Prologue – 6 months after Ancients Waiting

Starship Jurkanis


Hyperspace


En Route to Epsilon Sector

Princess Almani strode quickly across the blue carpeted floor of the throne room. Her delicate, ornate robes made a soft swishing sound as she moved, and her pure white hair fell down behind her back in two long, elaborate braids. Her slipper-covered feet padded across the floor with hardly a sound. Within moments she reached the white throne at the end of the large chamber, and she paused, placing a hand on one of the arms as she stared down for a minute at the empty seat.

     “I thought I might find you here, Almani,” came a familiar voice from behind.

     She turned, and found herself breaking into an involuntary smile. “Zoar!” she cried out to the tall, handsome man standing back at the entrance. Zoar was kind, gentle man, and held a special place in her heart. He’d been a brother to her, in everything but blood, for as long as she could remember. Zoar had long hair, most of it a rich brown, but with a few strands of white as pure as Almani’s. He wore his formal dress, as he usually did; an ornate robe that split at the leg to form loose pants that allowed freedom of movement. His deep brown eyes looked on her with compassion, but could have a deadly fire when he felt a lecture was necessary. Almani had always looked up to her brother, who was sometimes the only stable factor in her life. Especially after recent events.

     Her smile quickly faded, and she looked down at the seat, speaking more solemnly. “I miss my sister,” she admitted softly.

     “You know that Lucia’s duties keep her very busy. But even when she is not present physically, she is still with us in spirit, my little Zuami blossom,” Zoar told her. His deep voice sounded soft and comforting. “She will always remain by your side to guide you, as will I.”

     “I know,” Almani said. “That makes me glad. But I still wish she were here.” She looked back up at her brother. “Do you think we’ll be safe in the… Nooh Emperium?” she struggled with the foreign words, so different from her native tongue.

     “The New Imperium is a very tolerant place, I hear,” Zoar said, correcting her pronunciation. “They take many refugees from the… evil ones. I am certain they will give us sanctuary on our way toward the Core.”

     “I hope so.” 

     Feeling a sudden impulse, Almani pushed away from the throne and ran across the carpet, wrapping her brother in a fierce hug. “Oh, thank you for doing this, Zoar. I’m so glad you’re here to protect us.”

     “It’s all right, Almani,” he said softly. After returning her hug, he took her gently by the shoulders and knelt down on one knee, looking into her crystal blue eyes. “This ship holds the last of our people. We will preserve and protect our own. And I will never abandon my duty, or my love for you. As your Guardian, I promise this to you, now and forever.”

     “I want to live in a safer place,” she said, her delicate voice almost cracking. “Without war or fighting. There has to be such a place. There has to be!” She’d known war her entire life. It was something she almost couldn’t imagine living without. What would it be like? Would it be as wonderful as the legends said?

     “There is such a place, little sister,” Zoar said. “And we will reach it soon enough; have no fear of that.”




*


*


*


Downtown Vectur


Planet Varnus


2230 Hours


The bar was named the Desperate Chance, and with good reason. One of the seedier pubs in town, it was located on street level, and home to an amalgam of motley-looking aliens looking for the right place to get wasted for the night. Anyone down on their luck or strapped for cash could usually be found here, and it had generated quite a reputation across the city, so much so that the entrance line was sometimes two whole hours long. As a result, it had attracted more than the common run-down spacefarers and junkies, from thrill-seeking youngsters to politicians who wanted a nice, “public” place to take care of some of their less legitimate businesses. It had become a far cry from its original, simpler roots. Not that the owners were complaining though, with the obscene amounts of money the place was raking in.

     It’s one of life’s little ironies, Xar thought as he sat at the bar, nursing a blur concoction in a gourd-shaped glass that tasted more like some exotic alien’s by-product than an alcoholic beverage. But that was all part of the image, he guessed. Same thing with the heavy techno music and the neon blue room lighting, and the strobe lasers that were constantly reflecting of shiny surfaces and into people’s eyes. Yeah, I really love this place, he thought for the tenth time that hour.

      What made this experience even better was the obnoxious Weequay sitting to his left who simply would not shut up. Ever since replacing the seat’s previous occupant in the crowded nightclub, he hadn’t stopped talking. He’d taken an instant fixation on Xar for some reason, rambling on in broken Basic first about his dire situation – obviously a lie, since everyone here made up a tough-luck story to keep up appearances – and then from there went on about everything from politics to how well different drinks mixed together. Now he seemed to be prodding closer for some response, and he was quickly pushing the limits of the Xar’s nerves. 

     “I tell you truth, it all same here,” the Weequay went on. “I come here to make living, but no luck. You have luck?”

     Feeling his synapses starting to twitch, Xar turned to cast a wary look at the drunken figure. “Could you please leave me alone, I’m waiting on someone.”

     “It no baatha,” the alien mumbled on. “Let me buy you drink…”

     Suddenly the alien broke off a large hand landed on his shoulder and spun him around the other way forcefully. The Weequay stared into the imposing gaze of a wide-shouldered, bald and dark-skinned man, flinching as he was pulled to his feet and held up by his shirt. The large, built man practically yelled into his face.

    “Can’t you hear? He said leave the man alone!”

    The two fell out of Xar’s sight, and a second later he heard a wild shriek. The crowd shuffled around him, and then the large man slid into the now-empty seat beside him.

    “Thanks, Atridd,” Xar said, nodding but not looking in that direction.

    “Not a problem. You found our buddy yet?”

    “Got a line on him now,” Xar said, fixing his gaze on the rear exit as he watched between the stirring mass of bodies. He tapped his ear once, activating the transceiver there. “Heads up everyone, we move in two minutes.”

     He quickly received confirmation from his other team members, three distinct double-clicks over his commlink. There were five of them including himself and Atridd. Nodding, Xar settled back to wait the allotted time. Taking another look at the caustic liquid in the glass in front of him, he slid it over to his left. “You want this?” he asked Xoan.

     “Thanks,” the man said, taking the drink. He tasted it, then set the glass back down on the counter and flexed his right hand. “You know,” he said, breathing out beneath his black mustache that traced its way to his chin, “I may have actually hurt that guy’s shoulder.”

     Xar looked over at him. He knew that underneath the coat sleeve and glove, Xoan’s arm was artificial, and he sometimes didn’t know his own strength. It had been sliced off in a vicious battle with an Altarin’Dakor Jedicon, and Atridd had chosen to wear a prosthetic instead of a potentially risky clone arm. Ironically, the mechanical arm would be much stronger than a normal human’s, but with Force-enhanced strength Xoan could make his left arm many times as powerful. “Don’t worry about it,” Xar said.

     Outside the bar, it had begun to rain steadily, and the crowd of milling bodies inside packed more closely together in an attempt to stay dry. Beings who entered were cloaked in drenched raincoats, by now. The atmosphere inside was becoming more uncomfortable for everyone. Casually, Xar reached into his coat and touched the handle of his single-handed rail gun, his favorite ranged weapon, taking comfort in feeling its weight there. Roughly the size of any hand-held blaster, it hung snugly in the shoulder holster in which is was concealed. It was an elegant weapon, simple in appearance – made of polished metal – but it was deadly in form, holding a magazine of twelve supersonic mass driver projectiles. Using such a weapon was mostly tradition for him, one that he’d kept even after becoming a Jedi Master. Almost unconsciously, he popped the safety switch off with his thumb, making ready. “Let’s go,” he whispered into the transceiver.

