel Kahas aready briefed you on ground tactics, so were
going to move this battle to the jungle-where the territory will be new
for the Shadow Academy'stroops, but familiar to us. Well fight them

one-on-one.

"But we must evacuate the Jedi academy immediately.”

----------------- FROM THE SHADOW Academy's crowded hangar bay, Zekk
watched the fina preparations for the attack. The frenzy of bustling

troops, mixed with their brooding anger and lust for destruction,

galvanized him. Hefdt asif thelines of Force around him had been st



onfire

The hub of the activity was an immense hovering battle platform that
dominated the hangar bay. Constructed specificaly for this most
important assault on the Rebel Alliance, the movabletactica platform
bristled with weaponry. Stormtroopers crawled over its armored surface,
preparing to launch. Guided by the ominous Nightsster Tamith Kai, the
platform would be the staging point for the ground combat, Jedi versus

Jedli.

At the battle platform's helm she stood, eager for vengeance. Her long
black cape dithered around her with ahissng sound, like snakes coming

out to strike. Spines, *

~ taken from the carapace of amurderous giant insect, protruded from

her shoulders.

Her black hair curled around her head like ebony wires, writhing and

crackling with dark powers, each strand seemingly alive and maevolent.

Tamith Kai's violet eyes burned as she ordered the sonntroopersto
board the battle platform, gathering her inner power. Her onyx-scaled
armor clung to her muscular, well-formed body. Her demeanor spoke of

power and confidence-and ayearning for destruction.



Zekk tended to his own duties. He himself had been atarget of Tamith

Kai's suspicious thoughts. The Nightsister didn't trust him.

Shefelt that his commitment to the dark side wasn't strong enough, that
he was blinded by hisformer friendship with the Jedi twins, Jacen and

Jaina Solo.

Zekk had been trained as the prize student of Lord Brakiss, and had
defeated the Nightsister's own prot6g6 Vilasin adud to the death. By
winning the duel, Zekk had gained thetitle of Darkest Knight. And
Tamith Kai-perhaps because she was smply a sore loser, or perhaps
because she sensed hisflickering doubts-rarely let him out of her

sght.

A But Brakiss had given him command of the Shadow Academy's new
Force-wielders who would be the vanguard of the battle to reclaim the
gaaxy. He himsdf would lead the Dark Jedi strike force, dropping like

death from the skiesto obliterate Master Skywalker'strainees.

Zekk drew adeep breath, smelled the metdlic tang in the cold air. He
heard coolants pumping, engines powering up, the clatter of stormtrooper
armor, preparatory signals as systems were locked down. They were ready

to launch.

Zekk turned to his group of Force-talented warriors. Hewore his

crimson-lined black cape and hisleather armor; his lightsaber hung



clipped a hissde, waiting to be used.

He had secured hislong dark hair in anegt ponytail, and his

emerald-green eyesflashed at those gathered around him.

"Fed the Force move through you," he said to the other trainees. They
stood with their jaws s&t, their eyes dert, eager for battle. They had

been trained for this.

He gestured to the waiting platform, and the Dark Jedi moved with a
fluid motion asthey entered the armored vessdl. "We must strikethe

Jedi academy now, before welose our element of surprise.”

N TheTIE pilot's helmet fit perfectly on hisgray-haired head. Along
with the breathing mask, goggles, black flight suit, padded gloves, and
heavy boots, the uniform seemed to transport Qorl back to adifferent
time, atime when he had been much younger . . . apilot for thefirst

Empire

Y ears ago, he had flown with hiswing of TIE fightersfrom the origind

Desth Star to attack the desperate fleet of Rebel X-wings.

He had been shot down in combat, spiralling down to crash-land in the



wilds of Yavin 4. When he had looked behind him, to his absolute horror
and dishdief Qorl had watched the invincible Death Star blow up,

leaving him stranded on the miserable little moon.

After recovering from hisinjuries, Qorl had lived like ahermit for
over twenty years until four young Jedi trainees had ssumbled upon him .
.. Setting in motion the events that had returned him to the Second

Imperium.

And now, Qorl found himself boarding another TIE fighter, launching from
another battle station-once more ready to defeat the Rebels. Thistime,

though, hewas

~ aureit would end differently. Thistime the Empire would make no

mistakes.

Qorl stood in front of hiswing of twelve TIE fighters. Crowded into the
sde of thelaunching bay, the small fighterswould take off as soon as

the battle platform descended.

Heturned to histroops, dl of them unproven fighters, taken from the

ranks of the most ambitious new stormtrooper trainees.

The new pilots had never seen combat. They had only practiced,
performing smulation after smulation-but he knew they wereitching for

ared fight. The pilots siood beside their ships, clothed in identical



black flight suitsand hedmets.

One new pilot fidgeted with obvious eagerness, glancing toward his TIE
fighter, studying the laser cannon turrets, anxiousto be off. He

findly stepped forward. The fighter removed hishelmet and held it
againg his chest. Even before seeing the young man's wide face, though,
Qorl knew it was the broad-shouldered Norys, former leader of the Lost

Ones gang.

"Excuseme, Sr-1 have asuggestion,” Noryssaid. “In light of my
superior performance during the smulations, since | scored better than

any of these others, | think | should be the oneto lead thiswing."

A Qorl quelled hisanger. "l . . . understand your reasons, Norys. You
have done excellent work in your cross-training asa TIE pilot and
stormtrooper. Y ou are eager to learn and, Presumably, to servethe

Second Imperium.

But | must turn down your request thistime.”

'On what basis?" Sensing the chdlengein the young man'svoice, Qorl

kept his answer firm and direct.

"On the basis that Brakiss chose me to command thismission. If you

prefer not to follow orders, however . . ." He shrugged, leaving the



implication hanging in the air between them.

The boy was rude and so often insubordinate that if he hadn't shown such
atrue aptitude for weaponry and fighting skills, Qorl would certainly

have |ft him behind.

Too much was at stake in thismission to alow an overeager young man to
botch things UPNorysflushed. "I think you are afraid, Qorl. You'reold
and haven't flown amisson in years. Y ou're leading the wing so you can

hold us back to cover your own failures.”

"That will bedl," Qorl saidin avoicethat, dthough quiet, was so
commanding that the air cracked with tenson. "I give you the choice:say
theword and 111 ground you from thismission, or hold your tongue and
fight for your Emperor.” At the moment Qorl didn't care what the surly

young man chose.

Hewould gladly teke asmdler fighting wing if it wasthe only way to

ensurethat al hispilotswerewell disciplined.

Fuming, Norys struggled to keep silent and rammed the black helmet back

onto his head.

Qorl spoke, moreto divert attention from the outburst than for any
other reason. "We have successfully jammed al signas from the Jedi

academy. They are unableto cdl for reinforcements. Since no



battleships arein orhit, the foolish Jedi Knights must have assumed
that their own powers and their puny energy shield would be enough to

thwart us.

"According to our monitoring systems, our first Imperid commando rad
has dready succeeded in removing their shields. The Jedi academy lies

open and vulnerable to our attack.

"When Tamith Kal launches her battle platform to guide the military
strike, Lord Zekk will take his Dark Jedi trainees and combat the Jedi

Knightsdirectly. Our wing will fly harassment dtrikesfrom the air.

Although we are meant to cause consider42 able damage, our missonis
to support, not to serve asthe front line of attack. Isthat

understood?"

The pilots murmured their understanding. Qorl couldn't tell if Noryss

voice had joined them.

"Very wdl. Toyour ships" hesaid.

His pilots scrambled into their cockpits, and Qorl settled in behind the
pilot's controls of the lead TIE fighter. He drew adeep breath through
thefiltering mask, smdlling the ddlicious and familiar chemicd taint

of theair from histanks.



Hesmiled. It felt so good to be able to fly once again.

From the hem of thetactica beattle platform Tamith Ka shouted, 'Let

us be off. We shall return victorious before this day is done!™

The great hangar bay doors opened, revealing the blackness of space
shared with the emerad moon, behind which loomed the boiling orange
cauldron of the gas giant Y avin. The moon looked insgnificant againgt
the panorama of the universe-but it was the Shadow Academy's target,

destined to become the site of afurious battle and an Imperid victory.

A Tamith Kai commanded the battle platform to rissup on its
repulsorlifts and head out of the Shadow Academy. The military vessd
appeared to be alarge, flattened sailbarge with rounded corners, two
levels high, with an upper command deck that would open to the air once
they reached the atmosphere. Armed stormtroopers and ground assault
forcesfilled thefirst level, while Zekk and his Dark Jedi took their

positionsin the bottom bay near the drop doors.

The battle platform descended through space toward the thin fingernail
of atmosphere around the green moon. As the minutes passed, Zekk paced

back and forth.

He looked out the viewports and saw the ring station high overhead,

dwindling as the battle platform increased speed toward Y avin 4.



"Packs ready?" he asked, adjusting the equipment strapped across his
chest and back. His black cape hung over it, its scarlet inner lining

flashing as he moved. His squad of Dark Jedi checked their weapons,
scores of identica hghtsabers manufactured aboard the Shadow Academy.
The team members adjusted their repul sorpacks on their shoulders. One by

onethey declared their readiness.

 The blackness of space was streaked with white haze as the battle
platform plunged headfirgt into the atmosphere. Zekk felt abuffeting

vibration as the winds clawed the armored plates.

The hull heated up, and Zekk could sense the ionized scream of the
shockwave through the air, but Tamith Kai piloted the bettle platform

expertly, without hesitation, directly toward their target.

The Nightsister's deep, hard voice came over the comm. "Were
approaching target dtitude. Zekk, prepare your Dark Jedi for departure.

The air-drop doors will open in one stlandard minute.”

Zekk clapped his gloved hands, ordering the Dark Jedi to stand in ranks.

"The repulsorpacks will carry you," he said, "'but use your Force

abilitiesto guide your descent.

We mugt strike directly. These are our sworn enemies, Luke Skywaker's



Jedi Knights. The future of the galaxy hinges on our victory today."

Zekk fixed his penetrating gaze on each one of the trainees, trying to
impart afraction of his determination to them. They were vaiant

warriors, vowing to succeed in their quest.

But Zekk had not yet dedlt with hisown

A inner turmoil. He knew in his heart that Tamith Kai's doubts about his
loyalty had alegitimate foundation-he did fed alonging friendship

toward his dear friend Jaina Solo and her brother Jacen.

Deep intheforests of Kashyyyk he had warned Jainato stay away from
the Jedi academy. He did not want her to be part of this battle today.

He did not want her to become avictim.

But he knew with equa certainty that the Jaina Solo he knew and cared
for would never stay away to save hersdf and leave her friendsto die.
He dreaded the thought that she might be down there ready to fight

againg him.

Zekk was grateful to have histhoughtsinterrupted as the floor thumped
and the drop-bay doors creaked open. A line of brighter air like athin,

toothless smile appeared at their feet and then yawned wide. Thejungle
treetops were visible below, punctuated by the protruding stone towers

of ancient Massass temples.



"All right, my Dark Jedi," Zekk shouted into the bowling wind. 'the hour

isours.

Depat!" Leading the charge" he doveinto the sky, switched on his

repul sorpack, and

~ tumbled toward the unprotected Jedi academy.

Behind him the other Dark Jedi dropped from the battle platform one by

one, faling like deadly birds of prey.

Inflight Zekk ignited hislightsaber, holding it out like aglowing
beacon. He glanced up to see the other assault troops smilarly

extending their blazing weapons, capes fluttering behind them.

Dark Jedi rained down from the sky.

A e e THE SHRIEK OF twin ion engines ripped apart the
relative quiet of the grand audience chamber. Tend Ka'sreflexestook
over even before she recognized the source of the sound, and she found
hersdf running in a crouch toward the closest window dit, with Jaina,

Jacen, and Lowbaccaright beside her.

Through thedit inthe sonewadll, Tend Kasaw TIE fightersona



grafing run-coming straight toward the Jedi academy!

"Master Skywalker, we are under attack,” Tendl Ka shouted.

Luke Skywalker raised hisvoice to be heard throughout the chamber.

"Everyone, say inthejunglesuntil the battleis over.

Fight with dl your skillsand abilities. Remember your training . . .

and may the Force be with you."

A series of hollow-sounding explosions punctuated his command. A loud

crack! echoed through the chamber as a proton bomb

A gruck the lowermost levels and dug a crater in the jungle ol

outside the pyramid.

From where she stood, Tenel Ka observed the other Jedi trainees and
judged that their reactionsto Master Skywalker's orders were
commendable. Severa students gasped in surprise, and Tenel Kacould
sense conflicting emotions-nervous anticipation, homesi ckness, trust in
the Force, dread at the possibility of having to kill. But she caught no

hint of confusion, panic, or denid.

Without waiting for further instructions, Jedi students streamed out of



the grand audience chamber. Luke Skywalker dashed to the window where

Tend Kasgroup stood and motioned for Peckhum to join them.

The old spacer ducked as stone powder fell from the celling, shaken

loose by the pounding from above.

The Jedi Master began issuing ingtructionsimmediately, and Tend Ka
marveled a how cam he seemed in the midst of the turmoil. " Jacen, take
the Shadow Chaser into orbit. Seeif you can break through the jamming
signd and send a message to your mother that we're under attack.
Artoo-Detoo's down in the hangar bay dready waiting with the ship. He's

al the copilot you'll need.”

Jaina, who loved to fly, was about to protest when Luke turned to her.

"1 need you to go acrosstheriver and check out the shield generator
equipment. Seeif theré's any chance of getting our defensive shields

back up. iowie, | want you and Tend Ka" The comlink clipped to Luke's

belt interrupted him, signaing an urgent message.

Another explosion vibrated through the Great Temple, this one closer

than the others.

As soon as Luke switched on his comlink, Artoo-Detoo's darmed blegps

and whistlesissued fromiit.



"@at'sthat, Artoo? Calm down," Luke said.

"If youwould dlow me, Master Skywalker," Em Teedeesaid ' "l was able

to parse your astromech droid's message and could provide atrandation

for you. | am fluent in over sx forms of communic-"

"Thank you, Em Teedee," Luke Skywalker cut off thelittle droid's

chatter, "that would be very hepful.”

" Artoo-Detoo reports that-oh dear!-the front of the hangar bay has been

hit. Rubble has completely sedled off the entrance. No shipscan getin

or out. The Shadow Chaser istrapped insde.”

"Hey," Jacen said after amoment of

 thought," Peckhum, what about the Lightning Rod?t'snot sedled in.”

Tend Kafdt afrown crease her forehead t' at the thought of Jacen

facing an Imperid attack in therickety old cargo shuittle.

"The Lightning Rod doesn't have the Shadow Chaser's quantum armor,” Luke

pointed out.

"Too dangerous,” Jainasaid.

"Hey, werredl in danger here," Jacen said in alow, firm voice. 'And



we have to get amessage out.”

"Sure, we could doit," old Peckhum said.

"I've learned some pretty good evasive maneuversin my day-enough to

makeit to orbit without getting'’blown up, I'd guess.”

Just then Lowbacca gave awarning yelp and pointed toward the window

dit.

Hovering over the jungle in the distance was an ominous-looking
congtruction, a giant weapon-studded tactical platform, like adeadly

raft carrying enemy troops.

Tend Kafdt astab of recognition. "Tamith Kal isthere; | can fed

her," shesad.

"It looks like she's directing the ground battle from up there," Luke

sad.

"Then we must disable that battle platform,” Tene Kareplied without a

pause. "'l volunteer. The Nightsister ismine.”

~ Lowbacca barked a comment. ‘Master Lowbacca wishes to point out that

hisT-23 is il out near the landing pad. Using the skyhopper, he and



Migtress Tenel Kacould easly reach that platform within minutes.”

Luke nodded. "We each have our missions. I'll do onelast sweep of the
pyramid to make sure no one was left behind. I'll seeyou al out at the

rendezvous point in thejungle.”

Astheyoung Jedi Knights raced down the stairsinside the temple, Tendl
Kasmind aready began moving ahead to the coming confrontation.
Adrenaine pumped through her veins, and her mind was dert. She had

been bred and trained for battle.

Although fighting with only one arm would present her with new
chdlenges, shefdt neither afraid nor overconfident. Shewassmply
ready. A Jedi must always be ready, she knew. Master Skywalker and
'bonne had trained them dl well. Tend Ka had her lightsaber and her
Force sKkills. Together, she was certain, that was enough for her to

defeat any enemy.

By thetimethey dl reached the landing pad, Jaina had dready split

off from the group, plunging toward the river and the shield generator
gation. Tenel Kawas surprised to note that the old pilot Peckhum had
kept up with them as he and Jacen sprinted toward the battered supply

shuttle.

Dodging energy boltsfrom the TIE fighters that swooped overhead, Tend

Kaand Lowbacca scrambled into the T-23 skyhopper while Peckhum and



Jacen boarded the Lightning Rod.

Watching Jacen run up the ramp into the Lightning Rod, Tenel Kafdta
tug at her emotions she could not explain, even to hersaf Almost & the
same moment, Jacen regppeared and stared at Tenel Kawith aserious
expression. Hisface brokeinto agrin. 'I'll tell you ajoke when we

get back-a good onethistime." Then he was gone again.

AsLowiefired up the T-23's repulsorjets, Tend Kaanswered, though she
knew he couldn't hear her, Y es, my friend Jacen, | would like to hear

your joke. When we al get back.”

N e eeeeeee | THE LIGHTNING ROD'S engines whined as the ship
srained againgt gravity. Just after liftoff, the battered vessd gave a
sharp jolt. Alarm bells went off insde Jacens head. "Were hit!" he

cried, not even bothering to check the readouts.

"Naw," old Peckhum answered. "Lightning Rod's been doing' that ever
since | switched out the power coupling to the rear repulsorjets. |

guessI'll haveto take alook at that again one of these days."

The knot of panic in Jacens stomach eased alittle-but only alittle.

"Maybe Jainacan help you with it later,” he said.

An energy bolt sregked by asaTIE fighter sang past them oniits



descent toward the Jedi academy. "Hey, that was aclose one!" Jacen

sad.

"Too close" Peckhum agreed. "Hang on, young Solo-I'm gonnatry some

evadve maneuve's.”

~ 0 Lowiefocused hisfull concentration on getting the T-23 to cover.
With his periphera vison he could see other Jedi students dodging fire
from TIE fighters as they sprinted for the safety of the trees. When
they reached the edge of the forest, the young Wookiee pulled his

skyhopper into asharp climb.

The dense network of leafy branches had always signified protection to
Lowie, and helonged for afew peaceful momentsin the treetops. But no

peace awaited Lowie and Tend Kaup there. Not thistime.

Lowie clenched the steering contralstightly and zigzagged the flight
path across the treetops, trying to throw off any pursuers who might be
ontheir track. 'lbday trouble rained down on them from above, and he
could fleeto no safe height. His best bet lay in remaining among the

trees.



An energy bolt spat past the T-23 and sent up aplume of dirt and singed
turf behind them. "L et the Force guide you, Lowbacca, my friend,” Tene

Kasaid from the passenger sest in back.

Lowie rumbled an acknowledgment and took adeep caming breath. He flew

onward, letting the Force control hisweaving

A and dodging. They headed toward the wide, greenish-brown river over
which Tendl Kaand Lowbacca had seen the Nightsster's sinister battle
platform. Even from haf akilometer away, they could see lances of

laser fire shoot out from the armored vessdl, incinerating treesalong

the banks.

Suddenly, Tenel Kagave ashout of surprise. "Look. There!”

From the sky above a group of figures descended like swooping birds of
prey human forms. Dark Jedi dropped from the cloudsin a dispersed
attack pattern, lightsabers flashing asthey controlled their direction

with repul sorpacks.

A proximity alarm sounded the moment L owbacca diverted his atention,
and alaser cannon blast from apassing TIE fighter struck them. A jet

of smoke and sparks spewed from the T-23'srear engines. Thetiny
skyhopper shimmied and bucked in the air. With ashriek of shearing

metd, one of the attitude-control fins gave way.



