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A gal axy far, far away, six nmonths before the Battle of Ruusan ..

The Col den Song rode the shifting currents of color and |ight through hyperspace, covering
st distances with each click of its onboard chrononeter. Crian Maru sat rigid in her
chair, using every neditative exercise she knew to remain calmand in control. She wasn’'t
sure how the Jedi Masters did it. They al ways | ooked so serene, so at peace. Perhaps she
woul d eventual |y achi eve such a constant state of quiet reflection and confidence, the
conditions that she believed separated a Jedi Knight froma Jedi Master. But those were
thoughts for another day. Now she had to prepare herself and her apprentice for the tests
that lay ahead of them while she tried to cone to grips with the horror they had left

behi nd.

Under the |ight of Harpori’s sun, Crian Maru and her apprentice had | anded the Col den
Song. What was supposed to be a bustling Duros colony was silent and still. No one had
cone to greet them The town square had been deserted. Wien Crian reached into the Force,
all she sensed was sadness. All she felt was enptiness. Behind this enptiness |urked

dar kness.

The transport shuddered, and with a sudden shift in the stars, the journey through
hyperspace came to an end, Crian tried to block out the imges of Harpori. Slaughtered
Duros adorned with the unm stakabl e wounds of a |ightsaber. Men, wonen, and children
massacred to appease the dark hunger and churni ng anger of the Marauder. The Madman. The
Dark Killer.

Wth a deep, calmng breath, the Jedi Knight bani shed the haunting inages, at |east for
the nmonent. It was tine to finish the job they had set out to do. They had to face the
dar kness. He was close, their quarry. Wthin this star system Crian could feel his
sinister presence in the Force. It was not a feeling she appreciated.

"Where are we, Dree?" Crian asked her Padawan | earner

The young Rodi an, Dree Vandap -- barely nore than a child --was reviewi ng the Gol den
Song’ s nav computer display, anticipating her teacher’s request. "Still inthe Md Rm"
Dree said, "A systemcalled Balowa." Dree frowned in the Rodian fashion, crinkling her
snout. She absently shook her head crest. "I see nothing out here.”

"He's here," Crian said, adjusting the controls and engagi ng the ship’s sublight
thrusters. "Check the sensors, and be mindful for vibrations in the Force. It will tel
you nore than machi nes and conputers ever will, if you listen to its song."

For Crian, the Force was like a constant nelody that had been with her for as |ong as she
could renenber. It washed over the Jedi Knight |ike waves of sensation that few others
could feel, an omipresent humthat was at once grand and conplex, sinple and conforting,
full of novenent yet totally still. Wen she was at peace, she could feel the Force
resonate within her. Like the echoes of a beloved song. That was how Crian perceived it.
O her Jedi explained it differently. Her Master had described it as an ommi present mi st
that swirled and drifted constantly around him Dree described it as a still pond; when it
rippled, it told her things.

Crian closed her eyes, letting the Force guide her hands as they noved over the
transport’s controls. The song reverberated within her, changing, building. Now it was

t hunder ous and cacophonous. Crian could sense the Dark One in the Force, could hear the
terrible rhythmthat nade himtangi ble to her Jedi senses. H s presence was full of anger



It vibrated with barely controlled rage.
He was com ng

The Marauder.

The Madman.

Kaox Krul .

<LKLK>>>

The Marauder slipped his ship into the transport’s wake, riding the thrust of its sublight
drive like some sleek ocean predator angling for the kill. He was Kaox Krul, proud warrior
of the Brotherhood of Darkness, devoted follower of Kaan, the Dark Lord of the Sith. A
great war was about to erupt, pitting the hate-fueled believers in the dark side of the
Force against the weak-willed Jedi who preached the hypocrisy of peace and tranquillity.
The Jedi clainmed they never felt the raw wind of rage as it screanmed through their bl ood.
Li ars! They denied the dark side, refused to harness its power. They made rules to stop
others from accepting that strength if they so desired. How Kaox hated the Jedi and the
sancti nony they preached.

Thi s one, the human wonan, had been houndi ng Kaox for nore than a nonth. It was tine to
end their little gane. He had to return to Lord Kaan's side. He could sense his Master’s
sunmons in the Force, and he could not resist the beckoning nmuch |longer. Lord Kaan was
calling themall, the entire Brotherhood. The war of dark against |ight was about to
begi n. But Kaox had one nmore thing to acconplish before he returned to his Mster.

The hunting transport noved in a deliberate search pattern, sliding closer and closer to a
smal |, uninhabited world. Kaox didn't bother to check his nav conputer; the Force told him
that the unnaned planet teemed with life, none of it nore advanced than a wonp rat. There

was nothing in this systemto concern him The Jedi were al one, w thout any possibility of
assi stance. Soon, Kaox thought, they would be dead.

The Marauder pushed his starfighter into an attack vector and powered up his weapons

system The transport was in his sights -- a slow, |unbering creature about to be ripped
asunder by the fast predator swooping up behind it. He would have preferred to kill the
Jedi and her apprentice in close conbat, |ightsaber against |ightsaber, but the tine for
such contests had passed. He reached into the Force, pictured the transport exploding into
a thousand fiery shards. He let his anger rise within him filling himw th rage and
power. Now the Force was a crinmson sheen before his eyes, bathing the transport in a
targeting haze that would increase his accuracy and ensure the killing shot. Kaox

triggered the starfighter’s |aser cannons, and bolts of energized death streaked toward
the unsuspecting prey.