     Without further word, he shoved away from the bar and started forcing his way through the crowd towards the back door. He could feel Xoan’s presence moving behind him, and his other three operatives drawing close, as well. It only took a couple of minutes to break through the thickest part of the mass and reach the rear door near the refresher stations. Standing just outside of the ‘fresher line, he turned to see the rest of his team gather up around him. Atridd was close by on his right, calm and alert, as always. Drawing up in front of him, the other three members gave knowing yet inconspicuous nods. Xar grinned back at them. The slim, attractive Nadia Ispen had fit in well with the crowd; her short, bleached-white hair turned blue under the room’s lighting. Beside her, Jacob “Jinx” Skipper was reaching into his trench-coat for the blaster hidden there. And bringing up the rear was the large form of Ralagos Akala, the only Togorian Jedi in the New Imperium. He was a rare find, but the fact that he held the rank of Adept spoke that much more about his skill. Any enemy not cowed by his fearsome feline appearance would regret being the recipient of his awesome Force abilities.

     His short inspection satisfying him, Xar turned back towards the door and strode up to the rough-looking, muscular security guard standing watch there. From the way the man watched the crowd, he was obviously one of the bouncers, though Xar figured he had other reasons for watching this particular exit. 

     The sight of the five shady-looking characters approaching him was probably what sent the guard’s eyes wide. “Is there something I can help you with?” he spoke up gruffly.

     “Yeah,” Xar said, coming to a stop half a meter in front of him. “Let us through this door.”

     “The back room is off limits to customers,” the man said, his eyes narrowing. “You’d better turn around now before I decide to have you thrown out.” 

     Xar gave the man a cold smile. “I assume you don’t know who I am, do you? Open the door.”

    The man began reaching into his belt for the stun rod secured there. “That’s it. I’ve had enough of you…”

    But Xar didn’t give him a chance. Slapping a hand over the bouncer’s wrist to trap it, he thrust his fist straight into the man’s solar plexus, bending him over in pain and cutting off his breath. 
    “I own this city, idiot! Now get out of my way!” Xar yelled, forcibly shoving the man to the side. Then, ripping his mass gun out of his holster, he stepped forward and kicked the door completely off its hinges. The door clattered to the floor amidst a shower of splinters, and Xar quickly stepped through the doorway, followed closely by Attrid, Nadia, Jinx, and Ralagos, each with their weapons drawn and at the ready.

     Four men looked up from the sabbacc table in the center of the smoke-filled area, clearly startled speechless by the sight of five armed assailants suddenly bursting into the room. 

    “What’s the meaning of this?!” the bald, pudgy man at the far side of the table demanded loudly, backed up by the protests of the others gathered there. Xar quickly took stock of all four. Two of the men around the circular table were plain-looking and built– clearly hired muscle. Across from the fat man who’d spoken was another man with tall, spiky blond hair, the other’s business associate. Concentrating on that group, Xar was surprised as Jinx moved up beside him and trained his blaster on a fifth person, a tall, dark-skinned man who had been returning to the table with a drink.

     Xar walked up to the table and pointed his gun straight at the pudgy fellow. “Slyvie Voor, you’re under arrest for conspiring to and committing treason against the New Imperium.” He gave a cynical grin as he recognized the man he’d been searching for. It had taken him almost a month to find this one. “You’re a kriffing AD spy.”

     The man’s eyes went wide, and he jerked back as if hit. “What? That’s ridiculous! You can’t just come in here and arrest me on such a ludicrous charge. What proof do you have? Where’s your warrant, puke-eater?”

     “My name is Xar Kerensky. I believe you know who I am. And my warrant is right here,” he said, turning his gun to one side, still pointed at the man’s chest.

     “Kriff you! I demand to see a lawyer!”


     “Gentlemen. Can’t you see we’re in the middle of a relaxing game?” the spike-headed man put in. “What happened to the freedom of personal privacy? Can’t you desk-jockeys leave well enough alone?”

     “I’m sorry, but we’re not tolerant people,” Xar shot back sardonically. “Put your hands up now.”

     “Please, officers,” Slyvie broke back in. “This is absurd. Allow me to explain the situation…” He glanced nervously at the guard on his right as he spoke, and Xar groaned inwardly. So much for a non-violent confrontation. As one, the two guards’ hands shot under the table, followed an instant later by Slyvie and the spiked man. The first guard had brought the handle of his weapon up by the time Xar moved. Taking a quick step forward, he kicked the table hard from underneath, launching it into the air and scattering cards and chits everywhere. Slyvie and one of the guards were thrown backward as the table fell down in front of them on its side with a crash. Not waiting to see what had happened to Slyvie, Xar brought his weapon up and fired two shots straight through the wooden table. The supersonic bullets tore through the wood like flimsy, blasting splinters out of it, before spearing two holes straight through the fat man on the other side.

     Simultaneously around Xar an explosion of sound and light erupted as the other members of his team fired their rounds. He felt the heat of blaster bolts burn through the air around him, followed by the sickening smell of burnt flesh. A split second later, there were four corpses lying across the floor, strewn with sabbacc cards and gambling chips. One guard’s face had been blown completely apart; the other guard and the spiked man had smoking holes in their chest and back, respectively. Xar let his weapon fall to his side and he shook his head, sighing.

     “Kriff. I was hoping to get something out of this group. What a waste.” Of course, that was how all of these busts had gone so far. Altarin’Dakor – even traitors from this galaxy – never surrendered; they would always fight, no matter what the odds were.

     “You okay?” he asked Atridd, who was wincing as he nursed his left arm, smoking from a near-miss Xar hadn’t noticed.

     “I’ll be fine,” the man winced. “Just a scratch, it’ll heal up in no time.”

     Ralagos and Nadia had replaced their weapons and were stooping down to search the bodies. Xar let his gaze linger over each one. How do you defeat someone like that? he wondered silently. After all, they were the aggressors. Usually the defending forces in a conflict would have the advantage of pure desperation on their side, but these Altarin’Dakor fought as if winning were the only thing that mattered in the universe. But of course they do, he thought. They’ve trained all their lives for the Return. Even defectors from this galaxy, like these worthless thugs now lying on the ground, were willing to put everything on the line for a victory.

     “Don’t move,” Jinx spoke up suddenly, interrupting Xar’s thoughts. Turning, he saw that the man’s blaster was trained on the fifth member of the group, the one who hadn’t been at the table. Xar arched an eyebrow in surprise. The dark-skinned man hadn’t moved an inch, but his drink had shattered on the floor when it had fallen from his limp hand, and the man’s eyes were filled with terror at what he’d seen.

     “I’m warning you, stay right where you are,” Jinx repeated. He could clearly sense the man’s emotional stress; he looked ready to bolt at any second. 

     “I…I know nothing…” the man stammered, holding his hands up in front of him. “I d-don’t have anything to d-do with this.” 

    “Then I’m sure you won’t mind coming in for questioning,” Jinx replied evenly. Xar looked from him back to the other man, who seemed about to jump out of his skin. The man’s eyes were as wide as saucers, now.