"Ohmy," Em Teedeewailed. "I can't bear to watch." Lowie, reacting with

theingtinct of his Jedi training, wrestled with the controls.

Directed by the Force, one of his sharpclawed hands flew acrossthe

control pandl, * while hisfree hand guided their descent.

Smoke poured into the cockpit, and the skyhopper sputtered and rocked.
Without knowing quite how he did it, Lowie cut the rear enginesand bled
off their momentum into a steep upward climb. Then, letting thelittle

ship fal back toward the treetops, he used one find burst from the

repul sorjets to dow their descent@enough, he hoped.

The T-23 crashed onto the jungle canopy.

With every breath, Tenel Kadrew fireinto her aching lungs. Nearby a

Wookiee groaned, but she could not make sense of the growled words. She

could see nothing.

"Migress Tend Ka" A gtrident dectronic voice broke into her foggy

CONSCi OUSNESS.

"Master @wbacca urgently requests your assi stance removing the T-23s

canopy."

Tene Katried to look around. She saw only roiling, changing shapes of



light and dark. The shifting patterns stung her eyes, and she squeezed

them tightly shut.

A voice loud enough to wake a Jedi Master from ahealing trance wailed

in Tenel Kasears. "Oh, curse my duggish processor, I'mtoo late.

She'sdead!”

Lowbacca bdlowed aloud denid. At the

" same time, something reached out and gave her a sharp nudge.

"No," Tenel Kamanaged to croak. "I'm dive."

Lowbaccagave afew crisp barks, and Tenel Kafound hersalf responding

to hisingtructions even before Em Teedee could clarify, "Master

Lowbacca asks you to push againgt the canopy with al your might whilst

throwing your weight toward the port side-to the left, you know."

Tend Kaknew. She pushed and rocked.

Despite the choking clouds of smoke from the burning engines, she grew

cam enough to let the Force flow through her.

Even through her closed eydlids, Tend Kacould tell when Em Teedee

switched on the bright yellow beams of his optical sensorsto cut



through the smoke. "1t would seem,” thelittle droid went on, "that the
T-23s canopy iswedged against atree branch. Oh, we're doomed!” Then,
just asthelittle droid finished hislament, the skyhopper's canopy

popped free, and fresh air flooded the cockpit. Both Tend Kaand

L owbacca stripped out of their crash webbing and scrambled free of the
wreckage. Asthey moved away from the smoldering craft, panting for

breath and waiting for

A thelr vison to clear, Tend Kas hand went automaticaly to her

hghtsaber to be sureit was il clipped firmly at her waist. It was.

"Oh dear,” Em Teedee exclamed in atinny voice. "Now well most likely
becomelost in the jungle and captured by woolamanders. Do be careful,

Master Lowbacca. | should hate to repeat that dreadful experience.”

Baancing on atree limb beside Tenel Ka, Lowbaccaturned to gaze at the
crashed T-23 and uttered alow, mournful note. Tenel Ka could see that
his distress came not from the thought of jungle crestures, but from the
loss of hisbeloved vehicle. The warrior girl understood loss. She

reached out her single hand to touch Lowbacca's arm briefly and |et the
strength of the Force comfort him. Then, as one, they turned to seek out

their destination: the giant battle platform and the evil Nightsigter.

To Kend Kasrdief and surprise, Lowbacca had managed to crash-land
barely two hundred meters from where the battle platform hovered above

the crowns of the Massass trees. Before she could speak, though, her



Wookiee friend gave alow woof of warning and pointed downward toward

cover.

A Tend Kaunderstood immediately and scrambled down into the leaves and
branches until she was hidden. If they could see the giant battle

platform, then they themsealves could be seen. They would need to make
their way to the battle platform beneath the rippling green leaves, like

swimmers balow the surface of an ocean.

With only one arm to help her balance and pull hersdf dong, Tend Ka
had to trust the Force to place her feet securely at each step. She even
welcomed Lowbacca's help when he offered it in crossing weak branches or

broad gaps.

Tend Kawasn't sure why she felt compelled to speak. Perhapsit wasthe

air of sadnessthat hung about her Wookiee friend.

"We will spend many enjoyable days repairing your T-23, Lowbacca my

fi-iend-you, Jacen, Jaing, and |. After thisbattleisover.”

The Wookiee stopped, looked at her quizzically for amoment, then
chuffed with laughter. After a series of woofs, Em Teedee said, "Master
L owbacca adds that Master Jacen will most likely be delighted to have a
captive audience to entertain with hisjokes." Tenel Kafdt her own

Siritsbrighten at



 that thought, and they moved forward at amore rapid pace. Her mind

focused on the god of defegting the Second Imperium once and for dll.

Suddenly, shefdt atingle run up her spine. "Hdt!" shesaid. A TIE
fighter swooped low acrossthe leaves, rippling the canopy around them

with its hot exhaust asit circled to inspect the crashed skyhopper.

Lowbaccagrowled, and Tend Kahed hisarm to restrain him from any

rash action.

The Imperiad ship circled again over the wreckage, asif looking for
survivors. Tend Kahoped the pilot wouldn't blast the areadydowned
craft into asmoldering lump of dag and debris. After atense moment,

the enemy ship roared away in search of new prey.

She and L owbacca pressed on through the trees toward where the battle

platform waited.

It seemed like no time at al before Em Teedee said, "Unless my senses
have become completely uncalibrated by the crash, we should be directly

below theleading edge of the battle platform right now."

Lowbacca held out ahand, motioning for Tend Kato wait, and scrambled

up afew branchesto check their location. At hislow



~ bark of triumph, she climbed after him and pushed her head above the

leafy canopy.

There, hovering ten meters over the treetops, was the underside of the

giant battle platform, massive and threatening, armored for assault,

bristling with wegpons.

"It should be asmple enough task to destroy it," Tenel Kasaid.

The sounds of shouted orders and clomping booted feet carried down to
them. Lowbacca pointed upward and then shrugged asiif to say, What next?
The platform was too high above the trees to make ajump, and they had

no repul sorpacks of their own.

Tend Kareached for the grappling hook and fibercord she kept at her

belt.

"Well haveto climb for it," shesaid.

The platform hovered higher than Tend Kawas accustomed to aiming, but
the grappling hook caught firmly on the armored edge on her second
throw. Tend Katested her weight on the fibercord. The grappling hook
did not budge. Then, wrapping her arm and her legs around the cord, she
began to climb, using the Force to help levitate her when her snglearm

couldn't provide enough support.



Above on the platform waited Imperia

N gormtroopers, heavy armaments, and aNightsister from Dathomir.

Tenel Kaswallowed hard. She knew that ------------------ | dthough the

Force was with them, the odds definitely were not.

THE GREEN-BROWN RIVER that flowed duggishly through the primeval forest
was broad and powerful, yet outwardly cam. The current showed not the
least bit of disturbance from the titanic struggle of good and evil

taking placeon Yavin 4.

Theriver hosted numerouslife-forms: invisible plankton and carnivorous
protozoans, water plants, trees that dangled sharp rootsinto the flow,
and camouflaged predators that disguised themsalves asinnocuous parts

of the landscape.

But as blaster shots rang out and the buzz of lightsabers droned through

the jungle, other creatures moved in the thick branches over theriver

and in thewater itsdf . . .

cregturestrained in using the Force.

Rounded reptilian snouts broke the surface of the murky river. Breathing

ditsrose up, nodtrilsflaring to draw in welcome oxygen. Thethree



scaly creatures moved dowly

A enough that only dight ripples whispered across the water. Settling
into position deep in the mud, they sniffed and lay in wait near the

path at the river's edge.

Theair enemies would come soon.

Moving sedthily yet radiating a Supremely confident power, three of

the Dark Jedi trainees from the Shadow Academy strode through the
underbrush, hacking away the dense vines and branches with their
lightsaber blades. They reached the riverbank and paused to consult with
each other, still searching for their opponents " Skywa ker's Jedi

trainees are cowards,” one said. "Why don't they come out and fight?
They dl hidein thejunglelike terrified rodents." 'How can they not

be afraid of us?' another one said. "They know the power of the dark

Sde”

Conaulting slently, with only afant stream of bubble for

communication, three of Luke Skywalker's reptilian Chaatrainees lunged
out of theriver, spewing a stream of water at their enemies. They used

the Force to summon ahammering flow of theriver, acolunm of drenching

wetness that reared up like a snake, then splashed down. The Dark Jedi



lightsaber blades szzled and steamed.

" The three Chaa hissed and chattered with laughter as they summoned up

more and more watey.

Thewaterlogged Dark Jedi sputtered and thrashed from sideto Sde as
they attempted to summon up dark-side powers with which to strike back

at their reptilian opponents.

Just then, from the dense shelter of the trees above, atrio of
feathered avians|eft their perches and plunged down. They let out a

high, fluting whistle of abattle cry.

The Dark Jedi were distracted for amoment, torn between two enemies.
Then the avianslanded on top of them, driving them to the ground and

knocking them unconscious. The avians chirped and screeched in victory
asthe Chaa hauled themselves dripping out of the river mud and dogged

toward the three new captives.

Working together, Skywaker's dlien Jedi trainees removed whiplike vines
from the underbrush and lashed the arms and legs of their prisoners
together. One of the Chaa picked up the discarded Shadow Academy
lightsabers, studied the poor construction and unimaginative
workmanship. One by one, he tossed the tainted weaponsinto the never.

They splashed, and sank without atrace.



N Meanwhile, the avians crouched over the unconscious captives and used
their Jedi powersto probe the minds of Brakisss students. They added
strong Force suggestions to make sure their enemies would continue to

deepforalongtime.. ..

Tionnetossed her long silvery-white hair behind her to get it out of

the way. She would need her vision unobstructed, with no distractions.

Shelooked at the other Jedi students with her gleaming mother-of-pearl
eyes. Magter Skywa ker frequently entrusted her with training these
students, and now Tionne would do battle. The Y avin 4 academy had often
been atarget of the forces of evil-but the true Jedi Knights had won

before, and she had no doubt they would win again.

She and her students stood around the flat marble dab and broken
columns of what had once been an open-air M temple beforeit was
swallowed up by the jungle. Thiswasthe place at which they had chosen

to maketheir stand.

"Areyou dl ready?' Tionne said. "Remember what ou have been taught.
Thereisno try. We must succeed in defegting the warriors of the dark

Sde”

~ Her students shouted their agreement, looking &t her with eyesfull of

confidencein ther abilities and her plan. One of the young women



nodded to Tionne, took a deep breath, then ran off into the forest in
search of theinvading Dark Jedi. Within only moments the young woman

cried out, shouting, chalenging the trainees of the Shadow Academy.

Tionne heard alightsaber sizzle. Branchesfdl . . . and then camethe
sound of footsteps crashing through the forest as her student hurried
back toward the trap they had set. Tionne gestured silently for the

othersto prepare lemse. ves.

"Come back here, Jedi vermin!" one of the enemy called, hidden by the

thickets.

Four Dark Jedi came plunging through the jungles, burgting into the
temple clearing where the panting student stood on the other side of a
flat marble dab hanging above their heads. Tionne's student |ooked

defeated.

Theinvaders stepped forward. "We will crush your mind with the dark

sdel" onesad.

"Now!" Tionne shouted. From their shadowy hiding places, four of her

special students reached out with the Force: inan

N unexpected, irresistible move, they snatched the four hghtsabers from
enemy hands. The Dark Jedi cried out in dlarm and surprise at losing

their weapons. Then 'Bonne and her students emerged from the underbrush



and surrounded them.

"We don't need our lightsabersto defeat you. We can Hill flatten you

with our power!"

said the first overconfident opponent. The power of the dark side!™ All
four of the enemy Jedi stood in atight cluster, back to back, raising

their hands.

"l wouldn't do that if | wereyou," Tionne said camly, letting her pae
lips show a brief smile. ™Y ou wouldn't want to distract us-a brief
fluctuation in our concentration might become a crushing defest for

you."

She glanced upward. Her four students remained motionless with their

eyes closed, focused on their task.

The Dark Jedi looked up and saw that the marble dab they had thought to
be the celling of a crumbling temple was completely unsupported, a
hovering rectangle of rock weighing many tons, balanced over their

heads. It floated, held up by nothing but the power of the Force.

'honne's students maintained their concentration.

The Dark Jedi swallowed hard.



"You cantry to escgpeif you like," Tionne said. "Maybe you have enough
power to subdue al of uswith enough left over to catch that block of
stone beforeit falls down on your heads. Maybe." She shrugged. "It's
your choice, of course. But | wouldn't risk it." The four Dark Jedi
exchanged glances, unable to find words. Finally, one by one, they

lowered their clenched hands and surrendered.

Tionne heaved aquiet but heartfelt Sgh of reief.

Another tree stood in the forest, short and stunted, with athick trunk.
Branches extended out in such away that, if looked at in acertain
light, it had an dmaost humanoid appearance: one of Master Skywalker's

Jedi, adow-moving, long-lived plantlike cregture.

She often went out to spend daysin the sunlight, using photosynthesis
to drink in nourishment, absorbing mineralsfrom the soil, water from

theriver, and carbon dioxidefrom the air.

She would spend dl day, many daysat atime, smply contemplating the

Force and her placein the universe. @eesremained

A divefor along timeand did not rush into ill-considered action;

yet at times such asthis, she could manage to move fast enough.



She understood the importance of protecting the Jedi academy.

She had entered into her training to understand the Force, vowing to

defend the side of light-and here she found hersdlf in a clear-cut

battle against the Shadow Academy. Dark Jedi enemies coursed through the
jungle, searching for victims, but Master Skywalker had taught dl the

traineeswdl. The light-side students would put up agood fight.

Thetredike Jedi stood motionless, watching, sensng thejungle. . .

and she knew her enemieswould cometo her. She had only to wait. Her
roots dug deeper into the soil, drawing on it for greater energy. She

felt the sgp pulsing through her, boiling in her veins, dlowing her to

gain the speed for the unwavering action that she would require just

thisonce. . . she hoped.

She had chosen her spot well, next to an ailing Massass tree, tal with
outspreading branches. Its trunk was nested with vines and dripping with

paragitic shelf mushroomsthat had tapped into its heartwood

A and begun devouring the greet tree from within.

The Jedi could tdll that this great-grandfather of atree had lived for
centuries and centuries. . . . It wasthe way of things, the cycle of
theforest. As plants grew, they went to seed to bear their young, and

then dowly decayed to warm organic matter and fertilized the forest for



subsequent generations.

She saw how the old Massass tree leaned, observed the surrounding

jungle. .. waited.

She reached out with the Force subtly, gently, so that even the adepts
of the Dark Side would not know they were being manipulated. "Come
here," she thought, broadcasting it over and over again. At least one of
them would catch the hint. They would think they had detected one of

their lightsde enemies-but it would be dl the plant Jedi's doing.

After an indeterminate period-she did not measuretimein small
incrementsshe sensed a clumsy disturbance: two attackers from the Shadow
Academy storming through the forest, asif the delicate ecosystem was no
more than a nuisance that they would eradicate completely, given the

chance.

N The Jedi waited. She had to concentrate.

She had to act at the right moment and not waste time thinking, or else

her opportunity would pass.

Curled within one of her gnarled branchesa handlike appendage-was a

knobby lightsaber built to accommodate her wooden grip.

Thetwo Dark Jedi cameinto the clearing and stopped. "I see nothing



here" said one.

"Lord Brakiss would be ashamed of you.

Lord Zekk would take away your lightsaber.

The powers of the dark side are wasted on you.” "l tell you, | sensed
it," said the other. He stepped forward, looking from side to side,

sudying the quiet jungle. His companion stood next to him, scowling.

At that moment the Jedi used al her stored reserves-and acted. She
ignited the lightsaber and dashed sdewayswith her branch arm, likea

bent sapling suddenly released to snap straight again.

"l am sorry, Grandfather Tree," she said-and her lightsaber blade

cleaved through the trunk of the tottering old Massass tree, severing

it from the stump and letting the arms of gravity embraceit. Its

wide-branched top leaned over and the tree

" crashed onto the two Dark Jedi intruders.

They had time only to look up with amuffled outcry of surpriseasa

meteor of branches and vines smashed down upon them.

The Jedi deactivated her lightsaber, then fet atrembling through her



entire wooden body. In one act, she had drained months and months of her
energy reserves. She stretched her branches up toward the sunlight, dug

her roots deeper.

It would take her along time to recover from this day.

N - AFTER CROSSING THE river, Jainafought her way
through the jungle, seeking a suitable path through the thickest
underbrush while keeping hersdf hidden from other attackers. Right now,
the tangled forest was her aly, and she could use the cover to her
advantage. She wasn't afraid to combat the Dark Jedi threatening the
academy-but she had avita missoninmind . . . something moreto her

tastes.

Aslong asthe defensve energy shields remained down and the generator
damaged, the entire area was vulnerabl e to repeated attacks from the
skies. Luke Skywaker'strainees were defending themselves. . . but if
Jaina could somehow repair the shield generator and get the protective
forcefidd up again, the new Jedi Knights could take care of these

audacious enemiesone a atime.

Jainafinaly made her way to the clearing where her father and

Chewbaccahad re



A cently ingtaled the new energy shield generator. With only aglance

she saw that the machinery was irreparable, despite her usua knack for

fixing things

Normaly, she could make temporary repairsto get systems up and running
again, at least for awhile. But not in this case. An Imperia saboteur

had used thermal detonators to wipe out the entire generating station.

It was hopelesdy ruined, apile of shrapnd; no smple fixup would do.

Jaind's attention remained on the generator for only amoment, however.

She caught her breeth.

Therein the clearing sat an Imperiad TIE fighter in perfect condition.

Ever since Chewbacca had given Lowie the T-23 skyhopper, Jaina had
longed for avehicle of her own. That, in fact, had been the impetus
behind her desireto repair the crashed TIE fighter the young Jedi

Knights had found in the jungles-Qorl's TIE fighter.

She stopped and stared, frozen with excitement and apprehension. But

other than the muffled noises of battle in the jungles and the distant

shouts and blaster fire near the Great Temple, she heard no sound.

Jainawithdrew her lightsaber and pressed the power stud. The beam



gprang outward, ~ glowing an electric violet. Then she crept forward
sedthily, ready to fight if the TIE pilot emerged with hisblaster

drawn. But she sensed no one e se around, heard no noise from the craft.

"Hello?' Jainacdled. "Y ou'd better surrender if you're an Imperid!”

Shewaited.

"Uh, isanyone here?'

Only the smmering jungle noises answered her.

Moving forward, letting her eagerness take over, sheranto the
abandoned TIE fighter. It was asinister-looking ship: arounded cockpit
suspended between two flat hexagona power arrays, twin ion engines that
would propel the small fighter across space, a bank of deadly laser

cannons.

Ideas and possibilities thundered through her mind. If she could pilot
this ship into the enemy's midst, Jainawould be in disguise. She could
dip in among them, and they wouldn't know she was actualy an enemy . .

. until it wastoo late.

Switching off her lightsaber again, Jaina opened the cockpit hatch and
crawled insde. She had studied how TIE fighters worked when she and her
friends had replaced the components of Qorl's crashed ship. She knew the

buttons on the control



N pands, knew how the systems activated.

Though the exiled old pilot had flown off in his ship before Jaina had
had a chanceto take it on aflight, she was confident she could handle

the craft.

She settled into the pilot's seet, noting the oily scent of stale

lubricants and the sour odors the Empire did not bother to remove.

A rebreather mask hung next to asmall life-support console. The cockpit
walls closed around her like a protective shdll, giving her little room
to move, but dl the controls were at her fingertips. Through the ship's

front ports, she could see outside.

Jainafound the power switch and toggled it on, felt the engines
thrumming, systems gearing up, batteries charging. Control pand lights
winked onin abrilliant flurry around her. She drew a deep breeth,

strapped hersdlf in, and clutched the controls.