<IKLK>>>

The Dark Killer had slipped behind themlike a shadow. She felt his savage presence a
fraction of a second before Dree cried out. Crian suppressed a snile. Her Pacl awan was
very good, but now was not the time to tell her so. instead her hands danced over the
controls, coaxing the sluggish transport to veer fromits current course before the
Mar auder’s | asers burned through their hull or sliced open their sublight engines.

"Dree, hang on to sonething!" Crian commanded as the CGol den Song shook and groaned. Wth
stern resistance -- and a token neasure of defiance - the transport rolled slowy to one
side. Crian grimced and hoped it woul d hol d together

"The Marauder is right behind us!" Dree shouted. "d osing fast

The expl osion that ripped through the transport drowned out Dree’s voice. She might have
fini shed her sentence, but Crian couldn’t hear the words over the noise of the |aser
strike and the blaring alarns that warned her of a dozen immnent systenms failures. The
Col den Song was | ocked in a spin. As snoke poured into the cockpit, Crian frowned and
fought the controls. Then, with a crash and a powerful jolt, the |ights snapped out,

| eaving the Jedi Knight and her Padawan in total darkness.

<LKLK>>>

Kaox Krul felt his starfighter shudder as |ances of laser fire erupted fromits



f orwar d- nount ed cannons. He used the dark side to aimtrue, pinpointing the precise spot
where the lasers would rip through the transport’s engines. H's el ation was nonentary at
best, however, because the transport had dodged the fatal fire. The insipid Jedi had
sensed his presence!

There could be no other answer. His prey slid to the right, a maneuver far too amnbitious

and daring for such a lunbering craft. The Marauder’'s lasers sliced into the belly of the
transport, carving a wound that bled atnosphere fromthe left ventral portion of its hull
Kaox leered. It wasn’t the killing blow he had foreseen, but it was danagi ng nonet hel ess.

As the transport fell into an uncontrolled spin, Kaox realized with some alarmthat his
starfighter was too close. He had wanted to fly through the explosion, scattering the
remai ni ng shards of the transport in his passing as he sent the Jedi and her apprentice to
their Final Junp. But there was no expl osion, and the spinning transport’s nose struck the
starfighter a solid blow. The Jedi’s ship hit the Marauder |ike a charging nerf plow ng
into a ripclaw

Kaox' s consciousness fled as the starfighter bounced away and fell toward the small planet
bel ow.

<LKLK>>>
The transport tunbled end over end.

Wi le Crian hoped that fate had spelled the end of the Marauder, she didn't believe that
Kaox Krul could be dispatched so easily. The darkness was still out there. Regardless, she
had nore inmredi ate probl ems. The Gol den Song spiraled toward the small planet that had
greeted the Jedi shortly after they had energed from hyperspace. Now it filled the
viewport as Crian struggled to regain control of the vessel

"Dree, what can you tell ne about that planet?"

There was no response. Crian could sense nothing nmore than an inpression of the Rodian
Padawan. Dree was alive and probably unconscious. Anything else Crian i magi ned was purely
specul ation, and she didn't have tine for that. The planet was conming up fast, and she
still couldn't get the transport to respond to her comrands.

"Come on," Crian urged the ship."Your namesake is supposed to bring good |uck and fortune.
| could use a little of both right about now. "

The Gol den Song hit the planet’s atnosphere hard. Crian could feel the ship breaking apart
around her. "Alittle help here," Crian whispered, willing the stabilizers to cone back on
l[ine or the repulsorlift engine to kick in. She hit the repul sor toggl e again. Nothing.
Once nore.

There was a recalcitrant groan from sonewhere deep in the transport. Suddenly, it was
slowing, trying to |l evel out. The repul sors were working! That was sonethi ng, anyway she
nm ght not be able to get the Golden Song up into space again, but maybe she could lead it
relatively gently to the surface of the planet.

It wasn’t going to be a pretty |landing, Crian knew. The transport rocked back and forth as
the repul sors pushed against the planet’s surface. Wth great trepidation, the ship fought
the clutches of gravity as it punched through the exosphere into the ionosphere, sliced
across the stratosphere, and plunged into the sky. A weird realization came to Crian as
she imagi ned the ship confronting its own destiny with a mixture of trepidation and val or
and it nade her sad. The Gol den Song had nade its last journey. Their beautiful, faithfu
transport was diving to its death.

The transport raked the treetops, cutting a swath through the | eafy canopy before plunging
into the sea of dense foliage. It hit the ground, bounced off its repulsorfield, and
bounced agai n. Through the cracked viewport, Crian saw i npenetrable forest. The transport
slid across a clearing and plowed into the base of a massive tree trunk, and then Crian
saw not hing at all

<LKLK>>>

Kaox’ s senses cleared as his starfighter skinmred across the planet’s atnosphere. He
struggled to attain a vector that would allow the ship to glide toward the planet’s
surface in a nore or less controlled fall. He caught sight of the Jedi’s transport as it



pl unged toward the dense forest canopy, then focused his attention on saving his own
craft. The starfighter’s nose had been crushed, rendering its sensor array usel ess. Kaox
was certain that other systenms had been danaged as well, perhaps beyond repair, but he had
engi nes and steering. He flew the starfighter toward the surface, |ooking for a place to
set down.

Then he woul d head out on foot, |ocate the Jedi, and either dance on their dead bodi es or
finish the job - up close, where he could carve theminto small chunks.