    Xar sensed it an instant before he actually moved. The man dove to the side, scrambling across the floor as fast as his feet would take him. Jinx fired in response, sending out a couple quick reaction shots that passed behind the man’s head. He was moving fast, too quick for Jinx to track with his muzzle, and before he could fire again the man had vanished through the room’s rear exit. 

    Jinx started to move after him, but Xar put a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll get him,” he said, and then took off into a run. “You finish up here,” he called back to the others over his shoulder.

     He passed through the doorway and emerged into a dimly-lit stairwell. Above him he could hear the padded footsteps of the fleeing man, and Xar quickly started up the steel-framed staircase, bringing up his mass driver once more. He reached the second floor and kept on going, steadily pursuing the pounding footsteps above. Drops of water dripped down on him from above. Looking up, he could see the man’s shadow moving between the gaps in the stairs. 

     “Stop!” he shouted, but to no avail. If anything, the scrambling steps came more quickly. Bringing his gun up as he climbed, Xar fired a couple shots into the framework above, hearing the bullets loudly as they ricocheted countless times. Still, the retreating man continued on. 

     Xar followed up six more flights of stairs, gaining some ground, before his quarry reached the stairwell exit to the roof. He vanished behind it, quickly closing the door behind him. Moments later, Xar bounded up the last several steps and threw his body against the door, sending it bursting open. He emerged into a drenching downpour of rain that almost instantly soaked through all of his clothing. He padded out across the slick rooftop, searching through the deluge for his target. It was raining so hard that he almost missed the dark figure moving to the raised edge of the roof.

     Raising his gun ahead of him, Xar ran toward the figure, calling out again for the man to stop. But again he was ignored. The escapee slid up to the raised wall at the edge of the roof and leaned over, peering down. Then he turned back to look at Xar, who came to a stop several meters away, gun trained steadily over his chest. Xar didn’t speak; the man knew he’d been caught. But the wild look in his eyes made it clear that he wasn’t going to give up. Astonishingly, the man climbed up onto the edge of the wall and looked desperately at the slanted tile roof of the building next to them. Xar understood what he was thinking. He could probably make the jump, but with the rain pouring down, could he grab hold without sliding back off? Xar didn’t think so.

     Yet when the man looked back one final time, it was clear that he was willing to take the chance. Crouching down on all fours, he leapt out across the gap, stretching his body out to grab hold of the other side, his only chance at life. Xar ran up to the edge to watch as the man made his target, grabbing desperately onto the tiles of the next roof. For a moment it seemed that he had succeeded. But the rain had made the roof slick, and the slant was fairly steep, and he began to slide down, first slowly, then faster as he fell.

     For a split second, Xar considered using the Force to catch the man and bring him up. But, he reasoned, the man wouldn’t have lived much longer anyway had he been captured. Either the courts or one of his own kind would have ended his life. And it wasn’t likely he’d be able to reveal much about Slyvie’s spying contacts. Those secrets had died with Slyvie himself.

     The man never cried out as he slid off the edge of the roof and into the chasm below. Silent, he fell, spinning wildly down the eight story drop to the streets below. There was a sharp crash as he landed atop a passing hovercar, bursting through the windshield and sending the vehicle out of control.

     Xar turned away from the edge, ignoring the rest of it, pausing to take several deep, calming breaths. A moment later he had collected himself, and started back toward the stairwell, his mind already working on his next lead. There were many more spies to filter out, of that he was sure. The only real problem with having spies was that you never quite knew when you’d gotten them all…



*


*


* 
Somewhere outside NI space 

The being sat alone in his large, luxurious living quarters, silently contemplating the infinite expanse of space that was visible outside the floor-to-ceiling windows. Here, he could see the awesome grandeur of the stars, imagine the incredible amount of space out there, and of all the forms of life living within it. And very few out there, if anyone at all, knew of his existence. 

     Once, he had been a Shok’Thola, feared across this galaxy, during the Great War and before his people had been banished. Then, he had been a terrible sight to behold, a being so frighteningly alien to humanity that most beings couldn't even have looked upon him. 

     But that had been before his eventual demise and imprisonment within a massive Repository along with thousands of other Jedi spirits. During that time, he had forgotten what it was like to be a physical being.       Then when an ambitious Jedicon had sought to release him from his prison, he had barely escaped and taken the Jedicon's body instead. He could thank the Jedi known as Nico Flygras for that. His... pet. 

In the months since, he had gotten used to being human, enough that he couldn't even remember being his old species, with completely different senses and organs. Not that he didn't like being a human; in fact, he'd gotten rather accustomed to its differences, and its new pleasures. 

     Before, he had been Queklain, a terrifying visage of death. Now, he was known mostly as Rofel, the unremarkable human that had become his new host. From the shadows he worked now, for his very presence was probably unknown to all the other Warlords. All, save Altima, who would still have been able to sense his connection to the Entity that had kept him alive and gave him Immortality. 

     But now his thoughts had turned to his own machinations and schemes, his secret manipulation of events. His pet, his little experiment, was going well. The one who had given him life again, this "Jedi" known as Nico, had deserved payment for his generous favor. So Queklain, or Rofel, had saved his life in turn, just before he would have died in the Altarin'Dakor-controlled Mizar System. There, he had taken special care of him, preparing him for his return to the New Imperium as an unwitting servant. Not that the New Imperium itself was worth any real notice; it was just a curiosity, a gamble that might pay out one day. The government itself sat directly in the way of the Return. There was little doubt that soon the Altarin'Dakor forces would sweep mercilessly over their space and crush them like flies. This Warlord had other things to concern himself with. Still, there was a chance... 

     As if summoned by his thoughts, a servant entered, bowed low, waiting for acknowledgement. The being made him wait for a while, then finally turned his head toward the entrance and gave a slight nod for him to proceed. 

     "Great Lord, I have important news. An informant relayed information that the one called Nico has returned from his mission to the Rafa System and has now been placed in a position of high authority. He is the Deputy Grand Master of their so-called Jedi Division." 
     “Excellent. And what of the spy network left by Kronos?”
     “They have kept us informed of the highest level decisions by the New Imperium Senate,” the servant explained. “Elections for new Diktat will be held soon. They also report of the defection of the Shok’Thola Zalaria, and that she has brought a sizeable force to the New Imperium’s aide.”
     The being did not let the sudden flash of surprise and interest show in his expression, nor his intense eagerness to find out what Zalaria was up to. "Interesting,” he mused aloud. “We have agents traveling with them, of course?" 

     "Yes, sire. They have already reported in." 

     "Good. Anything else?”

     “One other point of interest, sire. There is a certain… individual who was the overseer of all Kronos’ agents in the New Imperium. He is also the head of the NI Intelligence Network.”

     That caused his interest to peak, indeed. Someone that highly placed could be in a position to assume leadership of the entire NI. “Who is this man?”

     “Gene Rytor, sire. He currently resides on Tralaria.”

     “I believe I will have to arrange a meeting with this… Rytor. Make arrangements for my relocation to Tralaria. I will want to see to the next series of events personally.”

     “It will be done.”

     “You may leave," the being commanded, deciding to let this servant live, at least this time.     "See to it that I remain informed. I will be taking a personal interest in these two." 

     "Yes, Great Lord." With that, the servant left as quietly as he'd come. 

