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MORNING MISTS CLUNG to the rubble of the Great Temple, making the huge

stone blocks dangeroudy dippery asthe repair crews set to work.

In the aftermath of the battle against the Shadow Academy, the jungle

moon of Y avin 4 had been wounded and scarred.



But now al of Luke Skywaker's new Jedi Knights worked together to hedl

... torebuild.

Jaina Solo, aready sore and sweaty from hours of hard work, climbed to

the top of afalen stone block and surveyed the wreckage around her.

Surely the damage couldn't be as bad asit looked from here....

The ancient temples had withstood the jungle's best efforts to tear them
down for thousands of years. Two decades earlier, the Great Temple had
served as a secret base during the Rebellion'sinitid struggles

againg the Empire. Y earslater, Jainas uncle Luke had established his
Jedi academy in the abandoned pyramid-making the small world atarget

for the remnants of the Empire once again.

Ancient asthe temples were, the recent attacks by the Second Imperium
and the Shadow Academy had been the most devadtating the great monuments

had ever suffered.

Although the beattle had taken itstoll, the survivors of Master

Skywalker's academy worked day and night-not with despair, but hope.

They had defeated the dark side of the Force. Now they had timeto
rebuild, to make everything stronger, because their enemy had been

vanquished.



Hafway up the remains of the stairstepped temple, cleanup crews climbed
scaffolding made from saplings lashed together in adesign Jaina hersdlf
had helped create. Clusters of Jedi students cleared battle debrisfrom
their headquarterswhile waiting for crews of New Republic engineers,

architects, and laborers to arrive from Coruscant.

Tossing her head to keep her straight brown hair from getting in her
eyes, Jainastood watching for amoment with her hands on her narrow

hips. She brushed a palm across her forehead to wipe away perspiration.

Out in the surrounding jungles, other Jedi trainees hunted for shards of
carved stone blasted from the Great Temple, catal oguing them so the

pieces could be reassembled properly.

The task of rebuilding seemed enormous.

Jainafound it hard to beieve so much destruction could be caused by a

single person.

An Imperid commando had crept into the grand audience chamber during
the height of battle, secretly planted his powerful explosives, and

blown up the topmost levels of the Greet Ibmple, killing himself inthe
process. Debris had pelted the battle-weary Jedi trainees, who had

thought the day's devastation over.



Including Zekk, she thought with apang.

Theran of shrgpnel had serioudy injured Jaina's friend-turned-enemy,

Zekk, who had been threatening Jainawith hislightsaber at thetime.

Only after the blast did sheredlize that Zekk had actually saved her
and the others. . . by preventing them from going into the temple he

knew was doomed to explode.

Zekk had received medical attention at Lando Ca@ssian's GemDiver
Station, b ut had suffered arelgpse on hisreturnto Yavin 4. Jana

wondered if the dark-haired young man had smply been overwhelmed by the
weight of hisown gloom and guilt because of the evil work he had done

for the Shadow Academy. Now he recovered in arestored room in the

lower levels of the pyramid.

But Zekk had much to atone for, and he seemed intent on accepting the

blame for al that had happened. . . .

Up on the scaffolding Jaina saw her Wookiee friend Lowbacca and Tendl

Ka, the one-armed warrior girl from Dathomir, assisting each other in

shoring up ahigh, unstable section of wall.

Near them, balanced precarioudy on awooden shelf, worked Raynar Thul.

The son of aformer noble from Alderaan, the boy traditionaly wore



garish and colorful costumes-though at the moment his robes were dusty
and dirty. It seemed that hisrecent ordeal had begun achangein him
for the better. He had been utterly humiliated in the Struggle againgt

the Shadow Academy, thrown into the river mud and discarded as an

incompetent foe.

Since then, Raynar appeared more subdued and was doing his best to pitch
in, asif he had become aware that perhaps he wasn't asimportant and

talented as he had consdered himsdif.

In the temple clearing atowering reptilian beast of burden moved about

nervoudy.

The ronto had been donated by atrader from Tatooine to assist the Jedi
academy in its recongtruction efforts. The massive cresture was

skittish and difficult to handle at times, but its brute strength proved
useful. Jainawatched the ronto tugging against ropesto move ahuge

block of stoneinto place beneath the main scaffolding supports.

She heard the shouts and calls of other Jedi trainees conferring asthey
bustled about. Their voiceswere clear inthe misty air. Thejungle
itself seemed to watch in stunned silence as the Jedi academy tended its

wounds and prepared to come back better than ever.

Asthe morning mist burned away and sunlight painted the forest floor,



Jainaturned to see L uke Skywalker in his Jedi robe standing alone and
motionless atop one of the tallest blocks. The sun shonedirectly into
his clear blue eyes, but he didn't blink. The Jedi Master watched the

complex activity intently as histrainees pulled together to rebuild.

The Jedi academy would be strong again; its future was wide open. Jana
knew that now, after the find defeat of its greatest enemy, the New

Republic could at last enter agolden age of peace and prosperity.

The scaffolding creaked beneath Tend Ka's bare feet, and she adjusted
her balance, feding her musclesripple. Physicd exercisedwaysfdt
good, chdlenging, refreshing. ‘lbday she did not assume afighting
stance, but a careful acrobat's posture that alowed her to scramble

aong the narrow log platform to the wall's outermost stone blocks.

While some of the larger stones at the bottom of the rebuilt wall |ooked

less stable, she knew her own layers of the reconstruction were solid.

She had learned to pay careful attention to details, lest her own
actions strike back at her. The doppy and hurried. congtruction of
her firgt lightsaber caused it to explode during a practice session, and

she had lost her arm. Now she knew mistakes could cost her life.

From above, Lowbacca grunted and reached down to haul up a pallet of

stone adhesives that would cement the construction materia s together.



Moving with an easy grace, the lanky, ginger-furred Wookiee sivung down
from acarved rock ledge onto the scaffolding. He parted hislipsand

bared histeeth at Tend Kain abroad smile.

"Magter Lowbacca, | do believe you're showing off," said Em Teedee, the
miniaturized trandating droid attached to Lowiesfiber belt. The

Wookiee chuffed in amusement and dangled from the scaffolding, smearing
the thick adhesive into a crack between two large blocks lower on the

wadl.

Still hanging, Lowie turned about to find himsdlf eye to eye with the

towering ronto.

The giant beast blinked and snorted in surprise, then plodded away,

leaving Lowieto wrinkle hisblack nosein distaste at its bad bresth.

"Oh, my!" Em Teedeewailed. "If only my olfactory sensors could shut
down! They must surely run therisk of overloading from that dreadful

gench.”

Tenel Kaoffered Lowie her arm to help him back up.

Near the base of the wall, Raynar stood on the scaffolding in his

colorful, dirtsmudged robes. The young man worked close to them, but

il independently, not yet ready to become afull-fledged member of



the team. He stretched out his hands and closed his eyes, concentrating
as he attempted to use the Force to nudge the lower blocksinto amore

stable position.

Tend Kawas pleased to see Raynar working to improve himself. Inher
experience of watching him, the overconfident Raynar had usudly
demonstrated more interest in hisimportance asa Jedi than in acquiring

demonstrable Jedi skills.

In generd, Tend Kahersdlf chose not to use the Force if she could
find any other way to solve her problems. . . though after her left
arm had been severed, she had cometo redizethat al skillsmadeup a

person's resources, not just their physical or mentd abilities,

Below, theronto handlersyelled at the creature, which turned from one
sdeto the other, shifting beneath its heavy load. Confused by
conflicting directions, the beast swung its head, trying to move along

opposing paths but unable to decide which way to go.

Tend Kafroze, sensing the trouble amoment before it happened.

@mpeting in distress, the ronto twitched itstall in agitation. The
reptilian beast turned hal @ way around and clumsly bumped into the
scaffolding supports that ran dong one of thetemplewalls. Severd

Jedi trainees shouted and scrambled for cover.



A load of stone blocks tumbled from above as the vines holding awooden
pallet snapped. The blocks crashed down, banging into supports and
didodging asmdl keystonein the ungtable portion of wall. Asa

result, the entire structure began to collapse.

Raynar stood right in the middle of the impending avalanche.

'Lowbaccal" Tend Ka cried-and the Wookiee saw the boy's danger the
moment she did. She legped out into open space, somersaulting asthe

wall shuddered and began to break apart.

Tend Kalanded on asupport strut right beside Raynar. The boy whirled
about, sensing his peril but not knowing what to do. Above her Tenel Ka
saw Lowbacca grasp one of the vines attached to the scaffolding. He

swung down, yowling aprima battle challenge.

With only one arm Tend Kacould not grab Raynar and swing hersdf clear
of thefdling rocks. Thinking quickly, she did the nextbest thing: she

tackled Raynar backwardjust as L owie came careening down toward them.

Still holding on to the vine, the Wookiee dammed into the brightly

robed young man, scooped him up, and whisked him away.

AsLowbaccadove aside, rocks crashed, tumbled, fell. Tend Kalunged

out of the way, sprang down to the next level, and swung herself to the



ground. Then she legped forward with al her might, just one step ahead

of the crushing stone blocks.

Though normally grim and serious, shelet out an exhilarated cry that
rose above the clatter of the collapsing wall. She heard Lowbacca roar

in triumph, too, having landed safely with the other Jedi trainee.

Startled by the loud sound of the avalanche it had accidentally caused,
the huge ronto reared and bellowed, snapping itslast restraints. It
lumbered off, crashing through the jungle asits handlersfled to avoid

being trampled.

Trembling and panting from the exertion, her heart pounding in her ears,
Tend Kawatched with relief asthe last stones pattered down. Lowie
stayed close to Raynar, who huddled on the ground trying to regain his
composure. The young man brushed off his robes and managed a shaky

smile as other Jedi came running to make sure no one had been hurt.

Seeing two days work collgpsed around them, Tenel Kashook her head.
It wasadisheartening sight . . . but merely a setback, not a

disaster.

While the other Jedi trainees scrambled to straighten out the mess at
the temple, Jacen Solo dashed into the jungle after the poor frightened
ronto. He knew no one else would do it, and he was the best person for

the job. Jacen had aknack for sensing imals and communicating with



them.

The clumsy beast was naturally skittish, so it was hardly surprising
that the loud roar of the stonewall collapsing had spooked it. The
ronto had been taken from its dry desert world and brought to a
frighteningly dense jungle to work in aplace with strange smdlls,

strange soimds, strange predators.

"Come here, ronto,” Jacen coaxed. Although hedidn't know the
creature's name, he knew that most animals could recognize akind,

understanding voice. "Come here, boy-it's okay."

The reptilian beast had plowed awide swath through the underbrush,
knocking branches aside, crushing weeds, uprooting vines. Jacen stepped
over abroken tree trunk and waded through mashed bushes, sidestepping
the deep footprints squished into the moist ground. Theronto'strail

certainly waan't difficult to follow!

He crept forward, sending out soothing thoughts. . . though he
doubted the distressed ronto could sense him yet. Jacen knew the
creature had akind disposition and sincerely wanted to help, though it

didn't seem to comprehend its handlers instructions most of thetime.

After nearly an hour, Jacen spotted the huge beast and approached it

quietly. 1t had sumbled into athicket and now stood trembling and



exhaugted, its Sides heaving. Rows of peglike teeth glinted asthe
ronto opened and closed its mouth. Riversof drool poured down onto the

lush weeds.

The creature'sleathery hide rippled asit shivered with fear.

Itsdl right. Good boy," Jacen said, creeping closer.

The ronto turned its huge crested head, itsgiant eyesrolling. . . .

Jacen approached with calm confidence, sending soothing thoughts. The
creature could probably bite off his head with one snap of itsjaws, but

Jacen knew the ronto wouldn't do that. He knew it meant no harm.

The beast had been frightened by the accident, and Jacen sensed the dim
fear that it would be punished for its clumsiness. But Jacen cooed,

easing forward.

"Hey, want to hear ajoke? Um. . . why did the ronto run into the
jungle?' Hetook another step. 'Uh, | don't know-1 haven't thought of a

punch lineyet. Got any ideas?'

The ronto eyed him warily and then, sensing that Jacen was afriend
after al, suddenly became cheerful again, eager to please. It bent

down and snorted.



"It'sdl right,' Jacen said again. 'We till want your help. You

haven't been bad. 1t was just an accident. Y ou do great work."

He could fed theronto's happiness as he gave it that smal nugget of

appreciation.

"You're very strong.”

Findly reaching its Sde, Jacen stroked arough leathery flank. The

ronto leaned down to sniff him. He patted the beast's head crest.

"Would you liketo help us?' he said. ‘Do you want to work? We'd

redly liketha. It's very important work."

Jacen sensed understanding going off like fireworksin the creature's

mind, and he was dmost overwhemed by the exuberance.

Work, work, work, work!

The ronto wanted to be useful, wanted to show its strength and its

willingnessto help out. It liked to haul objectsfor its masters. But

it had been confused by complicated tasks and too many strangers giving

too many ingructionsal a once.

"It'sokay," Jacen said. "WElI give you some good work to do, and



well be happy to have your help.”

Theronto flared its head crest, and Jacen decided he could take the
creature back to the Great Temple now-but it wasalong walk. Slently
asking its permission, he climbed up onto the beast's back. Why not

ridein syle?

The ronto seemed utterly ddlighted to be put into servicefor sucha
task, and pranced proudly back through the jungle toward the Great

Temple.

---------------- A COLD BLACKNESS surrounded Zekk, like the impenetrable
depths of aforest in which he had lost hisway. Like deep space,

endlessand dark. . . .

Though immersed in frigid shadows, his body burned with fever. He
didn't know where he was. Drenched with perspiration, Zekk longed for a

cool breeze, or at least the comfort of darkness.

But the darkness held no real comfort, no peace. He knew that now. He

had been so easily fooled.

A red beam, bright as alaser, stabbed hiseyes, illuminating adream
junglearound him. No path led through the tangle of undergrowth. No
way out. . . . With detached curiosity, Zekk noticed that the bright

red glow sprang from ahilt clutched in his own hand. Had he been



holding alightsaber al donle Perhaps he could use his scarlet blade

to carve away out of thisnightmare.

Moving numbly, Zekk stepped forward, raising the weapon that burned as
brightly ashisfever. Cool drafts of hope sang through hisveinslike

the hum of his pulsating lightsaber.

But before Zekk could dice through thefoliagein front of him, a
dender tree trandformed itsdlf into an ominous figure-awoman with
violet eyes and a spine-shouldered cape. Tangled vines became flowing
hair as black as the garment she wore, and Tamith Kai'swine-dark lips

twisted in asneer.

"Poor young foal," she said. The Nightsister's deep, rich voice mocked

him. "Did you redlly think you could leave us, abandon our teachings?

It was your own choice to cometo the dark sdein thefirst place.”

Zekk threw his shoulders back. Hewould not fear Tamith Kai. She could

be defeated.

She had been defeated. The Nightsister had been killed in the attack on
the Jedi academy when her battle platform had crashed m flamesinto the

wideriver near the M temples.



"It was my choice, yes. But now | chooseto go," Zekk said, stepping

forward to make a path.

The Nightsster's laugh was harsh. "Fool!

Y our choices are much more limited than you bdieve.

She had no hold over him, Zekk reminded himsdlf. He had not liked or
admired her inllle, and now that the Nightsister was dead, how could
she hold him back? He siwung the bright blade in awide arc toward the

frees.

Tanuth Kasimage blurred like afaulty hologram and dissolved.

Asearing wave of darkness washed across Zekk's vision. After it swept

past, anew and more terrifying image stood before Zekk: Brakiss, the

Master of the Shadow Academy.

His mentor.

Stern eyes gazed out from a serene, sculpture-perfect faceinitsframe

of paehair. Sivery robesrippled as Brakiss spread hisarms. "How

can you leave now, Zekk?

After dl I'vetaught you? Y ou are my darkest knight." A subtly

powerful tone colored the evil Jedi Master'swords, atone of



disgppointment . . . of betrayd.

Zekk took a step backward. Feverish heat flared insde him, threatening

to consume him. Rivers of perspiration ran down hisforehead, his neck.

Zekk shook hishead, sending arain of hot droplets flying out from his
long, dark hair. 'I'm sorry, Master Brakiss, but you werewrong. The

dark side couldn't save you, or the Second Imperium-or me."

"Don't throw it all away, Zekk. Consider how much you il could learn

from the dark side," Brakiss said, his voice compelling, urgent.

The scorching heat insde Zekk became so intense that waves radiated
from him, shimmering intheair and blurring Brakisssface. "No," Zekk
whispered, fedling the furnace blast of hisown bresth. Inthe

distance, atrickling sound tortured him with the promise of cooling
relief. if only the rain could get through the dense tangle of branches

torefresh him.

"If you truly think | am wrong, Zekk, then strike me down," Brakiss

sad. Hisvoicewas coal, slky. "lsan't that what the light sde would

want youtodo. . . to proveyour loydty, your commitment?*

Zekk wavered. Could it be true? Wasthat hisonly way out?



No, that way led to the dark side. There must be another way.

Suddenly, locking hislightsaber in the ON position, Zekk hurled the

scarlet blade upward with dl the strength in his feverish body.

The blade spun asit sailed higher and higher, dicing through leaves
and branches onitsway. Theimage of Brakiss disgppeared in the shower

of leaves, bark, and twigs that fluttered down around Zekk.

Still the lightsaber spun higher, dl theway up until it pierced the

canopy of the dark jungle. The outside rain came pouring down. Zekk
had just enough timeto fed the patter of cool droplets on his burning
skin before atumblin branch struck his head and a corona of brightness

burst behind hisemerald-green eyes. . . .

Zekk woke to the sound of trickling water. Wasit ill thedream rain?

He could fed the dampness of cool moisture againgt hisskin, and a

shaft of bright sunlight lay across hisface. He opened his eyes-and

found himself in astrange room with thick, ancient-looking stone walls.

The sunlight poured through adeep window dit in onewall. But where

was the trickling sound coming from?

"Waeter," he said in ahoarse croak.



"Hey, you're awake," afamiliar-sounding voice exclamed. Thegrinning
face of Jacen Solo appeared beside Zekk. "Did you ask for water? I've
got someright here." He pressed a cup to Zekk'slips, and Zekk

swallowed gratefully.

"Jaina put in the wall-fountain while you were unconscious,” Jacen
explained "Thisroom didn't have running water, and she thought you

might need it."

"Unconscious?' Zekk tried to push himsdlf up to asitting position.

"How long?' "Whoathere," Jacen said, propping acushion behind Zekk and
pushing the young man back onto it. "Better not rush things, or you
might have another rlapse.” Zekk found his head swimming and subsided

onto the cushion. "Another rel gpse?

Jacen, where have | been?'

"You gave usall apretty big scare, you know," Jacen said. "We thought
you were just fine after aday or two in the bacta tank on GemDiver

Station, but when we got back hereto Y avin 4, you collapsed.

Y ou've been in acomafor days now. Uncle Luke saysthere are some
injuries abactatank just can't heal." Jacen's brows drew together over

his brandy-brown eyes, and he ran ahand through histouded curls.



"Blagter bolts, for awhile there we weren't sure you were going to make

it."

The words brought an image flashing through Zekk's mind from the Shadow

Academy'sfind battle with the Jedi acadthe Lightning Rod trailing

smoke and flames. 'Peckhum?' he asked.

emy: "Right over there." Jacen pointed to a corner of the room, where

the old spacer sat dozing in achair, grizzled chin propped on onefist.

"Hasn't lft your side since the day you collgpsed. Want meto wake him

up?'

Zekk shook his head, amotion that made histemplesthrob. It was

enough to know that hisold friend was till dive and well.

"Let him deep,’ herasped, then took another drink of cool, delicious

water.

"I think you'reredly going to like it here at the Jedi academy, Zekk,"

Jacen said.

"Uncle Luke saysyou can stay and train.

with us, if you want to. Wevedl taken turnstending you: Jaina,



Lowie-even Tend Ka

Of course, she's not quite sure she trustsyou yet, but | think shell

come around. I've been bringing my stump lizard dong with mewhen |
watch you. He and his mate found their way back to me after the
explosion-1 think they hid down in the hangar bay-so they must have good
luck. Hey, | can't wait to tell everybody that you're awvake and fedling

better. Dyou think you could egt if | brought you some food?"

Zekk nodded uncertainly.

"Grest, I'll go get you something,”" Jacen said. "And that reminds me of
ajoke. I'll tell it to you when | get back. Can you watch my sump
lizard for me for afew minuteswhile I'm gone? Everything'sgoing to

be just fine now, Zekk. Youll see”

With that Jacen dashed out the door, leaving Zekk to stare after him

wondering.

But hewasn't at al convinced that everything would be 'Just fine."

Ever again.

---------------- A SOFT RAIN fell outside the Jedi academy, so gentle

that Tend Kahardly noticed it. Clothed only in her lizard hide



outfit, she had long ago trained her body to endure variationsin her
envirorunent, refusing to let anything distract her from important
matters. Focused on restoring the damaged practice courtyard beside the

Great Temple, the warrior girl moved swiftly about her tasks.

Even without her left arm, Tenel Ka never assumed she should do less
work than the others. The need to pull her own weight was too much a

part of her persondity for her to consider anything else.

Tend Kaacknowledged that her pride had been amagjor cause of the
lightsaber accident, and she had cometo view thelossof her amasa

test of her mettle, achalengeto her persistence.

Tend Kahad been an excedlent gymnast, swvimmer, and climber when shed
had both hands, and now sherefused to let her missing limb stop her
from doing the things she enjoyed. That meant she had to find

aternative approaches and solutions.

Her friends understood this; Lowbacca, the twins, and sometimes even

their little brother Anakin worked at finding novel waysto help her

overcome various obstacles.

Strangdly, these small victories had become a source of secret enjoyment

for her.

Whenever aSituation arose that normally required the use of two arms,



Tend Kachalenged hersdf to find another way to accomplish the
task-such as resetting some of these flagstonesin the practice

courtyard.

Clearing the debris from the explosion had been afarly smple matter.

Other Jedi students had hel ped, using the Force to remove broken rubble
and chunks of vinecovered stone. One group had used the enthusiastic

ronto to haul heavy falen blocks away from the opening of the hangar

bay.

Putting the pieces back together, however, proved to be much more

complex.

Tend Kacaught aflash of color out of the corner of her eye and noted
Raynar striding up. The young man set to work near her, his spiky blond
hair damp and hisrobes drooping in the misty rains. Theusudly

haughty teen wastrying to maneuver aflagstone into place with hisfoot
to avoid getting more mud on his purple, orange, red, and yellow

clothes.

Tend Kahad noticed that ever since the Shadow Academy's attack, Raynar
had found reasons to stay near the four young Jedi Knights. Though his

bearing remained proud, the young man worked hard and @gly.



Tend Kapounded her flagstone firmly into place and filled inthe
surrounding cracks with packed dirt and mud. Then she helped Raynar
rotate his stone so that it fit better beside hers. Thetwo of them

remained qui€t, intent on their tasks.

Jainaand L owbacca continued rebuildthe adjacent courtyard wall. "You
mg know, | think repairs on your T-23 are coming aong pretty well,
Lowig" Janasad. '"Maybe we can tinker with it again this afternoon

after | finish my shift watching Zekk."

L owbacca barked his agreement. "An excellent idea, Mistress Jaing," Em
Teedee chimed in. 'With my new set of diagnostic subroutines, we ought

to have that skyhopper fully operationd againin very littletime.”

"Thisisafact, Tend Kasad, sanding up. 'l will be happy to

assist you. Your brother will no doubt offer to provide entertainment.”

I don't know . . . | think one of us gill needsto stay with Zekk,'

Janasad doubtfully, "evenif hesgill unconscious.”

"Then again, maybe not," Jacen's voice came from the opposite sde of

thewdl.

Tend Katurned to see the young Jedi appear, stepping over alow pile

of rubblein the broken wall and flashing awide grin.



"Hey, good news-Zekles out of hiscoma.

Everything's going to be just fine now."

"Wdl, what are we waiting for?' Jainaasked, brushing hersdf off. Her

cheeks, damp from the mit, flushed pink with excitement. "Come on.

Let'sgo seehim." 'Whoa!" Jacen said, holding up his hands.

'l just got him some soup. Old Peckhum fed it to him, and after they
talked for afew minutes Zekk fell adeep again. | think we'd better

let hiirn rest for awhile”

'Okay," Jaina agreed, looking disappointed though greatly relieved now

that her friend seemed to be out of danger.