<IKLK>>>

Dree Vandap knew she was alive because she hurt all over. A spirit on the Rodi an Hunting
Wrld -- the place good Rodi ans go when they die -- couldn’t hurt like this. At |east,
Dree had never heard of such a thing in any of the stories she had read. She hadn’t been
raised in the Rodian tradition, though, so there were probably a | ot of things about

Rodi an t heol ogy that she didn't know. She grew up in the Jedi Tenple, where she | earned
the ways of the Jedi fromteachers such as Lord Hoth and Crian Maru. The Jedi didn't
follow the Path of the Hunt, but Dree had read about her homeworld and the Rodi an
traditions. She felt that she had a good idea about the Hunting World and spirit hunters,
and certainly no spirit that she had ever read about had a bruise the size of a
shell-fruit on the side of its head.

The Padawan pushed aside the debris and stood up. The Gol den Song was a ruin of shredded
durasteel, nelted plasteel, and exposed wiring. She loved this ship, but it was painfully
obvious that it had flown its last m ssion. Thankfully, it hadn’'t been Dree’'s |ast m ssion
as wel | .

"Just wait, Vandap," Dree nmuttered to herself, "the day isn't over yet."

The Rodi an took a nonment to assess the damamge. it | ooked bad fromthe inside, but she
didn’t see anything that |led her to believe she was in i medi ate danger. There was no
fire, no sparking wires, no warning humsignalling a power cell overload. She stepped into
arelatively clear spot on the tilted deck and checked that her |ightsaber was stil
clipped to her belt. Then she renenbered her Master.

"Master Crian?" Dree called out. Her voice was weaker and nore frightened sounding than
she had intended, so she called again, |ouder and -- she hoped -- with nore confidence.

VWen she received no reply, Dree reached out with the Force. She probed the area,
searching for any sign of her Master's presence in the Force. Dree wasn’'t very good at
this sort of thing, though every Jedi had sone rudinentary ability to sense vibrations in
the Force. She concentrated, closed her eyes, and tried to open herself to the vibrations.

Not hi ng.

No, wait. There was sonething. Dree had a sense of inpending doom Death. The dark side.
It made her convul se.

"Space this!" Dree nuttered. She shook her head, clearing away the feeling. "I’lIl check on
Crian the ol d-fashi oned way."

She noved toward the forward part of the cabin, trying to ignore the shattered vi ewport
and the crushed control panels. "Crian?" she called again, and she could feel the fear
trying to well within her. Dree didn't let it.

St eppi ng over a piece of deck plating that had been ripped open, Dree saw Crian’s boot
sticking out frombehind a tw sted consol e. The Padawan took a deep breath to steady
hersel f, then noved to her Master’s side. She saw Crian lying there, and was unsure how to
proceed. She didn't see any gapi ng wounds or obviously broken bones. There wasn't any

bl ood pooling around her Master, but that didn't nean she wasn’t hurt just the sane.
Shoul d I touch her, Dree wondered, trying to renenber the rudimentary nedi cal training she
had received a few years earlier. Shake her? Call out her nane until she answers?

But what if she’'s dead, Dree asked herself. She certainly won't respond if she’s already
dead.

“"I"'mnot dead," Crian said in a hoarse whisper, blinking her eyes open to | ook at her
st udent.



Dree couldn't help herself. She junped back, bangi ng her el bow on a tw sted bul khead.

"Fine," Crian said in an amused tone, "Don't help your old Mster."
“"You're not old," Dree said, comng to Crian’s side and hel ping her sit up. "But you
certainly scared a few years off ny life."

Crian sat still for a monment. She closed her eyes, and Dree knew that she was reachi ng out
with the Force. Wen Crian opened her eyes, Dree could see determi nation and purpose
within them The Jedi rose to her feet, placing a hand on the |ightsaber dangling at her
si de.

"We aren't finished yet," Crian said. "The Marauder is still out there, and he’s searching
for us."

"I guess that makes us the prey."

"For the nonent, Little Hunter," Crian said affectionately. 'Let’s let himthink of us
that way for a while longer."

<KLK>>>

Kaox Krul skul ked through the forest |like a stealthful prower. H s senses stretched

bef ore him naking himaware of every insect, plant and flower, every small creature that
cowered in its burrow or fled as he approached. This world, its bountiful lower life
forns, had never seen the |likes of the Marauder, and he fed upon the fear that his

presence garnered. He was still too far away to get an accurate feeling, but Kaox imagined
that the Jedi and her apprentice were experiencing the same kind of fear as the
fur-covered burrowers and the small |eaf-eaters. That fear would grow as he got closer,

and he would draw strength fromtheir dread.
He would relish it.

The Marauder kept a steady pace. He didn't worry that he would msstep or stunble. Such
were the concerns of |esser beings. Stealth fell away like a tattered cloak, a serpent’s
skin. He envisioned his prey shuddering under thick bl ankets of fear

He wore bl ack body arnor of his own design. It consisted of protective paddi ng and
conposite plates crafted into an intricate pattern that glorified the Sith and the

Br ot herhood of Darkness. He had al so used Sith alcheny to inbue the arnor with dark side
energy, creating a barrier that provided sone protection against the abilities of the
Jedi. He was proud of the work he had done, both the nenial construction and the
application of Sith nagic, and he wore the arnor as a synbol of his faith in the dark side
of the Force.

At his side, clipped to his belt, hung the |ightsaber that he had used to kill nore than a
hundred foes. Kaox hadn’t constructed the weapon. He had earned the |ightsaber, taking it

fromthe still-grasping hand of the first Jedi he had killed in personal conbat. He
di m ni shed the Jedi every tine he used the weapon to strike down an innocent -- such as
the pl eadi ng Duros he slaughtered at the Harpori colony -- or a despised foe the |ikes of

that Jedi, Karist Dem or the Wokiee diplomat Rojarra. The weapon, cleansed in blood and
used as an instrument of the dark side, was conpletely Kaox’s now. Barely any of the Jed
tai nt remai ned.