     Queklain smiled, and for a moment his eyes glowed with the ancient alien presence of his past. Then his laughter filled the chamber. This gamble was going to pay off better than he'd ever imagined.



*


*


*

Senate Complex


Tralaria, NI Capital


1600 Hours


Maarek Stele got up from his seat and stretched for a moment. Turning slowly, he took stock of the huge chamber around him. He and the other members of Inferno Squadron were seated in the Senate Complex’s main auditorium, a huge half-oval with rows of seats facing a large curtained stage. It was a place for grand speeches and exhibitions intended for hundreds of spectators, and broadcast to uncounted multitudes throughout the New Imperium. One such event would take place here today. He and his squad-mates had been given seats halfway down, and were easily lost among the mass of other officers, delegates, military personnel, and other VIPs. 

     Stele looked across the row at the members of his squadron. What was left of it, anyway. The survivors of the Battle of Mizar, they had more than proven themselves in combat. Jocular Rann Wosper, professional Bast Vlagen, attractive Tanya Vinikoro, Kikitik the Sigman, Salle Darl, Gren Pabos, and Petur Kien. There were nine members of Inferno now, since they’d picked up only one new member since Mizar. Narm Greyrunner, a decorated pilot from the Intruder Wing, had opted to join up. Maarek was glad of that, and hoped that more good pilots would be willing to transfer. Inferno Squadron was building up quite a reputation for itself. Still, he thought of the pilots who had died in the horrible Battle of Mizar. He’d witnessed the deaths of Vlini Makor, Macen Isabi, and Juor Nace. He’d learned of Kei Nomos’ death later, after returning from his capture and brief period with the mysterious man known as Victor.

     Stepping out into the aisle, Maarek climbed the steps up to the top of the auditorium and the connecting area outside. This entire section of the Senate Complex had been done in white marble with gold trim, an incredible expense for the Senate to make. In some ways the Complex reminded him of the old Imperial Senate House on Coruscant, only with a much lighter atmosphere. Up here above the auditorium, there were several sitting areas, a bar, lounges, and communications and HoloNet access terminals. Maarek walked over towards the bar counter, intending to get a little something to drink. The bartender brought him a cold glass of water and he sat there for a moment, sipping it. Water was Tralaria’s most abundant resource – the planet was covered in ocean, almost as thoroughly as Mon  Calamari. It was funny how a resource so common on one world could be a treasured scarcity on another. On Tatooine, most of their water had to be coaxed out of vaporators every day.

     The presentation would be starting in just a few minutes. There was a lot of hype circulating about today’s event, though Maarek wasn’t too excited about it, himself. As he sat there silently, another man dressed in officer’s uniform came up to stand at the counter beside him.

     “Commander Stele. I didn’t expect to see you here,” Rivian von Donitz said in a low tone. “I heard you’ve been very busy lately.”

      Maarek set his glass down and turned to look at the slim, dark-headed man, resplendent in his ceremonial uniform all covered in campaign ribbons and medals. Admiral Caramon Majere’s most prized pilot, he claimed to be the best fighter pilot alive in the galaxy, and he had claimed many more kills in the Battle of Mizar itself. The man was all cool confidence, rarely showing any other emotion. Maarek didn’t much like Donitz. There was an air about him, of something dark and ruthless. Maarek wondered if he’d been that way himself, once. They were both soldiers, they both killed in battle. But recently, all the meaning in battle had changed for Maarek. 

     “Well,” he told Donitz, “With everything else going on around here after those AD forces defected, I thought Inferno could make itself useful helping out wherever we could. We managed to be at the right place at the right time, at Sigma.” 
    Recently, he and Inferno had helped to stop a coup de’ tat by the Kaav’Klan military commander Xantak, who had targeted at the Sigman Emperor in a bid to assume control and establish a military government. In the process Xantak’s forces had attacked the Moro shipyards, a move which could have crippled the New Imperium’s capacity to make war. But Maarek’s squadron had helped thwart that attempt, as well, finally chasing Xantak’s flagship VSD down and destroying it along with its commander.

     All that had happened in the past month. Maarek briefly recounted the experience to the man beside him, as well as the latest mission that had followed. “After that, we patrolled the NI border near Eridani looking for reported disturbances. We thought it was the New Republic, but I never thought we’d run into an Altarin’Dakor cruiser there. We got lucky enough to take it down.”

     Donitz made a noncommittal sound. “Luck should have nothing to do with your piloting skills. Hmph. They’re already calling you the hero of Sigma. You did kill that traitorous Sigman military commander, after all. You should at least be proud of that.”

     “Sorry, but I don’t take pride in killing people,” Maarek said, turning back to his glass.

     “Have it your way, Stele. You can’t deny what you are forever.” Then he was gone.

     I don’t deny what I am or what I’ve done, Maarek thought. He shook his head slowly. Donitz just didn’t understand; he hadn’t seen what Maarek had seen. His encounter with Victor had changed his way of thinking, his whole reason for fighting this war. It was amazing how different he’d felt since returning from Altarin’Dakor space. But as much has he’d learned from that experience, he knew there was much, much more he needed to know. Sometimes, he thought he could still hear the Archon speaking to him, guiding him, but he could never make out the words. He felt like a part of himself was missing, now. A part he would have to find again, someday.

     When he had drained the last of his water, he left the bar and headed back down to the designated seats. He slid into his chair next to Rann Wosper, Inferno Two. Beside Rann was Bast Vlagen, the experienced Varnusan and leader of Flight Two. Due to the decimation of Three Flight, Maarek had placed Salle Darl in command of that group, with Petur Kien still in slot eight and Narm Greyrunner, the newcomer from 
Abregado, in slot nine.

     Rann nodded to him as Maarek sat down. “What’s up?” he asked in his usual light tone. “I saw Donitz coming down from up there, too.”

     Maarek sat back and waved him off. “It’s nothing. Forget about him.”

     “I don’t know about you, but I’m itching to see this new model of the Avatar unveiled,” Rann said, the eagerness clear in his voice. On his other side, Bast Vlagen cleared his throat loudly.

     “I’m holding my judgment back until I’m actually in the cockpit,” Maarek told them. He’d heard about the new upgrades to the Avatar based on Altarin’Dakor technology. If they worked as rumored, the ship would be the most advanced fighter the New Imperium had to offer. Still, deep inside, he knew it wouldn’t be good enough. It wouldn’t even come close to matching the Archon.

     Rann gave a slight smirk and ran a hand through his blonde hair. “You think they’ll replace our Avatars with the newer model, boss?”

     “We’ll see,” Maarek said. “I’ve petitioned for a squadron. They’ll go to some of the top units first, but I think we’ve got a good chance.”

     “I sure hope so. I can’t wait until I have some of those beam weapons at my fingertips. Then I’ll finally be able to deal those AD muckrakers some of their own medicine.” Rann looked about to rub his hands together in glee.

     Maarek opened his mouth to tell the Rann how different using full beam weapons was, but Bast cut into the conversation. “All right, guys. The show’s about to begin.”