From his place on the second level outside the broken pyramid, Master
Skywalker cdled for his students to assemble so that he could speak
with them. The Jedi trainees gathered and watched their teacher with

great interest. A hush aslight asthefdling mist fell over the

group.

"It'san unusua experience for usto meet out in the open likethis,
but new experiences, even painful ones, can be good,” Master Skywalker

sad. "They hdp usgrow.



We must learn the lessons each experience offers us, and then move

forward."

Tend Kanodded, thinking of al the ways she had had to adapt after her

accident.

"The galaxy does not stay the same. It changes from day to day, and we
must change and grow to meet new challenges.” Master Skywalker
continued. "As Jedi, we must never alow oursalves to become stagnant

or sdf-satisfied. We must be ever vigilant, aware of what is hgppening
around us, and ready to adapt to changing circumstances.” He glided down
the temple steps and walked among the students, stopping near Lowbacca

and Jaina

"We are surrounded by examples of adaptation and change. Take
Lowbaccastrandating droid, for instance. Em Teede€e's primary purpose
has been to trand ate WWookiee speech into Basic. But now that some of
you can understand part of Lowieswords, that skill isno longer so

esentid.

Em Teedee requested additiona programl to help him adapt to the new

gtuation, vm and so Jainaand @wie have been enrichin

Em Teedee's subroutines, and even adding



new language kills." Thelittle droid's optica sensors glowed with

pleasure a being singled out.

'All of us need to do the same thing,” the Jedi Master continued.

Suddenly he paused and cocked hisheed, asif listening.

Jainawhirled to look at thelanding field in front of the Grest Temple.

'Dad?" she whispered, her face filled with an expression of surprise and

disbdlief.

A murmur went up from the Jedi trainees, and Tend Katurned to seethe
Millennium Falcon making itsfina approach through the cloudy skies of

the jungle moon.

"I think that will bedl for now," Master Skywaker said in aconcerned
voice. 'Please return to your activities while | welcome our unexpected

guess”

At the teacher's dismissd, Jacen and Jainatook off for the landing

field at arun, with Lowbaccaand Tend Kafollowing close behind.

At first Jainawas too stunned to speak when Han Solo swept her upina

quick hug, the n repeated the process with Jacen.



Lowie and histall uncle Chewbacca ex changed happy roars.

Chewietossed the twins high into the air by turns and caught them
again, asif they were mere babies, while Han put ahand on Luke's
shoulder and began talking in alow, urgent voice. Janafindly

managed to ask her father what he was doing there. She was amost
afraid of the answer, since they had been through so many changes, had

heard so much bad news recently.

"Hey, you wouldn't want your old dad to become predictable, would you?

Han sad, flashing aroguish grin. "I've got afew surprisesleftin

me. Just finished atrip to GemDiver Station to see Lando on my way

back from an important trade conference.

When your mom got some disturbing news, she thought it'd be best if |

stopped by to deliver it in person.”

Imagining theworgt, Jainafet the blood drain from her face. "What is

it, Dad?

what's happened?' In her heart, she feared that it was something elseto

do with Zekk, some other dark thing he had done.

Han'sface looked grim. "I need to talk to a student named Raynar Thul.



Do you know him?*

"Of course we know him Jacen said.

All of asudden, asif from nowhere, the boy himsdlf appeared out of the

mist beside Jaina. He had followed the young Jedi Knightsin their rush

to the damp landing field.

"l am Raynar Thul. Y ou may addressme directly.”

Looking at the blond-haired boy, Han sighed. "I'm sorry, kid, but I've

got somerough news. I'm afraid your father's disappeared. No one's

heard from him for severd days."

Raynar's normally rosy compleidon paled.

"My father istoo important aman, aformer noble of Alderaan. He can't

just disappear.

There must be some mistake."

Han gave Raynar a sympathetic look.

"Afrad not, kid. Y our father and | have been serving on the New



Republic Trade Council together. We were supposed to meet at amajor

conference on Shumavar, but he never showed."

Raynar swallowed hard as Han Solo continued quickly. "'Bout aweek ago
your father told me he was starting trade negotiations with a Twi'lek

woman, Nolaa Tarkona, who's heading some new political movement. He was
supposed to findize the detailswith her during the Shumavar

conference. Wasn't surewhy, but | smelled something rottenin the

ded. Tried to warn your father, but hewouldn't listen to me."

Raynar's cheeks flushed deep red. "Bornan Thul dwayslistensto sound

advice"

Han shrugged. 'Well, | guess he wasn't too impressed by the advice of a
former smuggler who managed to marry well. At any rate, your father
never arrived at the trade conference. Y our mother contacted us on

Coruscant afew days ago, said your father disappeared without aword.

His brother hasn't heard from him either. Has your dad tried to contact

youat dl?'

Raynar shook his head, then raised hischin. Hiseyesflashed. "Hasa

proper team been organized to look for him? We should begin asearch

immediately. I'l lead it mysdlf, if need be. | could-"

"Just aminute there, kid," Han said,



holding hispamsout. "I got Strict orders

from your family to make sureyou stay herewith Luke. That's the best
protection | canimagine. If your father's been kidnapped by some
unsavory types, your mother and your uncle don't want you out in the
middle of things. We sure don't want to have to track you down and
rescue you, too. Best thing you can do for the moment isto lay low and

let usdo thelooking."

Fedling arush of sympathy for Raynar, Jaina put a hand on the young

man'sarm.

"I'msureit'll bedl right, Raynar,”" shesad.

Raynar threw back his shoulders and sent Jaina afrightened look that he

tried to mask with disdain. "Of courseit will bedl right," hesaid.

"My father's an important man." He looked back at Han Solo.

"Vey wdl then. I'll stay on Yavin4. Just seeto it that you have

competent searcherslooking for my father.”

----------------- SPACE WASVAST, aninfinite pool in all directions. .

. whether up and out of the galactic plane, or degper inward toward the



Core Systems. The gdlaxy held countless hiding places: planets,
asteroid fields, star clusters, gasclouds. . . even these empty

wastd ands without stars.

It would take the best of bounty huntersto find any quarry under such

circumstances.

And Boba Fett was the best.

He cruised through the wilderness between star systems, dl sensors
dert, scanning for any sgn of hisprey. He had dropped out of
hyperspacein his ship, the Slave IV, just long enough to take data. On
this stop, his sengtive detectors picked up no energy readings, no sgn
of any ship's passage within half a parsec. Nothing had crossed this

empty no-man's-land in the past decade.

Grim and persistent, Boba Fett studied readings through the narrow
T-dit in hisManda orian hedmet. He nodded, but spoke no word into the
flight recorder. Boman Thul was not here. He would have to search
elsawhere. The hunt might belong, but in the end no one could €ude

Boba Fett. No one.

He clutched the Save 1V's modified controls-propulsion systems,
navigational computers, and acceleration foilsthat wereillegd in many
systems. But Fett paid no attention to legdities. Mere laws did not

apply to him. He obeyed his own code of ethics and moraity: the Bounty



Hunter's Creed.

Launching his ship into hyperspace again, Feit replayed the holomessage
Nolaa Tarkona had sent to him. Hisassgnment for thishunt. Perhaps
he might find other cluesthere. He already knew the message by heart,

had listened to it eight times on hisjourney, but he studied it once

more anyway.

Boba Fett carefully observed the femae Twi'leks face: the folds around
her pinkish eyes, the greenish cast of her skin, her pointed white

teeth. Nolaa Tarkona's one green-skinned head-tail dangled from the
back of her skull and curled around her shoulders. Her voice was deep
and melodious, not the dry, crisp hiss he might have expected from a

surreptitious crimelord.

Tarkonaled agrowing political movement known asthe Diversity

Alliance. Nothing overtly crimind . . . at least not yet.

Boba Fett did not care about his employer's politics or her reasons.

That was not abounty hunter's business. She had set the bounty, and

Fett had ajob to do.

The hologram spoke. "Boba Fett, your fame has spanned decades and

crossed the galaxy-now | offer you the greatest assignment of your



career.” The Twi'lek woman stroked her head-tail. Her eyeslooked like

disks of rose quartz glowing with internd fire.

"Find the man named Bornan Thul, an important trade commissioner from
Coruscant. He was amember of the nobility on Alderaan before that
planet was destroyed, and he has become a trade negotiator in the New
Republic government. | sent him asmy intermediary to procure a
vauable cargo containing certain information crucid to the Diversity
Alliance. Hewasto ddliver that shipment to me at the Shumavar trade
conference, where | was scheduled to give aspeech. But hisship

vanished en routeand my information disgppeared with him.

Find Boman Thul. | must have that cargo.

She leaned forward, her mouth opened in asmile that showed off her

jagged teeth.

"When Darth Vader hired you to find Han Solo, the bounty was quite
subgtantid. | will pay you twicethat if you find Boman Thul and bring
me my cargo. A few other bounty hunters will be searching as wellbut

you are the best, Boba Fett. | expect results from you.”

Inside his cramped cockpit, Boba Fett switched off the holoprojector and
swept his gloved hands through the dissolving sparkles of color asthe
three-dimensiona image faded. "Y ou will have results,”" he muttered,

hisvoiceloud and raspy in the oppressvely slent ship. . . .



Approaching another solar system in which there were no catalogued
planets capable of supporting life, Fett dropped out of hyperspaceto
continue his search. His navicomputer had amap of al star systemsin
the sector where the trade negotiator had vanished. His data bankswere
crammed with unusud information and reports, any bit of which might

give him aclue that would lead to the discovery of hisprey.

Boman Thul had flown donein his ship, refusing the standard diplomatic
escort to which he was entitled. Secretly checking through New Republic
flight records, Fett saw that thiswas quite an unusua request for

Thul. Theformer Alderaan noble, afair pilot at best, preferred large
escorts and excessive pomp and ceremony. Hying off donein asupply

cruiser seemed highly uncharacterigtic for this man.

Fett wondered if Thul had discovered something unusua about the nature
of hiscargo, or itsimportance to the Twi'lek politica leader's
movement. Boba Fett himself did not know what information the cargo

contained. He had only to find it and return it to Nolaa Tarkona.

Fett approached the bleak, uninhabited system-asmall double star with

three frozen gas planetsin distant orbits and two rocky inner planets.

After afew moments of scanning, the Save IV's sophisticated sensors

detected processed metd, faint lubricants, traces of stardrive fud,



and spin-seded Tibanna gas-a strong enough reading to indicate awhole
ship. The source seemed to be located inside the ragged strands of a

rocky ring that surrounded the outermost gas planet.

Boba Fett nodded in respect. A good placeto hide, and agood systemin
which to remain hidden. With abright flare of its sublight engines,

the Save -V horned in on the sensor signdl.

Fett had sudied the history and family of Bornan Thul, hoping for

clues. Understanding his prey was the best way to catchit. The
Alderaan noble had awife, Aryn, who remained under heavy security on
her own fleet of trade ships. . . abrother, @ko, who kept himself
heavily guarded in hisadminigration facilitieson the

droid-manufacturing world of MechisllIl . . . and one heir, hisson.

The young man, Raynar, had attended the best schools, studied under the

most efficient tutors, and was now enrolled in Skywalker's Jedi academy.

Obvioudy, Bornan Thul doted on his son and gave the boy everything he

desired, with the result that he had worked for nothing in hislife.

Infact, Raynar Thul might make agood hostage-if it cameto that.

But perhapsit would al end here at this out-of-the-way planet.

Most of Fett's detector readings were indistinct and scattered due to



ionization and outgass ng from the broken rocks and ice chunksin the
planetary ring. Thul's ship might have crashed into somering debris,
scattering wreckage in abroad swath. A low, growling sound camefrom
deep within Boba Fett's throat. The bounty would be cut in haf if he
found nothing but the wreckage of Thul's ship. The Twi'lek woman cared

only about recovering the information from its cargo.

Fett looked out the Slave I-V's cockpit windowport as he cruised into

the swirling strip of rocky debris around the blue and whiteice world.

Following the sensor signd, he pulled up closeto severd long chunks
of scattered metal: hull plating, blast shieldsfrom aspace

vessdl-unmistakably, wreckage from a ship. Recent wreckage.

Fett ran aquick analysis and determined that the hull plating matched

that of the type of vehicle Thul had been using.

Hedlowed himself agrunt of disgppointment. Perhaps everything had

been destroyed, cargo and dl, leaving only this debris.

But if that weretrue, Fett redlized, there should have been more mass.

.. much more. His sensors had picked up asigna strong enough to

account for an entire ship, and this debris amounted to no more than a

hundred kilograms or s0. He wondered where the rest could have gone.



Maybe the cargo and its"crucid’ information remained intact after
alHe reacted with lightning speed as the attacking vessdl came around a
ri-ozen methane asteroid. Another bounty hunter ship, shaped like a

deadly pinwhed dar, itslaser cannons dready taking am!

Boba Fett sent Save IV into aspin, twirling away from four rapid-fire
laser bolts. The ambushing bounty hunter did not continue to shoot his
lasers, powering up an ion cannon instead -which was exactly what Fett
would have done. Anion cannon blast would neutrdize dl power systems
on hisship, leaving him dead in space, where his enemy could dissect

him at will and strip away his possessions and wegpons.

A bounty hunter, agood bounty hunter, always attempted to make

efficient use of resources.

Fett's wegpons systems were not engaged. He mentally cursed himsdlf for
not having considered the danger while he'd approached the suspicious

debris. If he continued to be so foolish, he desarved to diel

Thisfighter had been lying inwait for him. Perhaps the other bounty
hunter had found the debris himself, or perhaps he had actudly placed
it thereasalure. Or perhaps the enemy had destroyed Boman Thul's

ship.

As Boba Fett zipped and dodged, the attacker came on, clearly holding



the upper hand. Fett tried to acceerate, ducking in and around the

rocks of the planetary ring, but he knew that was merely adelaying

tactic. He had no chance of evading pursuit when his attacker wasthis

close.

A message came over his conun system.

"Boba Fett, | recognize your ship. Thisis Moorlu-the bounty hunter

who's going to destroy you." The enemy chuckled, alow phlegmy laugh.

"1 will display your hemet asin trophy!"

y "I'm not atrophy yet,' Fett muttered.

Planning the best way to defest his overconfident opponent, he took a

desperate gamble.

Boba Feit alowed himsdlf to be hit.

Theion blagt rippled againgt the Save [V's hull, ftying hiseectrica

systems, leaving him dead in space, so that he drifted around the

gaseous planet, apparently helpless.

Apparently.



"Got you, Boba Fett! Now | can take care of you, steal everything you

own-and useit to chase down Bornan Thul."

Moorlu, you talk too much, Fett thought, as the comm system shut down.

Dangling in the arms of zero gravity, without ship's power, he waited as
the other bounty hunter's pinwhed ship approached like a spider-rat to

disassembleits prey.

Moorlu didn't notice the pneumatic |auncher mounted at the rear weapons

hatch of Savel-V.

Boba Fett cranked the launcher by hand, usng mechanica systemsonly.

He waited patiently to take hisonly chance. At least the comm system

had shut down, so he didn't have to listen to M oorlu's obnoxious

gloding.

When the ambushing bounty hunter's ship came close enough for a

balligtic launch, Fett aimed by sight and triggered the spring release.

A torpedo dart filled with concussion explosives flew across space asif

gpat from adingshot.

Boba Fett'saim wastrue.



The high explosives penetrated M oorlu's hull, ripping out the fudl pods
beneath the pinwhed engines, setting up a detonation that |eft Moorlu

dead in space. Literaly dead in space.

Fett despised bounty hunters that were too easy to kill, but he supposed

it cleared the playing field of amateurs. . . .

It took Boba Fett four standard hoursto realign hiseectrical systems,

power them up again, and purge the bad signals from his memory banks.

Moorlu'sion cannon had done significant, but not irreparable damage.

Findly ableto get down to the business of searching for hisred

quarry, Fett returned to the scraps of hull metal he had found earlier.

He used atractor beam to haul the shrapnel into his cargo bay, then

carefully andyzed the burned edges and each outer surface.

Surprisingly, the scrap hull plates contained a sequence of identifying
serial numbers, enough to prove that this debris had unquestionably come

from Bornan Thul'sship.

But he still couldn't find enough wreckage to account for the entire
craft. If the vessal had exploded here, there should have been more

debris.



No, the amount and the placement of the debris seemed too convenient,
too. calculated, too easy. He had found only one large piece of

metal-and it just happened to contain acrucid serid number? Yes. .

convenient.

Fett analyzed again and found that all the scraps had been carefully

removed.

Nothing wasvitd. An engine cowling could easily be replaced, and the
bits of exterior hull had no doubt been stripped away from a portion of
the vessdl that dready had double plating, or from some areathat could

afford to be weakened.

Fett stood up from the pitted pieces of hull metal. Boman Thul had
planted this debris here on purpose, hoping to convince pursuers that
his ship had been destroyed in the planetary rim. . . . If theruse

had been successful, Nolaa Tarkonawould have had no choice but to
believe her cargo lost and call off the entire bounty hunt Boba Fett
crawled forward into the cockpit, quite pleased with himsdlf for
unraveling theruse. This Bornan Thul was proving to be amuch more

chalenging quarry than he had anticipated.



Hewould enjoy hunting the man down.

JAINA STARED PENSIVELY at the wide, greenish-brown river that flowed
past the Grest Temple. Her boots sank into the soft, dark mud of the
riverbank. In his defeat and despair at the end of the battle with the

Shadow Academy, Zekk had covered himsdf with that mud, asif it could

hide him from what he had done.

The sunlight that had burned away the earlier mist poured down onto the
water and reflected back into the air, drenching the jungle with vibrant
greens, blues, purples, and browns. Insects swarmed about, humming,

buzzing, reveling in the change of westher.

Jainawasn't sure what had drawn her here, but after visiting Zekk's
room for thethird timein as many hours, only to find him il adeep,

she had decided to take awalk aone, hoping to sort out her thoughts.

Shefelt something unsettling in the atmosphere, and she didn't know
what it was-or perhaps she did. Everything seemed different to her
somehow. Familiar, yet different. Since the attack by the Second

Imperium, the Jedi academy had changed.

Jainamade her way across steppingstonesin theriver shalowsto a
broad, flat rock. Sitting down on it, she dangled the soles of her

boots in the warm water, |etting the strong current carry away the caked



mud.

Why was change so difficult to accept, even when the changes were

supposedly for the good? The academy fdt different.

Her sudiesfdt different. Jedi trainees no longer spent their daysin

quiet contemplation and individua exercises, they had too much work to
do repairing the damage from the recent battle-the conflict of Jedi

againg Jedi. Though Luke Skywalker's trainees had won, the Shadow
Academy had shown them their vulnerabilities, their weaknesses. Nothing

would ever bethe same.

Even the Great Temple was different, many of its ancient blocks
shattered in the explosion. Under the direction of her uncle Luke, the

pyramid would be rebuilt, of course. But it could never be the same

agan.

Wasthat bad, though?

After dl, the Jedi academy's greatest outside threat had been

vanquished. The Shadow Academy station was gone forever, destroyed in
orbit by its own implanted explosive systems. Y et, in an odd way this
disturbed Jaina. She had found something comforting in knowing who the

enemy was.

Brakiss and the Second Imperium were no longer athrest, and her friend



Zekk had come back from the darkness. They could be together again, to

face whatever the future held. So why wasn't she happy?

Jainawasn't prepared to handle so many changes at once. @y couldn't
things go back to the way they were? She was certain she ill wanted
to become a Jedi Knight, but it no longer seemed the only thing to do,
the only possible path for her life. It no longer seemed likeasmple

choice. Infact, life seemed more complicated than ever before.

She leaned down and plucked afew pebbles from the shallow water, then

tossed them one by one toward the center of theriver. In secondsthe

strong current erased dl ripples, al sgnsof the pebble's splash.

Jainabit her lower lip. Inthe end, wasthat dl the effect her life

would have?

She wanted to do something significant, not disappear without atrace.

Jainagazed down into the murky river, but she could see no farther into

its depths than she could into the future. She tossed.

alarger rock thistime, making abigger splash, but with the same

short-lived result.

Suddenly, asmall flat stone skittered across the surface, bouncing past



her as easily as sunlight skipping acrosstheripples, before

disappearing toward the far shore.

Jainaturned and saw a dark-haired young man standing ankle-degp in

water at the edge of theriver. "Zekk!"

"Isthisaprivate game, or can anyone pla3r?' he asked, giving her a

wan amile

He seemed barely able to stand.

'Y ou look She paused, at alossfor words. Hislong hair, ashade

lighter than black, contrasted starkly with the pale skin of hisface.

Purplish smudges beneath his emera d-green eyes made them look sunken

and haunted. Helooked asif he had not eaten for aweek. "LTh, you

look. . "

‘Alive?" Zekk suggested, smiling faintly.

Jaina cocked her head and looked him over, raising her eyebrows. "Wl

just barely.”



"I must be apretty awful sight,” Zekk said. "I actudly fed better

than | look. By alittle bit, at least.”

Jainachuckled, feding dizzy and tonguetied. "Well, that'sardief."

Somehow, she couldn't think of what to say to the friend who had once

been so close. "Uh, do you need to st down or anything?' Sheindicated

a spot on the rock beside her.

Zekk shook his head. "I'm abit shaky after so much timelying in bed,

but | fed restless. | thought maybe we could take awalk in the

jungle?' He spoke hesitantly, asif afraid she might rgject his offer.

"Together?"

Jainadid off theflat stone and 4 oshed over to where he stood in the

shdlows.

"Well, then," she said with agrin, "what are we wading for?'

Zekk groaned at the joke. "I think your twin brother ishaving abad

influence on you.

Jaina spent the next hour with Zekk.



nmdging through the undergrowth, they made their own path. Thetwo of
them kept the conversation light, neutral, wandering aong the borders

of uncharted territoriesin their friendship. They crossed theriver

and made their way through the jungleto the ruins of the shield

generator station.

Mangled equipment and chunks of blasted plasted till lay everywhere.

"L ooks like those commandos did a pretty thorough job,” Zekk saidina

quiet voice.

Jainatried to determineif his statement held any pride that the

Imperids, ostensibly under his command, had succeeded in their mission.

But he sounded only tired and disappointed.

Jainabit her lower lip. 'Not much |eft hereto salvage,” she agreed.

"Mom's sending an al new generator, state-of -the-art.

New Republic engineers dready cleared afresh stefor it right over

there" she said, pointing toward another clearing just visible through

thetrees. "She'seven going to sation amilitary guardian forcein

orbit and upgrade dl of our communications equipment. Uncle Luke

doesn't like dl these complications, but the Jedi academy will never be



caught unguarded again.”

Zekk nodded. "Master Brakissand I-" His voice broke, but he cleared
histhroat and began again. "We aways thought your defenses here were
pitifully week. It was stupid-naive at best-to leave Yavin 4 so

unprotected. Wethought it would be Master Skywalker's downfall.”

Jainaswdlowed hard. "It dmost was.

He was confident in the abilities of histrainees.”

They stood in awkward silence for some moments. Zekk seemed old to
Jainanow, much older than hisyears. Not on the outsde, but insde

-asif the darkness had stolen hisinnocence, charred his heart.

"Fedsdrange” shesaid at last, "dl these changesaround us." A dark
eyebrow raised above an emerad-green eye. "All these new defenses
being added, you mean? In away, it's making this place morelike the

Shadow Academy.”

That wasn't what she had meant, but Jainawasn't sure how to say it.

"Zekk, do you remember the time on Coruscant when we dipped out in the

middle of the night and went swvimming in the fountain in Dhabreth

Square?’



A digtant smile curved the corners of hismouth. "And the glowfish we
disturbed made so much light that the New Republic security forces came

running after us." Hetook a deep breath. "Of course| remember.”

"I wish we could be like that again, back in those days, without
everything that happened . . . afterward." Before he could comment,
Jainarushed on. "Zekk, if you stay here at the Jedi academy, Uncle
L uke can teach you the right way to use the Force. We could have

adventures together again, you and I-and Jacen and Lowie and Tend Ka

We're thinking about going to the Alderaan system to get a gift for my

mother's birthday. A memento of her home from the asteroid field there.

Y ou could come with us."

"l wish | could just go home Zekk murmured thoughtfully.

"When we get back from Alderaan you could start your training. A fresh

dart.”