Kaox woul d use this weapon to kill the Jedi woman and her young apprentice. He saw the
battle to come in his mnd. He would start by testing the two of themtogether, allow ng
themto team up against himto reveal the cowardice that typified the Jedi. Then he woul d
break away, give themtinme to wallow in their fear as they contenplated his greater
strength and power. Wen he struck again, he would kill the apprentice. It wouldn't be a
clean, swift kill. He wanted her to experience agony, to intensify her fear. She would
call to her Master for help, but she would al so realize that help would not reach her in
time. When she knew that death had set upon her to feast, he would end her life. H's
actions would drive the Jedi crazy with grief and anger. Perhaps she woul d accept the
truth of the dark side then, but he had not found that to be the case in the past. The
Jedi were stubborn, closed-m nded. She would come close to the truth of the Force, but she
woul d back away fromthe power that mght actually give her a fighting chance. And then
the Jedi would die as well.

VWhen it was over and his |ightsaber’s bl ade was powered down, Kaox Krul would return to



Lord Kaan, triunphant and ready to carry on the next phase of the Brotherhood' s rise to
glory. The Jedi and her apprentice were sinply appetizers before the bountiful feast of
dar kness to cone.

The Marauder was hungry. He increased his pace, letting the dark side flow through hi mand
i ncrease his endurance. He replayed the scene he had i magi ned as he ran. The Marauder was
very hungry.

<LKLK>>>

"W have to go," Crian Maru said, |eaping dowmn fromthe crunpled transport. "W have to go
now. "

Dree Vandap, a survival kit slung over her left shoulder, |anded in the noist grass beside
her Master. "Shouldn’t we just go and face hinf? Get this over wth?"

"The Marauder is powerful, Dree. Don't underestimate him He knows that we’ve been
followi ng himsince Harpori, and we've both felt his hatred -- his darkness -- through the
Force. Something tells ne that this isn't the place to confront him"

The Jedi and her apprentice ran to the back of the transport and exam ned the cargo bay
door.

"The servonpbtors won't open that door. It's too badly nmangled," Dree said.
"Then 1’1l have to inprovise," Crian replied, drawing her lightsaber and igniting it with
a practiced notion. Gipping the |ightsaber with both hands, Crian sketched a rough circle
in the durasteel door. The netal glowed white hot as the |ightsaber sliced through it,
then the portion Crian had cut away fell inward, granting access to the cargo conpartnent.

Crian junmped easily through the opening. "Keep watch," she called back. "W won’'t be al one
for much | onger."

<IKLK>>>

The Marauder watched the apprentice fromhis perch anong the trees. He sensed that her
Mast er was nearby, but Kaox couldn’t see her. Was she still inside the wecked transport?
O was she somewhere in the forest, waiting to strike at himwhile he went after the

Rodi an? Wul d the Jedi use her apprentice in that manner, as bait? He didn’t think so, but
sonetinmes the followers of the light surprised and confused him He let the dark side
swell inside him using it to mask his own presence whil e simultaneously enhancing his
senses to stay alert.

He gl anced to each side, even though the Force reveal ed that he was alone in the trees.
Then he unhooked his lightsaber fromhis belt and held it at the ready. He didn’t |ike
that he had | ost sight of the Jedi. It made hi muneasy. Had she anticipated his arrival?
Was she nore powerful than he had dared i magi ne? No matter. The dark side was his ally.
Kaox woul d strike fast and strike hard, He would take no chances.

The apprentice would die. Now. Wthout warning. It wouldn't be as satisfying as the game
he had i magi ned, so he would just have to anmuse hinself |ater, against the Jedi

<LKLK>>>

Dree felt her heart beat fiercely in her chest. She was scared, and she couldn’'t help it.
Her own ability to see into the Force, to feel its vibrations and read the patterns in the
flow, was woefully inadequate conpared to Crian Maru’s. Even so, her intuition told her
that there was a stormconing. A literal open-the-sky-and-I|et-|oose-the-flood storm ful

of lightning and wind and thunder. It would crawl across the sky |like a great beast. She
knew t hat before the first drop of rain hit the ground, the Marauder woul d be upon them
Her teacher sensed this, had warned her to be ready, and Dree tried to find her calm her
peace.

The Rodian slid her |ightsaber from beneath her robes. It wasn't her |ightsaber, not
really. Soneday, hopefully in the not-to-distant future, she would set out to build her
own. She wasn’t ready to take on that test, however. Not yet. Until then, she would use
this one -- a gift fromher nmentor. Crian had given it to her the day she had accepted the
young Rodi an as her Padawan | ear ner



"Learn to use this well," she renmenbered Crian instructing her. Since that day, she had
practiced with the weapon during every spare nmonent. She wanted to show Crian that she was
serious about her studies, about her commtnent. Dree wanted to prove that she had what it
took to be a Jedi Knight.

Dree caught nmovenment out of the corner of her eye. It was as though a shadow had

di sengaged itself fromthe forest and was nmoving toward her at |ightspeed. She turned
toward the dark blur, reacting with Jedi reflexes but still feeling |ike she was standing
still. There was a | oud hum as the shadow s |ightsaber flared to |life. Dree brought her
own |ightsaber up in a defensive position while extending its energy blade to its ful

l ength. She didn't think. She didn't run. Dree stood her ground and hel d her |ightsaber
bef ore her.