     Both pilots looked down towards the stage, then. Indeed, the rest of the auditorium was dimming, and the curtains in front of the stage were opening up. Stepping onto the scene from the sidelines was a man that Maarek immediately recognized: the interim Diktat of the New Imperium, Sector Admiral Dogar. After the shocking assassination of Diktat Ryskar D’larit, Dogar had been forced to step up in his stead, though he had lost much of his will and reputation after the defeat at Mizar. New elections were to be held imminently, but for the time being he was forced to remain in charge. Now he was the most adamant advocate of rearming the NI after the loss. Several operations were currently underway, and these developmental projects were the subject of today’s presentation. 
     The room quieted down to silence as the Diktat stepped up to the podium on one side of the stage. He took a sip of water from a glass there before speaking into the series of microphones in front of him.

     “Ladies and gentlemen, officers and citizens of the New Imperium: Welcome. Today it is my pleasure to inform you of the latest advancements in New Imperium technology, as well as our current fleet strength status.” He looked around at the audience as a pair of large holoscreens descended from the ceiling. “As you know, thanks to the Altarin’Dakor citizens that have joined us here, we have been able to incorporate some of their advanced technologies into our own ships. The first step in this process was improving our shields and scanners, which allowed us to finally penetrate and explore the Galbagos Nebula in the last month. Today, we are proud to show you the latest advancement in this procedure.” 

     As the Diktat paused in his speech, the large curtains that hung across the stage behind him suddenly began sweeping apart, revealing the object of the presentation, a pristine starfighter resting in the middle of the huge stage floor. 

     Diktat Dogar gestured with his hand toward the sleek ship. “It is my pleasure to unveil the latest advancement of New Imperial engineering, the Modified TIE Avatar!”

     The crowd immediately broke out in applause, and Maarek took the moment to carefully study the craft in front of him. There, in all of its innate glory, sat the distinct, imposing form of a TIE Avatar, its shiny new armor gleaming under the bright stage lights. The NI’s newest space superiority starfighter was truly an impressive work of art. The fuselage and cockpit closely resembled that of a sleek Missile Boat, but instead of the usual short, stubby wings, a pair of solar panels stood out, like those of a TIE Advanced, only inverted so that they dimpled in instead of out. At the wingtips hung four large-barreled guns, their shafts extending back along the length of the panel. Just underneath the cockpit hung two slightly smaller gun mounts. Missing, though, was the bulge at the top of the fuselage with five rounded openings facing forward. The Avatar’s optional heavy firepower, a single load of five heavy space rockets, had been removed in this configeration. 

     Right on cue, the large twin holoscreens hanging down from the ceiling came to life, showing a view of distant space, into which flew a pair of the new craft, quickly accelerating and maneuvering their way through a makeshift obstacle course. The video feed continued as the Diktat resumed speaking.

     “What you are seeing is actual footage of the TIE Avatar prototypes, taken just a week ago. The fighter has surpassed all of our expectations, outperforming every other ship we could test it against. In addition to an improved and miniaturized power plant, and an Altarin’Dakor shield system and targeting computer, we have also replaced the quad lasers with a set of Chizon-grade beam cannons. These are the same weapons used in the latest Altarin’Dakor fighters.” On the screens, the Avatars began to engage moving drone fighters, and the new ships opened up with quad-linked blasts of continuous yellow energy. Their beams stretched across space, cleaving their targets from the sky in spectacular fireballs. Missiles streaked out from underneath the fuselages, followed by rapid fire laser blasts from the cockpit guns, each hitting with pinpoint accuracy. So that’s what those new guns are underneath: AD pulse lasers, Maarek thought. 

     Dogar’s next words echoed his thoughts. “In addition, the Avatar is equipped to handle Altarin’Dakor shockwave missiles, and the two forward ion cannons have been replaced with pulse laser cannons with rapid-fire capability. Due to these modifications, the beam weapons and heavy rocket launcher onboard had to be removed, but this is just a minor loss considering this configuration of the fighter’s new role.” The Diktat made it sound like the beam weapon’s removal was but a trivial thing. Maarek arched an eyebrow. He was used to employing his tractor beam in combat, much like a grappling hook. The Diktat continued on. “In keeping with our plan for the Avatar to match any Altarin’Dakor fighter it meets, the need for disabling and retrieval capabilities is not as necessary. Thanks to these modifications, the Avatar is once again the monarch of space combat. It will be a match for any ship our enemies can throw against it. This is a major achievement for the New Imperium!”

     Again the crowd burst into applause, and Maarek noted that Rann seemed to be among the most fervent supporters, clapping and cheering his approval with the best of them. Maarek had to admit, the test pilots on the holoscreens were doing a fine job of demonstrating the new fighter’s abilities. Too bad he hadn’t been there to participate in it. But could it really have compared to test-piloting the Archon? He gave a sigh. No, of course not.

     Finally the applause died down, and the Diktat went on with the rest of the presentation. After the Avatar’s announcement, he proceeded with a briefing on the military status of the NI. Things had been busy since Mizar, and a lot had happened during the time Maarek had been on assignment. The Independence, the NI’s Super Star Destroyer flagship, had been repaired, and new ships were rolling off the lines at Moro. Six of the new Majestic-class cruisers were now in service, sleek capital ships built around a huge mass driver, another AD weapon that could tear through most capital ships in one shot. In addition to that, the Devastator plan was proceeding on schedule. The World Devastator Pillager Nine, recovered from a rogue Imperial Warlord some months earlier, had been used as a massive factory, gaining in bulk until it was large enough to produce capital ships, and even spawn other World Devastators, which would start the process again. Soon the factories onboard would exceed the production capabilities of any other NI shipyards. 

     And that wasn’t all. With the defection of the Altarin’Dakor Titan-class Battleship, Nexus, came hundreds of Altarin’Dakor fighters, and factories onboard the Nexus were capable of building even more. Soon the NI would reach a maximum level of readiness, and establish a powerful military with which to defend Epsilon Sector. In addition, with the DLSF being completely absorbed into the Intruder Wing by now, and all the other organizations coming together, talk was abounding about a total merging of all fleets and organizations into one organized unit, and a restructuring of the New Imperium’s entire makeup. Maarek supposed it would be much more efficient in the long run.
     In the meanwhile, an expedition had been sent into the Galbagos Nebula to explore the interior and to scout potential enemy presence there. The word was they had encountered strange droid-operated ships apparently protecting some of the worlds inside the nebula. Although they had explored several systems and some were halfway habitable, they had encountered no indigenous species.
     The second major event, aside from the failed coup at Sigma, was the NI’s continuing search for allies. An alliance of sorts had been formed with the Barabels, and after showing them the graveness of the Altarin’Dakor threat, Barab had sent in platoons of warriors to supplement the NI’s stormtrooper contingent. Rumor was that it had something to do with Grand Master Xar Kerensky’s connection to some Barabels there that had brought them the help. The scouting force had ventured deeper into the Unknown Region in an attempt to make contact with species far more ancient than even the Republic. Whether or not they had, or whether or not they would get any military aid, however, was information even Maarek wasn’t privy to.
     But, seeing all this in front of him, Maarek just had one question: Why hadn’t the Altarin’Dakor already attacked? Why were they holding back and letting the New Imperium rebuild? They could have swept through Epsilon Sector by now, especially after the loss at Mizar, and probably taken the whole sector with barely a fight. What was going on that had delayed the inevitable counterattack?  He had no answer to his questions, and he doubted that any of the NI’s leaders did at the moment, either.

     When the presentation ended some time later, the crowd got up and slowly began to disperse. Maarek stood up as well, and turned to speak to his squadron members while they were still gathered. 