"All systemsready for takeoff," she whigpered to hersdf She glanced at
the sky, looking for the black specks of other Imperid ships. "Okay,

TIE fighters, prepare for some company!” The Imperia craft raised up as
Jainaworked the controls. Clearing the jungle tregtops, shefelt the

exhilaration of actudly flying. The ship seemed unbelievably quiet



~Nindde, until sheredized that its noiser primary engines had been
disengaged. This TIE fighter flew so quietly becauseit used only the
lesser-powered engines. So that was how the enemy pilot had gotten under
their shield unnoticed! No doubt the origina systems remained intact,

but the enemy commando had dipped in without the @@ami iar howl of TIE

engines.

All right then, Jaina thought-she could be silent and deadly aswell.
Finally skimming the treetops, she scanned around, acquiring targets.
She shot forward, reveling in the thrill of flight, the landscape

passing beneath her in amottled green biur.

Up ahead she saw six TIE fightersflying in formation, firing down &
the treetops, pounding the temple ruins, even structures that had never

been used for training Jedi.

The Palace of the Woolamander, an ancient ruin already nearly collapsed,
was pummeled with brilliant streaks from laser cannons, though Jaina

didn't believe any Jedi Knights had gone there.

She kept the Imperial comm channels on so she could hear theterse,

gruff chatter asthe TIE pilots discussed their overall plan, choosing

targets, firing a moving figures sheltered by the thick Massass trees.

Jainakept her microphone off, though, as



N ghejoined the formation of TIE fighters, dippingin at therear.
Over the comm system she heard them acknowledge her arriva; rather than
making them suspicious by speaking with ayoung woman'svoice, shejust

clicked an okay over the microphone.

Then she powered up her laser cannons.

One of the TIE fighters broadcast, 'Plenty of targets here for

everybody. Let's cause some damage.”

Jainabit her lower lip and nodded. 'Y es," she muttered to herself,

"|et's cause some damage.”

Shelet her eyesfdl partialy closed and concentrated, feding the

Force. Despite the sensors and systems available in the TIE fighter,
nothing could match heightened Jedi perceptions for enhancing her
movements. She needed to target and fire and target again with lightning

gpeed. She would have only one chance.

Jaina gripped the control stick of her wegpons and focused on the aiming
mechanisms, flying smoothly behind the unsuspecting Imperids. She had
to disable them with one shot each. She couldn't risk repegated fireon a

single target, because once



A she started shooting, they would be rather upset with her.

Jaina sought out the most vulnerable points: their engines and the
jointsthat held the planar power arraysto their sdes. If the TIE
fighters turned side-on to her, she would blast the power arrays

themsaves-large targets, impossble to miss.

Giving hersdf aslent countdown, Jaina pointed her lasers at the

closest ship. What am | waiting for? she asked hersdlf.

Gritting her teeth, shefired asingle shot, then swiveled the laser

cannons, moving with hyperspeed, to target a second TIE fighter.

Even before her second bolt struck the narrow joint next to the cockpit

and diced off the planar array, thefirst TIE fighter careened into a

in.

Jaina blasted again at the rear engine pods of the second ship. The TIE
fighter exploded in front of her, momentarily blinding her, but she
quickly averted her eyes. As she brought the laser cannonsto bear ona
third target, Jaina heard the TIE pilots shouting in outrage and panic.

The formation began to split gpart.

Shedidn't have much time.

Thethird TIE fighter turned toward her, and Jaina strafed acrossits



surface, severing one of the planar arrays and striking the viewportsin
the cockpit. Thethird ship went down-but by now the remaining three

Imperias had spun around and were headed straight toward her.

Jainablinked asfiery boltsfrom their laser cannons shot past her. She
put her TIE fighter into aspin. Now using the Force to anticipate the
incoming weaponsfire, just as her uncle Luke had used his lightsaber to
deflect blaster bolts, she spun and turned and banked, then began to fly

away a her fighter'stop speed.

But the other three Imperid ships came bowling after her, rdleasing a
constant volley of laser fire, ignoring targets below now that they had

acquired asingletarget . . . atraitor in their midst.

Jainaducked and dodged, no longer enjoying thethrill of flight. She
had a bad fedling about her impulsive attack. She sireaked over the

jungle, the three TIE fighters hot on her tail.

| Q- THE DIM FOREST floor near the Great Temple was
familiar ground for Luke Skywalker and most of his Jedi trainees. Even
with abattle of light and dark raging around him-or perhaps because of
the battle-he found it soothing to be out in thewilds. Thejungle

itself wasrich with life, and therefore rich in the Force that bound

dl lifetogether.



Reaching down to confirm that his lightsaber was securer attached to his
belt next to his comlink, Luke drew on the Force. Helet it flow through

him, let it show him the kirmishesdl around him.

Alert to the emotions of his students, Luke reached out to bolster
flagging confidence in onetrainee, to warn another againgt an
unexpected attack, to send encouragement to yet another who was growing

tired.

An energy bolt from aTIE fighter diced through the trees close by and

st fire to the underbrush, forcing Luke to retreat behind

A athicket to avoid choking fumes from the burning vegetation.

With his mind he searched for the center of the battle, the place where

he could do the most good. Decades ago, when the Desth Star had |loomed
over thejungle moon, his mission had been clear. The battle sation's
superlaser could turn an entire planet to rubble. Luke had had no doubt

in his mind that the Empire's most powerful wegpon must be destroyed.

And with the Force to guide him, he had succeeded.

But today's battle was different-it nact no focus. Thistime he had no
superweapon to disable. The Jedi academy's long-range transmissions had

been jammed, the defensive shields sabotaged. With Artoo-Detoo and the



Shadow Chaser trapped in the Great Templ€e's hangar bay, L uke had no way

of reaching orbit to fight the Shadow Academy directly.

The ground assault itself was directed from the giant battle platform
that hovered over the treetops afew kilometers away, but L uke sensed

that the military component of the attack was mere harassment.

TIE fighters had made direct attacks on the Great Temple-and yet ground

forcesand Dark Jedi had been sent to fight on a

A nearly even footing againgt Luke's students.

With adifferent strategy, the Shadow Academy's victory would have been

far eeder-it dmost seemed asif Brakiss wanted to do it the hard way.

Luke knew that must be the answer.

A loud incoming message signd on his comlink startled him. Students at
the Y avin academy rarely carried comlinks, but the Jedi Master kept one
at hisside during times of turmoil so that he could be reached more
eadly. Even though the Shadow Academy had jammed long-range

transmissions, loca signasfrom Artoo could sill get through.

Luke switched on the comlink. "Sit tight, Artoo. Well be ableto get

you when thefighting's over." Before he could say more, aman'svoice



blared from the tiny speaker.

"-essage for Luke Skywalker. Repest: thisisamessage for Luke

Skywaker. If anyone can hear me, respond immediately.”

Luke stared at the small device before replying, "Whoisthis?' But

before he heard the answer, his Jedi sensestold him the man'sidentity.

'Y ou can call me Magter Brakiss," the voice said. "Tell your teacher

that I'm transmitting on al channels. He will want to spesk to me.”

"Thisis Luke Skywalker," hesaid. "If you have a message, Brakiss, you

cangiveit directly tome." Luke's heart knocked painfully againg his

rib cage, though from surprise rather than fear.

A cultured laugh came over the comlink.

"Well, my old teacher . . . theman | once caled Master. Thisisa

pleasure.”

'@at do you want, Brakiss?' Luke asked.

‘A mesting,” the smooth voice replied.



"Just the two of us. On neutral ground. Asequas. Wedidn't havea
chancetofinish our . . . conversation when you came to my Shadow
Academy to rescue your Jedi brats."

L uke paused to consider. A meeting with Brakiss? Maybe thiswasthe
answer to the problem he had been trying to solve. After all, who was
more centra to this battle than the leader of the Shadow Academy

himsdf?

If Luke could reason with Brakiss, turn him away from the dark side,

this battle could be won before too many liveswerelost.

"Where, Brakiss? What neutra territory do you propose?’

'l think both your academy and mine are out of the question right now."

'‘Agreed.”

"Away from thefighting, then. Acrossthe

A river inthe Temple of the Blue Leaf Cludter.

But you must come done.”

"Will you?' Luke asked.



Brakiss gave arich chuckle. "Of course. | have no need for
reinforcements-and | know you are true to your word." Luke paused to
reassure himsdlf that the Force wasindeed guiding his actions. Both he
and Brakiss were strong enough in the Force to sense any betraya by the

other.

"Very wel, Brakiss. I'll meet you there.

Alone. We can settle thisonce and for al." ------------------ t'HEY,
THAT WASN'T s0 hard,” Jacen said, leaning forward in the copilot's chair
of the Lightning Rod. The chair cresked, its padding bulging out through
countless small rips and tearsin the cushion. The enginesrumbled and
coughed and whined as the cargo shuttle findly broke free of the

amosphere.

"Y ou had to say that, didn't you, boy?"

Peckhum said as sensor darms squealed on his control pandl. Incoming

enemy ships.

Again. "Wegot TIE fighters coming, four of 'em. Looks like they were

launched directly from the Shadow Academy.”

Jacen swallowed, studying the pattern, and shook his head. "Oh, blaster

boltsl We'd better transmit our distress message now before they get



us. Otherwise help for the Jedi academy will cometoo late."

Peckhum looked over at him, his eyes red-rimmed, his haggard face

Serious.

"Y oull haveto take care of that message yoursdlf, Jacen. I'm gonnabe
mighty busy doing somefancy flying here-if shelll hold together.” He

patted the cockpit controls.

"Sorry to do thisto you, girl, but | didn't name you the Lightning Rod

for nothing.

Let's show these Imperids our stuff.”

Jacen fumbled with the unfamiliar comm system, tuning frequenciesand
fedling completely inadequate. He wished his sster were here-she was
the expert on these systems. She would know how to cut through the

double-talk, the chatter, the Imperial transmission block.

He sent a subspace message blaring on dl frequencies a the maximum

levels of volume and power the Lightning Rod could spare and till keep



her shields up.

"Thisis Jacen Solo," he said, then cleared histhroat. He had no idea
what to say, but he supposed the details didn't exactly meatter.

"Attention, New Republic. We have an emergency! Thisis Jacen Solo on
Y avin 4, requesting immediate ass stance. We are under attack by the

Shadow Academy!

"Repesat. Imperia fighters attacking the Jedi academy-request assistance
immediately. Our shields are down. Weve got ground battles taking place

and air grikesfrom TIE

A fighters. We desperately need immediate assistance.” He switched of f

the microphone, then looked over a Peckhum. "Hey, howd | do?'

"Just fine, kid," Peckhum said, and lurched the ship to one side, going
into aclockwise spin asthefour TIE fightersroared past, belching
firefrom laser cannons. One shot struck the Lightning Rod's lower
shield, but the other bolts streamed harmlesdy into space, intersecting

the empty void where the cargo ship had been only amoment before.

"| used to be a pretty good flier inmy day,” Peckhum said. "And | till

am...|lthink."

One TIE fighter broke away from the other three and spun in atighter

circle, firing repestedly without taking the troubleto aim, spraying



space with itsdeadly fire.

Peckhum dove down, skimming the atmosphere, so that the lower hull of
the Lightning Rod grew hot. Then he bounced back into space again,
turning about in atight backward loop and heading up over the
determined TIE fighter, which shot again and again. Sparks flew from the
battered supply ship's control panels. Lightswinked red on their system

diagnogtics.

'‘Uh, Peckhum? What do dl those darms mean?' Jacen said.

"It meansour shiddsarefalling.”

"Don't you have any wegpons on this ship?"

Jacen scanned the panels, looking for any sort of targeting system, some

firing controls.

Peckhum coughed and put the ship into asharp divetoward Yavin 4. "This
isacargo ship, boy, and she's seen better days. | wasn't expecting to

take her into battle you know. Heck, I'm lucky the food-prep units il
work." Therest of the Imperia squadron zoomed away to continue the

attack on the Jedi academy, but the one persstent TIE fighter camein



again sngle-mindedly. Thistime he had them locked on target, so that

most of hislaser cannon blasts struck the Lightning Rod.

"Thisguy redly wantsto take us out,” Jacen said.

Peckhum pushed his accelerators well beyond maximum safety levels. The
Lightning Rod groaned and cresked asit rattled down through the

atmosphere, buffeted by air turbulence.

Jacen was thrown from side to side. He grabbed the comm system again.

"Thisis Jacen Solo with apersond distressthistime.

N We arein deep trouble. Someoneison our tail. Request assistance.

Pease-can anyone out there help us?'

Peckhum looked over a him. "Nobody's going to get herein time.”

Jacen remembered stories of how Luke Skywalker had beeninasmilar
dtuation on the run down the Death Star trench, trying to send his

proton torpedo through asmall therma exhaust port. His X-wing had been
in Darth Vader's sights, unable to shake the TIE fighters and

interceptors on histail. Things had looked hope ess-and then Jacens

father, Han Solo, had appeared out of nowhere, saving the day.

But Jacen didn't think his father was anywhere close by now, and he

couldn't imagine anyone e se who might pop unexpectedly out of the skies



to take care of the enemy. That was too much luck to hopefor.

With acrackle of gatic over the conun system, agruff and gloating

voice spoke-but it wasn't any rescuer. "Well . . . Jacen Solo!

Y ou're one of those feisty Jedi brats we ran into down in the lower

levds of Coruscant.

remember me-Norys? | wasthe leader of the Lost Onesgang. You stole
that hawk-bat egg from us and now | think we're about to even al the

old scores. Hah!"

N Jacen felt ashiver go down his spine as he remembered the
broad-shouldered bully who had such an appetite for destruction. Norys

continued.

"Thelittle trash collector, Zekk, joined usin the Second Imperium, but
you have made the wrong choice, boy. | just wanted you to know who was

going to blast youto dag.”

The TIE pilot Sgned off and continued the conversation with avolley of

laser bolts.

"Well, I'm glad he picked such afinetimeto contact us," Peckhum said,

fighting with the controls, unableto fly an evasive pattern anymore. He



worked with dl histalent just to keep the Lightning Rod from falling
gpart inthe sky. 'l don't think well last much longer, and I'm sure
that Norys kid would have hated to blow us up before he got a chance to

say hislittle goodbye."

The engines of the Lightning Rod began to smoke. More darms blared from

the control panels. Behind them Noryss TIE fighter continued to fire

mercilesdy, pounding their hull, trying to crack open the battered

cargo ship.

Jacen stared at the comm unit, but didn't think it would do any good to

send out another distresssigndl.

The jungle treetops rushed by benegath

A them. Jacen looked wildly from sideto side.

"l don't supposeit would be agood timetotell ajoke" hesad.

Peckhum shook his head. "Don't fed much like laughing right now."

N2 oo THE THICK BRANCHES of the damp and shadowy jungle

closed around him, pressing in. It reminded Zekk of the murky lower

levels of Coruscant. It felt dmogt like home.

He and histroops of Dark Jedi had fallen from the skies, buoyed by



repul sorpacks.

After coming to rest in the upper branches, they'd worked their way down
to ground level and spread out to surround the fleeing Jedi trainees

Master Skywaker had brainwashed into supporting Rebd philosophies.

Zekk knew little about politics. He understood only who hisfriends and
supporters were-and who had betrayed him. Like Jacen and Jaina. . .
especidly Jana. He had thought she was hisfriend, aclose companion.
Only later, after Brakiss had explained it, did Zekk understand what
Jainaredly thought of him, how easily she dismissed his Jedi potentia

and the possibility that he might be an equal to her and

~ her high-born twin brother. But Zekk did have the potentia, and he

had proved it.

In spite of this, he hoped Jacen and Jainawould not fight him, because
then he would have to demonstrate his power-and hisloyalty to the
Second Imperium. He remembered hisfirst test againgt Tamith Kai'sprize

gudent Vilas, and Vilas had paid with hislife.

In the upper branches of atree overhead, one Dark Jedi fighter had

become tangled.



Zekk watched asthe bright arc of alightsaber blade dashed boughs out
of the way, clearing apath for the fighter to descend to the lower

leves.

Overhead awing of TIE fighters roared across the skies, firing into the
forest. The Dark Jedi spread out, looking for potentid victims on their
own. Zekk gathered three of the nearest fightersto his side and they

marched aong, crashing through the underbrush.

They reached the edge of the wide river, whose brown-green currents
lapped quietly through the jungle, stirring overhanging fronds. Farther
downstream, closer to thetall M templeruins, he saw Tamith

Kai's hovering baitle platform.

Zekk stood beside his Dark Jedi compan

A jonson theriverbank. The other fighters exchanged glances and

pointed skyward.

Zekk nodded, knowing what they wishedto do. "Yes," hesaid. "Let us
conjure astorm, agrest wind to knock the jungle flat and send these

Jedi cowards scurrying.”

Helooked up into the clear blue skies and reached deep within his

heart, finding a shadow of anger, the pain he had felt in hislife. He



knew how to use anger as atool, awegpon. Zekk gathered the winds.
Beside him, hefdt the other dark-side warriors doing the same, drawing

thunderheads until lumpy black cloudsrolled in from the horizon.

Thewind picked up and grew colder, charged with static electricity.
ZeWs scarlet lined cape rippled around him. Stray strands of his dark

hair whipped around his face as the wind snatched them free of his

ponytail.

Flashing bolts of lightning skittered from one thunderhead to ancother.
The rumble of noise drowned out even the sound of TIE fighters

crisscrossing overhead.

Zekk smiled. Y es, a storm was coming, avictorious sorm.

But as the clouds continued to swell, rleasing a powerful weather

energy, he heard sounds of repeated laser cannon fire

~ and glanced to the sky, where another battle was taking place: a
one-sided dogfight. A smoking ship careened overhead, pursued by alone

TIE fighter that shot its energy bolts again and again, mercilesdy

pummeling itsprey.

Agtonished, Zekk recognized the clunky patchwork form of the Lightning

Rod, the cargo ship of hisold friend Peckhum, the man with whom he had



lived for many years.

Peckhum! They had been close companions, good friends despite how
little they had in common. Too late, he remembered that the old spacer
earned extra credits by making occasiona supply runsto Skywalker's
Jedi academy. Could it be that hisold friend had been here on the

jungle moon when this morning's attack began?

His heart sank, and awrenching dismay filled his ssomach. His

concentration on the storm faltered.

In the backlash, winds whipped the trees closer to him, blowing back

branches as the other Dark Jedi struggled to retain control of the

gusting squall.

"No, Peckhum," Zekk said, looking up as he watched the TIE fighter

blasting the hapless Lightning Rod. A small explosion

A flared onits hull, and Zekk knew that the battered supply ship had

justlogtitsshields,

The Lightning Rod was going down-and there was nothing he could do about

it.

He heard shouts of surprise next to him asthe Dark Jedi Knights

completely lost control of the gathering storm. The winds continued to



snap branches and uproot saplings, then gradud|ly dissipated asthe

dark-side warriors stopped manipulating the weather.

Their attention had been drawn to ayoung Jedi trainee they discovered
in the underbrush-someone who had either been creegping up on them or

smply hiding from Zekk's advance.

The boy scrambled out of the weeds, spiky pale hair blowing around his

flushed face.

His clothes and robes were so ridiculoudy garish-bright purples and
golds and greens and reds-that they hurt Zekk's eyes. How could this

young man have thought to hide while dressed like that?

The boy appeared frightened, but determined. He thrust his lower lip out
and stood with his hands on his hips, his rainbow colored robes rippling

around himin the last vestiges of the angry wind.

'Very well, you give me no choice,” the boy said, then cleared his
throat. "1 am Raynar, Jedi Knight . . . uh, intraining. You will either

surrender now-or force meto attack YOU.."