"Of course, you might not want to build anew lightsaber at first. It
might be too painful. Y ou could wait acouple of yearsfor that. I'm

sure Uncle Luke would-"



"Jaing," Zekk'svoice wasfirm. "Jaina, look a me." He placed both

hands on her shoulders and gave her agentle shake.

She hadn't even redlized that sheld been avoiding his gaze. Her

brandy-brown eyes swung up to lock with his. Beneath his eyesthe dark

semicircleswere like reflections of inner shadows, of hovering guilt.

"I'm not the same person | was when you knew me before, Jaina. | can't

be. Not anymore. And you're not the same person either.”

"But you're back now," Jaina objected.

"We can start over." She knew the words were wrong even as she said

them.

Sad. Hiseyeslooked so sad. . . . For her?

"Maybe you can't understand where I've been . . . or what I've been.

I'm not an innocent anymore. |'ve known real power and used it. I've

killed face-to-face and been proud of it. That's not something | can

forget.”

Jainawanted to ook away, but his emerad eyes burned with atruth she



couldn't escape.

"| can't erase everything and go back to what | was," Zekk said. His
voice dropped to awhisper. "Evenif it were possible, | mnot surel'd

doit. I can't just pretend that nothing's changed.”

Jainawasn't sure she understood, but she nodded anyway.

"Y ou're right about one thing, though,” Zekk said. "Thisisanew

gart. For me, and for dl of us. | can't go back, but | can go

forward."

Jainafdt the threatening sting of tears and blinked them away. "What

will you do?" Shedidn't want himto leave.

"l don't know yet, but | can't stay here.

Not at the Jedi academy.” Zekles hands gripped her shoulders so tightly

that Jainawondered if she'd have bruises. The tenson between them was

admost unbearable. She could sense hisinner torment and his need for

heding . . . for understanding.

Jainaswdlowed hard. Zekk was different, and she had no advice or

wisdom to givethat could help him. He would have to find his own path.

She offered the one thing she had | &ft to give him. "Wherever you go,



whatever you decideto do. . . I'll fill beyour friend, Zekk." He
loosened hisgrip on her shouldersand smiled at her. A, red amile,
with red strength behindit. "I'd likethat." Then amischievous ghnt
flashed in hiseyes. "Y ou know, it's been along time since we went for
aswim together. Of course, there aren't any fountains handy, and no
glowfishintheriver, but . . ." Jainafelt asurge of happinessand

relief. "Race you to the water,' she said.

---------------- SEVERAL DAY SLATER, from where he stood, Zekk could see
no more than Jaina's jumpsuited legs sticking out from beneath the

navigationa consolein the cockpit of the Lightning Rod. The sained

brown fabric of her comfortable uniform provided a subtle contrast to

the tarnished metal plates and lubricant-smeared components scattered

around the floor.

After ddivering his bad news about Raynar's missing father, Han Solo
had departed, heading home to Coruscant. He and Chewbacca had promised

to return as soon as they could.

In the meantime, Jaina had vowed to help old Peckhum fix his battered
ship, which had been severely damaged during the Second Imperium's
attack. The past few days of working with old Peckhum, Jaina, Jacen,

Lowie, and Tenel Kawere some of the happiest times Zekk could remember.

At first Zekk had fdt guilty for taking the oung Jedi trainees awvay



from rebuilding the Great Temple-since al that horrendous damage had
been hisfault-but Master Skywalker himsdlf had given hisblessing to

restoring the Lightning Rod to working condition.

"| can't think of any team more competent to repair Peckhum'’s ship,”
Luke had said to them. "Leiais sending another crew of New Republic
engineers, and | have plenty of sudentsto work on the Great Templein
the meantime. Besides, | have a sense that getting thisold shuttlein
flying condition will turn out to be very important in waysyou can't

imagine”

Asthe companionstinkered not only with systems damaged in the Imperia
attack, but with old components that should have been replaced years
before, Zekk redlized that the Jedi Master was right about the
importance of fixing the Lightning Rod-collectively and persondly. He
found something healing about repairing the damage he had indirectly
caused, something therapeutic about |aboring with hisfriends, who did

their best to accept him, despite occasiona moments of awkwardness.

While both Zekk and Peckhum were competent mechanics, Jainawas
absolutely in her dement. She dove into the task with gleeful

enthusiasm, checking the cargo ship's hull integrity, pointing out
blaster-damaged plates, running diagnostics, and issuing orderslikea
topnotch flight mechanic. Surprised and abit amused, Peckhum let Jaina
have freereinin directing the overall repair project of hiscargo

vessd. Seeing how masterful and confident shewas, Zekk felt warm



ingde.

Now, Jainas muffled voice drifted out from under the navigationa
console as she wormed her way deeper into the tiny crawlspace. "Would
someone please hand me someline clamps and the signa flux meter?* She

waved agrimy hand, waiting for her tools.

@wie, whose upper body was wedged into an overhead access hatch like
some huge and awvkward furry ssowaway, responded with an unintelligible
roar. Eager to help, Zekk retrieved Jain" instruments from the top of

the cockpit panels.

With amurmured thank-you, Jainathumped around undernegth the

navigation console. "There" shesaid at last, "that ought to do it.

Now try the hyperchart fimetion again.”

Zekk flicked afew switches and pressed a button. A holographic map of

severd recommended hyperspace routes shimmered in front of him. that's

got it," he confirmed.

"Seemsto be working fine now."

Jaina scrambled out from under the console. She shook back her straight

brown hair and wiped her greasy pamson the front of her rumpled flight



auit, leaving da@k handprints on the brown fabric-. "A few finishing

touches, and this ship will be ready to fly again, better than ever."

Zekk gave Jaina an uncertain smile as he offered her ahand o that she
could stand up. 'l can't think of anyone I'd rather have besde me
fixing thisship. | bet the Lightning Rod hasn't been in such good

shape since Peckhum first got her. Hard to believe you started with

nothing more than this battered hulk and a pfle of spare parts.”

Jainabit her lower lip, and her cheeks flushed pink at the compliment.

"It wasdl of usredly, working together asateam . . . induding

you, Zekk."

The young man nodded. He knew what she was hoping, but he couldn't

gtay. He couldn't change hismind. "I'll be leaving as soon aswe're

finished with the Lightning Rod,” he said.

"I know, | know," Jainasaid. "Have you decided yet where you'll go

onceyou leave Yavin 47

"I'vegot alot of possihilities, | guess.” He shrugged. "I asked

Peckhum if held give me agit back to Coruscant. From there. . .

who knows?"



Jainalooked away. "Whenever you findly decide what to do with your
life, | hopeit includes us." Zekk wasn!t sure what to say. He couldiyt

make any promises at thispoint. He could no longer be certain of who
he was or what he might become. The silence stretched like ataut wire

between them.

'‘Comeon, Jainasaid at lagt, bresking the tension and mesting his

eyes, "let's go hep Jacen and Tened Kafinish patching the outer hull."

Two days later, his bags packed with afew meager possessions, Zekk
stood with his old friend and companion Peckhum, saying his goodbyesto

the young Jedi knights before boarding the Lightning Rod.

With one hand on Zekk's shoulder, Peckhum said, "Thisold ship's seen
some hard use, boy-of course, so have you-but you'd never know it to
look at ‘er now. Like abrand-new transport, with a dozen years of

sviceleftinher."

Zekk fdt awarm tingle of pride a what he and hisfriends had

accomplished. "It'slikethe Lightning Rod hasanew life" he agreed.

"Yep," old Peckhum said, looking with great seriousness a the young man
beside him. He cleared histhroat, asif he had to force the words past
someinterna blockage. "That's. . . why | want you to have her.

Take her for your own, Zekk-the Lightning Rod ismy gift to you."



Jainagasped. Lowie gave acurious rumble, and Em Teedee added, 'Oh,

myt" Zekk blinked before shaking his head, not certain he'd heard right.

"I couldn't.

1-1 How would you make your living?'

"Well," Peckhum said dowly, ‘truthis, Chief of State Organa Solo has

been after me to modernize abit. Wants me to use some newfangled cargo
ship the New Republic has. They got it for me ayear or more ago,

because I've been doing so much work for the Jedi academy. But you know
me and new things, so I've been resisting the offer. Guessit's got

some kind of improved guidance system, acode encryption

whatchamacallit, and abigger cargo hold.

Gotta have more space now that there€lll be more suppliesto bring back
and forth to Y avin 4, you know-what with al the new guardian systems

and added troops stationed in orbit."

‘But youlve had the Lightning Rod ever since I've known you, Peckhum,”

Zekk said.

A fond amile crossed the old mails grizzled face. "Y ep, I'd had'erafew
years even before you stowed away aboard her. Y ou were abold scamp,

al right, stowie away from ship to ship after that disaster wiped out



your family and your colony on Ennth." Zekk remembered. "They wanted me
to livein their refugee stations before finding me some sort of foster

home"

"Yep," Peckhum said. "And instead you found yoursdf ahomewith me."

Zekk'sthroat tightened. "Y ou've done alot for me over the years,

Peckhum. | can't take your ship, too."

"libtdl the truth, the Lightning Rod's more of ajunk hegp than
anythingamenaceto the galaxy, redly. Y ou'd be doin' me afavor to

take 'er off my handsfor me.

ThaVstheonly way I'll ever get around to using that new ship. Weve
all got to move up to bigger and better things, boy. Don't be so

resstant to change.”

Despite his bold words, Zekk could see that old Peckhum was choked up at

the thought of parting with the Lightning Rod.

It wasasif it wereapart of him. Oh, well, Zekk thought, at least

thisway held have a piece of hisfriend wherever hewent. A piece of

home,

"All right," hesaid. "I accept. But only if you're sure”



"I'msure. .. I'll missyou, Peckhum said in alow voice. Then
with abit of bluster he added, "But | won't missthis old garbage scow,
not for aminute." He kicked the boarding ramp. Thetoe of his boot

clanged on the metd.

The emotion of the moment nearly overwhelmed Zekk, but he pasted a
crooked smile on hisface. "I can dwaystel when you'relying,

Peckhum," he said.

Peckhum's face broke into abroad grin.

"I never could fool you, boy. Y ou and the Lightning Rod are two of the

best friends | ever had. Take good care of each other.”

Lowiewoofed softly afew times. "Master Lowbacca wishes you safe

travels, Em Teedee trand ated.

"Livewd|," Tend Kasad. "And fight only the battlesworth

fighting.”

"WEell missyou, Zekk," Jacen said. "Don't forget to come back and
vidt us" 'Youll dwayshave usasfriends," Janasad, but her voice

came out in awhisper, hoarse with restrained emotion.

"Il missyou dl,” Zekk sad.



................. AS THE STORM system came through, a tiff breeze tore

across the stubbly grass and weeds of the Great Temple'slanding field.

The congtruction scaffolding jiggled, making the balance precarious for
the crew of New Republic construction workers shoring up rebuilt

sections of wall.

Now that the Lightning Rod had departed, the young Jedi Knights turned

their efforts toward fixing Lowbacca's T-23

skyhopper, which had been damaged by the Second Imperium'’s battle

platform.

While Jainaworked above, Lowie squatted beside the small craft,

examining arip in the engine compartment.

The wind suddenly gusted around the partially open cockpit, tearing free
asheet of transparisted Jainawas attempting to fasten into the front
windows. Her mind had been wandering-as usua of late, to thoughts of
Zekk-when shelost her grip, and she could do nothing to grab the

transparigted intime.

Lowie howled in pain and surprise as the sheet thunked him on the head.



'Oh, my," Em Teedee said. "I'm certainly glad that didn't strike me!
My circuits could have been irreparably damaged.” Jainaleaned over the

T-23s canopy, startled and abashed. "Son-y, @wie."

The young Wookiee rubbed the bump forming beneath the dark stresk of fur
on his head and gave arumble of understanding. "Master Lowbacca

assures me he has sustained no permanent injury,” Em '& edee said.

Jacen, who was cleaning the carbon scoring off one of the skyhopper's
attitude fins, popped up, grinning. 'Bet you were thinking about Zekk

agan-weren't you, Jaina?

| can't imagine anything e se that could distract you from your favorite

kind of work." Tend Kajumped down next to Lowie, landing with her feet
spread, perfectly balanced. "I gpologize. The error was mine, friend
Lowbacca," she said. Thewarrior girl picked up the transparisted

patch and hefted it back to the top of the skyhopper.

"Jainarequested my assistance, but | was not watching when that gust
sruck.” "Hey, don't tell me you were thinking about Zekk, too," Jacen

teased.

Tenel Kashook her head emphatically; her thick red-gold braids lashed
and swirled in thewind. "No, not a the moment. However, | received a

message from Hapes yesterday. | am anticipating . . .



something from my parents and my grandmother.”

"Whét're you waiting for?' Jaina asked.

Lowie added his own questioning growl.

Jainaleaned down and tossed the lanky Wookiee atube of metal cement.

"Hey, I'll bet sheswaiting for metotell her ajoke," Jacen said.

"lan't thet right, Tendl Ka?'

"Thisisafact,” Tend Kaanswered with aperfectly sraight face.

"But in addition to your joke, | have been waiting for a. . .

Odivery."

"What isit?' Jainaasked.

"Don't tdl me" Jacen said. "Uncle Luke has asked for some rancors

from Dathomir to help with the rebuilding project. Thatd be greet,

wouldnt it? | aways wanted to see one up close.” Then he paused, as

if congdering whether heredly meant it.

"Wdl .. "



"l believe," Tend Kasaid, nodding toward apair of shipsthat had just

appeared on the jungle horizon, "thisisthe ddivery | have been

expecting.”

Lowie and Jaina scrambled to get a better look. A strong wind caught at
the Wookiegs ginger fur, making it flutter in tuftslike dozens of tiny
pennants. The two ships were approaching carefully because of the

unpredictable gusts and crosswinds.

Jainastudied the design of the craft approaching them. They look

vaguely Hapan, but not adesign rm familiar with.”

Jacen groaned. "Thisian't one of those diplomatic vigts, isit? No
offense, Tenel Ka, but if you're expecting one of your grandmother's
associates, | think 1'd prefer to clean the kitchensfor awhile. |

hope Ambassador Yfraisn't out of prison already!" 'If thiswere one of
my grandmother's diplomatic associates,’ Tend Kaanswered wryly,
"perhaps | would join you at the cleaning chores. But | am expecting a

gift.”

Jainahad met Tend Ka's parents, the rulers of the Hapes Cluster, when

she and the other young Jedi Knights had gone there after Tend Ka's

lightsaber accident.

Although Isolder and Teneniel Djo were as protective of their daughter



as any parents, they had strongly supported Tend Kaswish to becomea

Jedi Knight.

‘At first | refused to consder their offer of such an extravagant

gift," thewarrior girl went on, "but they were concerned for my safety
after our battle with the Shadow Academy. Inthe end | agreed; only my
pride had caused meto resst in thefirst place.” She quirked an
eyebrow. "My grandmother isnow hoping | will reconsider accepting a

prostheticam.”

The repulsoijets of the two approaching craft set up cross breezesthat

sent everyone's hair flying wildly about their faces.

"| told no one about this gift except Master Skywaker," Tend Kasad.

"1 had hoped to surprise you. Especidly Jana”

Jainatried to push her wind-blown brown hair away from her face, but it

Was No Use.

"Wadl, okay," shesaid. "Surpriseme.”

Tend Kablinked her cool gray eyes.

Then sheraised her arm and pointed a one of the midsized Hapan ships



that had just settled on the landing field.

"My parents have sent me the Rock Dragon. It isaship of my own."

Jaina's mouth dropped open and she found herself at alossfor words.

'Hey, that's great, Tend Ka," her brother said, rushing forward to look

over the new ship. Lowie bellowed in delight and ran after him.

Jainastood motionless, fill thunderstruck. For years she had wanted
her own ship; she had even tried to fix up the crashed TIE fighter
they'd found in the jungle. On their last visit home, she had presented
aligt of carefully reasoned argumentsto her mother. After dl, if she
and Jacen were old enough to fight with lightsabers, couldn't they be
trusted with asmall shuttle? Lelahad promised to consider the idea,
but preferred that the twinswait until they turned at least sSixteen to

havethdar own intersdlar craft.

Her father had merely shrugged. "1 know better than to argue with your
mom when it comesto protecting you kids." He had flashed one of his
lopsided grins and spread hisarmsin an expressive gesture. "Hey, if

it were up to me Each time Han came to see his children, though, he
brought some sort of machinery for Jainato work on-an old hyperdrive
unit, afield flux sabilizer, arefurbished antennadish, amode

vaianceinhibitor.



Shefigured it was her father's version of acompromise-or maybe an

gpology.

Tend Kamust have sensed some of Jaina's conflicting emotions. The
warrior girl frowned. 'You arenot . . . angry? Angry that | have
my own ship?' Her gray eyeslooked into Jainas. "1 had hoped to ask

you for afavor.”

Jainas gaze dropped, and she bit her lower lip. Was she angry? Lowie
had his T-23, and now Tend Kahad aship for her persond use. But the
warrior girl was one of her best friends, and she couldn't begrudge

Tend Kathis piece of good fortune.

Fedling guilty over her own pettiness, Jainashook her head. "Jugst a

bit jealous, | guess.”

'In that case, perhapsthe favor isnot fair to you. | had no great

wish to own aship, though for my parents sake it was right to accept

it. | had hoped that-should the need arise-Jacen and | could provide
communications, weaponry, and navigational support, if you and @wbacca

would consent to serve as pilot and copilot . . . ?

And chief mechanics, of course."

Jainas head snapped back up and she gave awhoop of delight nearly as



loud as the howling of the wind as the storm continued to build.

"Then you will consder my request?'

Tend Kaasked, her warrior braidsrippling in thewind like velvety

red-gold ribbons.

Jainawas sure her father and mother would not object to such an

arrangemen.

After dl, Jainawould smply be helping afriend now and then. She

grinned broadly.

"| think you've got yoursdf acrew.”

Accompanying Tend Ka, Jaina bounded over to where her brother and Lowie

were dready examining the compact vessd.

"Hey, thisisn't avery new ship, Tenel Ka," Jacen said.

nnel Karapped her fist against a stained spot on the hull with a

satisfying thud.

isafact,’ shesaid.

"Lowie says the sublight engines need atune-up,” Jacen added.



"Lookslike that comm transmitter's out of alignment, too,' Jaina

observed.

"l don't get it," Jacen said. "Y our parents can afford the best that

credits can buy.

How comethey sent you an old clunker instead of aluxury speeder?

Jainaran ashrewd eye over the craft. "I'm not familiar with thistype
of ship, but 111 bet she'sgot it whereit counts,” she said, "no matter

what shelookslike on the outsde."

"Ah. Ahg" Tend Kasaid. "My parents reasoned that it would be unwise
to call attention to my persona vessel by making it e egant and

luxurious." A rare smile quirked the corner of Tenel Ka's mouth.

"Also, | believed Jaina and @whbaccawould prefer a ship they could spend

timetinkering with.Jainaredlized thet her friend wasright.

She chuckled. "Thisisafact.”

The Rock Dragon has significant advantages, too,” Thnel Kawent on.

"For example, my grandmother helped decide which subsystemsto ingtall,

adding many items no standard ship would carry Also, it displays no



markings of the Royal House of Hapes, nothing to mark it as a potentia

target.”

"| guess that makes sense. A nondescript shi wouldn't attract attention

from assassins or any other enemies,” Jacen said.

'Who named it the Rock Dragon, anyway-kind of strange, isn't it?"

"1 named the ship mysdlf. On Hapes, ships are often cdled ‘dragon.”

The term @ dragoncomes from Dathomir, though. It isachjl&smckname
for ananima | once saw there," Ibnel Kasaid. "Smadl, but highly
dangerous. The creature has rough mottled skin that acts as camouflage
when it hidesin therocksto guard itsnest. A rock dragon eats only
plants and insects, but if attacked, it defends its nest ferocioudy and
dingsitsenemy. Its poison isstrong enough to kill afal-grown

rancor."

Jacen whistled.

"Good namefor aship,” Jainasaid. "IRTStakeit for ashort spin.”

----------------- THE CONTROLS OF the Lightning Rod felt good in his

hands. Asheleft Yavin4

behind, turning away from the Jedi academy, Zekk knew that he had his

wholelife ahead of him and the whole universe to choosefrom. . . .



But he didn't know where to go.

Peckhum had shown him how to maneuver the battered craft during their
closeknit days on Coruseant, when the old man had often taken hisyoung
friend dong on supply runs. Back then, with no one but each other to

rely on, Zekk and Peckhum had been partnersin dl their grand plans.

The grizzled trader was independent, bouncing from job to job, trying to
make ends meet in whatever way he could. Zekk had operated asa
scavenger in the planetwide city'slower levels, occasiondly spending

timewith hisunlikely friends Jainaand Jacen Solo.

Now, though, he had only himsdif . . .

and he needed to choose a destination.

Zekk drifted out of the Y avin system, reveling in hisfreedom, the
freedom to sever tieswith histroubled past. He could create anew
lifefor himsdf, sart over and do thingsright thistime-if only he

could escape from the shadow-bl ot that continued to fill him, no matter

how much light hetried to draw in.

After hours of aimless cruising, unwilling to dive into hyperspace

without a preset course, Zekk finally selected aplaceto go.



Hewould go home.

But not to any of the worldsin the Core Systems, where the Shadow
Academy and Lord Brakiss had made him an integra part of their struggle
for a Second Imperium. No, those planets would never be home, no matter

how much hetried to convince himsdf otherwise.

And not back to Coruscant either. That place held too many bad memories

for him, too much past.

He wanted to go where he could forget hislast few years and start anew
... aplace he could till think of as home: the planet Ennth.

That was where he had come from, where he had spent thefirst eight
years of hislife, where his parents had died in the recurring disaster

that struck that world every eight years.

Zekk had been born on Ennth. Lessthan ayear later, he and his parents
had moved to one of the crowded and dirty refugee stationsin orbit near
Ennth, as his people waited for the planetary convulsionsto subside so
that the colonists could return and rebuild their ruined cities on the
scorched ground. Zekk had been only achild when the new
settlements-ambitious structures and waterways-were erected from

prefabricated modules.

The fresh ash that had rained down from erupting vol canoes made Ennt]Y's



agriculturd landsfertile. Civilization on the planet had blossomed
franticaly during those quiet years, like adesperate flower in the
desert after arain, pouring itsenergy into abrief flash of life

before time and the environment ultimately claimed it.

Zekk had been nine when the year of disastersreturned. A bright and
promising child, he had been evacuated and sent again to the crowded
refugee stations, where he was expected to endure a miserable existence
for many months. . . until the cycle of recongtruction and growth

could begin dl over That time, though, his parents had stayed on the
surface too long, retnevmg their last meaningless possessions, trying to
sdvage everything they had planted, aswell asther furniture and
mementos. A groundguake had struck unexpectedly. The seismic shock,
larger than al previous ones, had its epicenter @lyon New Hopetown, the

village Zekk had helped build, the place asmal boy had caled home.

Fissures opened up. Lava spewed forth....

And no one had survived.

Orphaned at only nine, his home destroyed, young Zekk had been smart

enough to redize that he did not want to stay without guardianson a

world that proved so resistant to human settlement.

Acting brashly, Zekk had stowed away on one of the supply ships, not



knowing where he was headed or where his luck would take him.

Luck. Hed dways had aknack for finding things, choosing the right
path. 1t had seemed a coincidence back then, but Brakiss had taught
Zekk that he had an aptitude for using the Force. 1t had helped Zekk

escape from Ennth.

From that point on, he had hopped from one ship to another, scrounging a
lifefor himsdf He had findly hooked up with old Peckhum, who treated

him with kindness and caring, giving him achance.

Now it wastimeto go home.

He scoured the Lightning Rod's navicomputer records, projecting
hol ographic paths from the generator Jaina had newly repaired, ashe
searched for the proper coordinates. Ennth, by no means a popular

world, was |ocated on no major trade routes.

Luckily, Peckhum had severd obscure navigationd files-mcluchng records
of the previous evacuation. Zekk was surprised to see that the old man
had been to Ennth during theinitid supply runs, helping,to take people

off the planet. Peckhum had never told Zekk.... Maybe hisold friend

felt somewhat responsible for not staying to do morefor the colonists.

Zekk punched in the coordinates, anxious to see how much the anguished

world had changed since he had left it. Eight years had passed.