The blur took shape. It was a large human with hair cropped so close to his scalp that he
was practically bald. H's powerful formwas covered in black padded arnor that stung her
eyes when she | ooked at it. The synbols etched into the arnor resonated with the dark
side. She had only seen himfroma distance, but there was no mistaking this giant of a
man.

It was the Marauder, Kaox Krul. He didn’t say a word. His hatred screamed at her with
words of dour silence. It clung to himlike a shroud. Dree was aware that sonewhere, in
the di stance, a dagger of lightning cut the sky. Her multifaceted eyes, however, were

| ocked upon his |lightsaber’s blood-red blade. He held it high, its hilt alnpst too snall
for his huge hand. The bl ade cut a rainbow through the air as it arced toward her

Dree was dead. For a nonent, she was as sure of that fact as she was of her own name. But
then her training took over. She caught the Marauder’s energy bl ade on her own, sending
sparks flying in all directions. Then, before he could counter her defense, Dree tunbled
to the side, closer to the open cargo conpartnent and nonmentarily out of the Marauder’s
reach. She regained her feet in one fluid notion, drawing on the Force to lend strength to
her arms and | egs.

"Even Jedi whel ps can surprise nme," Kaox growl ed, taking a cautious step toward her. "But
inthe end, it’'s always the same. The Jedi whelp is dead, and | score another kill."

Dree tried to steady her voice, but she knew she was no match for the Marauder. "You have
a lot of deaths to answer for," she said, keeping her lightsaber’'s blade in front of her

"Perhaps, Jedi whelp, perhaps.” He took another step toward her. "But | won't be answering
to you."

Crian Maru expl oded fromthe cargo conpartnent astride Dree’s repulsorlift speeder bike,
bounced across the open field, and made a sharp turn back toward the conmbatants. Gunning
the thrusters, Crian let the bike lunge forward. She sent a command through the Force,
mental ly ordering her student to |l eap onto the bike as it passed by. Then she turned her
conplete attention to operating the speeder. She wasn't as good a pilot as Dree, so she
had to try a bit harder.

Kaox Krul watched the speeder bike race toward himand sniled. Now he had both of the Jed
in his sights. He readied hinself, preparing to strike as soon as the bi ke was cl ose
enough. Perhaps this will be a challenge, he thought.

<LKLK>>>

As soon as the Marauder turned his attention to Crian and the speeder bi ke, Dree began to
nove. She was midway through the tunble that would place her behind the dark-sider when
she felt Crian’s voice enter her mnd

"On!'" the voice shouted.

Dree woul d obey, but she had to buy time. She finished her roll, bunched her |egs beneath
her, and | eaped. Her junp carried her past the Marauder’s exposed back. She slashed with
the |ightsaber, hoping to at | east wound the dark-sider. Kaox Krul responded quickly and
perceptively. Instead of slicing into the dark arnor, Dree’s bl ade bounced off the

Mar auder’s ignited |ightsaber

The Marauder had to spin around to protect hinself, so he wasn't able to avoid the speeder
bi ke. It sidesw ped him knocking him prone.



Dree finished her |eap, landing perfectly behind Crian on the noving vehicle.

Crian didn’t slow. She turned the speeder away fromthe weck of the Golden Song and
pushed the thrusters to full. As they raced toward the forest, away fromthe Marauder
Dree could sense that Crian sought every advantage. She, not the Sith warrior, would
choose the battleground. She woul d dictate how the conflict would be waged. The Rodi an
Padawan coul d sense that her Master wanted to frustrate their adversary at every turn.

Dree hoped that was enough of an edge.

<LKLK>>>

Kaox Krul rolled with the inmpact, rising instantly to his feet. He glanced around, saw
that his lightsaber had fallen near the wecked transport, and reached into the Force. He
i medi ately found the invisible line that stretched between the |ightsaber and his open
hand. Wth a gesture, he plucked that line and the lightsaber returned to him A few
seconds had passed, but when he | ooked up the speeder bi ke was al ready disappearing into
the forest.

"No!" Kaox shouted, his rage building. "I will not be denied this kill!"

Gat hering the Force around him the Marauder ran. Like a stroke of black Iightning, he
dashed across the clearing and into the depths of the forest, follow ng the speeder’s
path. The Force-powered burst of speed nmight not catch the Jedi’s vehicle, but it would
keep him cl ose.

He opened hinmself to the dark side, inpossibly increasing his speed even nore.

<LKLK>>>

Dree held on to her Master as the speeder bi ke wove through the forest. She should be
piloting the speeder. She was a better bike pilot than Crian, and navigating between these
massi ve trees demanded keen instincts and sharp reflexes. There was no tine to stop and
swi tch places, however. The Marauder woul d be conming after them and neither of them was
ready for a fight. They had both been shaken up by the crash. Dree hurt in a few places,

t hough she didn't think she had suffered anything nore severe than a deep bruise. Crian

m ght have nore serious injuries.

As the speeder completed a conplex series of twists and turns and settl ed back onto a
nore-or-less straight course, Dree risked a glance over her shoulder. Startled, she al nost
| et go of her grip on her Master. The Marauder was right behind them He nust have cl oaked
hinself in the dark side, because Crian didn't seemto have noticed his proximty. He was
novi ng wi th Force-boosted speed and was al nbost upon t hem

"He’s here!" Dree shouted, her words whi pped away by the roar of the speeder bike as it
cl eaved the w nd.

Crian had sensed her student’s anxiety a flickering instant before Dree spoke. She pressed
the footpads that regulated the thrusters until they woul dn’'t nove any further, and the
speeder shot forward. That had to be enough, Dree thought. There just wasn’t any nore for
the speeder to give.