Two of Zekk's companions laughed in wholehearted amusement, ignited
their lightsabers, and staked toward the trapped young man. Raynar
stepped backward until he bumped againgt the rough trunk of atree. He
squeezed his eyes shut, struggling to concentrate. He held his breath

until hisface turned bright red, then purplish.

Zekk felt adight invisible push as the boy attempted to use the Force
to drive them back. The two lightsaber-bearing Dark Jedi seemed not even

to notice.

Zekk found, though, that he had no ssomach for outright daughter. This
boy seemed proud and brash, but there was something about him-an

innocence. . .

Thinking quickly, before histwo companions could drivein and make
short work of Raynar, Zekk reached out with the Force, grabbed the boy
by hisbright robes, and yanked him off hisfeet. With aflick of his

mind, he hurled Raynar over the heads of his companions, tossng him out

into the

Ariver. Raynar yowled as he flew, then plunged befly-first into the

thin, muddy waters.

Thetwo Dark Jedi whirled, looking angrily at Zekk. Out in the water,

Raynar splashed to the shallows, completely soaked in mud, hisrobes



covered with river dime.

"It isagreater victory to utterly humiliate your enemy than smply to
kill him," Zekk said. "And we have humiliated this Jedi in away he will

never forget.”

The dark warriors next to him chuckled at the observation, and Zekk knew

he had defused their anger . . . for the moment, at least.

Then helooked longingly into the sky, hoping to spot any trace of the
Lightning Rod, but he saw only adissipating cloud of smoke overhead. He
wished he could find someway to help hisfriend; would he be forced to

count the loss of Peckhum as part of the cost of victory?

The wounded ship had passed out of sight to where the battle would reach
itsforegone conclusion. He was certain he would never seethe Lightning

Rod or Peckhum again.

A 3 mmmmmmme - QORI2S TIE FIGHTER flew low over the jungle,
mapping out targets for the assault squadron. The rest of hisfighter

wing had their own orders, and they flew in their own attack patterns.

He doubted, though, that his student Norys would bother to follow orders
once the battles actudly started and laser shotsbegan to fly. The

bully would blunder from target to target like amad gun dark, likely to



cause as much damage to the Imperia plans as he did to the Rebels.

Qorl felt cold ingde, liquid dismay hardening to ice. He had expected
to be exhilarated by flying and fighting again, piloting hisown TIE

fighter in battle for the Second Imperium.

Instead, he had only reservations and second thoughts. He dreaded the

possibility that he had made abad decision and that the

A Second Imperium might have to pay the price.

Norys continued to be agreat disappointment. When Qorl had selected the
tough young man, he knew the bully's persondity had hardened during

years of harsh living, though he had lorded over the Lost Oneson

Coruscant. The broad-shouldered boy had been dedicated, vowing to become
an Imperid soldier because it gave him afedling of power and

confidence-exactly what the Second Imperium needed.

However, aloyal soldier was aso required to obey orders. A servant of
the Empire couldn't be aloose cannon, following his own wishes rather
than the commands of his superiors. Asheld grown accustomed to his
Stuation, Norys had becomeincreasingly disrespectful, even

insubordinate.



The bully wastruly bloodthirsty, wanting smply to dominate, to cause
pain, to achieve utter victory. He did not fight for the glory of the

Second Imperium, or for bringing back the New Order-or for any sort of
political god. He fought smply to fight. And that was a deadly

atitude, no matter which side he fought for.

Qorl circled, zeroing in on araging forest fire that had been started

by oneof the TIE

~ bombers, then stresked dong the river to where Tamith Kai's battle
platform hovered over t e trees. ver his cockpit communication channdl,
Qorl heard aloud, desperate transmission on &l bands-and recognized

thevoice.

"Attention, New Republic. We have an emergency! Thisis Jacen Solo on
Y avin 4, requesting immediate ass stance. We are under attack by the
Shadow Academy!" Qorl sat up, adjusted hisblack helmet, and flew
gteadily. He remembered the young twins who had helped fix hisTIE
fighter, the brother and sister who had been his prisoners around the
campfirein the depths of the jungle. They had offered him friendship .

.. and tried to turn him from hisloydty to the Second Imperium. But

he had been indoctrinated too well.

Surrender isbetrayd.



So Qorl had escaped and made his way to the Shadow Academy, where he had
watched asthe twins were brought in to be trained under the murderous
tutelage of Tamith Kal and Brakiss. Qorl had been deeply disturbed by

the violence of their ingtruction, the disregard for the lives of the

fresh students.

No one had ever found out that Qorl had

N discreetly assisted the young friendsin their escape asthey fled

the Shadow Academy.

After that Qorl had privately done everything he could to atone for the
indiscretion, making hisraid on the Rebel convoy to sted hyperdrive
cores and turbolaser batteries, then working hard to train Norys and the

other new stonntroopers.

A smoking ship streaked overhead: a blaster-scarred and battered cargo

transport. Qorl recognized the model of the ship, an unarmed carrier

vessd of an old design.

Its engines were duggish, its shields not designed or reinforced for

combat.

And now he saw that it was being pursued by aredentless TIE fighter.

Qorl was ashamed to see the TIE pilot waste shot after shot, athough



sheer luck allowed some of the laser boltsto strike the hull. 1t would

be only amatter of time before the cargo ship exploded in midair.

Qorl tuned his cockpit comm systemsto adirect channe with the other

TIE fighter.

“TIE pilot, identify yourself."

The gruff voice that responded came as no surpriseto Qorl. "Thisis

Norys, old man.

Don't bother me-I've got atarget in my sights.”

" He swallowed, but histhroat remained dry. "Norys, you have aready
crippled thetarget. That cargo ship isnot our main objective. Y our

orders are to disable the Jedi academy. That ship won't be causing any
more trouble for the Second Imperium.” "Leave off, old man,” Noryssaid.
"Thisismy kill, and I'm gonnascoreit.” Qorl tried to keep hisanger

in check. "We don't keep score, Norys. This assault isfor the Second

Imperium-not for your persond glory."

"Go gtick your head up an exhaust tube,” Noryssaid. "I'm not |etting an
old coward tdl mewhat to do." Then the bully switched off hiscomm
system and plunged after the burning cargo ship, firing with absolute

abandon.



Qorl's disappointment turned to outrage.

Thisyoung man's attitude flew in the face of everything admirable about

the Empire.

Qorl remembered hisearlier TIE fighter training, how he and hisfellow
pilots had al worked together like amachine: precise, well mannered,
respectful, listening to orders promoting the orderly lifestyle the

Emperor had brought to the g@. That was worth fighting for.

A But Norys did not represent such a philosophy. He didn't care.

The broadband comm signa came across his speskers again. "Thisis Jacen
Solo with apersond distressthistime. We are in deep trouble. Someone
ison our tail. Request assistance. Please-can anyone out there help

lJg?l

Qorl flew beneath the aeria dogfight just above the treetops, anguished

insde. Jacen Solo was an honorable opponent. The boy had a strong

heart, though he had fallen in with the Rebel band instead of the Second

Imperium. But could the boy be blamed?

After al, hismother wasthe Chief of State of the Rebd government.

Norys, however, did have a choice. The broad-shouldered boy knew what he



had been trained for. He had adopted his Imperia uniform and hisship
willingly . . . yet now herefused to play by the rules. Noryswas no

better than aruthless, murderous bully.

The pursuing TIE fighter continued to fly in the dipstream of the
crippled cargo vessel. Black smoke curled up from her engine pods, and

Qorl observed the precise moment at which the shieldsfailed.

ill Norysfired again, saining the hull with adash of black blisters.

Qorl flicked on hisown laser cannons and activated the targeting

systems. The Lightning Rod would explode in amatter of seconds under
Noryss continued assaullt. If it did, Qorl wouldn't be surprised if the

bully continued to shoot the burning wreckage to make sure there were no

urvivors.

Disgust weled up within him. Switching off hiscomm system, he

muttered, "Do | lose any honor by destroying someone who has no honor of

hisown?"'

Qorl had studied every subsystem on the Imperid TIE fighters. He knew

their weak points. Qorl knew how to destroy them.

He targeted Noryss reactor exhausts.



Ignoring histeacher entirely, Norysfired again. Hislasershad fdlen
into adower repeating rhythm now, asif he savored these last few

moments.

The Lightning Rod lurched, in one last helpless attempt to dodge the

laser fire.

Qorl closed in on Noryss ship.

And fired.

Noryss TIE fighter exploded in the air, annihilated so quickly and
completely that the young bully didn't even havetimeto cry outin

surprise.

A Ashamed that his act had been abetraya of the Second Imperium, Qorl
made no attempt to contact the Lightning Rod. He smply changed course
and swerved back toward the main battlefield, while the faltering
Lightning Rod struggled to remain aloft . . . or a least to land

without crashing too badly.

N - WHILE BATTLES RAGED above the Jedi academy and in the

jungle around it, Imperid commando Orvak crept forward, intent on his

mission.

He had |eft his TIE fighter behind in the wake of the explosions at the



shield generator facility, but he would come back to it once he had
finished here. For hours now, he had made hisway secretly through the

thick forest.

Severd trees burned in the jungle nearby, sending up coils of putrid
smoke from the wet vegetation. He heard blagter fire and shouts, the

distant hum of lightsabers. He kept low and quiet, not willing to risk

giving away hispogtion.

Skywalker's Jedi had abandoned their Great Temple to engage in scattered
skirmishesintheforests. . . leaving it open and unprotected for him

to do hiswork.

Approaching the ancient edifice, il

A hidden by the jungle, Orvak saw black streaks on the thick
stone-blaster scoring and scars from proton explosives dropped by TIE
bombers. The ubiquitous vinesthat clung to the pyramid's sdes had
withered under the fire and fallen away in heaps. One close explosion
had wrecked the templ€e's hangar bay door, preventing Skywa ker's fleet

of guardian shipsfrom launching.

S0, Orvak thought, after dl these millennia, thisancient structure had



finaly been damaged.,But it wasn't damaged enough.

He would take care of the rest.

Moving carefully, ducking his helmeted head, he crept through the
foliage, ripping up vines and uprooting fernsto clear the way until he

finaly emerged from the underbrush and stood behind thetall temple.

Above, TIE fighters streaked like birds of prey across the sky; Orvak

looked up, silently urging them on.

To one side of the pyramid he saw anewly laid flagstone courtyard.
Acrossit, at the base of the stone structure, a darkened entrance stood
open. Imagining what sort of fearful sorcerous exercisesthe Jedi

students performed there, he stepped cautioudy into the courtyard.

Already weeds had begun to push up be

 tween the flagstones. The jungle would no doubt reclaim its own within
amatter of months after he destroyed the temple- and it would be good
riddance to this place, he thought. By then he hoped either to be back
on the Shadow Academy or perhaps promoted to officer rank on a Star

Destroyer . . . if hismission today turned out well enough.

When the fighting became particularly loud, and proton bombs exploded in

the jungle not far away, Orvak made his move. He rushed across the heavy



flagstones to the dim doorway that led into the Rebels secret temple.

He paused at the threshold for amoment, glad for hishelmet in case
ppoi sonous vapors might seep out from the interior. Who knew what booby

traps the Jedi sorcerers might have laid?

He used the sensorsin his helmet to check for traps, but found none.. .
. which wasn't surprising, since the Shadow Academy's attack had been

completely unexpected; the Jedi Knights had not had time to prepare.

Orvak entered the Massass temple, shouldering his pack. He raced down
the corridors, unfamiliar with the layout of the pyramid. He saw living
quarters, largedining hdls. . . nothing of significancethat he could

destroy.

He made hisway down to the rubblesealed hangar bay, where he thought he
could plant his detonators to best effect and blow up dl the Rebel
garfighters. But when he emerged from the turboalift, he squinted in the

dim lighting, unableto believe what he saw. Orvak found only asingle,

deek looking ship, al curves and angles. Nothing more. No fleet of

spacecraft, no mgjor defenses. He snorted in disbdief.

Suddenly, darms squeded out from the hangar bay. Flashing red lights
stabbed at hiseyes. A small barrel-shaped droid hurtled toward him,

whistling and screeching. Blue dectric bolts sparked from awelding arm



that protruded from its cylindrical torso.

Orvak dammed himself back into the turbalift, punching the controlsto
sedl the doors. Could the Jedi haveingaled aforce of n

droids? Lethd, wegpon-wieding machines that would never, ever miss?

But asthe doors seded shut and the turbolift whisked him upward, his
last glimpse showed him that the attacker was ssmply alone astromech

droid trundling across the floor, sounding the Amdard darmsingtalled

inits base. Apparently, however, no one remained in the temple to hear

them.

He chuckled nervoudy. One astromech droid! It annoyed him when mere

machines held too great a sense of their own importance. He no longer

feared atrap.

Orvak had to find adifferent place for his purposes anyway. Someplace

more specidl.

Hefinaly located it on the highest level of the great pyramid.

Taking the tuiwhft to the top, and holding his blaster ready to shoot

anyone who came out of the shadows, the Imperial commando stepped into



the grand audience chamber.

Here, the wals were polished and inlaid with multicolored stones. At
one end rose agreat stage, from which Orvak could imagine the Rebels
gave lecturesto their students, handed medal s to each other after
victoriesin the war againgt the rightful rulers of the galaxy, perhaps

even performed their disgudting rituds.

Y es, he thought. Perfect.

Moving quickly, heart pounding with thethrill of accomplishing the
mission that had already cost the life of his companion Dareb, Orvak
undung his pack. He pulled off hisblack helmet to see better in the

light that filtered through the temple skylights.

" Smoke blackened the sky outside, like burnt paint brushed acrossthe
air. Digtant sounds of the continuing attack echoed like ricochets
ingde the audience chamber. But he heard no one ese nearby, no

movement.

The temple was empty, and he had the time to work.

Orvak strode up to the stage, his boots thumping on the stone floor.

Y es, that would be the best place, a centra location where the

incredible blast could reflect from dl sdes. He yanked off his heavy



gloves so that he could tinker with the fine e ectronic components.

Working cautioudy, he removed his seven remaining high-powered
detonators and linked them together. Then, he plugged dl of the
explosivesinto acentral countdown timer and spread them out like the

spokes of awhed in the grand audience chamber.

Yes, it would be afine explosion.

Idedlly, when dl the detonators went off smultaneoudy, the explosion
would rip off thetop of the temple like avolcano erupting. The shock
wave would punch through the floor to the levels below and blast the
walls outward. The entire pyramid would come tumbling down, no more than

apile of ancient rubble-asit deserved to be.

Orvak returned to the central unit and fiddled with the controls,

knedling on the polished surface of the stage. He thought with smug
satisfaction that no more Rebelswould ever lecture here. No future Jedi
Knightswould learn Rebd ways. This room would hold no more victory

cdebrations.

Soon it would dl be gone.

Kneding on the ground, Orvak keyed in theinitiating code. All around

the chamber, detonator lights winked green, ready to go, waiting for him

to send the find command.



Surveying his handiwork, he smiled and pressed the ACTIVATE button. The

timer began to count down. Not much time |ft for the Jedi academy.

As he moved, resting his hand on the floor, Orvak caught aglimmer of
motion out of the corner of hiseye. . . something glittering and
tranducent, amost trangparent; it had caught areflection of the light

somehow.

He pulled out his blagter, remaining in a protective crouch. "Vvho's

there?' hecdled.

Then he saw it again, an iridescent Sinuous shape dithering toward him

across the stage. He lost sight of it once more.

Orvak fired hisblaster, gouging holesin the floor around him. Streaks

of energy

A bolts ricocheted around him. He flattened himsdlf on the stage, afraid

of return fire.

He couldn't see the shimmering invisible thing anymore, and wondered

what it could have been. Some sorcerer's trick, no doulbt.

He shouldn't have dropped his guard, but the Jedi would never get him.



Just then, Orvak felt needles of pain sting his hand. He looked down to
seetiny droplets of blood welling from two puncturesin his pam-and

the triangle head of some kind of viper, aglassy crystaline snake!

"Hey!" he shouted.

Before he could lash out at it, the crystal snake dropped away from him
and dithered toward anarrow crack inthewall. Orvak saw alast

spangle of light, and then the serpent disappeared. . . .

But by now he was beyond caring, because awarm fog of deepiness had
begun to stedl over him. The pain from the snakebite in his hand dulled
to athrob, and Orvak thought drowsily that along deep could only make

it better.

He collapsed into a deep dumber right beside the countdown timer.

The numbersticked inexorably downward. - - - - - - - ---------

TENEL KA STOOD at the edge of the Imperial battle platform, her muscles

tense, her body and reflexes ready to react.

She coiled her fibercord before returning it and the grappling hook to
her belt. Then, with her single muscular arm, she held up her

rancor-tooth lightsaber and ignited it.



Beside her towered Lowbacca, ginger fur standing on end, dark lips
peeled back to reveal fangs. The Wookiee used both handsto grip his

clublike lightsaber with its molten bronze blade.

Surprised to see unexpected enemies, scormtroopers on the battle
platform marched forward with blasters drawn, confident of their

victory.

Em Teedee waliled. "Oh dear, Master L owbacca-perhaps we should have

planned this attack a bit more thoroughly.”

Lowie snarled, but Tend Kastood tal, »

" her confidence unshaken. "The Forceiswith us," shesaid. "Thisisa

fact."

A single TIE bomber swooped overhead, dropping proton torpedoes into the

forests.

The sounds of blaster fire ricocheted around them.

On the raised command deck of the battle platform, the Nightsister

Tamith Kai stood in her black cloak like apreening bird of prey. She

turned, her midnight hair writhing around her head with static



eectricity, her wine-dark lips curled in asneer. Tend Kaand Lowie

took three brave steps toward the waiting stormtroopers.

One of the white-armored soldiers, apparently nervous at seeing the two
young Jedi Knights, fired his blaster-and Tenel Kawhipped her energy

blade acrossto intersect the incoming energy bolt, deflecting it into

the sky.

Then, by unspoken agreement, she and Lowie charged forward, yelling.
They dashed with their lightsabers so furioudly that though the
stormtroopers sent out avolley of blaster fire, they were thrown into
chaos. Lowie and Tend Kaforced their way through them likea

whirlwind.

On the command deck above, Tamith Ka strode forward to gaze down at the

ir

Amigh. "Thegirl ismine. I'll crush her heart mysdlf,” shesaid.

Tend Kadashed once more with her lightsaber, taking out another
charging stormtrooper. She turned. Her heart thudded, but her breath
came dow and even. Her muscles sang. She was prepared for thisfight,

sure of her physica abilities. Thiswould be her best battle ever.

"That leaves dl the other stcormtroopersfor you, Lowie," she said,

Springing up onto the command deck to meet her nemesis.



The young Wookiee roared his readiness, though Em Teedee did not sound
quite as courageous. "' Please be cautious, Master Lowbacca. It wouldn't

be wiseto get deusions of grandeur.”

The stormtroopers pressed forward, fifteen againgt one gangly young

Wookiee.

Lowbaccadidn't seem to think the odds were too bad.

Tend Kastood before the Nightsister, holding herself tall and proud,

her turquoise lightsaber in front of her. She remembered the first time

she had taken the evil woman by surprise and nearly crippled her. "So,

how isyour knee, Tamith Kai?' The Nightsister'sviolet eyes flashed,

and she shook her head mockingly. "V &y not

A surrender now, weskling girl?* shesaid.

"Thisishardly aworthwhiletest of my abilities. Hal A one-armed

child who dares to think she can be athreat to me."

"You tak too much,” Tenel Kasaid. 'Or do you intend to use your foul

breath as awegpon against me?"

"Y ou have been around those twin Jedi bratstoo long," Tamith Kal said.



"You've learned disrespect for your superiors.” The Nightsister jabbed
the air with her fingers and sent abolt of blue-black lightning toward

thewarrior girl from Dathomir.

"l see no one here who ismy superior, Tend Kasaid, intercepting the
lightning bolts with her lightsaber blade. Then she used the Force to
build her own positive thoughts and feglings, which she pulled around

her like ashield. The Nightsister retreated a step, taken aback.