     “You guys go on ahead,” he said. “I’ve got a couple things to take care of, then I’ll meet you in the hangar when it’s time to go.”

     “Understood. We’ll see you later,” Bast said, putting a hand on Rann’s shoulder and pulling him along before he could ask Maarek any questions. Then Maarek left them and started making his way down toward the stage. He intended to discuss a few things with the Diktat in person – if that were still possible.

     By the time Maarek reached him, Dogar had assembled his things and was starting to leave. After a brief encounter and inspection by the Diktat’s bodyguards, Stele was allowed to approach him directly. Maarek caught up to him just as he was about to leave.

     “Ah, Maarek. Good to see you,” Dogar said, noticing Stele as he approached. “I trust you’ve been well?”

     “As well as can be expected,” Maarek said. He shook the Diktat’s proffered hand. “Have you got a minute? I was hoping we could talk.”

     “Of course. Follow me to my office, if you would,” Dogar nodded. Folding his papers under one arm, he started off down the corridor, and Stele fell in behind him, along with the usual bodyguards, keeping far enough away that one could almost forget they were there. Security was still tight, though, after recent events.
     As they walked, Maarek opened up the conversation. “It was good seeing this update. I’ve been out of the loop for a while,” he admitted.

     Dogar nodded, glancing his way. “I’d heard you were serving with some of the NI’s line units and squadrons, filling in. It’s good work, and much needed help. I’ve heard about your squadron’s exploits at Sigma, Eridani and Fortress. Very impressive.”

     “It wasn’t much, really,” Stele said. “A good way to get our minds off what happened at Mizar…” He broke off as he saw Dogar’s mirthful expression vanish suddenly. “I’m sorry… I didn’t mean to bring that up,” Maarek apologized.

     “No, it’s fine. We all have… regrets… from that day,” the Diktat said, his voice distant. Maarek involuntarily felt a chill crawl down his back. He’d forgotten how hard the loss had hit the man. After all, it had ultimately been Dogar’s order that had started the battle. And although he couldn’t have anticipated nor imagined the tragedy it had caused, he’d still taken the responsibility solely on himself. The deaths of half a million people weighing on one order was too much for anyone to bear alone. Stele and others had tried to console him, to show him that it wasn’t his fault, but the man’s viewpoint hadn’t changed.

     “The new Avatar looks incredible,” Maarek spoke up, changing the subject. “I can’t believe we’ve come so far in incorporating their technology in just a few months.”

     Dogar nodded. “Actually, it’s not us.” He paused, took a quick look around the corridor as they slowed beside the door to the Diktat’s office. He looked back at Maarek, lowering his voice. “Altarin’Dakor scientists have been responsible for all the integration. All of it. It would have taken our own scientists years to figure out such advanced technology.”

     “Why such secrecy behind it?” Maarek asked as Dogar stepped inside the room. Maarek followed behind, as two of the guards took up positions outside the door.

     Dogar went over to the large wooden desk and set down his documents, then went over to a cabinet sitting by the wall. “You don’t realize the public’s opinion of our newfound friends, Maarek. Most people don’t like any Altarin’Dakor at the moment. If people knew that their help was so essential in our preparations, there’d be a major uproar.” His voice fell, and he paused as he pulled out a bottle of brown liquid. “Besides, my position’s already precarious enough, as it is. Brandy? It’s real…”

     “Sure,” Maarek said, accepting the glass that the Diktat poured for him. “I was… hoping I could get some true information on affairs while I was here. I figured you were the best man to speak with. But I didn’t want to cause any problems…”

     “You’re not causing any problems, Maarek. There are some things I have to deal with for myself. I’m not invulnerable because I’m the Speaker of the New Imperial Senate.” He took a sip of brandy, closing his eyes as he lowered the glass. “I can still see Admiral Don Varrel’s face, on the bridge of Independence, as he was vaporized by that Titan’s beam… The nightmares won’t stop, and I can’t keep this up forever.” His eyes opened, focusing on Maarek. “All that you saw earlier was just for show. It’s a politician’s job to keep up appearances, to appease the populace – even create a false sense of security, if need be.” 

     False sense of security? Maarek wondered. Did he mean for the entire New Imperium? Looking at the man, he suddenly saw the lines underneath his eyes, the tiredness in his stance. Once again he felt thankful for being a simple fighter pilot, for not having so many lives in his hands, or the responsibilities of office. Victor had been right. 

     “Things aren’t that bad though, are they? I mean, what about your recent mission into the nebula?” Last he’d heard, Dogar had lead the expedition into the Galbagos Nebula, using AD-modified shields and sensors to explore the anomaly. 

     Dogar shook his head. “I wish I could forget about that mission entirely. Or maybe go back in time and stop myself from going. Did you know we found the Virulence?”

     “What?” Maarek asked, stunned. The last time he’d seen the NI’s second largest Star Destroyer, she’d been burning and helpless in the Battle of Mizar. In a desperate attempt to survive, the crew had sent her into an emergency hyperspace jump, an uncalculated leap into the unknown. She hadn’t been heard from afterwards, and everyone assumed she hadn’t survived.

     “By some stroke of the Force, we found her hulk floating in the nebula,” Dogar informed him sadly. “It was a ghost ship. There was no one alive onboard. Either they died from lack of life support, radiation poisoning, or were taken somehow by the AD. By the way, the Altarin’Dakor are in the nebula. Did you know that? It’s another secret we’re keeping from the public.” He gave a sardonic grin and took another drink.

     “There are Altarin’Dakor forces in the Galbagos Nebula?” Maarek asked breathlessly. The news of the Virulence had been a shock, and now this… That meant the AD were closer to key worlds than they had previously thought.
    “Practically at our doorstep, and we can do nothing about it. We engaged some of them, but lost one of our cruisers. Then, hoping we could salvage some part of the mission, we proceeded to explore the systems inside the nebula. All we found were rocks in space, guarded by some forgotten droid fleet that we almost couldn’t defeat. The only thing we brought back with us was a weird spacer that the droids had captured recently and imprisoned on one of the planets.” Dogar laughed again. “So I wouldn’t exactly call the mission a success. A fitting end to one’s career, wouldn’t you say?”

     Maarek shook his head in consternation. He hadn’t known about all of this. A lot of things really had happened while he was off on duty. 

     Then suddenly the gravity of Dogar’s words hit him. “What are you saying?” he questioned. He knew that new elections would be held soon. Was he not going to run for the office he now served in?

     Dogar’s next words echoed Maarek’s thoughts. “I’ve had enough of this position, Maarek. This life, these pressures and troubles.” He stared hard down into his glass. “I think it’s time for me to leave the spotlight, to fade into the background, now. At least while I deal with things. I’m not running for Diktat… I think I’ll go back to Erebria. It’s a nice place to retire.”

     “Retire? In the middle of a war?” Maarek began angrily.

     “Don’t take that tone with me, Maarek,” Dogar cut him off with a wave of his hand. “It won’t do any good. Don’t think I haven’t considered the implications. But believe me; the NI is better off without me.”