The Lightning Rod shot into hyperspace.

When the planet appeared in front of him, long-forgotten memories
flashed through Zekk's mind. He sat in the pilot's chair, powering up
the comm system as the Lightning Rod settled into norma space again and

approached Ennth.

The large moon had a pocked and cratered appearance, asif it held many
mouths full of fangswaiting to devour human settlements on the primary
world. The moon's path was highly dliptica, oscillating around Ennth

m an endless planetary dance. Once every eight yearsthe orbit brought
thetwo celestid partners so close together that the moon grazed EnntY's
amosphere. 'nda forces and increased gravity cracked the ground,
sparked volcamc eruptions, and kneaded the worl & s surface, producing

groundquakes and tidal waves.

Hurncanes and storms destroyed anything on the exposed ground, while the
approaching moon npped away portions of the atmosphere, which was

replenished by the volcanic outgassing from EnntY sinterior.

Now Zekk saw abustling flatillain orbit: merchant ships, rescue ships,
traders, and amotley assortment of ragtag vessels, aswell ashuge
cargo haulersthat had been stripped of their hyperdrive enginesto make

more room for living quartersinside.



Refugee stations. Zekk recognized them from his previous unpleasant

time spent aboard.

He had come at just the right moment, when people and his homeworld
needed him the most. The colonists were evacuating Ennth again. This
could be away for him to redeem himself, atime to focus only on

helping others.

The giant moon hovered closein the ky, hurtling dong inits
disruptive orbit. Zekk shuddered as ahaf-forgotten fear [egped within
him. But he drove it back. He would haveto rise above hisfearsif he

was going to make a difference here.

The disaster was about to strike again.

JACEN RUSHED INTO the connnunication center an( ..00.".ce( aroun( at tie
mm( boggling display of equipment the New Republic engineerswere
matahng. He couldiyt see any cause for an emergency, but Raynar had

told him he was urgently needed here.

The young blond-haired boy from Alderaan had run with him through the

corridors of the Great Temple into the middle of this hotbed of repair

work. Thetwo stood panting, surrounded by al the activity.

At one station @wie was busy rewiring the new dueld generator console.



Tbnel Kaassembled components for alarger, sharper cornm screen,
holding each piece in place with her chin or aknee and then fastening
it down with clamps and anchors. His sister Jama bounced around the
room with feverish enthusiasm, in the midst of twelve different projects

at once.

Jacen found the excitement vaguely bewildering-it was only abunch of

components and electronics, after dl . . .

nothing interesting. Oh, he was competent enough at running equipment,

but he didn't have an understanding with machineslike Jainadid.

Instead, Jacen had an understanding with living creatures of al szes.

Hed been in his quarters feeding his pets when Raynar had summoned him.

Now that Jacen had arrived, though, no one seemed to notice. "Hey,

don't everybody greet me at once," he said. Heturned to Raynar beside

him.

"So what's the cause for darm?"

The blond boy adjusted his newly washed robes and tightened his sash-a

dull brown sash, Jacen noticed, not a color Raynar usudly wore. He



wondered if it had anything to do with the disappearance of hisfather.

"They, uh, said some creature got into atransformer housing,” he
stammered, darting nervous glances toward the back of the room. "Tend
Ka suggested you might be able to coax it out, so |, um, ran to get

you."

It gave Jacen awarm fedling to know Tenel Kahad thought of him to
solve a problem. Even with only one arm, she had proved herself so good
a everything she did that Jacen often fdt like ahumbling buffoon

around her. But Tend Kahad asked for him-and thiswas something he

was good at. He would be proud to help her.

Hegrinned a Raynar, but the other boy didn't grin back.

"Do you think it's safe?' Raynar asked hesitantly. "The creature might

be poisonous.”

Jacen shut hiseyesfor amoment and sent a thought searching through

the room, past the flurry of Jedi students and New Republic engineers.

There. He had it. Jacen opened hiseyes.



"Wadll, it'snot acrysta snake, if that's what you're worried about.

Nothing dangerous.”

"Wadl, if you're sure, I'll go back to my station," Raynar said,

twisting his brown sash into knots around hisfingers.

"Thisl| take just afew minutes," Jacen answered. "Thereésnothing
lurking anywhere near your comm console. Don't worry." Raynar nodded

and cautioudly went back to his workstation.

Jacen headed to where Tendl Kaworked quickly and methodicaly, clad

only in her hzard-hide armor, apair of boots, and atool belt. "Hey,

Tend Ka. How do you tell the difference between arancor?' he asked

brightly.

Tend Katurned her cool gray eyestoward him and raised an eyebrow. "

believe that one of itslegs are both the same.”

Jacen blinked in surprise. "Y ou've heard that one before?"

'Yes." Tend Kadid not stop working.

"Please hold this. Thank you. Y ourjoke is awell-known piece of

non-sequitur humor from my mother's clan on Dathomir. Most people don't



understand it-even fewer find it funny.”

Jacen dapped hisforehead. "1 should have known. Anyway, Raynar said

you wanted to see me."

"Ah. Aha" She gestured toward ametallic ho x fastened near the
caling. "I had hoped you could convince the cregture to leave the
power transformer housing before it comesto harm, or before it causes

any damageto thecircuitry.”

'Hey, that's great, Tenel Ka | think you'reredly starting to

understand how | fed about animasand why | liketo collect pets.”

"Perhaps,”" shesaid. Thenin adrier voice she added, "1 dso had no

wish to disassemble and reassembl e the transformer housing.”

Jecen fet himsdlf flush. Well, at least she had asked for hishelp,

which wasrare enough for Tend Ka.

Jacen rolled a portable piece of lightweight scaffolding against the
wall, locked it into place, then clambered up to where the uninvited
reptilian guest had hidden. Placing hispam under aholein the
transformer housing, Jacen sent enticing thoughtsto the creature

indde. Warm. Safe. Warm. Food.

He concentrated, adding reassurance and calm thoughts, tempting the



creature.

Inlessthan aminute, a spotted thyrd dithered out and curled happily
on Jacen's palm. Long and flexible, the thyrd looked like askinny

snake with twelvetiny legs.

"You just crawled in therefor the hest, didn't you?" Jacen crooned,
cuppingitinhishand. "Don't worry, I'll take you someplace that's
nice and warm." He turned, holding on to the scaffolding with hisfree
hand, careful to maintain hisbaance. Out of the corner of hiseye,

Jacen caught aflash of brightly colored robes.

"l just got amessage that aship's coming down to the landing clearing,
on fina approach,” Raynar said. "It'sthe Millennium Falcon returning

from Coruscant.”

Jacen wasjust clambering down to the next leve of the scaffolding.

"Hey, Dad didn't tell us he was coming back again so soon-" He loosened
hishold f or only amoment, but his balance was off. Trying to protect

the thyrd from harm, he tumbled backward toward the floor-only to be
caught on acushion of air just centimeters before he hit the

flagstones. Jacen touched down lightly and breathed asigh of relief.

Heraised his head to see Tend Kaand Raynar standing together, locked



in concentration.

Concern waswritten al over the Alderaan boy's flushed face. He
swirled the deeves of his colored robes. "Sorry | distracted you,
Jacen. Areyou al right?Tend Kadtretched out her arm and helped
Jacen to hisfest. 'It takes agood deal of practice,' she said, 'to

climb with only one hand.”

'No kidding," Jacen said. He held up his other hand to show her the

thyrd. "At least we're both safe and sound,” he added, a bit

sheepishly. Once again, he had bumbled in front of Tenel Kal There

didn't seem to be any easy way to impress her.

Jainaand Lowie had rushed over in response to Raynar's announcement.

After seeing that her brother was dl right despite the mishap, Jaina

grinned mischievoudy a him. "Nice maneuver, laser brain.”

Lowie gave an urf of laughter.

'Ib cover his embarrassment, Jacen turned to Raynar. 'Hey, let'sgo

meet Dad and seeif he's heard anything about your father.”

The other boy perked up, showing sudden, intense interest.

Jacen cradled thethyrd asthey al ran out of the communications



center. Along the way, he would find awarm spot on some sunbaked
stones, well away from the reconstruction work, where the cresture

couldn't cause any more mischief.

----------------- YAVIN'S SUN WAS bright and the jungle air warm, with a
light breeze but none of the strong winds they had experienced afew
daysearlier. When Han Solo and Chewbacca strode out of the Falcon,
Jainaturned to look behind her. Raynar stood alone asmall distance

away, twisting his brown sash around hisfingers, his eyes averted from

the happy family reunion.

Han noticed him, too. He flashed aquick grin at Jainaand Jacen. His
eyes, though, were serious. "Got asurprise for you kids from home, but

let metak to Raynar fird."

Theyoung Alderaan boy looked up hopefully. Jaina saw her father shake

his head.

'No news, actudly,” Han Solo admitted.

"But we've got some solid leads. If your father made it somewhere safe,
we're hoping helll try to get a message to you. Inthe meantime, weve
got Lando Cdrissan and some of the best ex-smugglersin the New

Republic on the search.”



"l undergtand,” Raynar said, then turned and walked dejectedly back

toward the Great Temple, his bright robes drooping around him.

With forced good humor after the sad news for Raynar, Han rubbed his
hands together. "Ready for your surprise?' Han turned to yell up the

ramp. "C'mon out."

"A.nakin!" Jainaexclaimed astheir brother appeared in the opening.

"Hey, what're you doing here?" Jacen asked, giving hislittle brother a

playful punch on the shoulder.

"It'salong story," Anakin said, sweeping his straight dark bangs away
from hisice-blueeyes. "You see, | had an ideafor restoring the Gresat
Temple. Y ou know how much | like to take things apart and put them

together again. I've dways been good at puzzles.”

"Well, this one has an awful lot of pieces,” Jainasad, looking
doubtfully at the piles of broken stoneslying about. Shedismissed a
flickering thought that the whole place felt much bleaker, much emptier,

since Zekk had departed.

"| suggested that we could treat the temple like a puzzle-sort out the
pieces, then fit them back together again. | figured | could seethe
patternsin my mind," Anakin continued. "Any areasthat we can't

reconstruct from the origina stones can be reproduced by New Republic



atistsso they'll look just like the origind Massass work." He held
up alittle hologram of the Great Temple, taken long ago when it had

been used as a hidden Rebd base.

"Well usethisasatemplate.” 'Wdll, at least | have one brother who's

agenius," Jainasaid, tossng Jacen ateasing look.

"Mom seemed so excited by theideathat | sort of volunteered to cometo
Y avin 4, even though its not time for my classesto sart again,” Anakin
went on. "I'm not sure how it happened. | just said that I'd be one of

the best peoplefor putting together the puzzle pieces, and Dad said

he'd help, and Mom seemed so happy. . . . He spread his hands,

looking abit confused. 'And herel am."

Han put acomforting hand on hisyounger son's shoulder. "Don't worry,
kid. Y our mom just hasthat effect on people. That's how she got
Chewie and meto help with her crazyRebdlion againgt the Empire.” The

olderWookiee groaned at the' memory.

"Yeah," Janasad, pondering, "and | remember that time Lowie and |

volunteered to map out the orbits of space debris over Coruscant.”

Jacen added, "And then you and Lowie offered to help fix old Peckhum's

Space tation, too." Thistime, Lowie groaned.



"Getting people to volunteer is one of your mother's many gifts” Han

concluded.

"That'swhy she'sapolitician.”

Anakin looked over to where Luke Skywaker and some of his students were
gtill collecting chunks of rock that had been blasted from the top of
the temple pyramid. "Wadll, little brother," Jainasaid, what are you

waiting for?'

Anakin took adeep breath and blew it out. "I volunteered-I guessi'd

better get started.” Hetrotted off toward the Great Temple.

'l brought you each alittle gift, asusud," Han said, producing a

smooth, pearl-pink sphere and offering it to Jacen. "It'sagort egg. @@
"Wow, I've dways wanted one of these," Jacen said. "They make great
pets-kind of like miniature woolamanders with really soft feethers. You

can even teach them to talk."

"It'll take dmost ayear to hatch," Han warned, "and you have to keep

it warm thewholetime."

"No problem," Jacen assured him, looking over a hissigter. "LTh-is

it, Jana?'

She pretended to heave adeep sigh.



"I think | can manage to build you a temperature-controlled cage,

Jacen."

"And for you, Jaina. . ." Han held out ameter-long chain of devices
that looked like arope of Cordlian nerf sausages. "A modular sgnd

trangmitter.”

"Great! More componentsfor my collection," Jainasaid, grinning.

"Don't thank metoo soon," Han said.

"Thetransmitter works, but thisis such an old modd that it doesn't

have much range.”

"Mat's okay, Dad-it'smodular. | can figureout away tolink ina
higher-powered signa boogter,” Jainasad, feding her spiritslift at

the prospect of this new mechanica challenge.

Jacen asked, asif the thought had suddenly struck him, "Why isit so
important to Mom to rebuild the Great Templejust likeit was? | mean,
the Massass weren't a particularly honorable race. 1s shejust doing

thisfor Uncle Luke?"

"No," Han said. "Therésmoreto it than that. Y ou kids never redly



saw the planet Alderaan, where your mom grew up, since it was destroyed

before you were born." 'V eve seen holoclips,”" Jaina pointed out.

"And those framed images you gave her."

Han nodded absently. "Alderaan was a center of culture and education.

Peaceful planet . . . lotsof artigts, philosophers, musicians.

Grand Moll Tarkin made your mother watch while he used the Death Star to
blast her home planet into tiny little chunks. Ever sncethen,

anything the Empire ruined, your mom'stried to set right again. Andin

her memory, Yavin 4 was our first safe haven after your uncle Lukeand |
rescued her from the Death Star. For her, the Great Templeisa symbol

of the Rebellion's struggle to build afair government for everyonein
thegdlaxy. Soit'skind of apersond thing. Mom'll be coming herein

six or seven daysto check on our progress.”

"Hey, shell be herefor her birthday then,” Jacen said, counting the

days.

"We thought it would be nice to have the whole family together for a
change," Han said. "Even if we haveto come hereto do it. 'Dad,”
Jainasad. "Jacen and | have been trying to come up with just the
perfect gift for Mom's birthday. We thought that maybe if we went to
the Alderaan system and got a special piece of Mom's planet, one that

she could take with her wherever she went, like a kegpsake.



'Y eah," Han said in asoft voice, raising his eyebrowsin surprise.

"Yeah, | think your mom'd likethat. But | don't have timeto take you

kidsthere. I've got to help with the work here, not to mention keeping

up with the search for Raynar'sfather.”

'Vell, we could go by oursalvesin Tend Kasship," Jainasad, trying

to hide her expression of eagerness and fervent hope.

Han looked even more surprised. 'Oh, yeah. | forgot about the Rock

Dragon.

Tend Kas parents contacted Leiafor permission to station a Hapan ship

here"

"Y ou mean we can go then?' Jainasaid.

"l didn't say that. . . ." Hanfrowned, asif thinking it over

serioudy. "Wdl, dl right," hesaid a lat. "But only on two

conditions."

"Anything," Jainasaid, and her brother nodded.

"Firg, you haveto let Chewie and me check out the ship persondly, so



we know it's safe for you to fly. Second, | want you back herein three

days. No more. Just to Alderaan and back-no sightseeing, no

joyriding."

"Wepromise," Jainasad. "What could possibly go wrong?"

In the end, Han and Chewie found nothing more significant than arear

sahilizer to replace on the Rock Dragon. By the next morning, the ship

was ready for itsflight to the Alderaan system.

"Not abad little hunk of machinery," Han said to Tenel Ka, looking

around the cockpit gpprovingly. "Did they set it up specialy soyou

could fly it with one hand?"

"The controls have been adjusted to make that possible,” Tenel Kasaid.

"But Jaina has agreed to act as pilot.”

Han crossed hisarms over hisvest, wearing alook of fatherly pride.

"A Solo at the hadm, huh? Good choice."

Jainasghedinreief at her father'sresponse. "And Lowi€sgoing to

be my copilot,” she said. Chewbacca pounded ahairy fist on his

nephew's shoulder.

'I'm all ready," Jacen said. Hetossed his duffd into astorage net,



plopped down in one of the passenger's seats, and buckled his crash

webhing.

"l am also prepared,” Tend Kasaid, seating herself beside Jacen.

‘Jaina, you may depart when ready."

Lowietook the copilot's seat with an enthusiastic bellow, and Jaina

srapped hersdf in at the pilot's Sation.

"Three days now," Han Solo called after them. 'l have your word oniit.”

Jainalooked at her father and rolled her eyes. "Well befine, Dad.

We'rejust going to get apiece of rock. If were not back in three

days, you have my personal permission to send out a search party.”

"Hey, if | can't trust my own kids, who can | trust?' Han shrugged, a
lopsided smile glued to hisface, but Jainacould tell her father was
struggling to look nonchaant. Then he and Chewieleft the ship and

stood outside on the landing field.

Asthe Rock Dragon took off, Jainarisked a glance away from her
piloting tasks to watch her father and Chewie waving goodbye. Something

fdlt srange, she thought.



Maybe she just wasn't used to being on this side of the cockpit

viewports, looking out at her father.

WHEN THE ROCK Dragon reached the graveyard of Alderaan, Jainastared out
the front windowport, sensing the forevermagnified ingtant of despair

that had accompanied the destruction of an entire planet.

Only this jagged, broken rubble remained of her mother's homeworld.

Princess Leiahad grown up here, living in asparkling white city on an
idand inthe middle of acrater lake, soaring in giant
repul sorfreighters across the peaceful grasdands, resting in solitude

in the ancient organic structures built by along-extinct insect race.

Sitting in the pilot's seat of the Hapan passenger cruiser, Jana
surveyed the countless flying splinters of rock scattered in space
before her: huge boulders, small pebbles, congeaded lumps of pitted

metd.

Each piece of debriswas like atombstone for the dead of Alderaan.

In the copilot's chair, Lowie chuffed and growled, pointing at the

dangerous swarms of rocks. Their navigation console displayed athickly



interwoven web of projected orbita paths.

With her rudimentary understanding of his Wookiee diaect, Janawas

able to decipher some of the words Lowie spoke, but Em Teedee trand ated
anyway. "Magter Lowbaccafedsthisasteroid field will be most

chdlenging to hisnavigationa and piloting abilities. Personaly, |

fed it my duty to point out the potential hazards, should you chooseto

proceed. Agteroid fields can be extremely dangerous.”

Jaina pressed her lipstogether, her expression grim. "Thisisnt just
any agteroid field, Em Teedee-thisisn't natura. Thisusedto bea
planet, but it was blown to bits by the Death Star. 1t was my mother's

planet.”

The other young Jedi Knightsfell slent, feding the intangible grief
that surrounded the place, mourning those peaceful millionswho had died

here because of the Empire€'s brutdity.

Jainastared a the crumbling shards, knowing that the bones
ofdderaan’s population drifted out there somewhere, aswell, now little
more than cosmic dust. All the great buildingsand cities: therevered
Alderaan University; Crevasse City, built light into canyon walls;

Terrarium City, famed asametropolisunder glass. . . .

Jainahad seen images of Alderaan initsglory. Her mother kept a



gdlery of paintingsthat showed her beloved homeworld.

Han Solo had given them to Lelaaround the time of their wedding.

She had heard her mother tell the story many times of how she had been a

prisoner aboard the Death Star, forced to watch as Grand Moll Tarkin

used the deadly battle station to obliterate the peaceful planet.

Tarkin had given no warning, alowed none of the population to escape.

Now only thisrubble field remained.

Asfar as she knew, Leiahad never returned to the Alderaan system.

Jainaguessed that the sght would aways be too painful, but hoped that

agpecia shard of her mother's destroyed home would make afine

memento.

She gripped the controls of the Rock Dragon. 'Y ou ready, Lowie?' she

sad.

"Weregoinginsde.”

"Oh, do be careful,”" Em Teedee said.

Jacen and Tend Kaquietly checked their crash webbing, but did not



interrupt the two pilots asthey cruised into the scattershot storm of

planetary debris.

Around them, the rocks coursed and ricocheted, spinning about to display
jagged edges, raw craters. Over two decades, the debris had collided
again and again, dowly settling into an organized cloud. Some of the
shards clung together through their own gravity, gradualy fusing into

clusters of rock.

"Thisplacehasadrong . . . fed toit,"” Tend Kasad. "Asif |

sensethe ghogsof . . . many lifeforces obliterated at once.”

Jacen nodded. 'Uncle Luke talks about how there was agreat disturbance

in the Force when Alderaan was destroyed.”

"| sill fed adisturbance,” Tend Kasad.

"Like echoes."

Jaina scanned the debris with the ship's sensors. Some of the

meteoroids were composed of rock, others of metals from different

portions of the planet-the crugt, the mantle, the core.

Lowie barked acomment, and Em Tbedee trand ated. "Master Lowbacca

wishesto know what, exactly, he should be searching for."



"Something ... specid,” Jainaanswered.

Jacen added, "But we don't know what it isyet." The asteroids grew

densar around them.

Lowieflicked hisydlow gaze down to thelabyrinth of orbita paths
diagrammed on the screen. Jainasaw the linestightening up, the paths

becoming more congested.

"'Ernefor somefancy flying, Lowie," she said, then smiled back over
her shoulder a Tend Ka. "Let's see what the Rock Dragon has to show

for itsdlf."”

'Oh, my," Em Teedee said.

The Hapan passenger cruiser skimmed between two of the larger asteroids
and circled back, curving below the plane of the debris cluster and then
arrowing back fl=ugh again. While smultaneoudy flying, watching out

for obstacles, and studying the navigationa diagram, Jaina continued to
glance a the sensors, searching for exactly theright placeto go. She

felt shewould know the place by instinct, as soon as she laid eyes upon

it.

When shelet her attention flicker for just amoment, Lowie bellowed in

surprise and wrenched the copilot controls, spinning the Rock Dragonin



abackward loop to avoid ajagged splinter of stone. He arced back ina
U-turn and returned the way they had come. Their ship plunged once more

through the rubblefield.

"Hey, Jaina, are you sure you know where you're going.?" Jacen said.

@wie growled something reassuring, then performed another U-turn to head

back through the rocks.

"Thisiskind of fun," Jainasaid, accelerating as she circled around
one of the larger chunks so that they could see the cratered landscape

beow them.

"I am glad you approve of our Hapan technology, Captain,” Tend Kasaid.

"My grandmother assured me you would approve of the specid

modifications she ordered to this ship." "'I'm not sure | understand al

the features of the engines and their subsystemsyet," Jaina answered,

'but that leaves more for meto tinker with. A pilot's duty, you know.

Thanksfor @g methe chanceto fly this, Tend Ka."

Jacen kept peering out the side winaow, shaking his head. ‘It'samazing

to think thiswas once awhole planet. . . . Alder



SHARDS OF ALDERAAN:ill

aan. | heard that some smugglers or pirates had been using thisrubble
asarday station or ahideout, just like the asteroid field around

Hoth."

Tend Kagrunted. Therewill dways be such stories. Some aretrue,

others are not.

| doubt wewill find pirates here.”

Jainalet Lowie handle the flying while she studied the sensors again,
hoping to spot that specia something she waslooking for. The Hapan
ship had plenty of unusua diagnostic devices, it seemed asif Tend

Kas grandmother had ingtalled every imaginable system. But Jainaused
only the diagnostics with which she was most familiar, andyzing rocks,

looking for something out of the ordinary.

A specid gift for her mother.

When the bizarre asteroid showed up on her screens, Jainaknew instantly

that she had found their target.

"Lowie, herésour new course," she said, highlighting one of the blips

among the green lines on the navigationa projection pandl.



Thelarge asteroid reflected light from the Alderaan system's distant
aun. Its surface was pockmarked and pitted, but it gleamed with a
metalic sheen. The readingsindicated that this asteroid % amost pure
metal, with ahigher concentration of precious € ements than any other

inthe asteroid fidd.

They had discovered alump from the true core of Alderaan, the heart of
her mother'sworld. The other young Jedi Knights leaned forward to see

asthe Rock Dragon approached the asteroid.

That'stheone” Jainasaid.

----------------- AS HE SCANNED the surface of Ennth, Zekk was surprised
to find scattered settlements in the same locations where previous

cities had been destroyed eight years before.