Down one level, Lowbacca dashed with his bronze lightsaber in one hand

while picking up awhite-armored figure with his other. He tossed the

stormtrooper into three other attackers, knocking them al down.

The Imperid soldierswere crowded too closely together to use their

blagters. They seemed intent on taking down the angry

~ Wookiee through the sheer force of their own numbers.

It was abig mistake.

Up on the command deck the Nightsister circled, eyeing her young quarry

with amusement. Tend Kahed her lightsaber steedly, locking her

granite-gray eyeson theviolet inses of her opponent.

Overhead, TIE bombers swooped down, though the pilots seemed more

interested in the dud on the battle platform than in their bombing



runs.

The Nightsster curled her hands, and abal of blue lightning crackled
in each pam, gathering strength. Tend Kaknew she had to use the

Nightsster's moment of concentration for aquick surprise.

Tamith Kai stood near the edge of the upper command deck as Lowie and
the stormtroopers continued to battle one level below her. The

Nightsster raised her hands.

Evil fire crackled at her fingertips, waiting to be released.

Tend Kafeinted with her lightsaber and then, completely without
warning, used the Force to reach forward like an outstretched hand. She
nudged the Nightsister, pushing her just enough that she sumbled over

the edge. With awild shriek, Tamith Kai

" toppled backward. Bolts of blue lightning sprayed harmlesdy into the

sky and barely missed aheavily armored TIE bomber that siwooped

overhead.

The Nightsister crashed among the stormtroopers and L owbacca, who

snarled a her.

Stormtroopers rushed the Wookieg, trying to drag him down, but Tamith



Ka blindly released her anger, blasting them al away from her.

From the command deck Tend Kalooked up toward the loud sound of an
gpproaching engine-and saw a TIE bomber cruising in low, targeting its

|aser cannons on her!

Brilliant shots streaked out, mdting holesin the deck plating at her

feet.

Thewarrior girl danced from one sde to the other, using her attunement
with the Force to second-guess where the bolts would strike. The
high-powered weapons were too strong for her to deflect with amere

lightsaber. She stood all aone, unprotected-an easy target.

Grimly, she made up her mind. Asthe Imperia fighter roared overhead,
Tend Kalocked her lightsaber blade on, then carefully estimated the
proper trgjectory. Underhanded, she hurled her rancor-tooth weapon up at

the craft.

A She had spent agreat dedl of time practicing her aim, throwing spears
and knives, striking her chosen target every time. But herethetiming
was rushed and the distance greater. Still, she never doubted her

ability.

The TIE bomber arched upward, gaining atitude asit curved around for a

fina atack run.



Her lightsaber cartwhed ed through the air and, with ablazing turquoise
flash, struck the side of the TIE bomber. It did not dice off one of

the power-array pandls as she had hoped. Instead, the energy blade
sheared off astabilizer device and ripped open a hole in the bomber's
hull. Her lightsaber passed completely through, then plunged downward

into the jungle thickness below near the edge of theriver.

Unableto articulate words, the Nightsster lunged back onto the command
deck with ayowl of vengeful rage. Her black cape flapped like the wings
of araven swooping in for thekill. Tamith Kai's eyes blazed with

violet fury.

Seeing the one-armed girl standing dl adone without so much asa
lightsaber, the Nightsister began to laugh. Her deep, guttura chuckle

wasfilled with derison. "And

N now you are disarmed,” Tamith Ka sneered, looking at the sump of
Tend Kasarm. "Y ou waste my time, child. Why don't you save us both

sometrouble and just lie down and die?"

Tend Kaglared at the Nightsister coldly and moved astep forward,
showing no sign of hesitation. "I may be disarmed,” she said, "but | am

never without aweapon.”



With that, her left foot flashed out, swept around, and caught Tamith
Kai just behind her hedl. At the sametime, Tend Kadammed her padm
into the center of the Nightsister's chest and pushed forward, toppling

her opponent to the deck.

She heard the stormtroopers shouting in panic-then overhead came the
rattling whine of a TIE bomber in trouble. Tend Kaflicked her glance

up, and reacted instantly.

The TIE bomber she had struck with her lightsaber had managed to circle
backathough its rear compartment was now in flames. Entirely out of
control, wobbling and careening from side to side, the desperate craft

came toward the battle platform.

Tenel Kacould vaguely sensethe pilot'sterror. He didn't know what to
do and saw the platform as hislast chance, a place where he might make
an emergency landing. But Tenel Kacould tell from the speed of his descent and his

total lack of maneuverability that alanding wasimpossible.

Seeing nothing but her own rage, the Nightsister lunged with one clawed
hand to grab Tenel Kas ankle. The dark woman didn't even notice the

approaching danger.

Tend Tacould waste no timefighting with her. She snatched her booted
foot free and legped over the black-clad Nightsister, landing among the

stormtroopers next to Lowie.



The stormtroopers, though, had aready seen theincoming TIE bomber and

scrambled to clear the deck.

"L owbacca, we must go now," Tend Kasaid, grabbing hishairy arm.

Heroared, and Em Teedee chimed in.

"Indeed. | bdlievethat isamost sensible suggestion.”

She and Lowbacca hurried to the edge of the hovering platform and looked

down at the duggish river below and the overhanging jungletrees.

Up on the command deck, Tamith Kai findly redlized the impending danger

asthe TIE bomber camein, its engines building to a sputtering roar.

The Nightsster screamed for the pilotsinside the battle platform to

A gart its repul sor engines and evade the impending crash.

They would never makeit.

Lowie and Tendl Kadove overboard, hoping for asafe place to land.

Behind them, the TIE bomber crashed into the Shadow Academy's battle

platform and exploded in an ingant. Its entire cargo of remaining



explosves detonated dong with the engines, blasting ahole entirely

through the immense vessd.

Armored platesflew like metdlic snowflakesin dl directions. A gout
of fire and smoke blasted into the sky, and the cumbersome battle

platform plummeted, choking and rumbling.

The mass of unrecognizable wreckage exploded several moretimes asit

plunged into theriver. . . .

A LASER BLASTS FROM the pursuing TIE fighters spanged
againg Jainas stolen Imperia ship. One blast sizzled off acorner of

the hexagona power array, sending up ashower of sparks.

She fought to maintain control as her ship began to spin. Shelost
power, but till her ship flashed onward, propelled by its stedth
drive. The slent engines had been made for covert action-not for

all-out speed. Behind her, the furious TIE fighters closed the distance.

Jainaflew afrantic evasive action, up and down, diving toward the
jungle treetops and then pulling up, hoping the Imperid pilotswould
make amistake-dam into atree branch or collide with each other or

something.

No such luck.



The three pursuers had reached pointblank firing range, and Jainahad to

take

" one last gamble. Using the mental speed given to her by Jedi training,
she spun the TIE fighter about like arotating ball, up and over, so

that an instant later she headed not away from them, but straight toward
them! The distance closed in aflash. Jainahad timefor only asingle

shot.

And shedidn't waste it.

The blast from her laser cannon ripped open the bottom of one of the TIE
fighters, severing its controls, breaking the cockpit'sairtight sedl.

Thepilot fell through the hole and tumbled toward the jungle.

Jainaroared between the other two TIE fighters, heading asfast as she
could in the opposite direction. They whedled about, taking longer to
complete athree-hundred-sixty-degree turn in the air, but within

moments they werefollowing again in hot pursuit.

Jainaflicked her gaze across the control pandls, searching for anything
that might help her, some secret wegpon this TIE fighter might have. She

doubted she would find anything that her pursuers couldn't counter.



Then her eyesfixed on asmall button: 'RWIN ION ENGINE SHUNT. Suddenly

sheredized

A thiswould add the TIE fighter's normal engines back to the

low-powered stedlth drive her fighter had been using.

Without hesitation, she toggled the button off, deactivating the
shunt-and with a screech of power, her TIE fighter legped forward. The
roar of acceleration dammed her back againgt the seet, jolting her lips
into agrimace. The ship pulled forward faster than anything Jaina had

ever fdt.

If she could gain enough of alead and head straight up into orbit, if
she could swing around the jungle moon out of visud range, she could
cut her enginesfor awhile and drift out into black space. The sedlth
coating on this ship's armor would be an enormous advantage. If she
could just get out of sight, she could make her shipinvisible. . . and

shewould be safe.

Making use of the ship's acceleration, working with her hands against
the increased gravity from the thundering flight, Jainatilted upward on

agraight-line course through the atmosphere, up into space.

Theremaining pair of Imperid fighters streaked after her. She didn't

know if her acceleration allowed her to fly much faster thanthe TIE's



normal power, but she knew

 she had to gain distance and use dl of her wits.

The atmosphere thinned to a degper purple, and then the midnight blue of
space. To her dismay, she saw that the remaining TIE fighters had closed
the distance again, not as much as before, but to within visua range.

Her plan wouldn't work-she could never dodge them and disappear against

the slent blackness. Her stedth armor would be usaless now.

Shewondered if she should fight them head-on again. There was a chance
that she could take out both Imperia ships before they shot her down .

.. but she doubted it.

Shewas donefor.

Just at that moment of despair, Jaina saw aglimmering in the blackness
as new ships emerged from hyperspace-reinforcementsl New Republic
warships! Her heart legped. It was asmall fleet, but well armed, ready

to take on the Shadow Academy. Her brother's distress signal must have

gotten through.

With awhoop of ddlight, Jaina adjusted course and shot like a

projectile straight toward the fleet of Corellian gunshipsand



A corvettes, the quickest bunch the New Republic had been able to muster

for the Jedi academy.

Her stolen TIE fighter vibrated as she pushed the acceleration far
beyond the red lines. Shewas till losing power from her damaged side
array. "Come on, come on,Jainasaid, biting her lip. The ship had to

lagt only afew momentslonger. Just afew moments.

The front Cordllian corvette loomed closer and closer. But the enemy TIE

fighters clung right behind her, dtill shooting.

Jainaspun and dodged until findly she came into range of the New

Republic ships.

They began firing huge turbol aser bolts that stresked so closeto her

ship that the crackling beams dazzled her eyes.

It took Jainaamoment to redlize that the gunships were shooting at

her!

She quickly understood her folly. Here shewasin an Imperia ship
diving toward the fleet with two more TIE fightersright behind her,
laser cannons blasting. It must have looked like dl three craft were on

some sort of asuicide run.

She grabbed the comm system, toggled it to an open channdl, and



broadcast at full

" power. "New Republic fleet-don't shoot, don't shoot! ThisisJaina

Solo. I've commandeered an Imperid fighter.”

More ships appeared at the side, heavily armed hodgepodge vessels

bearing theinggniaof GemDiver Station, Lando Cdrissan's Corusca-gem

processing facility that orbited the gasgiant Yavin.

"Jaina Solo?' Lando's voice came over the comm system. "Little ladly,

what are you doing out here?’

"Turning into space dugt, if you guys don't take care of thetwo TIE

fighterson my tal!"

Admird Ackbar'svoice brokein. "Weretargeting now," he said. "Do not

fear, JainaSolo."

"I'min thefront one," she reminded him nervoudy. "Don't hit the wrong

TIE fighter!

Widl, what are you waiting for?'

A flurry of turbolaser strikes lanced out around Jainain a pattern so

dense that space became aweb of deadly weaponsfire.



Dozens of bolts shot from the Cordllian gunships and Lando Cdrissan's

private fleet.

Within moments the two TIE fighters were vaporized, and Jainalet out a

long Sgh of relief.

A Sending asignd from the front Cordlian corvette, Admird Ackbar
guided her to the forward docking bay. " Please come aboard, Jaina Solo,"
he sad. "Wewill offer you sanctuary for the time being while we combat
the Shadow Academy. We believe that isthe best way to protect personnel
on the surface." "Sounds good to me," Jainasaid. "But as soon asit's

clear, | want to get back down to fight next to my brother and friends.”

"If we do our job well," Ackbar said, 'there won't be much of afight

left.”

After docking, Jainaclimbed out of the stolen TIE fighter, perspiring
heavily and glad to be free of the Imperid ship. Sheno longer fet a
great desireto fly one of the craft. Her first experience had been

exciting, but not necessarily one she wanted to repeat.

Greseting some of the New Republic soldiers, Jainaquickly ran her
fingersthrough her long, straight brown hair and then rushed to a
turbohft. When she arrived on the bridge, she stood beside Admira

Ackbar and watched the fleet attack the ominous spiked station.



New Republic warships pummeled the Dark Jedi training center in orbit

over

A Yavin 4. The Shadow Academy's powerful shields remained up, but the

constant bombardment took itstoll.

Lando Carissan's ships swooped closer, adding their weaponsfire.
Under the combined ondaught, the Shadow Academy would surely be

destroyed before long, Jainathought.

Ackbar sent out atransmission. " Shadow Academy, prepare to surrender

and be boarded."

Jainadidn't have timeto relax, though.

The Shadow Academy did not bother to answer, and one of the tactical
officers suddenly shouted, "Admira Ackbar, were detecting asurgein
hyperspace, off to starboard. It appearsthat an entire-" As Jaina
watched the viewscreen, agroup of terrifying Imperia ships appeared,
Star Destroyersthat looked asif they had been hastily assembled and

modified. Hasty or not, their wegponry was new and lethal.

"@ere did that fleet come from?"' Lando squawked over the comm channd.



Ship after Imperia ship arrived, an entire, fully armed fighting force
that owed alegiance to the Second Imperium. Before even orienting

themsalves, the Imperia ships opened fire on the New Republic fleet.

"Shiddsup!" Admira Ackbar ordered. He turned to Jaina, hisround,
fishy eyesswivding in darm. "It gppears that we may experience some

difficulty after dl," hesaid.

AN oo LUKE SKYWALKER ARRIVED across theriver at the
M ruin known as the Temple of the Blue Leaf Clugter, atower of
crumbling stone blocks. He came done, hoping to negotiate but ready to

fight.

Thiswas the site Brakiss had chosen for their meeting, their

confrontation ... their dud, if it cameto that.

Luke listened to the jungle noises: the chatter of creaturesin the
underbrush, birdsin the vines overhead-and explosions from Imperid
fightersin the Sky. He hated to be here by himself when he could be
beside his students, fighting with them to defeat the forces of the dark

Sde.

But Luke had a greater calling, a more important one-to stop the leader

of these Dark Jedi, aman who had once been Luke's own student.



Branches parted in athicket beside the

A carvedpillars of stone. A man stepped out, moving asif he were made

of flowing quicksilver,aconfident liquid shadow. His perfectly formed,

scul pture-handsome face smiled. " So, Luke Skywalker, once my Jedi
Master-you have come to surrender to me, | hope? To bow to my superior

abilities?"

Luke did not return the smile. "I came to spesk with you, asyou

requested.”

'I'm afraid speaking won't be enough,” Brakiss said. ™Y ou see my Shadow
Academy overhead? The battle fleet of the Second Imperium has just
arrived. Y ou have no hope of victory, despite your meager
reinforcements. Join us now and stop al this bloodshed. | know the
power you could wield, Skywalker, if you ever let yoursdf touch the

powers you have neglected to learn.”

Luke shook hishead. "Saveit, Brakiss.

Y our words and your dark-side temptations have no effect on me," he

said. "Y ou were once my student. Y ou saw the light side, saw its



capabilities for good-and yet you ran from it like acoward. But it's

not too late.

Come with me now. Together we can explore what remains of the brightness

inyour heart.”

"Thereisno brightnessin my heart," Brakisssaid. "l did not come here

to banter

A with you. If you won't be sensible and surrender, then | must defegt

you and take the rest of your Jedi academy by force." He withdrew a
lightsaber from the silvery deeve of hisrobe. Long spikeslike claws
surrounded the energy blade that extended as he pushed the power button.

Brakiss heaved aquick sgh. "Ms seemslike such awaste of effort.”

"I don't want to fight you," Luke said.

Brakiss shrugged. "Asyou wish. Then I'll cut you down where you stand.

That makesit easer on me." He stepped forward and swung his blade.

Lukesreflexeskicked in at the last instant, and he legped back, using
atouch of the Force to add power to his spring. He landed with legs
spread, crouching, and pulled his own lightsaber from the bt a his
wais. "l will defend mysdlf, Brakiss," he said, "but thereis so much

you could learn here a the Jedi academy.”



Brakiss laughed mockingly. ‘And who's going to teach me-you? | no
longer recognize you as aMadter, Luke Skywalker. Thereis so much more
that you yourself don't know. Y ou think Fm weak because | |€eft here

before | completed my training? Who are you to talk?

Y ou were only partidly trained yoursdf. A short time with Obi-Wan

Kenohi before Darth

A Vader killed him, then abrief time with Master Y oda before you left
him . . . you even came close to true greatness when you went to serve

the resurrected Emperor- and you backed away. Y ou've never completed

anything."

'l don't deny it," Luke said, holding hislightsaber in adefensive

position. Their blades clashed with a szzling sound.

Brakissslips drew back in agrimace as he lunged again, but Luke

parried his attack.

"Y ou taught that becoming a Jedi isavoyage of sdf-discovery,” Brakiss

sad. "'l have continued that self-discovery since | Ieft here.

| abandoned your teachings, but | found more, much more. My
self-discovery has been vastly greater than your own, Luke Skywalker,

because you have locked many important doorsto yoursdf." Heraised his



eyebrows and hiseyes glinted achalenge. "I have looked behind those

doors."

"A person who willingly stepsinto morta danger isnot brave," Luke

sad, "but foolish."

"Thenyou areafool," Brakiss said. He swept hislightsaber low,
intending to dice off Lukeslegsat the knees-but Luke lowered his

blade in turn and went on the offensive, clashing, griking, driving his

op

A ponent back. The Dark Jedi's silvery robes fluttered around him like

nightwings

tcyo u can't win, Brakiss," Luke said.

"Watch me," the Master of the Shadow Academy said. He attacked with
gregter fury, opening himsalf up to anger so that hisviciousness grew

as he struck again and again.

But Luke maintained his quiet center as he defended himsdlf 'Fed the

cam, Brakiss," hesaid. "L et gentlenessflow through you. . .

peaceful, soothing.”

Brakiss merely laughed. His perfect blond hair was tangled and plastered

to his head with perspiration. " Skywalker, how many timeswill you try



to turn me? Even after | fled your teachings, you pursued me. Don't you

know when you havelogt?"

Lukesaid, 'l remember our confrontation at that droid manufacturing

facility on Tdti. Y ou could have joined me then-you still can now.”

Brakiss dismissed that with asnort.

"Thaose events meant nothing to me, adiverson until | found my true

cdling-forming the Shadow Academy.”

"Maybe you need to look for atruer calling,” Luke said. He dashed

Sdewaysto deflect Brakissslightsaber again.

N Now Brakisstook adifferent tack, whirling around. Instead of

griking at Luke, he dashed one of the tdll temple pillars, acylinder

of marble etched with ancient Sith symbols and Massass writings. Sparks
flew from the blow, and the lightsaber sheared the column completely
through. Gravity, clinging vines, and the overhanging stone made it

unstable.

Luke dove out of theway asthe pillar split intwo. The front lintel of

the Temple of the Blue Leaf Cluster tumbled down.

Stones and branches crashed from side to Sde, broken sconeflew in al



directions but Luke danced out of the way, avoiding injury.

"Y ou seem quite light on your feet, Skywaker," Brakisssad.

"Y ou seem quite destructive to ancient structures,” Luke said. He
scrambled over the new rubble, coughed in the settling dugt, then

clashed again with Brakiss. " Perhaps you should check on how your Dark
Jedi are doing. My students have been defeating them quite

consgtently.”

He heard the battle continuing in the jungles and longed to get back to
his trainees. The meeting with hisformer student had been no more than

adidraction; it was

 leading nowhere. "This has gone on long enough, Brakiss. Y ou may
either surrender or I'll defeat you directly, because | have work to do.

| need to get back to defending my Jedi academy.”