     For a moment, the room hung in silence as Maarek watched, speechless. He hadn’t known whether Dogar would run again or not, but leaving the scene entirely wasn’t something he’d expected to hear. He took a long sip of his brandy, to help clear his head. Perhaps he could understand, under the circumstances. If Dogar really felt this way, then it was probably for the best. He wasn’t the most popular person in the New Imperium at the moment. “Any idea who’ll be running in the new election, then?” he asked.

     The Diktat shrugged. “Don’t know, and don’t really care. The Senate will decide who is best to take the position. I can’t really recommend anyone. It’d be more of a curse than a condoning!” he ended with a harsh laugh.

     “Well, what about Xar?” Maarek asked. 

     “Are you kidding?” Dogar replied curtly. “He wouldn’t have the job again. You’ve probably heard all about that, too. All he can think about these days is that woman he brought back with him. That Altarin’Dakor woman. Even if he did run for election, who would trust him, with her influence hanging over him?

     Maarek nodded slowly, solemnly. How had trust faded this far, this fast? Would they all be at each other’s throats, soon? Was this the Altarin’Dakor plan, all along, to wait until the NI devoured itself from within so they wouldn’t have to do it?
    “I guess Majere or Stan will go for it,” Dogar shrugged. He set the glass back on top of the desk. “What about you, Maarek? What’s next on your agenda?”

     “That reminds me,” Maarek said. “Inferno and I are going to head back to Varnus, get near the border again where we can do some more good. The Nexus is in orbit here, you know. It’s supposed to travel to Varnus in a couple of days, so I’ll see if we can get passage for the squadron on her.” He was referring to the Titan-class Battleship that had defected along with the Altarin’Dakor forces two months before. He didn’t know exactly why they had come, or how they’d brought a Titan along, but he knew that Xar must have had something to do with it. To think that the NI had its own Titan! He still couldn’t believe it.

     “I guess this will be our last meeting for a while, then,” Dogar said. “How about another drink before you head out? We’ll drink to old times.”

     Maarek half-smiled. He knew that Dogar probably looked back to his Imperial days as the best of his life. Why not, he figured. He’d grown to consider the man a friend during his time here with the NI. And when saying goodbye to a friend, one should make sure that the memories brought out of that friendship are good ones. After all… He doubted he’d ever see Dogar again…
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Harbinger

Chapter One

Shuttle Vanderguire


On approach to Vectur

Planet Varnus


1230 Hours

The sleek, aerospace passenger shuttle cruised down through the upper atmosphere, the yellow-orange sun of Varnus glinting brightly off its shiny armor plates. It soared through thick layers of cumulous clouds, looking like large tufts of cotton hanging in the air. Then it dropped below the cloud layer, flying over the surface at supersonic speed, the landscape below merely a blur. Forests and grasslands sped by below, interrupted occasionally by a small range of hills or a calm lake. Varnus was a fertile, habitable world, and despite it’s prominence in the sector, was largely rural and untouched by high technology. Only the main cities revealed the modernization of New Imperial settlement, and those cities were large metropolises, especially the capital – Vectur. Having been bombarded by the Empire once, and by the Altarin’Dakor a second time, its resilience was a mirror of the Varnusian people, a sturdy, proud race who stuck to their traditions. They had faced adversity many times, and were used to it.

     The shuttle lowered its descent, as the tall, wide vista of a city skyline appeared on the horizon. Inside, the passengers disconnected their datapads, music players, and HoloNet connections, preparing for the landing. Over the internal comm speakers, a woman’s voice made the announcement.

     “Ladies and gentlemen, we are now on final approach to Vectur. Please fasten your safety restraints and remain seated. Upon arrival please exit at bays two and three. Baggage claim will be in area thirty-four. Thank you for flying Epsilon Space Travel.”

     Inside the craft, listening as the whine of the engines descended in pitch, one particular passenger sat quietly. Outside the viewport window next to him, the figure could see tall skyscrapers sweeping past, and could briefly glimpse countless hovercars following pre-designated skylanes. It was very similar in its look to the bustling planet-city of Coruscant, only on a smaller scale. But this passenger had never seen Coruscant. Still, what he saw did not excite him in any way. Unlike the countless tourists and immigrants onboard, he had no interest in what the city had to offer him.

     The moving shuttle jerked as its repulsorlifts kicked in, and it sped along the black duracrete, buildings and other aircraft passing by the windows. The reverse thrusters kicked in, finally slowing the craft down to its normal taxiing speed. Within moments, the shuttle made its way to the designated parking area and docked in the terminal.

     Slowly, the two hatchways came open, and a flood of passengers disembarked, lugging their belongings across the suspended gangway and into the main complex. They were greeted by a host of flashing data terminals and display screens, hovercab advertisements and currency exchange stalls. Flashing arrows directed them to baggage claim and immigration, while moving conveyor belts sped other passengers away to connecting flights in other terminals.

     The figure exited the shuttle with the rest of the passengers, and soon everyone had parted in different directions. He turned deeper into the terminal, losing himself in the crowd. He had no belongings, nothing to claim. Within minutes he flashed a plain ID that the customs officer was convinced was authentic; then he was cleared through and made his way out to the spaceport entrance. Ignoring the bustle of people around him, he walked out into a large square, gazing up at the massive city surrounding him, the towering buildings all around. He turned slowly, trying to get his bearings on location; then he saw it. There, not far off, was the heart of the city, the centerpiece of Vectur – the Royal Varnusian Palace. It was a huge monstrosity of metal and duracrete, shaped somewhat like a pyramid, but mixed with a convolution of architectural styles. One face was smooth and slanted, while the other side was more castle-like, with large walls, courtyards, and spires. A huge projecting structure shot out from the center of the tan building, like a skyscraper jutting straight out of it, a circular dome of transparisteel resting at the top. Another massive wall surrounded the palace itself, separating those in authority from the common populace. Those walls wouldn’t do much to hinder him, though. 

     The figure looked out upon the city with utter malice and hate. This was what civilization had wrought in his absence. A decadent society of lavish waste. It was a visage of prosperity that only masked the stagnation inside. But that was all right. It wouldn’t last for long. He was here now, and everything was going to change soon. As they had once before, in time beyond memory, all people would again revere and worship the name of Malduke. He smiled. 

     Turning away, he walked to the main street and kept walking, off into the bustling crowd of the city, quickly becoming lost among the throng.
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Private Quarters
Tralaria, NI Capital

2100 Hours


Queklain had been waiting for quite some time by the time Gene Rytor finally entered his personal quarters. The man had returned later than usual, but that was probably typical for someone of Rytor’s position. The Warlord had been looking forward to this first meeting for quite some time; he’d set himself up as a janitor in the palace in order to get this close, since NI security had been greatly increased since the assassination of the former Diktat.
     As the lights came on and Rytor made to hang his light jacket inside the closet near the door, the Warlord spoke. “Rytor, I’ve been waiting for you.”

     Immediately the man dropped down low and snatched a blaster pistol out of the closet, pivoting to point the weapon at him. But he was no match for the Warlord’s speed. Instantly he wrapped Rytor up in tendrils of the Power, gently prying the gun from his hand and setting it on the floor. “No need of that,” he said. He wasn’t angry – it had been exactly the kind of response he’d expected.

     The man’s tongue, however, was not tied, and he quickly spoke. “Whoever you are, I promise you are not going to live long enough to…”

     “Nos Salam,” Queklain interrupted, and immediately the man ceased struggling. Doubtlessly he knew the command would only come from the highest ranking Altarin’Dakor, and now he was wondering who exactly was standing before him.