The Marauder’'s face twisted with rage as he sumoned even deeper reserves of dark-side
energy to bring hinmself within a few scant neters of the bike's nortified passenger. Even
with the Force, could he really keep up with then? H s |ightsaber flared to |ife and he
swung at the speeder. The stroke made himlose his bal ance, and he tunbl ed feet over head
and hit the ground hard.

The Marauder had struck his mark, the tip of his lightsaber blades | iced into one of the
bi ke’ s power cables. The danmage didn’'t prove i mediately fatal, but the speeder would run
out of power at an increased rate. Dree sensed Crian’s concern and shared it. Could they

reach a relatively safe | ocation?

Dree | ooked back once nore, but the Marauder didn't seemto be pursuing them any | onger.
Perhaps his resolve had finally given out, as well.

<LKLK>>>

The dark cl ouds that had crept over the horizon earlier now filled the sky. N ght was



conming, and with the cloud cover it would be al nost conpletely dark. The storm when it
hit, promised to be spectacular. Crian reached out into the Force. The dark presence was
still there, but it wasn’t close. At |east not for the nonent.

They had abandoned the speeder bike an hour earlier as its energy gauge di pped toward
enpty. Ditching the vehicle at the bottom of a deep ravine, they started running and kept
their fevered pace until they had put a few additional kilonmeters behind them Wen they
reached the rocky hills that distinguished this part of the forest, Crian notioned for
themto halt. They found a small cave, partially hidden by undergrowth, and settled inside
it to rest.

"WIIl the stormcone soon?" Dree asked.
"No," Crian replied, hearing the Force’'s song. "It's waiting."

They took turns keeping watch while the other tried to sleep. At best, they were able to
slipinto a fitful half-slunber, troubled by dark dreans and i nages of the Marauder. Most
of the tine, one or the other sinply closed her eyes and tried to find some calmw thin
the Force.

They ate rations fromtheir survival packs and drank water from canteens. They didn't
speak much, but each of them braced for the battle to cone. The storm | oonmed threateningly
but refused to spill its contents. The cl ouds above were dark and pai nful |l y bl oated.

Ti me passed.
The Marauder drew cl oser.

And the stormwaited with sinister anticipation.

<KLK>>>

Crian remained vigilant as Dree slept, apparently, at least for the monent, unfettered by
ni ght mares. Cri an wondered whet her she woul d have held her ground had her Padawan | earner
not been with her. She had faith in Dree, but the young Rodian still had nuch to | earn

She wasn't ready to face the Marauder, not yet. Their survival would al nost certainly fal
to Crian, but she held secret doubts as to whether she was ready to face Kaox Krul. He was
i nsane, powerful, full of the dark side, hungry for the kill. Rage had made hi m strong,
fearless. Could she do it? Could she defeat the Marauder?

Yes, Crian thought. But it would be better if she didn't have to worry about her Padawan.

"Sleep well," Crian whispered, gently touching her student’s forehead

The Jedi Knight slipped out of the cave, into the cloud-shrouded night.
Behi nd her, in the cave, Dree Vanclap rolled over and nobaned. Her ni ghtmares had returned.

<LKLK>>>

For al most two days, Kaox Krul tracked the Jedi through the forest. After trying to

di sabl e the speeder bike, he had |ost his balance and fallen with a bonejarring crunch. It
was a sloppy mscalculation, the result of noving too fast to stop his nonentum The wi nd
had been knocked out of him He swayed in and out of consciousness for several |ong

m nutes before he was able to resune the chase. By then, the speeder was gone and he
didn’t have the energy to attenpt another burst of speed. So he started wal ki ng,

mai nt ai ni ng a casual pace as he let his body recover fromthe extreme effort of running in
t he Force.

It took nore than a day to reach the place where the speeder bike was hidden. It was half
buried in a nountain of dead | eaves and branches at the bottom of a scar-like trench. He
al nost strode past the ravine and probably would have missed it entirely had he been
novi ng faster. These Jedi were certainly hard on their vehicles, Kaox nused.

He dropped into the ravine to exam ne the speeder. The Jedi weren’'t nearby, and Kaox
hadn’t expected sonething as nmundane as a crash to hinder them |t appeared that the
speeder bi ke had sinply run out of energy.

He spent the next day following their trail into the forest. Wiat began as a sinple matter



turned daunting as their trail suddenly di sappeared. Kaox plunbed the dark side, urging it
to illumnate the path the Jedi had taken. His prey had their own lifelines to the Force,
however, and they had somehow masked their course. The Marauder could do nothi ng but
wander the forest, |ooking for physical signs of their passage or wait for the Force to
betray them

O for themto betray thensel ves.,

Kaox hid hinmself fromdetection as the Jedi had done. No, not both of them he realized.

The apprentice wasn’'t experienced enough to have such fine control over the Force. It was
the Kni ght who was shielding them wasting valuable energy to mask herself and the young

one. Just another sign of weakness, Kaox thought. Just another indication of why the dark
side woul d eventually triunph over the |ight.

More tinme passed. Kaox Krul took a few hours to rest and neditate on the dark side.