Zekk adjusted the Lightning Rod's course and guided it into the stream

of shuttle traffic toward the main settlement, where his parents had

lived, where they had made their dreams. . . . He remembered that

the colonists optimigtically renamed the villages each timeNew Hopetown,
Newer Hopetown, and Newest Hopetown. He wondered what they would do

oncethey ran out of quaifiers.

Powering up the ship's comm system, Zekk transmitted amessage to the

centra control barracks, identifying himsdlf. Hebriefly told his



story, that hewas aprodiga son from Ennth who had now returned.

The communications controller greeted him with surprise, but her voice
held the breathless urgency of someone burdened with too many
respongibilities. She put on another man, an operations commander named
Rastur, who wasin charge of the evacuation activities. Zekk thought he
remembered the man: during the previous disaster, abrave young soldier

named Rastur had been decorated for his heroic feats.

He had apparently risen in importance and now had the primary

respongbility for preserving the persstent colonists of Ennth.

As he brought the Lightning Rod down into the belt of stormclouds, Zekk

hoped the ship wouldn't prove to be aptly named.

He passed through knotted black thunderheads, roiling weather systems

churned up by the oncoming moon'stida chaos.

Below, the landscape of Ennth lay black and jumbled. Hardened lavarock
stood out in cracked scabs. The broken outcroppings looked fresh and

solid, laid down in the eruptions of only eight years ago.

Zekk saw green patchesin the hardened rocky landscape, small jewels of
farmland fertilized and tilled. To his astonishment, workers ill
franticaly combed thefiddsto finish onelast harvest before they had

to depart from their doomed world. Those food supplies would have to



last the people on the refugee Sations until the Ennth colonists could

reestablish their settlements on a piistine landscape in another year.

Fighting against the turbulent wind, Zekk's ship gpproached the remains
of abustling spaceport, a stripped-down landing area surrounded by

dismantled buildings and partialy torn down warehouses.

Zekk brought the Lightning Rod in as severd cargo ships, heavily |oaded

with people and supplies, lumbered into the air.

Bardly aerodynamic, the shipswaobbled asthey gained dtitude. Other

shipscamein and circled, scouting for any available landing space.

He secured the ship, opened the hatch, then bounded down the ramp, ready
to help. @oops and rescue workers scurried about-volunteers, colonists,
everyone doing their part. Theair, smelling of smoke and sulfur, was

heavy with humidity and ozone from the stormclouds overhead.

In the city square Zekk saw huge statues, colorful paintings aong the
gdesof lava-brick walls, vibrant artistic expressons everywhere he
turned-dl being left behind. Each masterwork of sculpture and
illustration had been carved or painted in the past eight yearsas an
expression of thanksgiving by the colonists when they had rebuilt their

demolished town.



As he stood outside the Lightning Rod, ayoung woman rushed over to meet

him.

Shewastrim, in her early twenties, wearing acomfortable utility suit,
her hair dark brown and cropped close to her head. Her eyes, adeep

sepia, squinted with weariness and strain.

"Areyou Zekk?' she said, gesturing for him to accompany her back to the
headquarters building. She began waking immediately without waiting

for Zekk, asif she had notimeat dl for light conversation.

She cdled over her shoulder. "Welcome to Another Hopetown. I'm
Shinnan. | remember your parents from when | was thirteen yearsold,

during the last evacuation. Y ou were just aboy then . . . saven?”

'‘Almost nineg," Zekk corrected. 'l think | remember you, too. Y ou were

kind of abossy girl telling the other kidswhét to do." She smiled.

"Y es, and now I'm abossy woman telling grown-ups what to do. | hope

you've come hereto help. We could certainly use an extra hand during

the last stages of the evacuation.”

Zekk looked up into the darkening clouds.

He saw crisscrossed lines of ship exhausts like white spiderwebs

highlighted by flashes of hghtning. "I came home," he said. "I've done



alot of thingsin my life, but now I've returned to Ennth. I'll gladly

lend ahand."

He hurried to keep up with Shinnan'srapid steps. Around him he saw the
foundations of sheared-off buildings and tentcovered supply stacks
lashed down and waiting to be picked up by cargo ships. The Ennth
colonigts continued to work steedily without rest, managing to ook

frenzied and organized at the sametime.

On the way to the main command center, they passed abandoned buildings;

some of the roofs had collapsed, windows broken.

Tremors and aftershocks had dammed through Ennth for the past year or

30, yet the colonists had waited until the last minute to pack up.

Partly through the Force and partly through his own nerve endings, Zekk
felt the ground trembling beneath hisfeet, asif he sood on abomb

just waiting to explode.

Theonly structures il inhabited seemed to be small stone dwellings

near the command center-probably the quarters for Shinnan and Rastur and
the other evacuation workers who had vowed to stay until the bitter end

.. . just ashisown parents had tragicaly done, eight years

before.



The ground suddenly shook, asif asquirming krayt dragon lay just under

the surface. Zekk stumbled, but Shinnan did not even pausein her step.

The tremors ceased in only afew seconds. Shinnan made no comment a

al as shetook him insde the command center.

A lean, hard-looking man stepped up to them. His eyes were old beyond
hisyears, with stresslines etched into hisface. He carried a deep
sorrow within him. "Rastur, thisis Zekk-returned to us after these

many years." Shinnan paused, seeing the dead look on Rastur's face.

"What'swrong, my love?' She did her arms beneeth hisand held him

tightly.

"I recelved word from our reconnaissance flyers,” Rastur said. 'Newest
Coadt 'fbwn has just been destroyed.” Shinnan gasped, then composed

hersdf.

"What happened?'

"A tidd wave," he said, "underseasaismic activities. We saw it

coming, but had only afew minutes warning. Thewave cameina
thousand meters high and wiped out the entire settlement.” Hedrew ina
deep breath and crossed hisarms over his chest. ‘Luckily, we had
dready stepped up evacuation and salvage procedures. We got eighty

percent of the suppliesto safety in orbit. Most of the settlers had



taken refuge, except for ahundred or so who remained behind for alast
run. We aso lost two supply ships.” Zekk listened with growing horror,

but didn't say anything. Shinnan spoke up.

"Any chance for rescue operations?'

"Therewere no survivors' Rastur said firmly, "not even any flotsam and
jetsamto salvage. . . ." Hisvoice hitched before he brought it back
under contral. "In fact, there's not even much of acoast left where

thewave hit."

Shinnan hugged the man briefly. "We knew to expect casudties, Rastur,”
shesad. "WEell have ayear to mourn once we're dl off planet and
waiting for the land to settle down again. For now, we've got work to

do."

Findly Rastur became aware of Zekk, hiseyeslighting up with aglimmer
of welcome. "We're glad you've come home, Zekk-now, more than ever, we

could use your help. Y our people need you."

For the next few days, Zekk worked harder than he ever had in hislife,
filling the Lightning Rod's cargo holds to cagpacity and flying up to the
refugee sationsin orbit. He got to know some of the supply runners as

well as severd of the colonigts.



Many claimed to remember him as a child; others didn't, but welcomed him

anyway.

Despite the impending disaster and devagtation, everyone on Ennth seemed
willing to pull together as ateam for acommon god, sdvaging what
they could from their homes and their lives, fleeing to safety before

the groundquakes and vol canoes and tidal waves destroyed everything.

Many people died in the rush, some through carel essness, others through
accidents. A few older colonists even dropped from sheer exhaustion,

left behind to be buried by the violent upheavd of their adopted world.

In the frantic command center, Rastur never seemed to deep, directing
hundreds of shuttle flights, deciding which shipments had to gofir,
which colonists would be stationed on which refugee station. Shinnen
did her best to assist him, taking care of the people, listening to
complaints and suggestions. . . somehow managing to hold it al

together.

One day later that week, lightning struck across the landscape like
turbolaser bolts, blasting sand and lavarock. The winds picked up,
making it dffficult for the last cargo shipsto take off safely. With

hislong dark hair tied in aponytail to keep it out of the way, Zekk
remained behind to dismantle the remaining computers from the command
center, haphazardly packing them into the last few battered crates, then

hauling al nonessential components away.



Rastur turned from his central pogt, his expression even grimmer than
hisusud perpetud frown. "Weve just lost Heartland Settlement to
lava" hesaid. 'A chain of volcanoesripped it to pieces and

incinerated the remaining structures. Luckily thelagt flightshed

aready taken off. No casuaties. Minimad loss of equipment.” The
other workersin the command center set up aragged cheer. "Weredl|
finished here at Another Hopetown, Rastur,”" Shinnan said. "All thet

remainsisto pack up our own quarters and possessions.”

"All right, I'm glad we left that until last.

Everything e seistaken care of, so I'll be able to deep better at
night," he said, "once we get off the surface and up to the refugee

dations.”

Shinnan stepped to the doorway of the command center. Zekk followed
her, ready to offer his help, though hisarms and legsfelt ready to

drop off. Utterly exhaugted, he till felt exhilarated by how much they
had accomplished despite seemingly impossible odds. Though they had

suffered casudties, Ennth had been successfully evacuated.

Then the groundquake struck.

Not just atremor like those he had experienced hundreds of timesin the



last few days-the seismic shock felt asif a Super Star Destroyer had
crashed down on the planet, damming into the world's crust like a giant
madlet. The remaining computer stands insde the command center fell
over. Other buildings surrounding the near-deserted square swayed and

rocked.

One of the tall statues toppled and smashed on the cobblestones.

While Zekk held the door frame and fought for balance, Shinnan sprinted
across the open square. Bobbing and weaving, she headed directly toward
the low stone structures that had served asliving quartersfor the

evacuation personnel.

"Shinnan, no!" Zekk cried. Hewhirled to look at Rastur. "Whereisshe

going?"

"To our home-to rescue some things she needs.”

Zekk raced after her, feding apowerful dread grow within him. He
wondered if it wasjust hisimagination . . . or an echo of

premonition through. the Force. He had been avoiding using his Jedi

powers since the Shadow Academy's defest, afraid he would be too tempted

to make use of the dark side again.

But now he definitely sensed the athletic dark-haired woman wasin grave

danger.



As she dashed insde the shaking building, Zekk ran toward her, but his
legs wobbled and jerked as the ground bounced beneath him like a

vibrodrum.

Rastur stood at the command center door, his face as ash-gray asthe
volcanic dust that filled the skies. His drawn lips mouthed one word as

he watched Shinnan disappear insde the stone house. "No."

With agreat seismic heave, the ground split in front of Zekk likea
torn sheet of paper. He toppled to the cobblestones as the fissure

widened, trembled, then stopped.

Zekk looked up, getting himsalf to his hands and knees, ready to jump

across the meterwide crack that hung open like ayawning, jagged mouth.

Then another shock struck through the ground. Thistime, the tone
buildings did not survive-none of the remaining warehouses. And not the
place Shinnan and Rastur had called home. The heavy roof collapsed, the

walls buckled outward, and the entire Sructure fell in upon itsalf . .

crushing the young woman indde.



Asthetremors subsided, Zekk finaly got back to hisfeet. He jumped

across the broken fissure and staggered to the ruins of the building.

'Shinnan!" he called out.

He reached the rubble and tried to pull stone blocks away. Within
moments Rastur and the remaining workers appeared at hisside,
inginctively knowing whet to do, digging through the rubble. Rastur
moved mechanicaly, in adaze, asif he had turned off al of his

emotions. He had lost too much aready to fed any grester despair.

Zekk grove with hismind, trying to find some trace of Shinnan. "Are

you there?

Can you hear me?' But only acold, disturbing sllence came back a him.

When they found Shinnan's body haf an hour later, Zekk dumpedin
grief, but Rastur just ood, unmoving. In the young woman's hands she

cradled an electronic datapad and a sheaf of paper.

'@at werethey?' Zekk said, picking them up, looking at drawings and
handwritten notes. Somehow, she had considered these items important

enoughto diefor.



"They were our plans,” Rastur said, 'our architectura designsfor the

new house we intended to build, once we moved back down to the surface.

. . during resettlement.”

Hiswords were choked off, and then he spokein aflat voice asif
repegting amemorized litany. "We anticipated casuaties. We aways

knew peoplewould die." He whispered again, "We anticipated casudties.”

Then he straightened, smartly gesturing to the other workers. "Were

done here on Ennth. Load up the last ships.”

Rastur looked up at the sky. "It'stimeto leavethisplacetoitsown

destruction.”

----------------- NLJIDGING THE ROCK Dragon's controls, Jainaand Lowie
worked together to land the Hapan passenger cruiser on what had once
been the core of Alderaan. Em Teedee added histinny voice of

encouragemen.

"Steady, steady . . . oh, very well done, indeed!"

Jacen glanced out the windowport, hisfingers pressed againgt the

transparisted.



"Lookslike you picked theright one, Jama."

The surface of the asteroid had arippled appearance, pitted from the
rigors of space and dusty from the powdery debristhat flew like astorm

through the rubblefield.

Craters had been gouged out by smaller rocksthat had dammed like

orbiting bulletsinto the asteroid.

The Rock Dragon shuddered as its landing pads settled onto the surface.

"We're secure,” Jainasaid. Lowie rumbled his agreement.

"'Bineto get into our gear,’ Jacen said.

He rushed back to the storage compartment to prepare for their outside

expedition, did open the sealed door, and inspected the environment

suitsdangling there. "Never seen thisdesign before. Tend Ka, are

you sure these suits are going to work for us?'

"My grandmother packed them herself,” Tend Kaanswered. 'She would

naturaly be most concerned for our safety.” "Y eah, that'safact,”

Jacen said with afaint grin, thinking of the hard old woman and her

unbridled ambitions.

The Hapan environment suits were sturdy but flexible, atightly woven



and completely seded fabric that would protect them from the vacuum of
gpace while dlowing them freedom of movement. The hdmetsthat locked
to the collars reminded Jacen of exotic seashdlls, curved and wkled to
acconnnodate air tubes, outside spotlights, and coolant piping. Jacen

did one helmet over his head and turned, looking through the round

faceplate at the redhaired warrior girl. 'How do | look?' he said.

'Would you prefer an honest answer?' Tend Kareplied.

"It was just arhetorica question,” he mumbled, handing one of the
suitsto Tend Kaas he climbed into another. "1t looks like your

grandmother even remembered an extralarge one for Lowbacca."

"My grandmother paid careful attention to al such details before she

alowed my parentsto send methisship,” Tend Kasad.

The companions checked each other's fasteningsto verify that the suits
were secure. Jacen stood back to look at hisfriendsin their
seashd|-shaped helmets, head lamps, and silvery suits; they appeared

snister and ominous.

"Welook likeacrew of dieninvaders,’ he said. "Likethose legendary
pirates of the asteroid belt, Tenel Ka." Jainapicked up her sample
packs and cutting tools and went to the magnetic hatch of the Rock

Dragon. "What arewe waiting for?' shesad. "Let'sgo.”



Stepping out onto the surface of the asteroid, Jacen felt light asa
feather, ready to fly. The shipson which he had traveled had been
equipped with artificidgravity generators, but the pull from this
metalic mountain in space wasinsufficient to hold them with more than

afrail gragpThe surface benesth his booted feet was like hardened dag.

He used his boot hed to scrape away the tarnish and space dust,
exposing bare meta that shonein thefaint starlight. 'niting his
helmet upward, he saw the other rocks overhead, boulders like clouds

casting random shadows across the core asteroid.

Tend Kastrode beside Lowie, who stood tall and hulking in his

environment uit.

Tend Kas grandmother had ordered a specialy tailored suit for the
young warrior girl, seding off the extradeevefor her missng arm so

that the empty fabric would not get in her way.

Jainatrudged forward, toolkit in hand, pointing her facemask downward
as she studied the pocked metal surface. She stepped to afissurein
the rock and squatted to let the light in her helmet shineinto the

fissure like abeacon.

"Look here" she said, her voice echoing through their helmet comm

system.



Jacen hurried forward with Tendl Kaand Lowieto seeddicate

crystdline growths sprouting like feathers made of ice chips.

Trangparent needles branched in random directions, beautiful and

gligening in the glow from Jainas hdmet light.

"What are they?' Jacen said, bresthless with wonder. "Arethey dive?’

"Somekind of slicon formation," his Sster answered.

'Ah. Aha" Tend Kasad. "Crystd ferns,

| have heard of them in other asteroids.

Some prospectors search for them. They are quite fragile and therefore

are consdered greeat treasures.”

"Should we take one of thosefor Mom?'

Jacen asked.

"No, let them keep growing,” Jainasaid.

"I want something more. . . specid.



Something lessfragile." She hopped across the broad fissure, but
migudged the low gravity and ended up flying many meters beyond the

edge.

"Hey, that looks like fun." Jacen took aflying leap and soared over his
gster'shead, tumbling in the air, and then gradudly drifted back down

to the surface.

"Becareful,” Jainasad. "It wouldn't take too much to reach escape
velocity on thislittle rock-you'd fly off into space, and wed haveto

go through the trouble of capturing you again.”

"Oh," Jacen said. "I guessthat would be something to avoid.” Jaina
found a polished lake of pure solidified metal and knelt down, pulling

her lightsaber freefromitsclip at her belt.

"Looks like agood spot,” she said.

She switched on the lightsaber and scribed arough octagon in the
surface, cutting deep and angling toward the center. Tenel Kaand Lowie
went to help. The pure meta vaporized, Szzling and popping inthe

cold vacuum as Jainaworked with dow precision to cut free a piece of

what had once been the core of Alderaan.

While hissster continued her careful excavation, Jacen went to look at



aseries of smal holes no wider than hisleg punched into the surface
of the asteroid. He ducked down, shining his helmet beacon into one of

the deep round craters.

When hislight gleamed on an open mouth and set of sharp teeth, he

stumbled backward with a panicked cry. 'Blaster bolts!”

Just then, something lunged out-long and snakelike, with abody likea

fat worm and amouth that held much more than its share of teeth.

Inthe low gravity Jacen's quick reaction sent him tumbling backward,
end over end. When hefindly righted himsdf, he saw alarva space
dug Hill thrashing and snapping for victims, rooted inddeitslittle

crater tunnd.

"Friend Jacen, areyou al right?" Tend Kahad bounded over immediately

upon hearing his outcry through their helmet comm systems.

"Just surprised, that'sall.” He gestured with a gloved hand toward the
writhing space dug. "1 didn't expect anything dive out here-werein

open space and hard vacuum.”

Jainacame over, laughing more with relief that her brother was safe

than from any outright mirth.



Jacen took a deep breath. 'Dad told usthat when he and Mom werein the
Hoth asteroid belt, what they thought was a cave turned out to be the
gullet of ahuge space dug. Those creatures are rare, thoughl've never

seen one before. Especidly not ababy."

Curious, he crept forward to look at the specimen asit withdrew dowly
back intoits hole. "Thismust be ayoung one. They feed on metd, |

think, so this core asteroid would be agood placeto raise larvae.”

Tend Kaagreed gruffly. "The asteroid would provide nourishment for a

vey longtime."

As Jacen bent closer, hislight startled the young space dug, and it
lunged out again, snapping itsteeth. The creature seemed blind, unable
to locate its exact target. Jacen backed off. "I guessit doesn't want

to be disturbed,” he said dejectedly.

Jainareturned to her work and afew moments later lifted out a
beautiful solid chunk. The heavy metdlic prize glittered and shonein
the soft light. The lightsaber cutting had given it polished sdesand

clean edges, so that the meta looked like a bright faceted gem.

‘All right, we've got what we camefor,” she said, delight and
excitement pouring through her voice. 'We promised Dad we'd head right

home"



Theyoung Jedi Knightsfollowed her back to the Rock Dragon, and Jacen
cast one brief glance toward where the space dug had gone back to its

lar.

Inside the ship again, their suits removed, Jacen powered up the comm

syzterm to send amessage to Yavin 4. Raynar answered thesignd,

gpparently assigned to communication duties again at the Jedi academy.

"Hey, Raynar," Jacen said, "we just wanted to report in."

"Good. Han Solo's been in here adozen times, waiting to hear from

you," Raynar said. "He's getting anxious.”

Jacen laughed. "Y ou can tell Dad that we found what we wanted. Our

mission isacomplete success.”

"I'll tell him that," the young man from Alderaan said. "You'rebeing

very mygerious.

"Wdll, we are on sort of a secret mission, you know," Jacen said with a

grin. He Sgned off and sat back in hischair asthe othersfastened

their crash webbing and Jaina powered up the Rock Dragon's engines.

Timeto go back to Y avin 4, before anything went wrong. . . .



----------------- WHILE JAINA SAT back, polishing and admiring the chunk
of metal she had taken from Alderaan’s core, Lowbaccatook the pilot's
seet of the Rock Dragon, piloting them through the hazards of the

asteroid bdlt.

"Just take ushome, Lowie,' Jainasad.

"l can't wait until we givethisto Mom. | think it'll be the best

present welve ever given her.” . The young Wookiee growled happily, and
Em Teedee trandated. "Master @wbacca comments that the piloting task
you requested is certainly within his capabilitiesand heisready and
willing to performit.” Jainalaughed. "1 thought hejust said,

'Okay."" Em Teedee gave amiffed bleep.

L owbaccatested the shivs systems, scanning the Hapan controlsashe
powered up the engines. Carefully, he released the Rock Dragon's
magnetic grip on themetd asteroid. The Hapan cruiser driftedfree and

floated out into the rubble stream that had once been Alderaan.

Checking for his best exit path, Lowie verified the orbital streams
plotted on the navigation screen. He scratched his ginger-colored fur
and hoped he wouldn't have to resort to so many U-turn maneuversto

depart from the rubblefield.

Now that the companions weren't aimlessy searching for some unknown

target, charting their path back to the Jedi academy on Y avin 4 should



be asmple task-or so Lowie hoped.

Just then a strange ship appeared from out of nowhere, its weapons

powered up.

Without warning, the enemy ship blasted at them.

Thefirst set of high-energy bolts streaked by, heeting up the edges of

their shidds.

Luckily, because of al the space debris, @wle had dready set the
shieldsto mammum asasmple precaution. Heroared inalarm. The
other young Jedi knights cried out, txying to hold on through the

concussion. Another laser blast hammered againgt their shidds.

The Wookiee reacted quickly with his Jedi senses, yanking at the ship's
propulsion controls. Redling the Rock Dragon away, he employed an
unorthodox strategy and shot straight up into the heart of the asteroid

fidd.

The attacking ship fired at them again, and Lowie spun their cruiser

around, jerking the ship backward, redligning their course, and firing

histhrusters at maxiMmUM.

The reckless maneuvers knocked Em Teedee loose and threw him to the



floor. As Jacen and Tenel Kaboth scrambled to retrieve him, thelittle
droid wailed, "We're doomed! Were doomedr Jaina dropped her precious
shard of Alderaan and sat up in the copilot's seat, Struggling to focus

on the emergency a hand. "Who'sfiring a us?' she said, peering

through the main windowport. ‘I @t seethe ship! Didn't they send out

any warnings' Tenel Katossed Em Teedee up to Jaina, who plugged the

droid into the navigation console.

Another laser blast burned by, narrowly missing the Rock Dragon. Lowie

punched the accelerators, trying to gain distance.

Jacen said, "Can't say much for this guy's manners-he didn't even
introduce himsdlf before hefired." He and Thnd Kacrawled back to
their seats, holding on as Lowie spun around again, flying afrantic

evasve pattern.

Jainafought with the controls, concentrating on their onboard defenses.

"l can't find the armament systems,’ she said. "We've got to have

wegpongd”

Tend Kasaid, "My grandmother would have made certain we werefully

armed.”

'Yes, but | didn't intend to take usinto battle,” Jainareplied. "

haven't studied the wegpons systems yet!"



L owie sngpped a comment and continued to fly, dodging through the
debrisbut the deek enemy ship came closein their wake. Em Teedee said
for him, "1 agree with Master Lowbacca. We've no time ether for target

practice or to learn these systems. | suggest we retreat immediately.”

"Weretrying,' Jainasad, her jaw tight.

"But who isthisguy? What does he wantother than to blow usinto space

dust.”

Tend Kareached forward to the comm system and activated it.
"Attacking ship, please identify yourself. We mean you no harm.” She

waited, but the other ship did not respond.

'Maybeit's one of those pirates we thought might be hiding in the

asteroid fidd," Jacen suggested.

"Y ou may be correct, Jacen,” Tend Kasaid.

"Here, I've got some of the wegpons systems on-Ene,"Jainasaid. 'But
thissureisn't like the Falcon." She punched severa buttons, then
fired. Her laser shotswent wide. The strange-looking ship kept coming

behind them, undaunted by the display of firepower.