Brakiss showed the faintest glimmer of uncertainty in hisnormaly calm
and peaceful eyeswhen Luke drovein, thistimeintending to win. Luke
struck again with the lightsaber, dways maintaining hisfocus and

drive, not letting anger take control, doing only what he wished to do.

The Magter of the Shadow Academy defended himself, and Luke saw his
chanceto drike. He dtered hisaim just dightly, not striking the

energy blade itself. He could have swung lower to take off the hand of



hisformer student, much as Darth Vader had cut off Luke's own hand-but

Luke didn't want to maim Brakissin such away. He needed only to ruin

his wespon.

Hislightsaber struck across the top of Brakisss handle, just below the
terminus of the energy beam and above the knuckles of the grip. Thetop
two centimeters of the spiked-claw end of Brakisss lightsaber sprayed

off, sheared away in asmoking, molten mass.

Brakiss shrieked and dropped his sparkling lightsaber to the ground,
whereit lay usdess, smoldering, no longer awesgpon, smply ahunk of

components. . . none of which worked.

The Master of the Shadow Academy held up his hands and staggered back.
"Don't kill me, Skywalker! Please don't kill me!™ Theterror on
Brakisssface seemed al out of proportion to the threet. Surely the

shadow Jedi knew that Luke Skywalker was not the type to strike down an
unarmed enemy in cold blood. Brakiss clutched at hisslvery robe,

fumbling with the fastenings.

L uke strode toward him, lightsaber extended. "Y ou are my captive now,

Brakiss.

It'stime for usto end this battle. Order your Dark Jedi to surrender.”



Brakisslet hisrobesfall away, reveding ajumpsuit and repul sorpack.
"No. | have other businessto attend to," he said, and ignited the

repul sorjets.

As L uke stared in astonishment, Brakiss rocketed skyward, flying high

out of reach.

The Dark Jedi ingtructor must have landed his ship somewhere nearby,

Lukeredized, and he would no doubt head directly back to the Shadow

Academy.

In dismay, Luke watched hisfalen stu

 dent escape once more-defeated, but still capable of causing further

damage.

The pain of lossflooded Luke's mind, as fresh as on the day Brakiss

firgt fled the Jedi academy. "Brakiss, I'vefailed to save you again,”

he groaned.

The other man dwindled to asmall point in the sky and disappeared.

7o IN SPACE, THE Second Imperium fleet fired their

Ackbar shouted, "All personnel, battle stations!" The Cdamarian admird



gestured with hisflippered hands. "Shidlds up! Prepareto return

fird"

The two front-most modified Star Destroyers lunged forward, their
turbolaser batteries blazing. Brilliant green streaks diced out,

zeroing in on Ackbar'sflagship.

Jaina stood beside the Caamarian admira and squeezed her eyes shut as
the blinding flashes shattered againg their forward shields. "The
Second Imperium must have been building their fleet in secret,” she

sad.

"Those shipslook like the construction was rushed.” 'But they are ill
deadly,” Ackbar said, nodding solemnly. ‘Now | know why they stole those
hyperdrive cores and turbol aser batteries when they attacked the

Adamant."

N Heturned to his communications systems, bellowing ordersin his
gravelly voice. "Shift target from the Shadow Academy. That training
dation isalesser threst than the new battleships. Target the Imperia

Star Destroyers.™

The weapons officersworking at their command stations called out in
adam and dismay, "Sir, our targeting locks won't match! Those shipsare

broadcasting friendly ID sgnds. We are unableto fire."



"What?' Ackbar said. 'But we can seethe Star Destroyers.”

"I know, Admird," the tacticd officer shouted. ‘But our computers

won't fire they think those are New Republic ships.

It'sbuilt into the programming.”

Suddenly understanding, Jainaexclaimed, " They stole guidance and
tactical computer systemsduring their raid on Kashyyyk! Thelmperids
must have ingtdled them in their own shipsjust to confuse our wegpons
computers. Well have to change our targeting locks, or else we won't be
abletofire. The'ldentify Friend or Foefail-safe sysemswill prevent

it." Lando Cdrissan had been listening on the open channd; hisvoice

now boomed over the comm. "Since my ships from GeniDiver Station use different computers, | guess
thefirst roundisuptous.”

Lando's hodgepodge group of independent ships swept in on the Star
Destroyersfrom al sdes, firing abarrage of proton torpedoes at key

pointsto dilute the overal shield strength.

"A littletrick | picked up," Lando explained over the comm unit as
Jainastood beside Ackbar watching. "Thiswhole thing reminds me of the
battle of Tanaab." Then he gave awhoop of triumph as another volley of
torpedoes detonated at once, two of them penetrating the shields and
leaving awhite-hot chain of flames aong the sde of one Star

Dedtroyer. Lando's ships kept firing and firing, but now the Imperids



began targeting the smaller craft, leaving Ackbar's vessdls adone.

"Admird," Janasad, "if the Second Imperium is so clever that they
can use our own computer systemsto trick us, can't weturn the

tables-use our computers againgt them?"

Ackbar turned his enormous round eyes on her. "What do you havein mind,

JainaSolo?'

She hit her lower hp, then drew adeep breath. The ideawas crazy, but

"Youre

 the supreme commander of the entire New Republic flet. Isn't it
programmed into the computers that they must accept some sort of

override sgna from you in cases of extreme emergency-like thisone?’

| Ackbar stared at her, his mouth gaping asif he needed adrink of
water or along bresth of moigt air. '‘By the Force, you'reright,

Janal"

"Well, what are we waiting for?' she said, rubbing her hands together.

"Let'sget reprogramming.”

After destroying his own student Norys to rescue Jacen Solo, Qorl's
ingdesfelt deadened, asif therest of hisbody had turned into a

droid. . . just like hismechanica left arm.



After dl hisyearsof training and loyalty, he had betrayed the Second
Imperium’ Betrayed! He had alowed his heart to decide, rather than

following blind obedience and cold ambition.

But young Jacen had been kind to him, had helped rescue him, had shown
him warmth and friendship, though Qorl knew he had done nothing to

desarveit. . ..

He had taken the twins prisoner, threatened their lives, forced them to

repair his

A crashed TIE fighter so he could return to the Empire. Since then he
had made small, secret gestures to repay them, such aswhen hed
cautioudy helped them to escape the Shadow Academy. But killing hisown

student to protect them . . .

Qorl had committed a grave mistake by making decisons on hisown. He
should have known better. It wasn't his place to make decisions. He was
aTIE pilot, asoldier of the Second Imperium. He helped instruct other
pilots and stormtroopers. His alegiance was to the Emperor and his
government. Soldiersdidn't have the luxury of making up their own minds

about which ordersto follow and which onesto ignore.

Hismind in turmoail, hetook his TIE fighter up toward orbit. Most of



his squadron had fallen out of formation, attacked or destroyed by

unknown defenseson Y avin 4.

He should return and report to his superiors. He would have to decide

whether to surrender or confess what he had done. . .

and face Lord Brakisssretribution.

Qorl'sjaw clenched. Surrender is betrayal.

How could he be willing to do this? His ship's engines howled as he
tore free of the atinosphere and headed straight toward the looming

Shadow Academy station.

" He saw with astonishment that he had ssumbled into the middle of an

enormous space battle.

New Republic warships had appeared unexpectedly, firing and firing upon
the Shadow Academy. But then came the newly arrived fleet of Second
Imperium ships, cobbled-together Star Destroyers, Imperia battle
cruisers assembled from leftover piecesin reclaimed shipyards. The new
fleet used the computer systems, hyperdrives, and turbolaser batteries

that Qorl himself had helped to acquire.

But seeing the Second Imperium's shipsfilled him with a sense of

dismay. The new fleet lacked the grandeur and impressive presence of the



origind Imperid armada.

Qorl had flown on the Death Star, served as part of Grand Moff Tarkin's

Imperia Starflest.

This new fighting force looked somewhat . . . desperate-asif people

whose dreams stretched far beyond their resources had leaped into the

fray.

Qorl saw the Second Imperium ships pounding the Rebel rescue fleet-but

as he watched, the tide turned and clusters of nondescript ships

attacked the Star Destroyers.

Then the Star Destroyersdefensive shields

A suddenly and inexplicably went down, asif their own computers had

switched them off.

Asif they had agreed to surrender!

Rebd battle cruisersfired into the opening at full strength, ripping

great gashesin the hulls of the new Star Destroyers. M%at was going on?

Why didn't his comrades reestablish their shidds?

As Qorl flew toward them, frantic to do something to help with the



fight, fresh TIE fighters streamed out of the Star Destroyers and began
to pound the Rebe ships, though they seemed no more than tiny gnats

against Ackbar's grest fleet.

Qorl suddenly saw his chance to redeem himself. He had dready been a
traitor to hisrescuers and friends and to the Second Impezium. No
matter which choice he made, he would be cursed-he would never be able

to livewith either betrayal.

At the moment, though, Qorl could join thefight on the Sde of the

Second Imperium and cause whatever damage he could. . .

perhaps even diefighting. HewasaTIE pilot. He had trained for this.
Long ago, he had flown from the Desath Star on asimilar mission-and now

he would make everything right again.

Qorl powered up hislaser cannons, wegpons that had last been fired

againgt Noryss ship to stop the bully's murderous frenzy.

Qorl could now use the weapons againgt his assigned targets. the Rebel

Alliance

His TIE fighter sormed into the fray from out of nowhere, firing on one
of the Cordlian gunships, leaving black scorch marks as he trafed
dongitssde. Other TIE fightersjoined him, flying in abardly

recognizable attack pattern. These fleet members were obvioudy



untrained, having spent very littletime evenin smulators. But the
chaos served the new pilots well as the ships flew around each other,

blasting and pummeling with no set goa but to cause damage.

The Rebe fleet responded with heavy turbolaser fire, lancing out in dl

directions.

With ablinding glare, one of the Star Destroyers blew up, its command

turret in flames.

Another Star Destroyer went redling, its defenses down; it turned in an

attempt to limp away. The Rebd fleet pursued, all wespons blazing.

The Second Imperium waslosing. Losing!

Qorl shot after the fleeing ships. Some of the TIE fighters sped off

into space. ..

though Qorl had no ideawhere they intended to go. Their flagshipswere

destroyed and the

A Shadow Academy was under fire. Did they intend to give up?

"Surrender isbetrayd," he muttered to himself-and flew directly into

the Rebel flaship'slineof fire,



| 9 Turbolaser bolts shot past, but Qorl dove forward, firing his
inggnificant laser cannons and diving down the gullet of the beast. He

would never give up. Thiswould be hisfind flash of glory.

The Rebd simproved their aim-and the crossfire struck him. Qorl closed
his eyes behind his TIE helmet, expecting to vanish in abright puff of

flame, acandle burning for his Emperor.

But the energy weapons had only managed to clip one of hisenginesand

damage part of his power array.

Qorl's TIE fighter spun out of control, away from the battle fleet. Even
in his crash restraints, he was thrown from sideto sdeinsde histiny

cockpit. Qorl held on, expecting his ship to explode at any moment . . .

al thewhile careening farther and farther away from the continuing

Space battle.

Still spinning, he saw that gravity had caught him. He was crashing

again, plummeting toward the jungle moon ofyavin. . . .

A BRAKISS RACED HIS high-speed, one person shuttle
away from Y avin 4 and streaked back toward his precious Shadow Academy.
He punched the coded controls that would automatically open the

launch-bay doors and provide him clear passage back into the safety of



the Imperid training Sation.

The space battle did not concern him. 1t was just one other event that

had gone wrong today.

His heart ill pounded from his lightsaber battle with Skywalker down
at thetemple ruins. Histhoughts soun, filled with the resonating words

of hisformer Magter.

Anger and despair swirled like an uncontrollable storm through hismind,

through hisemoations.

Every method he knew failed to bring his thoughts back to the cold,

quiet levels he required to draw on hisfullest powers.

A Brakiss even attempted to use some of the hated calming techniques
Skywalker had shown him back in hisincognito student days-but nothing

worked.

Everything was crumbling. His grandiose plans, his carefully trained
Dark Jedi, the troops of the Second Imperium-it all faltered here on the
verge of what should have been his greatest triumph, the hammer blow

that would shake the galaxy. The destruction of the Jedi academy should



have been asmplevictory.

The Emperor would destroy Brakissfor thisfailure, but for now he could
think only that the Emperor himsdf remained their last hope. Their only
hope. Brakiss would accept his punishment later; for now he needed to do

everything in his power to bring about avictory.

He brought his shuttle to dock in the nearly empty bay of the Shadow
Academy, where not long ago rows of TIE fighters and TIE bombers had

prepared for battle.

Tamith Kai had launched her armored battle platform, riding down from
orbit with her stormtroopers and Zekles squad of dark warriors. They had

been proud, confident, sure of crushing the hght-side Jedi. . . .

Brakiss climbed diffly out of his shuttle, ~ straightening hissilvery
robes, trying unsuccessfully to regain his dignity. Not wanting to be
without a Jedi blade, he armed himsalf from awegpons dcovein thewall

with another of the mass-produced lightsahers.

But how could he defend himsdf? He had seen Tamith Kai's battle

platform plungeinto theriver, aflaming hulk of molten dag.

Zekles Dark Jedi had been routed, the TIE fighter squadrons mostly
destroyed-and now Brakiss watched the Second Imperium'’s powerful new

fleet being trounced by Rebdl battleships that had appeared out of



nowhere and had somehow deectivated the Imperid shiddd!

Brakiss strode out of the docking bay into the near-deserted Shadow

Academy. All capable troops had been sent to the surface.

Only afew command teams remained here to keep the Imperia station

Secure.

The stexile corridors should have been hogsting a victory celebration,

but instead the place seemed like atomb, an abandoned derelict. The
Emperor must find some way to save them, Brakisstold himsdf, toturn
thetide of battle so that the Second Imperium could rule the gdlaxy

after dl.

Palpatine had chested desth not once, but

N twice. After he had perished the first time aboard the second Degth
Star during the battle of Endor, he had managed to resurrect himself,
using hidden clonesto prolong hislife. And though al those clones had
presumably been destroyed, thirteen years later the Emperor was once

again back from the dead-without an explanation thistime.

Any man who accomplished such feats could surely manage to wrest victory

away from ahodgepodge gang of Rebels and criminds, couldn't he?



Holding his head up, trying to summon Imperia pride and hope, Brakiss
marched down the stedl-plated corridors toward the isolated section of
the station. He had to see the Emperor, and he would not be turned away.

Thefate of the entire war hung on the next few moments!

Outside the sealed doorways stood two of the four scarlet-clad Imperial
guards. They wore sinigter, projectile-shaped helmets with only anarrow
black dit through which they could see. The two guards stiffened,
crossing their force pikesto deny him entry. Brakiss strode forward
without hesitating. "Move asde" hesaid. "l must spesk with the

Emperor.”

"He has requested not to be disturbed,” said one of the guards.

"Disturbed?’ Brakiss said, appalled to hear thewords. "Our fleet is
going down in defeat; our Dark Jedi are being captured. Our TIE fighters
are being shot down. Tamith Ka is dead. The Emperor should aready be

disturbed. Move aside. | must speak with him."

"The Emperor speaks with no one." They moved one step forward, holding

out their weapons.

Brakissfdt fresh anger boiling within. It gave him strength. The power
flowing in his veinstapped directly into the dark side of the Force. He
could seewhy the Nightsister Tamith Kai had found the experience so

exhilarating that she kept hersdlf in aconstant state of pent-up fury.



Brakiss had no patience for these meddling scarlet-clad obstacles. They
were traitors to the Second Imperium-and he responded, |etting the Force

flow from degp within him.

Hislightsaber dropped out of hishillowing deeve and fel firmly into
his hand. Hisfinger depressed the power button. A long rippling blade
extended out, but Brakiss did not useit asathreat. He had grown tired

of

A threats, of word games and diversions that prevented progress. He

unleashed hisanger.

"I have had enough of thisl" He struck wildly from sideto sde. His

anger narrowed hisvison to atunnd of black static that surrounded

his two targets as they scrambled to use their force pikes against him.

But Brakiss was apowerful Jedi. He knew the ways of the dark side, and

the red Imperid guards had no chance againgt him.

In less than a second, Brakiss had struck both of them down.

He activated the sed ed door mechanism.

The security pass codes argued with him, so he used the Force to blow

out the circuits. With his bare hands he wrenched the stubborn door



asde, then strode into the Emperor's private chambers.

"My Emperor, you must help us," he caled.

The light around him was red and dim, hot.

Heblinked, finding it difficult to see-but found no one else around.
"Emperor Papating!" he shouted. "The battle turns againg us. The

Rebels are defeating our troops. Y ou must do something His words echoed
back at him, but he heard nothing e se: no response, no movement. He
pushed on into another room, only to find it filled with a black-walled
isolation chamber, its armored door sedled shut, itsside panelshdd in

place with heavy burnished rivets. Thiswas the enclosed compartment the
red guards had removed from the specia Imperial shuttle. Bulky worker
droids had lifted the heavy container out of the shuttlé's hold and

carried it here.

Brakiss knew the Emperor had secluded himsdlf inside the chamber,
protected from outside influences. Brakiss had feared that the Emperor's
hedlth was failing, that Pal patine needed this specid life-support

environment just to survive.

But at the moment, Brakiss didn't care. He wastired of having doors

shut in front of him.

He, the Master of the Shadow Academy, one of the most important members



of the Second Imperium, should not be brushed aside like some civil

Servant.

He pounded on the armored door. "My Emperor, | demand that you see me!
Y ou cannot let this defeat continue. Y ou must use your powersto wrest a

victory from the hands of our enemies.”

He received no answer. His battering noises quickly faded into the

thick, blood-colored light that filled the chamber. Brakisss heart

A frozeinto achunk of ice, like alost comet from the fhnges of a

solar system.

If the Emperor had forsaken them, they were lost already. The battle had

turned against the Second Imperium-and Brakiss had nothing moreto lose.

He switched on hislightsaber again, held the thrumming wegpon-and
struck. The energy blade sparked and flared asit cut through the thick
armor plating-nothing, not even Mandalorian iron or durasted blast

shielding, could resist the ondaught of a Jedi hghtsaber.

He diced through the hinges. Molten metd steamed and ranin silvery
rivulets down the side of the door. He chopped again, hacking out an
entrance, tearing open thewall like alabor droid dismantling acargo

container. He stepped aside asthe thick chunk of armor plate fell to



the deck with adeafening clang.

Brakiss stood waiting, frozen with indecision, as the smoke cleared. He

held hislightsaber up . . . and finally stepped inside.

He gtared in disbdlief. He saw no Emperor, no plush living quarters, not

even any complicated medica apparatusto keep the old ruler ahve.

Instead, he found a sham.

A third red guard sat in acomplex control chair surrounded on three
sides by computer monitors and controls. Brakiss saw alibrary display
of holographic videoclips taken over the course of the Emperor's career:
therise of Senator Palpatine, the New Order, early attemptsto crush
the Rebellion . . . recorded speeches, memos, practically every word

Pd patine had spoken in public, plus many private messages.

Powerful holographic generators assembled the clips, manufacturing

lifdike threedimengond images.

Brakiss stared in horror asit began to make senseto him.

The red guard lurched to hisfeet, scarlet robes flowing around him.

"Y ou may not enter here.”

"Whereisthe Emperor?' Brakiss said, but as helooked around he already



knew the answer. "Thereis no Emperor, isthere?

Thishasdl been ahoax, apitiful bid for power."

"Yes," thered guard said, "and you have played your part well. The
Emperor did indeed die many years ago when hislast clone was destroyed,

but the Second Imperium needed aleader-and we, four of Palpatine's

Amost loya Imperid guards, decided to create that |eader.