When he was ready to nove out again, he becane a tireless predator, a relentless stal ker
He paused, sniffed the air, and opened hinself to the Force. There it was. Atingle, a
subtle vibration. It wasn’t nuch, but he had found his quarry. Wth a snile that was both
di sturbing and hateful, the Marauder noved in for the kill

<IKLK>>>

Crian Maru slid through the forest |like a quiet breeze. overhead, the clouds parted just
enough to reveal a patch of clear night sky The planet’s twin npbons shone through the
break, painting the forest in a pale, ghostly light. Her senses tingled like live wires as
the Force coursed through her, but she couldn’t | ocate the Marauder in the Force. He was
hi di ng, though she still had a vague sense of being watched, even if she coul dn’'t pinpoint
the source of her trepidation

She pressed her search, eventually stepping out of the trees into a large clearing. In the
nmoonl i ght, she saw that a calm still lake filled the open space. The twin orbs above were
um nously reflected in the water. Crian noticed that the clouds were tearing apart, and
now she coul d see stars in the deep bl ue expanse around the nbons. Perhaps the stormwas
dying. If so, it was a good onen.

<KLK>>>

Dree sat up in the cave, instantly awake and cl ear-headed. Crian was gone. She was al one
inthe small hollow Crian had |eft her behind, had gone out to face the Marauder on her
own.

Did she think so little of me, of ny abilities? Dree wondered.

Part of her wanted to stay right where she was, safely hidden in this cave. She couldn’t
do that, though, not if she wanted to be true to herself and her Master. A Rodi an hunter
woul dn’t cower, afraid, hidden in a cave. Certainly a Jedi Knight wouldn't. However, Dree
was neither a Rodian hunter nor a Jedi Knight -- not yet. Fear, though, led to the dark
side. She wouldn’t take that path - not willingly, at |east.

Dree steeled herself with a calm ng breath and set her mnd for battle. Crian needed her
hel p, and Dree wasn't going to di sappoint her

<LKLK>>>

Crian Maru, Jedi Knight, sat beside the quiet |ake, under the glow of the twin nmoons. The

heavy storm clouds framed the clearing, but the sky directly overhead was crisp and cl ear

She was calm at peace. The Force’s song vibrated through her, filling her with confidence
and power. She was ready.

The shadow stood at the edge of the clearing, partially hidden by the thick clunp of
trees. She had been aware of the Dark One’s presence for a few nonents, but she made no
nove, gave no indication that she had spotted him The shadow boil ed out of the darkness,
and in the pale glow of the noons’ |ight, the Marauder was reveal ed. He noved toward her
wi thout a sound, waiting to ignite his lightsaber until the |ast possible nonent. Crian
decided not to wait.

The Jedi Knight stood without haste, calmy turning to face the onrushi ng darksi der. He
paused, nonentarily confused by her unhurried actions. She drew her own weapon and | ocked



her gaze with his.

"Your darkness betrays you, Kaox Krul," Crian said.

"And you deny the darkness within you, Jedi," Kaox retorted.

"Rej ect your Jedi oath and follow me to Lord Kaan’'s side."

"That will never happen.”

"So you believe."

Two |ightsabers flared to life. In the distance, thunder runbled out of the clouds.

The stormwas all around them despite the clear sky above. Lightning flashed over the
trees. So nmuch for a good onmen, Crian thought.

Wth the next clap of thunder, Kaox Krul roared. Crian Maru net his charge, |ightsaber to
i ghtsaber, dark side to light.

<KLK>>>

Dree Vandap watched the battle between Jedi Knight and Sith warrior erupt, horrified and
fasci nated. Their energy bl ades carved intricate patterns in the night, punctuated by
frequent sparks as the blades collided, drew apart, and collided again

The Padawan al |l owed the Force to fill her, calling upon a battle-enhancenent techni que.
She ignited her lightsaber, drawing confort fromthe famliar snap-hiss-humof the weapon.
Then she charged across the open field, rushing toward the | akeshore to aid her Master.

The Marauder and the Jedi danced to a life-or-death song only they could hear. It was a
dance of violence that reverberated in the Force. The two conbatants took each other’s
measure with the first series of strikes and counterstrikes. One gave ground, then took it
back-as they sliced and parried. Mre thunder, and then the wi nd picked up, swirling
fallen | eaves around them as they fought. For the Sith and the Jedi, tine seened to ebb
and fl ow, each nonent a conplex clash of Force-enhanced attacks and bl ocks that played out
in a kind of slow notion.

The Sith warrior |aunched a barrage of deadly strikes at the Jedi. Crian pulled deeply
fromthe Force and countered each one. She flipped and sonersaul ted, | ooking for
weaknesses in his defenses. He spun and tunbl ed, probing her own techni que for an opening.
For a tine, neither found one.

The young Rodi an | eaped into the fray then, striking at Kaox Krul from behind. He
countered this attack, but now he bore an eneny on each side. He I et his anger build. This
gave himstrength, allowed the dark side to blossomwithin him H's |lightsaber twrled
fromone side to the other, blocking a strike fromthe Jedi here, parrying a swi pe from
the apprentice there. What he could not do fromthis position was |aunch a nmeani ngfu
attack at either of them To do so would be to give the other an opportunity.

Kaox Krul switched to a one-handed grip, leaving his left hand free. He balled his free
hand into a fist, squeezing tight and inagining all of his anger slipping down his armto
pool there. He imagined it was a tightly wound spring. Then, when the Jedi’'s weapon
bounced away fromhis parry, turning her slightly to one side, he opened his hand and

unl eashed the power that was concentrated therein. The Force spread out |ike a wave,
striking the Jedi and knocki ng her backward, into the | ake.