"Small attack vessdl," Jainamuttered, checking her readouts. "Fadt,
high-powered, and packing more weaponsthan | can scan . . . thisguy

means busness”

"Let'sjust hope hisbusinessisn't to add usto the rubble of

Alderaan!" Jacen said.

Asif in response to Jacen's comment, the enemy ship fired again,
damaging their shidds. The impact sent a shudder through the Rock

Dragon's cockpit. Red lights burned on their control panels.

With aroar, Lowie plunged into the densest part of the rubblefield,

squeezing between tumbling mountains of rock, huge asteroids left over

from the breakup of the planet.

Jainafired their weapons again, and missed once more. 'l should have

cdibrated thesethings. . . or a least figured out how they

worked."

Her hands flew over the control pandls. "Too late now."

The attacker shot another time. It seemed asif he was carefiffly

consarving hisblagts.

'He canl!t miss. Why doesn't he just blow us away." Jacen asked.



"He certainly hasthe capability,” Tend Kasad. "However, our
opponent seemsto be targeting us precisely. Perhaps he wishesto avoid

errors. Ah, aha-he hopesto disable us.”

Lowie glanced down at the Satus report, an € ectronic diagram that
displayed the Rock Dragon's shields, and discovered that the enemy's
blows had repeatedly landed in one spot. He roared, just as Jaina saw
it hersdf. 'Our engines-he's targeting our engines! He wants to board

us.

Accderating for al the engineswere worth, Lowie raced toward a
cluster of huge asteroids. The enormous drffung rocks were riddled with
craters, cracked with gigantic fissures|eft over from the planetary

explosion-placesto hide.

Lowbacca growled softly to himsalf, wondering how he could dodge the
enemy long enough to gain sufficient distance to drop out of sight.

Eveninthisforest of orbiting rocks, it seemed impossible.

The other ship fired repestedly, scoring decisive hits. Ther shidds
buckled, ' and the final blow ripped open their rear starboard engine

pod. The Rock Dragon spun out of control.

Lowie and Jainafought to stabilize the cruiser before they careened

into an asteroid. "Power's down by sixty percent,” Jainasaid. 'We



could barely outrun him before now we've got no chance.”

"Perhapswe do,” Tenel Kasaid. She crept to the armaments control

pand. "I think | know what this sysemisfor. Find ahiding place,”

she said, 'and head there on my mark."

"What are you going to do, Tenel Ka?'

Jacen said.

"Obsrve”

"Do be careful!" Em Teedeewalled.

The atacking ship fired again, till making no effort to communicate

with them.

Hisblow struck itstarget, damaging the Rock Dragon's underbelly as
well astheir second rear engine pod-but as the blow seared against

their hull plates, Tend Kapunched areleaselever.

Canigters of ionized decoy gas and shrapnel sprayed out of their aft

cargo hatch, detonating in afireball that washed across their pursuer's

screens, dmogt certainly blinding him.

'‘Now, Lowbaccal" Tend Kashouted Lowie reacted instantly, punching the



controls and arcing around into the shadows behind one of the largest

asteroids.

Then he curved up toward another. His golden eyes scanned for alarge

crater, acrack into which the Rock Dragon could dip.

Their ship limped aong, barely ableto fly, but Lowie hoped he had

evaded their vicious attacker long enough to hide them from view.

Suddenly he saw it: acave. With enginesfailing, dl of their shidds
gone, and only atrickle of power remaining in the propulsion systems,

Lowie and Jainafought to control the bucking Hapan ship.

They needed to hold the cruiser stable just long enough to descend into

the opening of the crater cave.

Thejagged celling missed scraping their hull by only ameter. Lowie
had a bad moment, half-expecting the cave to grow narrower, squeezing
them between rock walls-but the chamber opened up, giving them just

enough room to maneuver and land.

They settled onto the rugged surface deep within alarge grotto,

thumping to the ground as their engines coughed and died.

Rock walls surrounded them, asif the asteroid had swallowed them up



entirely.

"Good hiding place, Lowie,' Jainasaid, patting the Wookiee on his

ginger-furred shoulder.

"Yeah," Jacen sad. "Either were safe here. . . or we're trapped.”

IN ORBIT AROUND Ennth, safe from the powerful pull of the destructive
moon, Zekk docked the Lighting Rod against the largest of the refugee
gations. From the cockpit windows, he watched the planet below shiver

and gasp mits degth throes.

Though he felt stunned, his heart went out to Rastur. The evacuation
commander still had not rested, continuing to work at high speed even on
board the ships. Zekk suspected the man kept himsalf busy to divert his

thoughts from grief over theloss of Shinnan.

Four reconditioned cargo haulers cruised in stable orbits next to
each'other, high above the atmosphere.lhe decommissioned, lumbering
containers had been declared unservicesble for interstdlar transport,

but they served well enough as holding tanks for the cast-off people,
refugees waiting to go back to ahome blasted clean by lavaand
groundquakes. The freightersengines had been ripped out, and all cargo
bays had been lined with bunks and cubicles to accommodate the greatest
number of people. The survivors of Ennth endured. They would give up

their privacy and comfort for ayear before they could venture back to



the surface.

Zekk remembered being a child on one of these refugee stations, how
nightmarish it had seemed to him. Y et these people were willing to
suffer again, asthey had eight years ago and would again eight years
hence, for aslong as they continued to put up with the cycle of

devadtation.

Smaller shipsflew around, supply runners continuing their ferrying

duties, dropping off cargo, arranging return schedules.

Now Zekk could see that while some of them had truly come to help-as
Peckhum had last time-many of the traders and expediters’ were scam
artigstaking advantage of adifficult Stuation. They charged the
absolute maximum for their servicesthat the colonists could afford, and

the people of Ennth had no choice but to pay. . . .

When the lagt Straggler ships arrived safely at the refugee stations and
Zekk had settled in, he went back to his quarters on the Lightning Rod,
having declined the colonists offer of an assigned bunk insdethe
cramped station. Besides, he needed rest and peace, to be away from the

crowds, away from so many people whose lives had suffered such tragedy.

He dept for afall deven standard hours, awakening stiff and sore. .



. but no longer exhausted, no longer at the edge of despair.

Back on the bustling refugee station, he made hisway toward the upper
levels, taking a series of crowded turbolifts. People moved about,
chattering with each other, discussing what they had lost and what they
had saved, already making plansfor their return to the surface of

Ennth. Zekk nodded in greeting, but did not join in their conversation.

Something disturbed him greatly about their persstence, their forced
optimism, their blindnessto the tragedy they could have avoided-but he

could not pinpoint it.

When he finally reached the popular observation deck of the old cargo
hauler, Zekk scanned the groups of people until he saw Rastur standing
alone, hands clasped behind his back as he gazed out one of the
windowports. The others|eft the sern man to himsdlf, glancing
Sdewaysat him, thenmurmuring sadly to each other astheylooked down

upon the blistering surface of Ennth. The world boiled below them.

The rigid man moved to one side and stared through- a macro-telescope

mounted on astand near the observation ports. He stared for along,

long time.

Zekk came up behind him. "Isit dl gone?' hesaid.

Rastur was not startled. "I've checked out the positions of al our



cities. Newest Coast Ibwn, Another Hopetown, Heartland Settlement. |
seenothing. No sign that we were ever there.... Once again, it'll be

awhole new world just waiting for us"

Zekk looked through the scope and saw flaming trenches of lava. Black
pillars of smoke rose up through the roiling thunderclouds. Asthe
immense moon moved away in its orbit and stopped kneading EnntWs
surface, the weather would stabihze again, the rains would come, the
lavawould cool-and Ennth would be aclean date, ready for the

colonigs again.

And again and again "Why do you bother?' Zekk findly asked.

He clamped hislipstight as Rastur looked at him in surprise.

"What do you mean?"

@y do you keep coming back, when you know everything will be destroyed

again in lessthan a decade-over and over? Every time, theres so much

pain, so much death, so much destruction.”

"And so much renewal," Rastur added.

He pointed down. "1 have dready began seismic studies, mapping out a

good location to build our next Hopetown. | will aso choose the best



spot for erecting the house Shinnan and | designed together. Maybe I'll

find another wife, or maybe'll livedone. Life goeson. Wemust

continue to do our best."

"But why, when you know it's hopel ess?

Why not go someplace where you can live out your livesin safety, build

something that will last for future generations? There are plenty of

other planets.”

Rastur's eyebrows knitted together. "Because thisisour home," he

said, asif the answer was obvious.

"Then find another home," Zekk sad.

"I've lived many different places.”

"Y es, and now yoxfve come back to Ennth,’ Rastur said. ‘It dl comes

back to Ennth.

Thisisour colony. We paid for it with our blood and our sweet. We

can't just abandon it.”

"Even when you know more people will diein eight years?'

"And many more peoplewill bebornin eight years" Rastur said



stubbornly. "On aplanet with four seasons, the colonists live and work
during the spring and summer and autumn, then crawl back into their

shelters during the wintertime, preparing for next spring.

'Wedl go about our lives during the daytime and return to deep at
night, before another day begins. Ennth isjust the same. We have
seven and ahdf years of building and renewa and success, before we
must retreet for ayear during thistime of groundquakes and volcanic

eruptions.

But then we come back again and rebuild and continue our lives. Itis

anendlesscycle”

Zekk was angry now, unwilling to accept thisway of thinking. "Itisa

pointlesscycle” hesad.

"But you are one of us, Zekk," Rastur said. 'Y ou'll understand intime.

Once you see what it meansto invest al of your hopeand heartina

place-a home-you won't be able to leave so easily.”

Zekk drew in adeep breath. "Then perhgps| should just leave now," he
sad. "l thought this planet might become my home again ... but this
isn't the kind of change I'm looking for in my life. Y ou can have Ennti

an your en( scyc e. | need something more permanent.”



Zekk raced away from the Ennth system in the Lightning Rod, not turning
back to look at the bloated refugee stations or the angry moon whose

gravity gtill ravaged the planetary surface.

Heflew on, hiseyes and mind grimly focused forward. Hewould follow

the Force now-the light Sde-letting it direct him.

He would bounce from place to place until hefound his destiny.

He knew that if he trusted the Force, he couldn't go wrong.

----------------- IN THEIR LTNCERTAIN and desperate hiding placeinside
the broken asteroid, Jaina shut down al of the Rock Dragon's power

systems, hoping to prevent detection by the enemy ship.

"Firgt order of businessisto check the extent of our damage,” she
said, moving about, al busnesdike. She would have to keep her cool
during thisemergency if the young Jedi Knightswereto survive. 'I'm
not entirely familiar with Hapan engines or eectronics, but weve got

to make these repairs.”

Jacen turned to the warrior girl from Dathomir, his eyebrows raised, and
leaned closeto her. "Do you think your grandmother remembered to put

anindruction manud inthisship?'



Thne A no(.(e( wi'..i agrim expresson.

"I would not be surprised if she had included specific procedures on
making emergency repairsin an asteroid field while an enemy huntsfor

thisship.”

"TdaChumeisavery thorough lady," Jacen argued.

Jaina consulted the console sensors before switching them off to
conserve their power cells. She determined that the cave contained a
minimal atmosphere; it seemed thick enough that they could survive

outside, provided they wore breathing masks.

@ast we woet need to wear environment suits,' she said. "That'll make
repairsalot easer.” "Migtress Jaing, isthere anything | can do to

assist you?' Em Teedee said. "'l am highly capablein many forms of
communi cationespecidly in conferring with eectronic devices, such as

the shivs computer.” "Good idea, Em Teedee," Jainasaid.

"Lowie, let'shook up your little droid to the Rock Dragon's diagnostic
sysems and seeif he can find any shortcuts or reroutings we can useto
bypass the damaged systems. Meanwhile, the rest of usll check out the
external damage." She placed her hands on her narrow hips. "If we get
the engines up and running, we can probably make do with only afew

patches on the hull plating. Our primary misson now isjust getting



out of heredive"

"Mat isagood misson,” Tendl Kaagreed, fastening her breathing mask

over her face.

Jainaand Jacen did the same.

While Lowbaccaremained inside to tinker with Em Thedee, wiring him to
the control pandls, the other three exited the ship. Jainaused the

light of aglowrod to study the craggy rocks of the cavern celling. The
entire asteroid had nearly split gpart from the immense impact of

another meteoroid that had scooped out this crater. Thear wasthin

and cold, the floor rough, the wallsjagged.

But they were probably safe for now.

They just had to hope the attacking ship hadn't seen them duck into the

shdter.

"Things could be worse. At least we're not inside one of those giant
space dugs,’ Jacen said. He kicked at the rocks under hisfeet, then

shrugged. "Hey-it never hurtsto check.”

Jainaflipped her straight hair behind her ears and made her way to the
rear of the Hapan ship, where most of the attacker's precision shots had

landed. Shefelt dismayed at the sight of the blackened patches and



carbon-scored holes sizzled through the engine cowlings and shield

plates that protected their stardrives.

Using her multitool, Jaina stripped away the charred outer debris and
looked at the mangled disarray that remained of one of their drives.
The second engine had fared better: till damaged but possibly
reparable, given afew spare parts, alot of intuition, and some risky

rewiring.

She pointed to the burned metd plating and destroyed components.

"Jacen, Tend Ka-while | check with Lowieto seew hat diagnostics Em

Teedee's been ableto run, I'd like you two to dismantle these damaged

systems. Pull them out-well have to bypass them. Maybe we can salvage

aeyberfuseor two . . . but they look pretty stagged to me."

"That was going to be my expert opinion," Jacen said.

Inside the Rock Dragon's cockpit, Jaina bent over Em Teedee where

Lowbacca had hardwired him into the main control systems.

"Thisisdl terribly confusing,” thetrandating droid said, his

optica sensors glowing up from the center of the cockpit panels.

"At firg | found dl this Hgpan engineering to be completey



incomprehensible. However, as| continue to study these systems, |

believe I'm beginning to understand. 1 am gifted with self-learning

capabilities, you know."

Lowie pointed out the displayed schematics, gesturing with hisfurry
arms and making suggestions. Since he was preoccupied with the ship's
complex systems, Em Teedee couldn't spare the computing power to
trand ate the WWookiee words, but Jaina could figure out most of what

Lowie meant.

"Y ou want usto divert dl the power from our wegpons systems and shunt

it into our remaining engine? Y ou think that's smart?'

Thiscomment finally got Em Teedeg's attention. 'But Master Lowbacca,
that would leave us completdy defensdess!” Lowie made asharp
continent, and Jainaknew what the young Wookiee meant. If the
attacking ship found them before they could escape, they'd dl be doomed

anyway-with or without wespons.

"| agree. Well haveto put everything we can into our engines," Jaina
sadwithasggh. "Let's get them repaired, plot an immediate path
through hyperspace, and head off on that vector. | just hope we can
jump to lightspeed before that pirate locks on to us and shoots us

down."

Lowie groaned his agreement, and Em Teedee refrained from continent.



Jainaknew they would al have to work together, and quickly. She
guessed that the other ship was still combing the rubble field, ready to
blast them to pieces. He must have intended to capture the young Jedi
Knightsat firgt, targeting carefully-but now they had euded him. Any
inexperienced pilot might have been fooled by Tend Kastrick of the
exploding gas canisters, but Jaina couldn't imagine this adversary would

be so easily deceived . . . whoever hewas.

With Em Teedee wired into the main controls, Jainaand Lowie worked
outside to reconfigure the ship's weaponry, routing the power through

theremaining engine.

The Rock Dragon carried a respectable supply of partsfor emergency
repairs, but no spare engines. The starboard drive was atotal |oss,
providing only afew minor components and connectionsthey could usein
their repairs. Biting her lower lip, Janarefused to giveinto

despair. Shewould just have to be resourceful.

Jacen and Tendl Kaoffered their assistance, and followed ingtructions
from the two mechanicaly inclined Jedi trainees. It reminded Jaina of
the efforts the companions had made when fixing Qorl's crashed TIE
fighter in thejungles-but thistime their |abors were not just for

their amusement. They needed to repair the Rock Dragon for their very

urviva.



"Hey," Jacen sad, trying to lighten the mood, ‘what did the new anima
trainer say after hisfirst day of working with ateam of vicious battle

dogs?' He paused abeat. "Thisjobisapaininthe nek!"

He looked around, waiting for aresponse.

'Uh. .. getit? They're called nek battle dogs, you see, and-oh,

never mind."

Asthe hours passed and the four friends worked together without
complaint, Jacen and Lowie grew more and more convinced that they had
escaped their enemy, that the hiding placein the crater cave had been a
superb choice. Jainadid not sharetheir optimism. . Shefdta

growing dread that every passing minute brought their pursuer closer to

discoveringthem. . . .

"l guessthat'sthe best we can do,” shefinadly said, damming shut the
clumsly repaired access pand. She hoped the engines and power sources

would hold together long enough to haul the ship away.

Lowie grumbled acomment, but without Em Teedee they couldn't get an

exact trandation.

Jacen offered, "I think he said this ship isn't going to withstand too

much bouncing around." The Wookiee chuffed and nodded.



"Thisisafact,” Tend Kasad, 'but Hapan technology is often sturdier
than it might look." "Wéll, what are wewaiting for?* Janasad witha

ggh, taking afina glance at their uncertain repairs.

They climbed back inside the Rock Dragon, subdued. All four of them

knew the gamble they had decided to take.

Seated in the pilot's chair, Jaina powered up the systems with nervous
fingers. The enginesthrummed, vibrating with power, stuttering and

popping, but the output held.

Jainabit her lower lip and sensed the flow through the engines, the

pulse through the ship.

The Rock Dragon trembled, humming ungteadily. The ship fdt Sck to
Jaina, not up to itsnormal pesk levels. But it would fly, and that was

al they needed.

She glanced over at Lowbacca. He smoothed down the dark stresk of fur

on hisforehead, then nodded at'her. Lowie activated the repul sorlifts,

and the ship raised up off therocky floor in thelow gravity.

"All systemsgo,” Janasad.



"All right!" Jacen cheered. "Were on our way."

Tend Kasat gripping the edge of her seat with her hand, leaning
dightly toward Jacen. The ship moved forward, approaching the narrow

passageway through the rocks.

Still wired into the console, Em Teedee said, "1 can confirm that our
escape path lies directly through that opening. | must say that this

ship has superb sensors. Infact, | can even detect-oh, dear!” Before

the trandating droid could sound an darm, as Jaina gently maneuvered

the Rock Dragon through the narrow passageway toward open space, the
slhouette of the enemy ship appeared at the mouth of the cave. Its

laser cannons dready glowed brightly.

"He'sfound us!" Jacen cried just asthe other ship opened fire.

Wrenching the controls, Jaina hoped to reverse their engines and evade
the blagt, but thistime their enemy did not target theRock Dragon
itsdlf. Insteed, its powerfullasers pulverized the unstable roof of

thecrater cave.

The ceiling collgpsed. Boulders split off from precarious positions,

and the entire avdanche tumbled in dow moation, pounding down on the

ship like dedgehammers. . . burying them within the empty cave.

----------------- FALLING BOULDERS SOUNDED like thunder outside the Rock



Dragon. All the ship's sysemswent dark, plunging them into blackness.

Buried dive.

Jaina braced hersdlf at the controls, but knew she could do nothing-not

yet.

Gradualy, backup systems kicked in.

Em Teedee, working franticaly to tap into their emergency power,
restored alow glow to illuminate the cabin of the Hapan passenger

Cruiser.

Jaina's head ached, but she drove away thoughts of pain as she got to
her feet to make sure her friendswere dl right. Assoon asthelights
flickered back on, she swept her gaze over the others. Lowbacca, Jacen,

and Tend Kaall gppeared to be stunned but uninjured.

Jaina scrambled back into her sest, suppressing agroan. "Em Teedeg, is
our hull integrity till intact?' She rubbed her left temple. ‘Any

leskage?'

'Oh, Midtress Jainal The diagnogtic systems have smply gonemad,” the

littledroid wailed. "Thisisterribly distressng.



Why, 1-"

"Em Teedee," she snapped, "areweleaking air or not?' "No, Mistress

Jaina-we seem to be intact.”

Jacen, who lay on the floor of the cockpit, sorted and ran hisfingers
through histouded hair. 'I'll bet we wouldn't win any prizesfor
best-maintained ship inthe gdaxy," hesaid. He moaned. "Guess|

should've buckled my crash webbing before we started to move, huh?"

"Prizes for ship maintenance are not our concern at the moment,” Tenet

Kaanswered, offering her hand to help him to hisfet.

"Lookslike well have to make some of the samerepairsagain,” Jaina

said, scanning the other cockpit systems. "And afew new ones, too. |

wonder if that other ship has given us up for dead.”

"l hope s0," Jacen said. "Then held just leave, wouldn't he?"

Tenet Ka shook tier head. "No, | believe his strategy wasto trap us,

not to kill. Hewants something from us. . . though herefusesto

communicate directly.”

Rigged up at the control panels, Em Teedee let out a bleep of surprise.

"Oh, darm! Alam! Emergency! Dear me, thisis dreadful!”



"What isit, Em Teedee?' Jainasad, swivelling in the pilot's chair to

look at him. "A hull breach?"

"No, | can't bear it! We are being violated-scanned! Someoneis

copying everything in our memory banks."

‘Scanned? How can anyone scan us?

That would takea. . "

"Indeed, it isaremote dicer, Migtress Jaina-a highly illegd piece of
equipment, if my memory circuits are functioning properly. | should

think he'd be ashamed!"

"I guess he hasn't given us up for dead, then,”" Jacen said.

Lights flashed on the control panels as the enemy ship linked up to
their computers, skimming through their files. "'If he reads our
navigation history and our ship'slog entries” Tenet Kasad, "hewill

know who we are."

Scrambling with the controls, Jainaand Lowie were unable to block their
enemy's computer access probe. "Not athing we can do about it,

ether,” Jainasad. Lowiegrowled.



"Well, we would have introduced oursalves by now, if hed just given us

the chance," Jacen said.

Jaina pounded on the control pandl in frustration. She seemed to be
entirely out of options. "'l don't believethis Remotedicersare
completdly illega-not to mention expensive. Never even seen one

mysdf. Only the most powerful high rollers can afford them."”

"Of course," Tend Kasaid, raising her eyebrows and tossing her head to

fling her reddish-gold braids behind her, "a certain powerful high

roller helped to outfit this ship-and my grandmother dways plansfor

many . . . contingencies.

Jacen, Jaina, and Lowie all looked at her, comprehension dawning on

their faces.

'Em Teedee," Jainasaid breathlesdy, "see if the Rock Dragon has one of

those remote dicers.”

"But Migtress Jaina, there is such an unusua combination of systemson

board that I-"

"Just check, Em Teedee!"

"Yes very wdl," thelittle droid said.



"Amazing! Why, | do believe | have found one. I'm quite astonished,
since upstanding citizens could hardly be expected to dedl in such

illegd and unorthodox equipment.”

"That means we can use our own remote transmitter to pull data from our
friend's memory banks, see who heisand what he's after,” Jainasaid,
fedling her heart pound with new optimism. "Turnabout. Givethisguy a
taste of hisown medicine.” "Shdl | begin now, Midress Jaina?' Em
Teedee said hopefully. "I'm certain | can perform the appropriate

shaing fimctions

| fed s0. . . useful herein my pogtion.

Almogt like the captain of aship.”

"Don't get delusions of grandeur, Em Teedee," Jacen said, and Lowie

chuffed with laughter.

"Using the Rock Dragon's remote dicer would not be awise idea a the
moment,” Tend Kasad. "If wedid, our enemy would know we were
alive-and that we had background information-just as we can see he's

probing us now."

"Good point,' Jainasad. "Wait awhile, Em Teedee. Meantime, we



should go out and check over our situation, move afew rocks, see how

bed it isthistime."

"Yeah," Jacen said, "before our friend figures out what to do with the

information he's solen from us.™"

Carrying portable high-powered glowrods, the young Jedi Knights put on
their breathing masks and ventured out into the collapsed cavern to look
over the battered exterior of the ship. Rock shards had pounded the
Rock Dragon's hull, smashing the aready-damaged engines, the

gabilizers, and some of the externad communications systems.

"We're banged up-but it could have been alot worse," Jacen said

optimisticaly.

"The Forcewaswith us," Tend Kasaid.

L owie groaned and gestured toward what had been the opening of the

crater cave. A collapsed wall of rock completely blocked the exit.