"We had dl of the brilliant speeches and recordings the Emperor had

made. We had his thoughts, his palicies, hisrecords. We knew we could

make the Second |mperium work, but no one would have followed us. We had
to give the people what they wanted, and they wanted their Emperor

back-as you did. Y ou were easy to fool, because you wanted to be

fooled," the red guard said, nodding toward Brakiss.

The Master of the Shadow Academy stepped deeper into the chamber, his
hghtsaher glowing with deedly, cold fire. -Y ou tricked us," he said,

dill in the grip of incredulous horror. ™Y ou tricked me-me! | was one

of the Emperor's most dedicated servants, but | served ahe. Therewas
never any chance for the Second Imperium, and now we are being destroyed
here because of you! Because of poor planning. Because there is no dark

heart to the Second Imperium.”



Blinded by rage again, Brakiss flowed forward like an avenging angd,
hislightsaber held high. The red guard staggered away from his
controls, reaching into his scarlet robes to withdraw aweapon-but

Brakissdidn't give him the chance.

A He cut down the third Imperia guard, who fell smoking and lifeless

onto the array of controlsthat had created the fake Emperor.

Theillusion had cheated Brakiss, and the Shadow Academy, and dl his

Dark Jedi . . .

everyone who had devoted their livesto recreating the Empire.

'Now the Empire hastruly fallen," he said, his voice hoarse and husky,
his face haggard. He was no longer cam, like astatue, no longer a

well-polished representative of perfection.

Hearing a noise outside the chopped-o pen door to the isolation chamber,
Brakissturned to see aflash of red-the fourth and final member of the
group of charlatans. Brakissmoved dowly, feding stifflessand pain,
utterly discouraged-but he could not let thislast one get away. Ms

honor demanded that the deceivers pay. Brakiss rushed after him.

But the red guard had encountered his d aughtered companions outside and
knew that Brakiss had seen dl the video controls and holographic

gpparatus in the isolation chamber. The fourth guard, without



hesitation, ran back the way he had come.

Brakissredized with utter certainty that the glorious dream of a

reborn Empire had dready failed. His Dark Jedi had lost their

N battle down on Yavin 4. The Imperia fighters were being trounced-but
he would not let thisimpostor, thistraitor, escape dive. It would be

Brakisssfind moment of vengeance.

With purposeful steps, Brakiss charged after the man. The red guard
moved with astonishing speed, fleeing the restricted areaand dashing
down the empty corridors of the Shadow Academy. Brakiss ran, but the red

guard knew exactly where he wanted to go. Exactly.

Thelast surviving Imperial guard reached the docking bay and dashed

toward Brakisss till-waiting high-speed shuittle.

Arriving at the docking bay door, Brakiss shouted, "Stop!" He held his
lightsaber high, wishing he could use the Force to make the guard freeze
in histracks, to follow the command-but the charlatan did not hesitate.
He doveinto the lone shuttle, raised it on its repulsorlifts, and

punched the code to rel ease the magnetic atmaosphere containment field.

Brakiss smmered with rage. He wondered if he could get to the Shadow

Academy's weapons systems and blow the guard to frozen shardsin the



vacuum of space. But it would betoo late for him.

]ED[ UNDER SIEGE 173 Hefdt completely done on the Shadow Academy. An
utter failure. Everything he had tried had backfired on him. And this

wasthefina insult: tricked by a. . . guard.

Unbidden, amemory cameto Brakiss.

When the Shadow Academy had been constructed-ostensibly under the
guidance of Emperor Pdlpatine-as afail-safe mechanism, enormous
quantities of linked explosves had been implanted through the station's
sructure. That way, if Pdpatine ever fdt threatened by these new and
powerful Dark Jedi Knights, he could trigger the detonation and destroy

the Shadow Academy, no matter where it was.

Brakiss sood aonein the hangar bay, watching the tiny shuttle stresk
farther and farther away. It occurred to him that since there was no
reborn Emperor, then the four red guards themsalves must have kept the

secret destruct codes.

Asthe escape ship fled from the Shadow Academy and the Y avin system,
the last surviving guard acknowledged to himsdf thet the military

forces heleft behind would be defeated utterly. With the success of the
Rebd counterattack, there would likely be no Imperid survivors of this

day's battles.



A The guard had to preserve his secret and maintain theillusion that he
and his partners had so carefully constructed as away to restore
themselves to power. He could not afford to leave the Shadow Academy
intact if he hoped to cover histracks. With luck, he might find a

position amnong the many crimind eementsingdioudy working & the

fringes of the New Republic.

Thered guard sent abrief sgnd, carefully coded. He transmitted a
dreaded phrase, astring of impulses, that he had hoped never to use,,

Destruct.

As histiny shuttle careened into hyperspace, the spiked ring of the
Shadow Academy flowered into afirebdl, an exploding blossom of flaming

gases and debris.

N ASHE PLODDED ahead, Zekk could barely see two metersin front of
himsdf inthemurk of Yavin 4'sunfamiliar jungle. Dense underbrush
tore at his hair and cape, and his breath came in ragged gasps. His
ponytail had come entirely undone. Still Zekk pushed on. Occasiondly he
glanced back over his shoulder to seeif any of Skywalker's Jedi

trainees were pursuing him. He sensed no one following, but he couldn't
be sure. Who knows? he thought. They might have light-sde tricks he

had never heard of, waysto keep him from sensing their presence.

He had seen many unexpected thingstoday. Strange things. Horrible



things. It hardly mattered that the winding path ahead was uncertain and
difficult to see: he would have been blind to it anyway. Hismind was

partialy numbed by the Sghts his eyes had

~ witnessed today. Destruction, terror, falure. . .

desth.

Zekk's foot dipped on a patch of moldy, damp leaves, and he went down
on one knee. Grabbing alow branch, he pulled himsdf back to hisfedt,

then stood disoriented for a moment.

Which direction had he been heading? He knew he was going toward

something . . .

but he couldn't quite remember what. Finally some unconscious part of

him remembered, and he set off again.

Suddenly, just ahead of him, aknee-high rodent sprang from the
underbrush, its claws extended. Zekk's Jedi ingtincts automatically took

over.

In one smooth movement Zekk withdrew hislightsaber and threw himself

sideways out of the creature's path. His cheek split open asit smashed



againgt the purplish brown trunk of aMassass tree; histhumb pressed
the lightsaber'signition stud at the same moment. Before Zekk could
even blink or breathe,.the blood-red blade sprang forth and dliced
through the rodent in mid-legp' With ashriek that broke off abruptly,

the two smoking haves of the creature fdl to the forest floor.

It reminded him of how he had killed

A Tamith Kai's student Vilasin the zerogravity arenaaboard the Shadow

Academy dtation-not amemory that comforted him.

Blood trickled from the cut on Zekk's cheek, but the pain wastoo

distant, too far away for himto fed. His ability with the Force had

protected him just now-after al, he was a Dark Jedi. But what about his
companions from the Second Imperium? What of their powers? Why had it
al gonewrong? For today he had seen his Dark Jedli, one after another,

lose their battles or be captured by Skywalker's trainees.

He had aterrible suspicion that only he remained.

Oh, the dark side had had its victories.

The commando Orvak had obvioudy succeeded in destroying the shield

generators and had no doubt moved on to the next step in hismission.

And there had been other times during the day when Zekk had felt the



Shadow Academy trainees achieve surges of victory. But each victory had

been shortlived.

Brakiss, Tamith Kai, he, and his companions had al been so certain of a
quick, decisive triumph. With their training in the dark side, they
should have had no problem, ~ Zekktold himself Wasn't that what Brakiss

had taught?

A few minutes later, Zekk emerged from thedarknessinto abroad clearing
wherethe wide river ran duggishly between the trees. His spirits
risng ever so dightly, Zekk walked to the edge of the river and

stooped to take a drink.

Despite the green color of the water, hisreflection was clear. Sunken
emerald eyes shadowed with dark circles gazed back a him from the
rippling surface. Only the barest spark of hisformer confidence ill
lurked in hisexpression. Tangles of filthy dark hair framed aface as
pale asthe moon of hishome planet Ennth. Blood still oozed from the
wound on hisface, contrasting nicely with the purpling bruises that
surrounded it. 1t made him think of Brakissand hisfindy chisded

features.

A wall of despair echoed through the young man's head, knocking him to
his hands and knees in the mud of the riverbank. In afutile gesture,
Zekk pressed his muddy hands over hisears. "Brakissl" he screamed.

'What went wrong?"'



Hardly understanding what was happening, Zekk turned hisface up toward

the sky.

For asplit second he recognized the spiked

A ring of the Shadow Academy in low orbit above the jungle moon. Then,
without warning, the space station bloomed into afirebal high above

him.

Zekk'sjaw went dack at the sight. He had not thought it possible to

fed any morepain.

But he had been wrong.

Brakiss. The name whispered now in Zekk's mind. He knew that the Master
had been aboard the Shadow Academy when it blew up. He could fed it. He

had felt his teacher's despair-his mind crying out.

The silvery-robed Jedi had taken Zekk in when the young man had had no
hope for hisfuture and no purpose. Brakiss had trained Zekk, given him
purpose, direction, position, and skillsto be proud of. At the Shadow

Academy Zekk had belonged. He had been its Darkest Knight.

Now what was |eft for him? All that he had trained for and lived for



was gone. Pride, comrades, future. . . al gone. There was no doubt in
Zekles mind that the Second Imperium had been decisively defested today,

and now his mentor-the only man who had ever believed in Zekk-was dead.

No. Not the only man who had believed in Zekk. A fresh wave of anguish

washed over

N Zekk at the thought. Old Peckhum had always bdlieved in him, too. Zekk
had promised never to do anything to hurt or disappoint the old spacer.

Today, though, he had fought on the side of Peckhum's enemies.

Despite dl the faults that Zekk acknowledged he had, he had never in

hislifelied to old Peckhum.

Anger jolted through him-at himself, at having been forced to fight his
friend, a having been forced to make such terrible choices. Hismuscles
tightened until the tension inside seemed unbearable. With acry of
anguish he plunged hisfingers deep into the mud. It was dark, dippery,

treacherous. Y et thiswas what he had chosen: the darkness.

Today he had stood and watched as his comrades blasted the Lightning Rod
out of the skies. For al he knew, the only other man who had ever

believed in him might aso now be dead. Zekk's hands clenched in the

ooze and hejerked up fistfuls of mud and smeared it on hisface. The

mud stung his cut. Now he could fed pain again. But he didn't care. He

deserved it.



He had failed them al-Brakiss, the other Dark Jedi warriors, old

Peckhum . . . himsdlf. Silent tears dropped unheeded from his

" gyes as he scooped up more and mud and rubbed it into his hands, his

forearms, his neck. Dark mud.

This-this was what he had become.

Darkness. He had chosen it, immersed himsdlf in it. He was stained with

it.

There could be no turning back for Zekk anymore. He had made his
choices, and he was what hewas. aDark Jedi. That could not change now.
Though his comrades were defeated or captured, and Brakiss dead, Zekk
would never be ableto cleanse himself for aslong as he lived-however

long that might be.

Not even Jainaand Jacen, if they were till dlive, would be able to

forgivehim.

Congdering the space battles above, the destruction of the Shadow
Academy, the attacks here on the ground, Zekk himself wasresponsible
for ahundred or more deaths today. Maybe even Peckhum's. The twins

would know that. They had never believed Zekk's decison to join the



Shadow Academy was the right one, had never believed that he could

become anything.

But he had made his choice and he had done his best. He had even warned

Jainaon Kashyyyk not to return to Y avin 4, hoping to

~ keep her away from the fighting, though he doubted she had listened.

He pushed himsdf to hisfeet and caught sight of hisreflection again
inthe dow moving water. His once-beautiful cape hung in tattersfrom
his shoulders, its scarlet lining shredded. Mud covered his skin. And

the sunken emerald eyes were now bleak and hopeless.

But he wasn't finished yet. It might not matter anymore what happened to

him, but he sill had choices. He would show the twinswhat he was made

of. Turning, he headed along the riverbank toward the Great Temple.

Zekk till had one card left to play.

"DOWN THERE," JAINA said, pointing at the jungle clearing that L uke had

chosen as arendezvous point.

From the pilot's seat of his persond shuttle, Lando Carissian grinned,

flashing his beautiful whiteteeth. "Surething, littlelady,” he said.



"I'll take'er down. Looks like they're waiting for us. Thefighting must
be done." As Lando brought the ship in for alanding, Jaina used Jedi
techniquesto relax, but it did her no good. Her muscles remained as
tenseasif sheweredill inthetiny TIE fighter flying for her life.

For some reason, she just couldn't loosen up. For thefirst time, today,

she had fought as a Jedi, with other Jedi, againgt the dark side.

It waswhat al her training had been about.

When Lando's shuttle touched down, Jainawasted no time on formalities.

She scrambled

A out of the ship as quickly as she could, ran to her uncle, and threw

hersdf into hisarms.

"You madeit. Youredivel" shesad, feding asurge of relief and

jubilation.

"Luke, old buddy!" Lando said. "I cameto offer you some help, but it

looks like you've got things pretty well under control.”

"We could still useyour help, Lando,” Luke replied. He hugged Jaina

back and said soberly, "I'm afraid many of our number were not so



Readlizing that she had no idea how the ground battle had gone, Jainabit
her lip and looked around wildly, hoping to spot Jacen, Lowie, and Tend

Ka

What she saw shocked her. Asfar as she could tell, no student from the
Jedi academy had escaped unscathed. Severa traineeslimped. Tionne's
right arm hung in ading and the hair on the right side of her head was
singed. Others sported scratches and bruises, aswell as more serious

injuries

Jainagtared in surprise when she saw Raynar, hisface muddy and his
bright clothing torn and covered with filth, moving among the wounded

and offering ass stance wherever he could. He seemed subdued.

When she noticed the patient Raynar was currently tending, she blanched
and dashed over to where Tend Kalay, looking feverish and bleeding
heavily from anasty gash just above one gray eye. Another shalower

wound ran aong her thigh and ended at the knee.

Raynar was dready tearing strips of cloth from hisrdatively clean
inner robes. Jainamade a pad of the cloth and pressed it to Tendl Ka's
head wound to stanch the flow of blood, while Raynar bandaged the leg

cut.



Jainalooked around, still searching for Jacen. Only afew meters away,
though she hadn't noticed him before, Lowielay flat in the grass,

moaning quietly and clutching hisside.

Around the edges of the clearing, Tionne, Luke, and Lando helped the

injured stragglers. There was till no sign of Jacen, though.

"Lowie, areyou dl right?' Jainaasked.

The Wookiee rumbled something noncommittal and waved ahand, asif to

tell her tofinish caring for Tend Kafirg.

'Oh, Misgtress Jainal Thank goodnessyou're here," Em Teedee cried. The
little droid's voice sounded strange, and Jaina noticed that the speaker

grille was bent.

"Y ou have smply no ideawhat the three of us have been through today.
Master Low186 bacca and Mistress Tenel Kawere forced to dive from the
battle platform in order to avoid being blown up. Which was agood

thing, since the battle platform crashed only moments later.

"When we fdl to the trees, Master Lowbaccawas able to catch himsdlf,

but Mistress Tendl Ka struck her head on abranch.

Shenearly fdl dl the way to the forest floor, but Master Lowbacca



dove after her, caught her arm, and broke their fal by landing
stomach-first on awide limb. Oh, it was bravely done, | assureyou,

Migtress Jaina.

I'mno medical droid, of course, but I'm afraid you'l find that Master

L owbacca has adidocated shoulder and at |east three broken ribs."

Raynar pressed a fresh compress over Tend Ka's head wound and began
winding abandage around it to hold it in place. "Y ou go ahead,” he

said, nodding toward Lowie. "I'll finish here.”

When two more wounded Jedi students staggered into the clearing, Jaina

looked up hopefully, but neither was Jacen. "Have you seen my brother?”

she asked Raynar as she went to Lowie's Sde and knelt to examine his

injuries. "He went in the Lightning Rod with old Peckhum to cdll for

reinforcements.

He should be back by now."

Raynar frowned and shook his head.

"Well ... well ... 'l saw the supply shuttlethe Lightning Rod. | . ..

think one of the TIE fightershit it."

Jainagasped. "Did they crash?!



Raynar looked away. "I don't know. The ship seemed to be going down, but

- - " He shrugged uncomfortably. "Anyway@ it was hours ago."

Jainabit her lower lip and closed her eyes, reaching out with the

Force, searching for Jacen. "He's not dead,” she said &t last.

"But that'sdl | cantdl. Can't fed old Peckhum-don't have alink

with himlike I do with Jacen-but my brother's definitely out there

omewhere.”

A genuine smile broke out on Raynar'sface. "Wdll, good,” he said.

"That's good.”

"That'sthelagt of them, | think," Lando said, striding up and knedling

besde Jaina

"How are you doing, Lowbacca, old buddy?

Y ou look like you've seen some hard action.”

Lowie gave an urff of agreement.

" think we got everybody who's in the neighborhood now," Lando said.

"Wedid find onemore," Luke said, coming up to join them. He pointed



toward the edge

 of the clearing, where Tionne was tending atredike Jedi with a

broken limb.

Jainalooked up at her uncle. "What about Jacen?”

'He'sdive Luke said dowly. "We don't know any more than that."

"Yes," sad Jaing, "but whereishe?

Shouldn't we go look for him?"

"We need to get the injured back insde the Great Templefirst,” Luke

sad. "If old Peckhum and Jacen managed to get the Lightning Rod going,

thefirgt place they'd head isthe landing field. They wouldn't be able

tolandinasmdl clearing likethis"

Jainas spirits brightened. It wastrue.

Shelooked at Lowie. "Can you walk?' she asked.

Lowie groaned an affirmative reply.

"Master Lowbacca believes himsdf to be quite capable of perambulation

with only minimal assistance,” Em Teedee supplied.



"Okay then," Jainasaid, "let's get back'to the Jedi academy.” Shewas

anxious to see her brother again, eager to know that hewasdl right.

It was close to an hour later when the band of hobbling, limping Jedi
traneesfindly emerged from the jungle near the Great Temple'slanding

fidd. To Janasdismay, theflat patch of cleared ground stood empty.

"Don't worry, little lady," Lando said. 'I'll help you look for them."”

Jaina heaved asigh and nodded. Even though she knew that Jacen was
adive, shehad afeding of foreboding, of impending danger. "All

right,” Jainasaid. "Let's get the wounded ingdefirst. They'll be safe
and protected in the temple. Well have to take them in through the

courtyard door, though.

The hangar bay's blocked shut.”

Crossing the landing field to the flagstone courtyard seemed to take
longer than Jainaremembered it, but finaly the entrance was only ten

meters away. Seeing her god so close, Jainasmiled and sped up.

Suddenly, aragged figure lurched out of the shadowy doorway. Hisface
was bloodied and bruised and covered with athick layer of mud, but

Jainawould have recognized him anywhere.



Zekk raised his chin proudly and stood barring the doorway.

"No one goesinsde thetemple,” he said.

A FACE-TO-FACE WITH HER old friend Zekk again, Jaina

could find no words.

Her breath refused to movein and out. It seemed to have frozen in her

lungs like achunk of winter. Her heart raced, and her pams grew

Swesty.

Zekk didn't move.

Luke came forward to stand beside Jaina.

On her other side, ill partiadly supported by her, Lowie voiced a soft
growl. And behind her, Jaina suddenly felt the presence of dl the

remaining Jedi trainees-people who had never met Zekk before today when
he had led the attack againgt the Jedi academy. They saw him only asan

enemy, without aglimmer of hisbeing anything ese.

Her eyes il fixed on Zekk's mud-covered face, Janasaid, "Thisisup

tome, Uncle Luke. | need to handle thisalone."

Luke hestated for amoment. Jainaknew



A that her request was difficult for him. His voice held an undercurrent
of warning when he spoke. "Thisian't abroken machine that you can

tinker with and fix."

"l know," she said softly. "I'm not sure helll listen to me, but | know

hewon't listen to anyone dse.”