He called the Force to himagain, let it surround him and then he | eaped. He was gone
before the apprentice’s weapon had barely begun its arc. By the tinme the energy bl ade
passed through the place he had been, he | anded softly behind her. Hi s blood surged with
triunph. The apprentice was off bal ance, just barely, but it was enough. He | ashed out,
the burning bl ade of his own weapon skewering the young Rodi an

Crian Maru gathered the Force around her and used it to lift her out of the water. She

floated to the shore just as the Force turned dark and cold around her. Dree Vandap was
dead. Stunned, she watched as her apprentice slunped to the ground. Sorrow fl ooded her

and she couldn’t hold back its flow. Anger rode in on these waves, as did a hatred the

i kes of which she could not renenber ever experiencing. She had failed her student.



Dree was dead.
The Marauder had to die, too.

Crian saw Kaox Krul smile as she charged toward him She knew she should control her
enotions. She was on dangerous ground. But Dree wasn't supposed to die! Crian wanted to
hurt the Marauder. She wanted to make hi m pay.

Li ght saber bl ades col | i ded once nore.

<LKLK>>>

Hours later, the Marauder and the Jedi were still locked in battle. They were too evenly
mat ched for either to gain nmore than a tenporary advantage. They hurled rocks and sticks
on tendrils of Force. They sliced and sl ashed and hacked with |ightsabers that humred
angrily at the continued exertion. They taunted each ot her when they could spare a breath.
Punches, kicks, knees, and el bows, they pounded on each other with every weapon at their
di sposal

Battered and bruised, covered in cuts and scratches, they both | ooked ready to drop. Even
Kaox’ s dark arnmor had fallen apart in places. \Whenever Crian felt her nuscles weaken, she
remenber ed her bel oved student and found the strength to carry on. Where Kaox found such

stami na, she had no clue

The bl oated cl ouds had returned, gathering into a singularly fearsone presence. Jagged
streaks of lightning exploded fromw thin as thunder crashed down with a terrible
intensity. Wth every strike and parry, thunder peeled. Wth every punch and ki ck
lightning spread across the sky like fiery spider webs.

Crian was beginning to | ose ground. She was faster than the Marauder, better trained, but
he was stronger and called on reserves of the Force that were forbidden to her. He was
going to kill her. He was going to win.

She knew where Kaox drew his power. The dark side of the Force. He wasn't afraid to |let
his enptions nagnify his strength. He had no conpuncti ons about using his anger and hatred
as vessels to hold nore power than his body or spirit could muster by thensel ves. He was a
Sith warrior, trained to harness the intensity of his darker feelings. Crian parried

anot her strike, then | eaped out of the Marauder’s reach. For a noment he didn’t follow He
just stared after her, illumnated by the red glow of his |ightsaber and the strobing
bolts of |ightning.

"I"'msorry, Dree," Crian said, letting the tears run down her sweat-stained cheeks.

Crian gave into her rage then, unleashing her hatred of the man who stood across from her
She let it sing inside her, a nelody of unbridled fury that renewed her strength and
determ nation. The clearing around the lake filled with the emanations of the dark side of
t he Force.

Kaox roared, giving hinself conpletely to the dark side.
Crian returned the call, enbracing her anger and hatred.

The bl oated cl ouds splattered the ground and the | ake with huge drops of greasy rain. In
the downpour, Crian and Kaox each called upon the dark side. Invigorated by its power,
they | aunched thensel ves, one at the other, and their struggle became even nore
devast at i ng.

Thunder booned around the two opponents with each punch and kick and |i ghtsaber clash.
Li ght ni ng danced over the surface of the |ake and | anced into the ground around the
warriors. Crian slashed, her anger anplifying the force of her attack. Kaox dodged,
whirled, and returned with a deft counterstroke. Lightsaber blades cracked and sparkl ed,
bounci ng of f each other again and again, and still black rain fell fromthe sky.

The Marauder, hoping to find a nonment’s respite, wapped hinself in the Force and hovered
over the center of the lake. Crian refused to give Kaox even a nonent’s respite and
followed himinto the air.
"Your anger is inpressive," Kaox called over the how of the storm "Join our Brotherhood
of Darkness and renounce the |life you have al ready given up."



"You don’t understand, do you?" Crian called back, hurling her anger at himthrough the
Force, thrusting himdown toward the churning water bel ow.

He shrugged off the attack and fortified hinmself with the power of the dark side. Crian
did the sane.

"Tinme to die, Jedi," Kaox roared.

Sith and Jedi flew at each other, converging above the roiling cauldron of water. Kaox’s
I i ght saber ained high. Crian’s blade thrust low. A lightning panorama bathed themin harsh
light for an instant as each was felled by the other’s killing bl ow.

Then they were gone, |lost behind torrential sheets of rain.

<IKLK>>>

Sal en Toth, a Jedi Knight, stood on the shore of a stagnant |ake. It was nore swanp than
| ake, actually The trees around it were twi sted and bl ack, with barren branches that
reached |ike skeletal linbs toward the dark, muddy center. The whole place felt ill,

def ormed. Haunt ed.

"I found the Padawan," Sal en said, speaking into his comink. "She was killed by a single
i ghtsaber strike. | haven't found any sign of Crian Maru or the Marauder, but |’'m sure
there was a battle here.”

He | ooked out over the bleak |ake, trying to make sense of what happened. Al he found in
the Force, though, was darkness and despair

“I"mdone here," he said, switching off the comink

This was a dead place. It was tine for himto return to the living. He turned, lifted the
body of the Padawan, and started back for his ship

Behi nd hi mthe dank wi nd whistled through the twisted trees, and the shadows grew deeper.
For a nonent, he thought he heard the hum of |ightsabers. He turned back, but there was
not hing to see.

<KLK>>>