Boulderspiled in ajumbled wal sealed them inside likeatomb. The

Wookiee's shoulders dumped.

Jaina patted his ginger-furred arm.

"With our lightsabers and the Force, I'm sure we can clear that away



giventime"

"But how much time do you think we have?' Jacen said. Nobody hazarded a

guess.

Jainacleared the rubble from the top of the ship and climbed up onto
it. Knedling, sheingpected the hull plates, brushing away dust with

her fingertips. "Like Em Teedee said, no evident ruptures. Theworst
news, though, isthat our communications array is Smashed. We can't

send out adistresssignd.”

"Not that we'd want to," Jacen said.

"My friend Jacenis correct,” Tend Kasaid. 'A distresssignd would
only lure othersinto the ambush. We do not know how many more pirates

may be hiding inthisagteroid field."

"Theres dready onetoo many,” Jacen said. Bending over, he hefted one
of the bouldersthat had wedged itsdlf between aflight finand a
starboard stabilizer, and tossed it aside. The young man grinned ashe

saw the rock fly farther than he had anticipated in the asteroid's low

gravity.

"Hey, it'seaser than it looks!"



"I wish we knew who our enemy is, and why he shot usdown,” Jaina said.

"Maybeit'sdl amistake."

Then they whirled as blasting sounds came from the rubble wall that had

sedled them into the cramped chamber.

Lowbacca growled, hisfur fluffing in anger as he bared hisfangs.

"Our enemy hascomefor us,” Tend Kasaid.

"Blagter bolts-we left our lightsabersin the ship!™ Jacen cried.

Stone shards exploded into powder at the center of the avalanche wall.

Then, asthe smoke settled and the incinerated rock cooled, afigure

stepped through the opening, holding his blaster out and ready to fire.

He wore scratched armor and ahemet like the ancient Mandalorian

warriors had once used.

Boba Fett.

"Children of Han Solo,' the bounty hunter said in agruff, threstening

voice.



Jaina sucked in a shocked breath. 'My father told us about you," she
said, graightening to knedl on one knee on top of the ship. She
crossed her arms over her chest. '@y have you attacked us? Theresno

bounty on our ship.”

'Hey, there's not even a bounty on our dad anymore," Jacen added.

'l am not hunting Han Solo," Fett answered. "1 have moved on to other

assgnments. Whereis Boman Thul?*

Bornan Thul? Jaina couldn't understand why the bounty hunter would be
interested in Raynar'sfather, or why Fett had attacked them to get that

information.

"Boman Thul! How would we know where heis?' Jacen said.

"I intercepted your transmission to hisson. Y ou reported that your
mission was a complete success. Since Boman Thul was anoble of
Alderaan, it makes sense that he might have chosen to hide here. You
must have come hereto meet him. Whereisthe man, and whereishis

cargo? | must find "Well, happy hunting then,” Jainasaid, scowling.

"We don!t know where heis, and that's not at al why we cameto this

system.” "Now will you let usgo?" Jacen asked.



"You will be bait, then," Fett said. "Perhaps Han Solo knows where

Boman Thul hasgone.”

‘No!" Jainacried. Lowie growled.

The armored bounty hunter turned, sirode through the small opening he

had blasted through the rock wall. Before he disappeared back to his

own ship, the bounty hunter fired his blaster at the roof of the small

tunnel, bringing down anew rock dide and fusing its core.

"Not very takative, ishe?" Jacen said.

Tene Kalooked around, an expression of degp concern on her face. '@o

would set abounty on Raynar's father-and why?*

'And why would he want us as bait?'

Jacen asked.

"If he sends out a fake message, hell lure Dad hereinto an ambush,”

Jainasad.

"Unlesswe can get out first. Comeon!”

Back ingdetheir ship, the miniaturized trandating droid wasimmensdy

pleased to see them. 'I have excdlent news, Mistress Jainaand Master



Lowbaccal When | redlized that dreadful bounty hunter was outside with

you, | took the opportunity to use our remote dicer to tap into @

computer.” Em Teedee seemed immensaly pleased with himsdf "'l assumed he
wouldn't notice, since he was no longer aboard his ship. I've succeeded
inretrieving dl of hisdatafiles" "Great work, Em Teedee!" Jacen

sad.

L owie made an appreciative noise and patted the droid's silvery external

shdl with hisbig hairy hand.

"Good," Jainasaid. "Now that we have Boba Fett's information, maybe we

canfind away to get out of thisaive."

.................. I'M IMPRESSED, EM Teedee," Jacen said, still marveling

at thelittle droid's audacity.

"@y, thank you, Master Jacen. It was nothing so remarkable, redly.”

Jacen was sure the little droid would have blushed had he been ableto.

"Oh-dear me! | seem to be picking up a broadband transmission from

Slave IV, Boba Fett's ship. It's being sent on awide range of

frequencies.”

"Put it through our speakers,” Jaina ordered.



"Reception israther weak, thanks to our damaged communications dish,

but I'll amplify as much aspossble” Em Teedee sad.

Jainaand Lowie worked together to boost the gain, their fingersflying

over the control panels.

The ship's speakers crackled with Static.

for Han Solo . . . emergency in Alderaan system. Jacen and Jaina

need help . . . urgent. Comeaone.”

The mood in the Rock Dragon's cockpit instantly turned grim.

"I don't get it," Jacen said, feeling more trapped and anxious than he

had earlier.

"Ah." Tend Kanodded. "Aha Y our father will naturdly comeif he

believesyou to bein danger.”

Jacen clenched hisfigts, then looked down at his hands. "Why would

Boba Fett think Dad could lead him to Boman Thul ?"

"L ooks like Boba Fett knew that Dad and Boman Thul were on the same
trade commission,’ Jainasaid, scrolling through the data Em Teedee had

downloaded from the bounty hunter's ship. ‘L et's see what else we can



find out. Maybeif we learn who Boba Fett isworking for, why he wants

Boman Thul sobadly . .

Leaning over hissster's shoulder, Jacen quickly skimmed the

information that flashed acrossthe screen. "Fett's after something,

dlright. | just @t tell what itis"

"That fact is never specified,” Tend Kasaid.

"Seems like Raynar's dad may be the key, though,” Jainasaid. "Whoever

posted the bounty seemsto think Boman Thul has-or at least knows where

to findwhatever it is Boba Fett's after.”

Lowie gave asoft rumble. "More than onewhat, Lowie?" Jainasaid.

"Master Lowbacca believes that because Boba Fett has records tracking

the movements of other searchers, it islikely that more than one bounty

hunter was engaged to fulfill thisassgnment,” Em Teedee darified.

'According to one log entry, he has apparently already destroyed one

auch rival, aman named Moorlu.”

Jacen gave alow whistle. "Somebody must redly want Raynar'sfather.”

"Ah. Aha" Tend Kasaid, pointing to aname on the screen.



"There-Nolaa Tarkona. It would appear that she set the bounty.

Interesting.” Jacen knew Tenel Ka expected thisto mean something to
him, but he had no ideawhat she was getting a. He gave her ablank

look.

Tend Karaised her eyebrows. "Recal what your father told Raynar.

Boman Thul was on hisway to atrade conference when he disappeared. At

the conference, he was scheduled to meet with Nolaa Tarkona, a Twi'lek

woman-one of the few females of that species ever to riseto political

prominence. My experience with ns and conspiraciesindicates

this connection isnot entirely coincidental .

‘Seems awfully complicated” , Jacen said.

"Dad'sintrouble. Raynar'sfather isin trouble. We'rein trouble,

"At least now we know something about the trouble we'rein," Jainasaid.

"Thanksto thisinformation. Excdlent work, Em Teedee"

"Why, that's very kind of you, Mistress Jaina," the trandating droid

sad. 'But the credit actually belongsto you and Master Lowbacca for

enhancing my emergency response subroutines. | smply-" 'Spesking of



emergency response,’ Jainabroke in, ‘we'd better all get back to
digging ourselves out of thismess before Dad fdlsinto the trap Boba

Fett is setting for him.”

Jacen nodded. He didn't mind hissster'staking chargein acrigs.
He knew Jaina didn't do it to show off-she took the lead because someone
had to, and it usualy just worked out that way. Jainathought faster

and felt more comfortable issuing orders than he did.

'Em Teedee, try to send amessage to warn Dad away from Boba Fett's

ambush.

| know the signd's weak, but do whatever you can to boost it until |

can get another trangmitter dish rigged.”

"I'll use every resource a my disposal, Mistress Jaina," Em Teedee
sad. "You may rely on meto do everything within my power to see

that-"

"Good," Jainacutin. "Getri ont.

Lowie and | will work on the antenna dish and get the ship ready to fly
again-if we can. Jacen, you and Tend Kago outside and seeiif you can
get enough of that blockage cleared so we can fly the Rock Dragon out of

here. Moving alittle mountain of rock shouldn't betoo hard if you two



work together."

Jacen groaned, but Tenel Kagripped his shoulder. 'Vewill do whatever
is necessary to get the job done. If Boba Fett believes usto be

permanently trapped, | will be pleased to prove him wrong.”

"He probably doesn't know we can use the Force," Jacen pointed out. "It
woiyt be much harder for us than helping Uncle Luke clear rubble a the

Great Temple. Of course, wewon't have dl the other Jedi studentsto

'Vewill clear theway," Tend Kasaid confidently. "Our muscles can do

much o thework. The Forcewill dotheres."

Jacen and Tend Kahastily put on their breathing masks and tough,

fledble gloves.

Full of determination, they stepped out into the thin, cold atmosphere

of the darkened cave. But when they turned on their glowrods and
approached the mounded blockage, Jacen's spiritsfell. The centrd core
of the debris where Boba Fett had fired his blaster to resedl the cave

was fused into a solid rocky mass.

"Uh-oh," hesaid.

Tend Kagestured with her glowrod to the side of the cave-in, where the



rock had falen in easily manageable chunks and pebbles. Jacen moved
over to the pile and experimentally hefted a chunk of rock twicethe
gzeof hishead. Inthelow gravity, it ssemed to weigh no more than a
gort-feather pillow. Tend Kapicked up asimilar-sized rock with her

one hand and tossed it aside with no problem.

Next they experimented with using the Force to nudge aside larger pieces
of rock while shoving away mounds of loose pebbleswith their gloved
hands. Though the air in the cave was asfrigid asanight on Hoth,

they both soon worked up a swest.

Jacen grinned a Tend Ka, fedling abit slly for enjoying himself so
much-but he did like to work with the warrior girl from Dathomir. He
found it inexplicably satisfying to be struggling with hisfriendsto

solve a problem. They would get themselves out of thismess-he had no

doubt of that.

Jacen even started trying to concoct ajoke: How many Jedi doesit take
to clear an asteroid cave-in? He might have to wait until after they

got back home, he supposed, to find the right punch line.

When they had opened an area a meter deep beside the fused stone core,
Tend Kaclimbed atop the rubble and withdrew her rancor-tooth
lightsaber. Then, igniting the brilliant turquoise blade, she used it

like a battle-ax to hack off a massive wedge of rock. Jacen caught the



dab with the Force and diverted it quickly to one side while Tend Ka
diced off another wedge, asif she were manipulating a machete to chop

her way through adensejungle.

She gave Jacen an gpproving nod, and he knew he had been right: they

would get out of thisjust fine.

"Thanks, Lowie," Jainasaid, accepting the mangled wreckage of what had
once been their transmitter dish. The Wookiee had just dismantled it

from the battered roof of the Rock Dragon, then hauled it insgde the
cockpit where Jaina could work on it. Partsof the dish were missing
entirely, pulverized in the avalanche, but more than half of the

contraption had survived-in some form. Fixing it would be the difficult

part,

"I'll seewhat | can do with this. Navigation systems, life support,
and hyperdrive al checked out fine. 1 think I've got the enginefixed
agan. Canyou run adiagnostic on dl our exhaust ports and make sure

they're not clogged with debris?!

Lowieroared his agreement. "Please be careful, Master Lowbacca,” Em
Teedee caled from the control console. "Did you know that twenty-one
percent of all spaceport accidents occur while attempting to clear

blockage to exhaust ports?*

Lowie grumbled reassuringly and headed toward the rear of the ship.



Knedling down, Jainaran agrim eye over the twisted remains of the Rock
Dragon's tranamitter dish. 'I'm not even sure there's enough here left

to sdvage." She sighed.

"Perhaps you might consider fashioning asmaller tranamitter from the

remains of the old ong," Em Teedee said.

Jainabit her lower lip and looked dubioudy at the mangled components.

"I'm pretty sure| can do that,’ she said. "Thequestionis will it

gtill be strong enough to send asigna? We have to warn Dad about the

"I have the utmost confidence in your abilities, Mistress Jaina,' Em

Teedee said encouragingly.

"Yeah?" Janasghed again. "Well, then, don't complainif | haveto

disassemble you for spare parts.”

"| should hopethat | could be of greater use to you as one complete

unit,” thelittle "Actuadly, because my own droid said.

modest transmitter isfully integrated, | doubt-"



"That'sit!" Jainasaid, dapping her pam to her forehead. "The
modular transmitter Dad brought me. It'sold, but | just may be able to
rig something." She grinned at Em Teedee. "Don't worry, QuicksIver,

your parts are safe. | knew we kept you around for a

good reason.”

---------------- WITH THE STONES and debrisfinaly cleared from the
mouth of the cave, and knowing that Boba Fett lurked somewhere out in
the rubblefield, waiting for Han Solo, the young Jedi Knights prepared

the Rock Dragon for alast desperate dash toward freedom.

Jainasat in the pilot's seet, frowning and tense as she checked the

control readouts for the tenth time.

"What we redlly need isaMon Caamari star cruiser for what we're about

to do," Jacen said, looking over at hissigter.

"Thisisafact,” Tend Kasad, "but Master Skywaker taught usthat a

Jedi makes use of the skills she possesses-not the resources she wishes

shehad."

'Well, herewe go." Jainafired up the Rock Dragon's repul sorjets, and

the battered ship rose, blasting rock dust from the floor and walls.

More pebbles trickled down, bouncing and diding as the engine



vibrations shook the asteroid. "Hang on."

"Becareful,” Jacen said. "That hole we carved isn't going to be very

gtable. It could collgpse at any minute.”

Jainashrugged. "So therés no point in sticking around any longer.”

She looked over at the Wookiee in the copilot's seat.

'Punchit, Lowie."

Taking adeep breath, Jacen readied himself at the comm system, prepared
to send hiswarning message the moment they burst free from the

shidding rock wals. Once they were out of the cavern, even their weak
jury-rigged transmitter should send adiscernible sgnd. He knew their
father might already be on hisway to rescue them-and that Boba Feit

would be waiting to ambush the Millennium Falcon.

With its meager engine power and its sublight drives strained to the
maximums, the Rock Dragon shot through the broken opening. Perspiration
rolling down her face, Jainagripped the controls, entirely focused in

her concentration. They pulled free of the asteroid's weak gravity and

launched themselves headlong into space.

"Now, Jacen," she said through gritted teeth. "Send thesgnd!"



Jacen flicked on the comm system, transmitting on all bands. "Warning

toinconling craft! Thisis Jacen Solo on the Rock Dragon .

The bounty hunter Boba Fett iswaiting in ambush. He has attacked us
and will shoot down anyone who comesinto the Alderaan rubblefied. We

arein desperate need of assistance-but beware of traps.”

"Our enemy hasfound us," Tend Kaannounced.

Like acombat arachnid waiting for prey, Boba Fett's angular ship spun
out from where it had been hiding in the eclipsing shadow of another
aderoid. The Slave IV rocketed after them. The bounty hunter again

made no attempt at communication, but Jacen could sense the danger.

"I think hesmad &t us," he said. "D'you suppose he knows we tapped

into his computer?'

"I'm afraid | didn't precisaly attempt to cover my intrusion,” Em Teedee
sad. 'Was| supposed to7" Asif in answer to thelittle droid's
guestion, Boba Fett blasted with his laser cannons, flaming through

their shields, damaging the Rock Dragon's hull plates.

Hefired with no finesse thistime-just brute force. 1t seemed that he

was through playing games.



"There goes our one good chance," Jainasaid in dismay. 'He's not just

targeting our engines-he meansto dag us.

"Oh, my-what are we to do?' Em @ee ciried.

Lowie growled about having no weapons as he franticaly scrambled with

the controls. Jacen didn't want to know the details.

"I think we're out of options, Jainasaid.

"We bypassed dl our attack systems, and we can't fight against his

laser cannons.”

I have an dternative.” Tenel Katook adeep breath and said grimly,
'We can ram "Let'sthink of adifferent option,” Jainareplied,
wrestling with the controlsto avoid crashing into an asteroid asthey

dodged the bounty hunter's attack. "I'm open to suggestions.”

Boba Fett fired again, clearly intent on desiroying them thistime,

Their shidds had failed, and the burning energy of Fett'slaser blasts

blew up their newly repaired port stardrive. The starboard engine

remained off linefrom thefirs attack.

The Rock Dragon shuddered and fell dead, coasting in space with nothing



but its dtitude-control jetsfor maneuvering.

Mogt of their power sysemswent out, dong with life-support
generators. Alarm lights flashed and sirens blared, and Em Teedee

suffered severa short circuitsjust trying to processthem all.

"We're dead in space,’ Jainasaid. Thisisit."

"Dad's not going to get hereintime, ishe?' Jacen said. "And there's

no one elseto help us."

Helooked over a Tenel Ka, wanting to say so much as he stared into her
cool gray eyes, which were wide open and filled with the many things

that shein turn apparently wanted to say to him.

"Hey, been nice knowing you," Jacen told her, forcing alopsided grin.

In the asteroid field, Boba Fett's bounty ship circled the helpless
target, coming around for the kill shot. All of hislaser cannons

powered up, bright points of light ready to fire.

Boba Fett spun the Save IV around, heading straight toward his new

victims.

They had surprised him with their ingenuity. Given virtualy no

resources or training, they had freed themsalves from the avalanche and



repaired their ship. But if they thought they could escape fromhim .

. then they were much mistaken.

Hewould never dlow them to warn Boman Thul.

If he meant to keep from derting his quarry to the pursuit, he could
not let these others escape with the knowledge they had stolen from his

computer banks.

He had immediately discovered their scanning and dicing, of course, and
they would have to pay the price. No one could hold that much

information about Boba Fett and live.

His gauntleted hands squeezed the controls, centering the battered Rock
Dragonin histargeting Sghts. His weapons powered up to full

grength.

The young Jedi Knights had spoiled his ambush plans and warned Han Solo

but Boba Fett wasflexible. All good bounty hunterswereflexible. He
would destroy this small passenger cruiser and cripple the Millennium

Facon as soon asit arrived, then proceed with the next step in his



hunt for Boman Thul.

Heincreased his speed, diving toward the Rock Dragon, then nudged the

targeting controlsin hisweapons systems.

He placed histhumbs over thefiring buttons, waiting until exactly the

right moment. . . .

And then fired.

Jacen shielded his eyes, waitin for

thefina blast to come-but just as the bounty hunter took his shot,
another ship streaked past at high speed, a clunkylooking freighter

cobbled together from dozens of obsolete components.

The Lightning Rod!" Jainacried.

Old Peckhum's former ship used atractor beam to grab the Save IV and

yank it off course, spinning it away just as Fett fired. The deadly

laser bolts flew haphazardly into empty space, one of them striking and

vaporizing asmd| asteroid.

"It'sZekk," Jainasad. 'Hefound us."



The Lightning Rod took advantage of the el ement of surprise and whirled
about, hammering down on Boba Fett's ship, which was still spinning out
of control from the tractor beam. Zekk unleashed fiverapid laser

blasts from the Lightning Rod's newly ingtalled weapons systems-a
precaution Peckhum had agreed to only after being shot down by Shadow
Academy fighters. The blasts pounded the Save IV, sending it regling
under the sudden barrage. Knowing that the Rock Dragon had no
functiona weapons systems, Boba Fett had not been expecting an attack

from any direction.

"Oh, thank the maker, we're saaaaved!”

Em Teedee said, hisvoice dightly durred from the numerous short

circuits he had recently suffered.

Apparently finding himsalf damaged and possibly even outgunned, Fett
turned about, ignited his engines, and flew away into the labyrinth of

the asteroid field, where he could hide and do repairs.

"I can't believeit-Zekk cameto rescue usl" Jaina said, absolutely

eated. 'Jacen, get on the comm system. Weve got to talk to him.”

But as she watched in dismay, the Lightning Rod roared past them and

continued initsflight, pursuing Boba Fett. Zekk kept firing, but the



Save Vs more powerful enginesrapidly stretched out the distance.

Still Zekk wouldn't give up. He streaked ahead and was soon lost in the

complex orbital paths of the rubble field.

"WhereisZekk going?' Jainacried. "Hell get himsdif killed. Hemay
have had the element of surprise, but the Lightning Rod can't serioudy

fight againgt Boba Fett once he gets his systems up again.”

"l sure hope Zekk comes back for us," Jacen said. "Our life support's
out, and we've only got afew hours beforeit gets very uncomfortablein

here"

Without power, and with only the backup batteries|eft to run their
communications systems and send their automated distress call, the young

Jedi Knights sat and waited.

And waited.

All donein space.

---------------- THE ROCK DRAGON drifted powerless in space among the

shards of Alderaan. Jainabit her lower lip and stared out the front

viewport, her mind temporarily numb. Her thoughts seemed as unable to

function asthe ship'sblasted control systems.



"We're dooooomed,” Em Teedee said in awarbling, distorted voice.

"Dooooomed.” "Hang in there, Quicksiver,” Janasaid, trying to sound
calm and reassuring. "We're not done for yet.- She turned to look at

Jacen and Tend Ka.

"Think Boba Fett's gone for good?' she asked. Her voice came out

strained and raspy. "Why doesn't Zekk come back?"’

"| sensethat the bounty hunter has withdrawn,” Tend Kaanswered, "but

| cannot be certain how far or for how long."

"Hey, aredl bounty huntersthis persstent?' Jacen asked.

Lowie gave alow woof.

"Since Magter Lowbaccas experience with members of that unsavory
profession isextremely limited, he has very little dataon which to

base an assessment of the persond attributes of bounty hunters,” Em
Teedee trand ated, though Jaina had been perfectly capable of
understanding Lowie's comment, which might have been more directly

trandated as, "'l don't know," or "Beats me."

A plaintive growl issued from the yo-. Wookiee ashetriedinvainto

access any of the Rock Dragon's controls. He checked out the heat and



ar remaining in their ship, now that the life-support systems had been

deactivated.

Jaina prodded hersdlf back into action.

"Jacen, Tend Ka, seeif you can hail the Lightning Rod."

"Weve been trying," Jacen said. "So hasEm Teedee. So far, no

response-not to direct signds, not to our automatic distress beacon.”

Janafdt her gut clench, fearing that Boba Fett might well have

rounded on the Lightning Rod, fired aretdiatory blast . . .

and possibly destroyed Zekk.

'Much of our equipment ismadfunctioning,” Tend Kapointed out. "We

suffered severe hits, and our transmitter repairs were makeshift and

unrelidble at best."

Jainaknew that her friend wastrying to keep her from thinking about

Zekk. They al had enough problems without adding another worry. "Whet

doyou say, Lowie?"

she asked. "Can wefix the ship without landing somewhere?!

"Ohno, not again,” Jacen muttered.



Lowie shook his shaggy head and rumbled a discouraging report on the

damage the Rock Dragon had sustained during battle.

Em Teedee heartily agreed from where he was hardwired into the control

systems.

Jainas heart sank. The Stuation sounded impossible.

But Jaina had promised her father they would get back to Yavin 4. Han
Solo had trusted in their resourcefulness, and she wasn't about to give

up without afight.

"Well," she said with. forced cheerfulness, "we're Jedi trainees, and
it'stimeto prove just how much Master Luke has taught us. Besides, we

have another thing to thank your grandmother for, rene! Karaplentiful

supply of spare parts.”

"Thisisafact,” Tend Kasad.

"Except partsfor the transmitter,” Jacen reminded them glumly. "And

there aren't any spare engines.”

"Oh, my!" Em Teedee said. "'l seem to be receiving another

transmission-but | can't make any sense of it. The words don't



trandaewell in my language data banks. | do hope it's not another

bounty hunterif itis, I'm afraid we're donefor.”

"Put it on speaker,” Jainasaid tersaly.