"l remember thinking the samething,” Luke said, "when | set out to turn
Darth VVader back to the light side. It's adangerous thing to attempt .

.. and successisso rare" He 9ghed, asif thinking of Brakiss.

Jainatore her eyes away from Zekk and turned to look at her uncle.

"Pleaselet metry," she said. Luke studied her for along moment and

then nodded.

Jainafocused her full attention on Zekk now, shutting out al other

distractions as L uke took Lowie away across the courtyard.

She drew strength from the Force, but was at aloss asto what to say to

the young man.

Where did one start when talking to a Dark Jedi?



Zekk, she reminded hersdf. Thiswas her friend. She took a step toward
him and raised her voice, though only enough so he could hear. "The

fighting's over now, Zekk.

Wejust need to get inside to tend our wounded.”

A Zekk shuddered from an inner chill. He backed up astep and spread his
arms across the temple entrance. "No. Therell bealot moreinjuriesif

you don't stop where you are.

Jainabalked at the threat. She would need to try adifferent tack.

Zekk's eyes darted from side to Sde, asif he were assessing the
strength of the Jedi trainees, with their various wounds, wondering how

many he could kill before they took him down.

"Let mebeyour friend again, Zekk," Jainasaid. "I missbeing your

friend." Heflinched asif he had been struck. 'Let go of the dark sde

and come back to the light. Remember the fun we dways had together, you
and Jacen and 17?7 Remember the time you savaged that old dicer module

and we tapped into the computers at the holographic zoo?!

Zekk nodded warily.

"We reprogrammed dl of the animasto sng Cordlian tavern songs,” she



went on. A wistful smiletugged at the corner of her mouth at the

memory.

"We got caught,” Zekk pointed out quietly.

"And the zoo restored the origina programming.”

'Y es, but so many returning tourists requested it that afew months
later the zoo added our Singing animals as a separate exhibit." Jaina
thought she saw someflicker of acknowledgment in hisemerad eyes, but

then they became hard as chips of green marble.

"We're not those children anymore, Jaing," he said. "We can't go back to

the way it was before. Y ou don't understand that, do you?"

His gaze darted around the courtyard and he rubbed one hand across his

forehead and eyes, smearing the mud there.

Janasad, "All right, | don't understand.

Explanittome.”

Zekk took adeep breath and began to pace in front of the dark doorway,



like somewild cresture trapped in an invisble cage.

"There's no place where | belong anymore, Jaina. The Shadow Academy

became my home. It's gone now-completely destroyed.

Where can | go? The dark sdeisapart of me."

"No, Zekk," Jainasaid. "Y ou can giveit up. Come back to thelight."

Zekk laughed, asound filled with anger and atouch of madness. He
clawed a his cheek with one hand and held out hisfingers so that she

could seethe mud there. A

wound on his cheek seeped blood, but he seemed not to notice. "The dark
gdeign't likethismud," hesaid. "Y ou can't just wear it for awhile
and then scrape it awaywash it off like some child who has finished

playinginthedirt."

Zekk wiped his hand on histattered cape.

"I'm adifferent person now than the uneducated street kid you knew on

Coruscant. | don't belong there anymore. Vere could | belong? I've been

trained asaDark Jedi."

His expression turned blesk. "And now my teacher is dead, too. He taught

me and believed in me, gave me skillsand a purpose.”



"Peckhum aways bdlieved in you, too," Jainasaid in agentle voice.

Zekk put amuddy hand to his matted hair, and awild look came over him.

"But he's dead, too-he must be. | saw the Lightning Rod go down."

Jainafdt asif she had been rammed in the scomach by amad herdbesst.

The Lightning Rod had crashed? Then Jacen could be badly injured.

"| failed my teacher, Brakiss, and he'sdead,” Zekk said. He gestured as

he spoke.

led the Shadow Academy into battle, and al of my comradeswerekilled

or captured.

AN And if Peckhum's dead, then that's my fault too." Zekk's eyes|ooked

glassy and feverigh; his breathing wasfast and shdlow.

Jainaset her jaw in stubborn determination. 'Well, Zekk, | don't want

to see any more people die because of you. Just let meinto thetemple

30 we can take care of our wounded."

Zekk stopped pacing and whirled to look at her. "No! Stay back.”

Jainatook astep forward. "Zekk, there's nothing left to fight about.



What can you possibly hopeto gain?”

Zekk shook hishead. "Y ou never did listen to my advice. Y ou dways
thought you knew better." Despite his obvious agitation, Zekk's
movements were eerily smooth as he drew his hghtsaber from hisbelt and

ignited the glowing red blade with a snap-hiss.

Then, in amove so ingtinctive that a moment later she couldn't even
remember it, Jainafound her own lightsaber in her hand, its

electric-violet beam humming and pulsating.

A fera grin spread across Zekk'sface, dmost asif hewas glad thet it

had cometo this.

'You see, Jang," he said, taking a step toward her and twitching his

energy blade

AN from sdeto Sde, "onceyou let it in, the dark Sdeislikea

disease for which theré's no cure." He lunged toward her, and their two
blades met in asizzling struggle of red againg violet. "And the only

way to remove the disease"-he lunged again and again and Jaina

parried-"isto"-thrugt-"cut"thrugt-"it"-thrust-"out!"

Jainaspun away and kept awary eye on Zekk while she circled, waiting
for hisnext move. Out of the corner of her eye she could see Luke

watching the battle with calm acceptance.



At that moment Jainaredlized that she had been trying to force Zekk to

turn to the light sde. She had been trying to fix him.

But she couldn't. It had to be his choice. She drew adeep breath,

letting the Force flow through her, and backed away from Zekk.

"l won't fight you anymore, Zekk," she said, switching off her
lightsaber and tossing it to the ground. "Theres till good in you, but
you'll have to decide which direction you want to go-starting now. It's

your choice, so make the right one for you.”

Surprise and anger and confusion chased each other across Zekk'sface.

"How do you know | won't kill you?"

From the corner of her eye, Jaina saw

" Lowie step forward as if to protect her, but Luke put arestraining

hand on the Wookiee's shoulder.

Jaina shrugged. "'l don't know that. But | won't fight you. Make your
choice." Jainapushed back her straight brown hair and looked directly
into Zekk's eyes with calm assurance-not assurance that he wouldn't harm

her, but assurance that she had done the right thing.



"Well, what are you waiting for?" she whispered.

With dow deliberation, Zekk raised his glowing red lightsaber over

Jaina's head.

N IMPERIAL COMMANDO ORVAK finaly awoke, fedling thick headed and
groggy. e fought away nightmares that were filled with serpent fangs and
invishble pre aors, dipping out of cracksin thewall. When he shook

his head, awave of dizziness and nausea pounded through his skull.

Orvak couldn't remember where he was or what he was doing. The stone
floor felt hard beneath his sprawled body. He had faleninan
uncomfortable position and apparently dept there for sometime. His
hand throbbed, and he saw two small wounds there-punctures-before his

vision blurred and lost focus again.

He must have taken his gloves off, and his helmet. What had he been

doine. Where was he?

He heard no other sounds of combat around the Jedi academy. What could

be happening?

~ Then Orvak remembered creeping into the ancient temple, hisimportant

mission for the Second Imperium . . . and the invisible glistening sneke



that had struck at his hand. For some reason, its venom had knocked him

UNCONSCIOUS.

He brought his hand close to his eyes, but clarity of focus continued to

evadehim.

Some kind of poison . . . he had been d rugged, but now he was coming

out of it. Was he a captive of the Jedi sorcerers?

Orvak heaved himsdf to agitting position, and the universeturned in
giddy circlesaround his head. He clutched at the cool, smooth floor for
support. He had come here to the temple to plant explosives, to wipe out
the great stone pyramid. Then everyone would see the weakness of the
Rebdlion and its Jedi, and they would make room for the Second

Imperium.

But something had gone wrong.

Now he heard something. A clicking.

Shaking his head again, helooked in the direction of the strange sound.

It came from the timing device across the stone platform from him Timing

devicel

He blinked and finaly managed to bring hisvison into focus. Hiseyes



burned, but he

 could see the string of descending numbers on the clock display.

Twelvedeven...ten. ..

He launched himsdf to hisfeet-but too quickly. Dizziness sivept through

him again and hefdl into black oblivion.

Nine...eght...

e THE BUZZING HUM of ZeklICs lightsaber filled Jaina's

ears as her former friend brought it dowly down toward her neck.

"Y ou never understood, Jaina. . . . You can't understand. Y ou've dways

been so protected. The dark sideislike a scar that's on the inside.”

Zekk's eyeslocked with hers. His hand remained steady, and he began
speaking in alow voice, hiswords barely audible. "But these are scars
that can't be healed,” he went on. "Y ou can try to cover them up’hum;

buzz-"but they're fill there. ..

underneath."” A swarm of angry insects buzzed near Jainas right ear-but
it was only the lightsaber, no longer above her head but continuing its

excruciatingly dow descent.



Then, asif from adistance, Jaina heard new sounds: a crackle of

datic, and then abooming voice coming from acomlink.

"Thisisthe Lightning Rod, calin'anyone who can hear me. Better clear
everyone from thelanding field red quick. We're coming' in. Oh, and if
you got any of those energy shields back up, you better put ‘em down
now-we've had more'n our share of problems aready today. My arm's
broken, so the young Solo kid is flying-but our wingsre clipped, and

I'm not sure how maneuverable this baby is"

In that moment of delight and surprise, Zekk's lightsaber wavered and
lifted away from her. A droning sound caught his attention, and Jaina
glanced back over her shoulder to seethe Lightning Rod coming into view

above the treetops, sputtering and wheezing.

"Comeonin, Lightning Rod," Jaina heard Luke say into his comlink.

"You'reclear toland.”

Zekk stared in amazement to see the battered old ship il intact, then
shook his head. He reached out his free hand toward her. "Jaina, |

didn't mean to-" Just then, aconcussive boom split the air,



obliterating al other sounds. The ground vibrated benesath Jainas fe<t,

lurching with tremors and shock waves.

"Get down!" Zekk shouted.

 She dove toward the courtyard wall and hit the ground, gasping at the
jolt of pain that speared through her. Sherolled, looking upward to see
the gouts of smoke that erupted from a huge explosion insde the Great
Temple. The crumbled remnants of massve stones tumbled down its Sdes

in an avdanche.

Zekk ran for cover, too, but the hailstorm of rock moved faster than he
could dodge. A large chunk of stone struck himin the head, while other

fragments pummeled his body.

As Jainawatched the dark-haired young man sink to the ground, it came

to her in aflash: he had known.

Zekk had known the temple was going to blow up.

And he had saved them dll.

N e OUT IN THE unexplored jungles of Yavin 4, on the far

side of the moon from where L uke Skywaker had established his Jedi

academy, the wrecked TIE fighter smoldered after the crash.



The cockpit hatch opened, and Qorl crawled out, coughing and wheezing.
With a heave from his human arm, he raised his shoulders, then worked
therest of hisbody free. Hisdroid arm sparked and sizzled from damage

it had received in the crash.

Qorl felt no pain, though. He was il functioning on adrenadine as he
hauled himself out of the ship. Hislegswere numb and stiff, but they
gtill worked. He dropped down from hisruined TIE fighter, then
staggered into the protection of the treesjust in case the craft

exploded.

Aloneinthejungle, Qorl watched the TIE fighter smoke until he was

confident that none of the engineswould go criticd. The

N wrecked ship gradualy heaved itslast Sgh and died.

The damage to his craft was severe: its outer hull had been punctured by
iron-hard Massass tree branches, itstwo planar energy arrays ripped

askew:; one had even been broken off.

As he had flown in, pummeled by the Rebd forces, dodging turbol aser
bolts until thefatal strike that had caused him to red out of contral,

Qorl had seen the Star Destroyers defeated. While wrestling for control



of hisTIE fighter, he had watched the Shadow Academy explode behind

him.

He knew now that dl hope for the Second Imperium was gone. The Emperor
himself had been aboard the Shadow Academy, as had Lord Brakiss. The
remaining Dark Jedi fighters on the surface would no doubt be rounded up

and taken to Rebel prisons.

Qorl had much to regret. Rather than let one of the Solo twinsdie, he

had made the choice to sacrifice histwisted student Norys. That had

been abetrayal, and he was ashamed of it. Surrender was also betrayal.

But Qorl had never surrendered.

Hefound himself stranded in the jungle again. His ship was beyond

repair. The

~ Second Imperium was defeated. Qorl had no place to go, no ordersto

follow . . . no reado anything other than search for a son to new place

tolive

Perhapsit was best thisway.

He could make anice homefor himsdlf here. He knew thisjungle, the

fruits that were good to eat, which animals were easiest to hunt. Qorl



redlized that, despite the glory of returning to the Second Imperium and
fighting once morefor his Emperor, he had enjoyed those years of

solitude, the quiet peace of living donein thejungle.

In fact, he decided that this fate was not so bad, after all.

Qorl trudged off into the jungle to search out anew home. Thistime, he

intended to spend the rest of hislife there.

N s THE MORNING AFTER the great battle on Y avin 4 dawned
cool and clear. Within hours, the bright sunlight dispensed with the

lingering tatters of lacy mist that clung to the rubble-strewn base of

the Great Temple and to the trees around it. Overhead, the giant orange

planet Y avin filled much of the sky.

Waiting with Lowie and Jacen on the landing field, Janamarveled &t the
difference anight's rest and agood mea could make on her perspective.
After Luke, Tionne, Lando, and acouple of GemDiver engineers had
determined that the lower two levels of the Great Temple were
sructurdly sound, the remaining trainees and staff had made their way
back into the pyramid, retrieving an ecstatic Artoo-Detoo, who had been
waiting below. Admira Ackbar's transports had evacuated the most
serioudy injured students, while those with only minor wounds had been

treated and



A returned to their own chambersin the temple.

Jainafdt fortunate-and a bit guilty that she had emerged from the
battles dmost completely unscathed. She had afew cuts and bruisesfrom

where stones had hit her after the explosion, but that was all.

Jainaran an appraising eye over her friend Lowbacca. His shoulder was

back in position again, hisarm supported by awide cloth strap, his

broken ribs wrapped. The Wookiee normally wore only hiswebbed belt made
of syren plant fibers, so the ding and the thick white bandaging around

his midriff ssemed oddly out of place.

She heard awarble and bleep behind her, and turned to find Artoo and

her uncle Luke coming acrossthe landing field to join them.

The Jedi Master'sface held alook of serenity and determination, but

his eyes showed aglint of humor.

"I think | looked even worse than that," L uke said without preamble,

"after my encounter with the Wampaice creature on Hoth."

"Yes, but @wier'slooking alot better thismorning,” Jainaagreed.

Luke chuckled. "Actudly, | wasreferring to the Great Templeitsdf.”



Jainaturned to study the ancient M pyramid. Thetopmost level
had collapsed where the detonators had exploded, and part of the sides
had dumped downward. The broken, jagged walls of the grand audience
chamber could have been mistaken for crendlations atop the battlements

of some ancient fortress.

"At firg I thought we might have to move the academy to some other

temple," Luke said, "but now . . . I'm not sure we need to.

"Y ou mean we could rebuild it?" Jacen asked with agroan. " Great-more

practice exercises, lifting rocks, balancing beams- - .

Artoo-Detoo twittered and beeped, asif excited at theidea. Lowie

rumbled thoughtfully, then growled in pain, holding hisaching ribs

"Yes" Lukesad. "In oneway or another welve al been hurt through our

encounters with the dark side. | think rebuilding the Great Temple might

be apart of healing each of our wounds.”

"Like Zekk," Janamurmured, feding her heart contract painfully. "He

needsalot of heding.”

"That reminds me, Uncle Luke" Jacen



A said, "what will you do with the Dark Jedi trainees we captured?”

"Tionneand | are working with them.

Well do our best to turn them back to thelight side, but if it's not

possible. . ." He spread hishands. "I'll have to discuss that with

Lea and-"

"Oh, Master Lowbacca, look!" Em Teedee interrupted from hisclip at

Lowigswais.

Jainanoticed that the tiny droid's speaker grille had been straightened

and meticulously polished.,

"Hey, they're back," Jacen cried.

Lando's shuttle, with Lowie's battered T-23 in tow, arrowed toward a

corner of the landing field well away from the blaster scarred hulk of

the Lightning Rod.

Uttering ajoyous howl, Lowie gave Em Teedee agrateful pat.

“Well, what are we waiting for?' Jainaasked as the shuttle and the

T-23 touched down.

Jaina, Jacen, and Lowie hurried forward.



By thetimethey reached it, the shuttl€'s landing ramp had extended,
and Lando Cdrissan strode down it with Tend Kaon hisarm. Lando's

cape swirled behind him and he flashed his most charming grin.

"Y our friend hereis quite atough young lady,” he said gpprovingly.

"Thisisafact," she said, without the dightest trace of humor.

"| could havetold you that," Jacen said.

"Didyou findit?"

Tendl Kanodded, a satisfied look on her face. She pulled her arm free,
plucked something from her belt, and held it out to show Jacen. It was
the rancor-tooth lightsaber that she had lost during her clash with

Tamith Ka on the battle platform. "It was not as difficult to locate as

| had feared,” she said. " Perhaps because | knew the rancor whose tooth

thiswas, | was ableto senseitslocation.”

Tend Kano longer appeared feverish, and Jainawas amused to note that
thewarrior girl had braided her red-gold hair carefully around her face

so that her bandage looked like a primitive warband across her forehead.



"I'veinvited Tend Kato come and vist GemDiver Station, Snce she
missed it last time," Lando said. "We have some good bacta tanks there
that'll fix up that cut on her head no time. Lowbacca, looks like you

could use afew daysin one of our tanks, too."

" Lowie barked his acceptance and athank you.

"Oh, that would be exceedingly kind of you, Master Cdrissian,” Em

Teedee said.

"Master Lowbaccais most anxious to complete his healing and begin

repairs on hisincapacitated vehicle."

"Hislittle skyhopper ain't the only vehicle that's incapacitated.”

Jainajumped when Peckhum's loud voice boomed out behind her.

"I know just what he means, though. The boy and | can't wait to get

garted fixing the Lightning Rod. But | think Zekk isgoing to be

laid-up here for awhile recuperating.”

Old Peckhum stood by the damaged Lightning Rod, one hand on Zekk's

shoulder, the other arm heavily bandaged.

Zekk's face was as pa e as the dressing that wound around the base of



his skull. His eyes seemed curioudy empty, hisface expressionless. He

did not meet Jaina's gaze.

"I think you've got two more candidates for your bacta tank, Lando,"

Janasad.

"Can Jacen and | go dong with them, Uncle Luke?’

Artoo-Detoo twittered.

"Oh, indeed! That'samarvelousidea," Em Teedee said.

"We promise not to get kidnapped thistime," Jacen added with alopsided

Sologtylegrin.

Luke chuckled. "All right, | think that would be good for al of you.
Y ou young Jedi Knights are stronger together. If you have some time away

to hedl, then you'll come back ready to help usrebuild . . . ready for

anew beginning."”

"Thanks, UncleLuke," Jainasad.

"Jacen, my friend,” Tenel Kasaid. 'Perhaps we had better leave soon. We
do not want al of theinjured students to come away with usand leave

Master Skywaker here done.”



Jacen gave Tend Kaaquizzical look.

"What do you mean?"' he said. '@y would you worry about that?' -Because,”

Tend Kasaid solemnly, "aJedi must have patients.”

Jacen blinked at her, uncertainty written on hisface. Then ashy grin

lit Tend Kasface. It wasthefirst time he had seen her samile so

broadly.

I don't believe it Jacen began.

Jainashook her head in wonder.

"Sounded to melike shejust told ajoke.”

Thisisafact!" Jacen said.

A Lowie chuffed with delight. Janagiggled.

Soon the entire clearing rang with laughter.