Instantly she heard a delighted whoop, and aloud "Y eee-haal" resounded

through the cockpit, accompanied by awordless Wookiee roar. 'Kids,

thisisthe Millennium Falcon comin' infor alittleingpection. 1 got

your warning, and were ready for anything. Do you read me, Rock

Dragon?'

"Dad!" Janaydled. "Werefine, but we sure need some help.”

"That's no bounty hunter, Em Teedee, Jacen laughed.

"I'm only getting your distress beacon, Rock Dragon,” Han Solo'svoice

came over the speaker again, "and it's pretty weak ' P9

Hewas interrupted by acouple of loud Wookiee barks. 'Right, Chewig,"

Han said.

"Weve got you on visua now. Here we come.”

After amoment, they saw the familiar shape of the Falcon approach, its

pronged meta disk arrowing through the rocky debris. "Hey, lookslike

you took some pretty heavy hitsto your engines. We're going to take



theliberty of towing you to one of the larger asteroids to make

repairs.”

A tractor beam locked on to the Hapan passenger cruiser, and the ship

lurched.

"Wevegot yajust St tight.”

After afew moments of joyous greetings between Han, Chewie, and the
young Jedi Knights on the asteroid, they quickly got down to business

making the much-needed repairs to the damaged passenger cruiser.

"How did you know to come after us, Dad?" Jainaasked. "Y ou got here S0

fedt."

Han shrugged one shoulder and studied the damage to the Rock Dragon's
repulsorjets. "NMen you didn't makeit back to Y avin 4 after three

days, like you promised, | figured you weretrying to collect half the
planet ofdderaan and reassembleit for your mom's birthday. She's due

at the Jedi academy any day now, and | didn't want to wait any longer.

| guessed you might need some help." " So it wasn't Boba Fett's message

that lured you here?' Jacen asked.

"Naw, we didn't even get that until we dropped out of hyperspace, but

your warning put uson our guard." He smiled and glanced a Chewie. 'We



gtill know athing or two about evading bounty hunters.”

Jainaswalowed hard. 'l sure hope Zekk does. He followed Boba Fett

after our fight, and we haven't heard from him since.”

Han Solo gave his daughter asympathetic look. "I'm sure hé'sfine,

Jana"

"l wish | were so sure,” Jainasaid, feeling despair creep up on her.

Her father raised ahand to point at something over her left shoulder.

"Well, maybe you'll believe your own eyesunless | missmy guess, that's

the Lightning Rod coming in for alanding right now."

Though Zekk stood giffly and uncertainly, Jainagave the dark-haired
boy aquick hug as soon as he stepped out of the Lightning Rod. He
blushed in the dim light, then relaxed enough to hug Jainaback. They

held the embrace for severa seconds more.

Jacen and Han hurried over, while Chewie, Lowie, and Tend Karemained

where they were, continuing the repairs on the Rock Dragon.

"WEelIl be safe, for the moment,” Zekk said, asif reuctant to step too
far from hisship. "1 followed Boba Fett until he dodged into

hyperspace. | scored afew solid hits before his ship escaped. Don't



know how much damage | caused, but | think hell need to make some

repairs himself before he triesto come back.”

Han shook his head in bewilderment.

"Asfar as| know, there aren't any bounties out on me anymore. What

was Boba Fett after?”

"Werenot sure" Jainasaid, "but it had something to do with Raynar's
father. He thought you had some information about his whereabouts. He

wanted to use us as bait."

Han Solo looked surprised. "Bornan Thul?

| wish | did know whereto find him. Why would there be a bounty out on

him? He'sjust amember of the trade council.”

Jacen said, "Boba Fett seemsto think Raynar's father knows about

something that he'slooking for, some sort of missing cargo. 17

"Em Teedee managed to diceinto the Save I Vs computers, so weve got a

little background information,” Jaina said " Things Boba Fett probably

doesn't want usto know."

"He'sworking for Nolaa Tarkong," Tend Kasaid.



Han gavealow whistle. "And Boman Thul disappeared right when hewas

sup posed to meet with her at that trade council.

| thought that @lek woman @ghtve been behind his disappearance, but it

doesn't sound like she knowswhere heis either.

"We think Nolaa Tarkona hired more than one bounty hunter to go out and

look for him," Jacen said.

Han nodded. "And Boba Fett's the best bounty hunter thereis.”

"Maybe the best-until now," Zekk said.

He had been quiet, absorbing information.

Han's eyebrows went up, and he glanced curioudly at the dark-haired

teenager.

"What do you mean?" Jaina asked.

Zekk raised hischin. 'I've been to the Jedi academy, and | don't
belong there. | just went back to my home planet, Ennth, and now I'm
sure that's not the place for me either. | needto goinanew

direction.”



He glanced past the others, locking hisgaze on Jaindseyes. "So l've
decided to try my hand at being . . . abounty hunter. | plan to be

the best there ever was."

Jainabit her lower lip to stifle agasp.

Zekk's emerald-green eyeslooked earnestly into Jainas. "I know |

can't go back to the way things were, and | can't go back to who | was.

Weve talked about this before, Jaina. There'sonly one direction for

meto go, and that's forward."

'‘Being a bounty hunter's hard work," Han pointed out. "Dangerous, too.

Y ou don't make alot of friends."

"I havefriends" Zekk sad firmly. "I'm not looking to make many new
ones. Besides, | dtill have some skillsin the Force that other bounty

hunters don't have. And | think I'd be good &t it.

"That's how | found you here, you know," Zekk went on. "Jaina, remember
when you told me that you were thinking of coming here, to the Alderaan
rubblefied? | didn't giveit asecond thought. But when | was

drifting away from Ennth, trying to figure out where to go, letting the

Force guide me, | got astrange and powerful feding that you werein



trouble. That'swhy | came, at the Lightning Rod's top speed. Good

thing, too."

Helooked around, shuffling his feet uncomfortably. "Maybe as a bounty
hunter | caneven find what Nolaa Tarkonais|ookingfor before anyone

€lse does-it would serve Boba Fett right for trying to kill MY friends.”

Jainasaw afamiliar look come over her father's face. Han Solo was

intrigued.

"Y ou know, kid, that's not ahalf-bad idea. . . . | think you could

be somereal help to the New Republic.”

Jainasaw aspark of hope lighten Zekk'sface at this encouragement, and
she knew that she had lost any chance of persuading him to return with
her to the Jedi academy now. But she had known that aready, hadn't

she? She had only friendship to offer him, nothing more.

Jainasghed. Forward: there was no other direction to go.

She cleared her throat, trying to ignore the painful lump forming there.

"My dad knows alot about bounty hunters and smugglers, Zekk. He's

learned plenty of tricks over the years. Maybe he could give you afew

tips." She darted aglance at her father to get his approva, and he

gave her adight nod.



Zekk's brows drew together, and his emerald eyes darkened asif he were
fighting someinternd battle. Then, asquickly asit had come, the

inner storm passed, and he stood straight again, his smile bright.

Zekk reached for Jainas hand and gave it abrief squeeze. "Thanks™" he

sad. "I'll takeyou up on that."

---------------- IT WAS LATE afternoon when the Rock Dragon and the
Millennium Fal con touched down on the landing field near the Gresat
Temple. The Hapan ship's engines till sounded weary and uneven asit
descended through the humid atmosphere-but the craft flew passably, and

had made it through hyperspace dl theway back to Yavin 4

without amishap.

Jacen couldn't remember the jungles of Y avin 4 ever looking greener,

morefull of life. The distant sun sparkled brightly. He couldn't put

hisfinger on why, but aflood of excitement and anticipation rushed

through his veinslike a babbling brook.

Tend Katurned to him and quirked an eyebrow asthe craft settled to

the ground.

'Y avin 4 does seem beautiful," she said, looking at him with asurprised



expression, tossing red-gold braids away from her face. Jacen wondered

iIf she had picked up on hisemotions.

Jaina powered down the Rock Dragon's engines. ‘I know what you mean. |
fed the same. I'm looking forward to getting back to work on the
recongtruction efforts around here-and even to all those tedious Jedi

practice exercises.”

Lowie gave athoughtful rumble. With awhine and ablast of

dtitude-control jets, the Millennium Falcon landed beside them.

"VVv'hen | saw the Great Templefrom upinthe sky, | felt rdief,” Tend
Ka continued. "From that atitude | could see no damage-only that the

templewas il there, surrounded by dl thejungle.

Strange 'Maybeit's not so strange,” Jainasaid.

"After seeing what the Desth Star did to Alderaan, knowing that there's

no way to repair that kind of destruction, | fedl lucky that we al made

it back herein one piece.

Remember, the Desth Star dmost did the samethingto Yavin 4."

Lowie gave ashort woof. "Oh, | agree, Master Lowbacca," Em Teedee

sad. 'l have adefinite preference for my planets and moonsto bein

onepiece." Lowie finished the ship's shutdown procedures, and Jaina



flicked the switch that extended the landing ramp. Han Solo and

Chewbacca had dready emerged from the Millennium Falcon.

"L ook, thereésMom and Anakin,' Jaina said, pointing out the front

viewports, shading her eyesfrom the bright afternoon sunlight.

Waitching hisfather dash down the ramp of the Falcon and swing Leiainto
his arms, Jacen suddenly remembered why he had felt so excited.
Tonight, the entire Solo family would be together to celebrate his

mother's birthday .

Jacen snatched open his crash webbing.

Hegrinned achalenge a hissgter. "Raceyou!" Before she even had a
chanceto say "What are- you waiting for?' he scrambled out of his seat

and headed for the exit.

That evening hundreds of torchesflickered inthewarm night air,
decorating the Great Temple on Yavin 4. They burned at each corner on
adl levesof the pyramid, running in brilliant zigzagged columns up

both sides of the Stairways.

Jainalooked down the long wooden tables that had been used for her
mother's birthday feast. The Jedi students and instructors, the New

Republic engineers, and the few dignitaries who had come from Coruscant



were just beginning to disperse, but Han, Luke, thetwins, and Anakin
would stay for asmadler, more private celebration, aong with the
family's closest friends, Chewbacca, Lowie, and Tendl Ka. Surrounded by

her husband and children, Leiaseemed unusudly relaxed and contented.

"Happy birthday, Mom," Jainasaid.

"I couldn't have asked for any more wonderful gift than to have my whole
family withme," Leiaanswered. "It's such an unusua occurrence these
days. And your father was very mysterious about thistrip you al

took."

Jaina suddenly wondered if she and Jacen had made the wrong choice for
their mother's present. Would Lea be disgppointed by the gift they had
brought? Would it bring back too many painful memories about her lost

home of Alderaan? What if it only saddened her?

Han put hisarm around Leia. "The kids have a presentation to make.

They got you something specid.” Jainaglanced at Anakin, who quickly
got the message. Her younger brother had aways been perceptive. "Il

gofirg," hesad.

Anakin flicked hisri-inge of sraight brown hair away from his eyes and
gently set awrapped package the size of hisfist on the tablein front

of hismother.



Lelacarefully untied the strings and pulled back the glittering mesh
that covered the gift. "Oh, Anakin. It'sbeautiful,” she said, holding
up atiny stonereplicaof the Great Temple, asmal ziggurat complete

with the most meticulous detalls.

"| used the hologram as apattern. | made this out of broken stone
shards from the temple, pieces crushed too findy to usein the
rebuilding. 1t'sto reraind you of what the temple will 1ook like

again, onceweredl finished."

Jainasthroat tightened at the sight of the massive pyramid, intact
again, if only in miniature. She nodded to Jacen, who reached beneath
his seet, pulled out the gift that they had brought, and placed it on

the table with a soft thunk.

Their mother gavethem agrateful smile.

"It'sheavy-what isit, arock?" Jaina had prepared a speech to go with

it, but suddenly she found she couldn't remember the words. She watched

slently as her mother unwrapped the brightly colored cloth that held

the shard of Alderaan.

Lowbaccaand Tend Kaboth looked on intently, in silence.



Lelastudied it, ran her fingers over the metd's sparkling, faceted
surface asif it crackled with dectricity. "It'sfrom Alderaan, isn't

it?" she asked in awhisper.

"We wanted you to have a pecid piece of your home,” Jainasaidina

drained voice.

"We know how much Alderaan meant to you, and that the Empire destroyed
itbut in asensg, it'snot really gone. We're children of Alderaan,
too, because you passed on what you learned there to us. Inaway, the

spirit of Alderaanisvery much dive."

"It'sfrom the core of the planet,” Jacen added. "Fromitsheart.”

Tearsfilled Leidseyes. 'Yes, | know it'sfrom the heart,” she sad.

"From Alderaan's, and from yours, aswell. The heart isthe onething
the Empire could never destroy. Those of uswho survived-who weren't on

the planet when it was blown up-carry the heart of Alderaan insde us.

And we passit on to our children.”

"And spesking of children of Alderaan,” Han said, looking at thetwins,
"your mom and Luke and | talked to Raynar this afternoon, let him know
what's been going on with Boba Fett and Nolaa Tarkona and the bounty on

hisfather'shead.”



"Han tellsme that your friend Zekk offered to help us search for Boman
Thul," Lelasad. "That'sabrave thing for him to do. He must know

therell be danger.”

"Oh, I'm sure he knows," Jainasaid.

"But he's changed. Everything changes, | guess. We just have to work

hard to make the best of al those changes."

Suddenly shefelt apang of guilt over her selfishness. In her

excitement a being reunited with her family, Jaina had completely
forgotten about Raynar. At the moment, the young man had no hope of
seeing his parents or any other relatives. He couldn't even be sure his

father was il dive.

46fr Raynar could redly use some good lends right now,” Luke said. Her

uncle's tone was mild, but Jaina heard the gentle rebuke in hiswords.

Sheresolved to include the other boy more oftenin their daily

activities. Glancing atjacen, she saw that the same thoughts seemed to

be running through hismind aswell.

Thisisafact,” Tend Kamurmured.



Lowbacca gave athoughtful growl.

Leiaraised acup of juri juice. "Tofamily," shesad.

Han lifted his cup to touch hers. "And to appreciating what we've

got-whilewevegot it."

"Tofamily," echoed Jacen, Jaina, Anakin, Tend Ka, and two enthusiagtic

Wookiees.

They dl raised their cups and drank.
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Everyoneis searching for Boman Thul. Not only is he father to one of

Jacen and Jaina's fellow students, he holds the key to a secret

codition gaining power in the New Republic. The Y oung Jedi Knights

race across the galaxy to find him-but they may betoo late. For their

true enemy is about to show itstreacherousface. Andit will be

shockingly familier ...
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"K-UAR, FIFTH PLANET orbiting asingle sunin astar system of the same
name," Tenel Kasad, reading her datapad while sitting in one of the
passenger seats of the Hapan passenger siu-l apa) a.: sustaining human

life, but apparently abandoned for sometime. . . "

"Doesit say anything about particular cities or structures?’ Jaina

asked, craning her neck to look out the Rock Dragon's cockpit

windowport, peering down toward the vast planet below.

"Unfortunately, no," Tenel Kasaid, consulting the datapad again.

Lowbacca rumbled a question about the leve of technology that might

remain on the planet.

"No data on the technology of Kuar'sinhabitants. Infact,’ Tenel Ka

said, holding up afinger to forestall the question Jacen was about to

ask, "I have nothing on the inhabitants whatsoever.”

Jacen'sfacefdl, then he brightened again. ‘@at about wildlife?

Interesting animal species, or plants?'



Tend Kashook her head grimly. ‘I've nothing more that is of any use
to us, only the ramblings of historical scholars speculating about the

origina inhabitants, before the Manda orians swept through.

"Em Teedee, have you additional data about Kuar?' Tend Kaasked.

"Dear me, Mistress Tend Ka, I'm afraid to say there's not much, redly,
asdefrom what you said. And the coordinates, of course-oh, here's
something: Kuar's primary climateis semi-and.” Thelittle droid made a
sound like an aggrieved Sgh. 'l imagine that's not very useful a this

point, isit?"

'WEell be able to speculate dl we want for ourselvesin a couple of

minutes" Jainasad. "We're dmogt to the atmosphere.

Okay, hitit, Lowie."

The young Wookiee flicked afew switches, and the ship nosed down toward

the vast sky that provided only athin blanket over the curved surface

of Kuar.

Jainaflashed aconspiratorid grin at her brother and Tend Ka. "Asl

aways say, show me-don't tell me."

Tend Karaised an eyebrow and turned to Jacen. "Does she dways say

that? | have not heard her."



Jacen merely shrugged. The Rock Dragon dove into the atmosphere.

The surface of Kuar wasindeed semiarid. The landscape aternated

between dry dust and occasional rock formations or sand. It seemed as

if the dust of time had sifted over the entireworld. But the

excitement of the adventure had overtaken Jacen, and he wasimpatient to

know more about the mysterious place below. "Hey, what do the readings

say?" he asked.

"Lifeforms™ Jainaanswered succinctly.

"Quiteafew, infact."

Lowie gave athoughtful purr. "Quiteright, Master Lowbacca," Em Teedee

sad.

"Theré'sno telling yet whether the life forms are sentient or not."

A few thin clouds hung high in the atmosphere like worn and tattered

lace, but they did little to obstruct Jacen's view.

From this high up, the surface seemed relaively flat and featureless.

"What about buildings?' he asked.



Il,owie studied the readouts again and woofed afew times. "Mogt
assuredly, Master Lowbacca. 1d agree that those aren't natural

formations,” Em Teedee said. "I'd hardly cal them buildings, however.

The structures are certainly old, but there's something odd about

them-irregular, asif they're only haf there"

"Ruins, perhaps?’ Tend Kasuggested.

"Quite probably," Em Teedee agreed.

"Why don't we just get closer and see?"

Jocen asked impatiently.

Jainasghed. "I was purposely staying high, hoping we'd spot acity or

pick up abeacon of some sort to show us where theinhabited aress are.

That's my guess for where Bornan Thul would have gone. | suppose you're

right, though; well haveto go down.”

Shetook the Rock Dragon lower until they skimmed just two hundred
meters above the surface. In most aress, the vegetation wasfairly
sparse. Rocky spikes and pillars and mounds jutted up from the

landscape. Occasiondly, Jacen saw what looked like anest of some sort



on one of the outcroppings. The color of the dirt, sand, and rock
varied from cream, to gray, to pale blue with purplish gtriations, to

bright ocher, to stark obsidian.

Lowie woofed and tapped the control panel in front of him.

"Yep, | seeit,” Janasad.

"What kind of structures?' Jacen asked.

I'mafraid | can't say,” Em Teedeereplied. "They are goproximately

three kilometers ahead of us."

"There," Jainasaid as she dowed the Rock Dragon and dropped even lower
to get agood look. Thethick wall that surrounded the smal city atop

ahigh, strategic hill was broken in severa places. Some of the

buildings seemed in good repair, though others were cracked and

crumbling.

A variety of furred and feathered creatures bounded, scurried, or
swooped from building to building. Hundreds of yelow, sx-legged
reptileswith curly tails clung to the sunny side of every wall or

turret.

"No people," Tend Kaobserved.



"Maybe they just abandoned this city for some reason,” Jacen said. He
wished they could stop to explore, so he could study some of the strange
creatures he had just seen, but Jaina had aready pulled the Rock Dragon
up and was looking for the next city. They flew for hours acrossthe
surface of the planet, zigzagging back and forth to cover more ground.
They came upon ascore of other ghost towns, fortresses, and villagesin
varying saes of disrepair. None was inhabited; none had been

disturbed in centuries.

And they found no cluesto Bornan Thul's whereabouts, no evidenceto

show he, or anyone else, had been there.

Jacen was beginning to get nervous.

He could see Jainabiting her lower lip.

"Where are people when you need them?"

he heard her muitter.

"You,um. . . you don't suppose, Jacen began, "that some war or

virus or something could have killed everybody on Kuar, do you?'

Jainadarted him astartled look, asif she had not thought of this.



"No," Tend Kasaid smply.

"Rest assured, Magter Jacen," Em Teedee chimed in, "dl of the evidence

indicates that the settlements we're seeing have been abandoned for

hundreds-if not thousands-of years."

Jacen relaxed dightly. "What exactly are we looking for, anywa3r?"

"A landmark maybe?' Janasad.

"An obvious meseting place,” Tend Ka suggested.

"Something that's easy to pot," Jainasaid, "on an entire planet.”

Lowie rumbled something about hangar bays.

'Or agood landing area,” Jaina added.

"Trust me, I'll know it when| seeit.”

Jacen, Lowie, and Tend Kaexchanged amused glances.

Asit turned out, Jainawas right. 1t was nearly dawn before she saw a

broad-based mesa that rose a kilometer above the cracked and dusty



plan. Asthey drew closer, it became clear that the mesa, which was
closeto three kilometers wide, was not really amesa. The mgority of
the mountain's flat top had collapsed into a deep crater, surrounded by

an atificidly broad, leve rim, forming agigantic natura arena.

Houses and tunnels and walkways and stairs had long ago been built into
the sides of the crater. From the floor of the crater rose the ruins of
avad aray of tal-or formerly tall-buildings. A webwork of rusty

clfains connected the tops of these buildings, like the design of some
deranged insect. Jainabrought the Rock Dragonin for asmooth landing

on the spaciousrim.

Hereweare," shesaid smugly. ‘Landmark. Easy to spot. Excdlent

landing area.

Thiswould bemy guess." Lowie agreed enthusiagtically”I'm showing no

sgnsof arborne contaminants that would endanger the lives of humans

or Wookiees," Em Teedee assured them. "The amosphereis perfectly

breathable."

"Everybody out, then,” Jainasaid. "Timeto stretch our legs.”

"Great," Jacen Sghed, unbuckling his crash webbing. He was dready

thinking about what kinds of interesting creatures they might encounter.

"Now we begin the next stage of our search,” Tend Kasaid. She



followed Jacen down the shuttl€'s exit ramp. Jainaand Lowietumbled

after them, eager to move about after their long search.

Jacen ran to the edge of the crater and looked down at the patchwork of
ancient buildings, chains, and walls dappled by shadows. "Could take a

long timeto look through dl that," he said.

Lowie gave anegative growl. "Lowigsright. | think it would be more
logicd to start up here" Jainasaid. "The best placeto set down a
ship would be somewhere dong thisrim." She made a sweeping gesture

with one arm to indicate the wide ledge that encircled the crater.

After abrief consultation, the young Jedi Knights spread out from the

rocky edge of the crater, spacing themselves to cover the most distance.

They walked dowly around the rim, scanning the ground ahead and to each

sdefor any Sgn of arecent disturbance in the ancient settled dust.

After saverd false darms-which turned out to be nothing more than a
gouge out of the rock, ashiny feather, or some anima droppings-Jacen,
who was closest to the outer edge of the rim, saw something fluttering
up ahead. Shading his eyeswith one hand againgt the direct glare of

the early morning sun, heran forward. 'Ib his great disgppointment, he
found nothing more than aflat gray dab of rock, aslarge as one of the

serving trays back at the Jedi academy. Hissigter, Lowie, and Tend Ka



dashed up besde him.

"What isit?' Jainaasked.

"Nothing, | guess,” Jacen said. "l thought | saw something moving over

here, fluttering. Maybeit was just abird or a plume of dust, | don't

know."

Tend Kabent low and circled the rock.

"Ah. Aha" she said. Shereached her hand beneath the edge and pulled.

"Lowbacca, my friend?" she began, but before she could finish her

request, Lowie had aready lifted the dab of rock high overhead and

then tossed it asde. Tend Kasraightened. In her hand shehelda

long piece of cloth, asash, sewn from dternating strips of yellow,

purple, and orange fabric. "The colors of the House of Thul," shesaid

matter-of-factly.

"Why, blessme," Em Teedee exclaimed.

He was viewing the scene from a perspective that none of the others had.

'Doesthe House of Thul dso place inscriptions on its clothing?!

'Not. that I've ever noticed," Jacen said, wondering what the little



droid was getting at.

'‘May | seethat?' Jainaasked. Tend Kahanded her the sash. Jana

grasped the materia with one hand near each end and stretched it out

draght. She scanned the sash then flipped it over. 'Look!"

Jacen moved closer. Sure enough, there on the yellow band of materia

scratched in faint gray letters was amessage.

‘Danger,” it said. "If | am caught, dl humansin danger Thul."

'Gracious me!" Em Teedee exclaimed. "1 do hope Master Thul is safe.”