     “Who… Who are you?” the man asked, confirming his thoughts. 

     The Warlord decided to be honest. After all, they were going to be working closely together from now on. “I am Queklain,” he said. “I am sure you haven’t heard that name before, but I assure you that I am a Shok’Thola.”

     Rytor’s eyes widened even further, then. Obviously no one in his right mind would make that kind of claim unless it was true. “How man I serve you?” he spoke up uncertainly.
     Queklain slowly walked toward the man, then began to circle him, studying the man before him like a buyer at market. “I understand that you performed admirably as the head of Kronos’ spy network,” he said. “But now Kronos is gone, and I am filling the place that he once held. I am excited to meet you finally. First, tell me of your history until this point.”

     “I was the Imperial Moff – the governor – of the Kuat System for a brief time,” Rytor began obediently, obviously not daring to disobey a Shok’Thola, “and during my time there I established a large enough information network that I decided to go into it full-time. Shortly after that I was found by General Akira, Krono’s chief operative in this galaxy prior to the Return.”

     “I have heard of him. Continue.”

     “Akira saw value in me and made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. Later he took me to Kronos and I was placed here in the New Imperium to help prepare the way for the Return’s spearhead. The plan was to make the NI cower in submission and to use it as a staging base for the rest of the invasion.”

     Queklain nodded, continuing his circle around the man. So that explained why all the sudden interest in this region of space. “And what have you been doing since Lord Kronos’ demise?” he asked.

     “With both Kronos and Akira seemingly defeated, and with no other orders, I transferred here to focus on running the NI Intelligence Network, and to clean up the pieces,” the man replied.

     “Well done,” Queklain said approvingly. “But I’m afraid that time is over. You will be working for me, now.”

     “I understand.” Rytor’s expression betrayed little, but Queklain could sense the fear inside him. Being scooped up by another Warlord was probably a spy’s worst nightmare – suddenly following someone else’s orders and wondering if your former master would come calling again, too. Rytor doubtlessly felt very precarious at this point, but Queklain didn’t sense any falsity in his words. To do so would have been a death sentence.

     “I have new orders for you,” Queklain told him, “a different agenda than you were following previously. Until now, you have enjoyed some freedom away from Kronos and his schemes. But now you belong to me. You see, I have a vested interest in the New Imperium, and it is my desire that the NI prosper at this time. We will strengthen it and put up as strong defense against the next push of the Altarin’Dakor, most likely led by Nimrod, or whomever else decides to come.”

     Confusion now made its way through Rytor’s head, but he didn’t question the Warlord. Queklain wasn’t concerned though; he wanted to set everything straight from the beginning. 

     “Therefore,” he continued, “I want to have a direct hand controlling events here. As you know, elections for Diktat will be happening soon. It is my desire for you to enter the running and to win the position.”

     Now surprise covered Rytor’s face. “Me?” he blurted. 

     “You have all the qualifications,” Queklain assured him. “And I must confess that right now, I need you. I need someone in a position of authority who can do what I want done. And that will be you. Do you have any problems with serving me?” Of course, what other choice would he have?
     “I will serve and obey,” Rytor said, though his words sounded forced. Of course he wouldn’t be happy about it. But the problem was, Queklain did need him right now, and this gave the man some leeway in their relationship. Queklain knew little about this galaxy, or even of the activities of the other Shok’Thola. He needed Rytor in order to gain power and get back into the playing field. Of course, he would have to keep a close eye on him to make sure he stayed loyal, as well.

     “But Great Lord, what should happen if Kronos returns and seeks my allegiance again?” Rytor asked testily. Of course – that would be a major concern for the man. Being caught between two Warlords’ interests was the last place anyone would want to be.

     “Don’t worry about Kronos – or whoever else may come,” Queklain purred in a reassuring tone. “I will set myself a place to watch and be in constant contact with you. I promise I will keep you safe and will reward your loyalty with much power and prestige – as long as you do what I say.” Finally he let go of the Power, and Rytor relaxed, reaching up to rub his limbs that had been constricted tight for several minutes. “If you are not loyal,” he added, “well, you know exactly what would happen in that event, don’t you?”

     “Yes, Great Lord.”

     “Very well. Now, tell me of this spy network of yours.”
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Royal Palace

Vectur, Planet Varnus

1400 Hours

Rynn Mariel walked briskly through the palace corridors. Having just finished another training period in one of the palace’s workout areas – designated rooms specifically made for Jedi training – she hung her sweat-towel over one shoulder and made her way through the lower levels. She didn’t enjoy the too-frequent workouts all that much, but at least those who had been designated full Jedi were able to choose their own method of training. All of it was aimed at increasing their Force power, of course. With the threat of war looming over the New Imperium every day, the entire Jedi Division was filled with activity and a burning need to train new Jedi. It had been estimated that at least two Jedi were needed to defeat a comparably-powerful Altarin’Dakor Jedicon. However, the problem was that the Jedicon had the advantage of numbers. So, the New Imperial forces had been desperately searching all of NI space for anyone even remotely Force-sensitive. These days, the Royal Palace was the center of virtually all Jedi training, and was so full and bustling that it was hard to find a quite spot to ones self.

     Rynn took a moment to consider how far her own training had come. She’d joined and started her training in the Division two years ago, and already she’d passed Jedi Knight. A week before Grand Master Xar had been passing by, noticed her, and promoted her two ranks to Crusader on the spot. Rynn’s power, as measured by the Division’s numerical Force scanners, was a very strong 11,800, compared to a normal non-Force Sensitive, who was somewhere around 10. She was very strong in the Force, and she’d been told by one loose-tongued instructor that she would reach Jedi Master quickly at this rate. It was something she could scarcely imagine – she didn’t feel the least bit ready for such a rank and position. To her, a Jedi Master was still a thing of legend, and even though there were Masters on the Council, the word still held a magical tone to it in her mind. If becoming a Master was this easy, then her preconceived notions of what the Jedi were had been way off. It was more than just Force power; it was about age, wisdom, and experience. She should be decades away from achieving Master status. If the instructor had meant twenty years as being quick, then maybe his statement would have been more sensible.

     She actually had more experience against the Altarin’Dakor than many others above her, having fought with Grand Master Xar against the Jedicon Turles and his compatriot, Dark Jedi Master Estod. That mission seemed surreal now, as if she’d watched the events instead of participating in them. Her injuries had long-since healed – at least, her physical ones. But she had slain Estod herself, in a desperate action that had earned her knighthood. Earned through violence. It wasn’t something she was proud of. 

     Why was everyone so obsessed with fighting, anyway? Virtually all of the other Jedi were going through rigorous training, constantly pushing their physical and Force abilities to their limits. Everything they did was about increasing their power levels and learning more Force abilities. Jedi were being sent through an accelerated program just to get them out on the front lines. But power given without the wisdom to wield it was just as dangerous as the Altarin’Dakor. They were breeding a whole new set of problems behind the scenes. Couldn’t they see that?

     Perhaps the new Grand Master did. After Xar had disappeared, his close friend and former guardian Alyx Misnera had taken command. He had instituted new programs that struck a better balance, and didn’t just teach mere techniques. But much of the damage had already been done, and now that Xar was back again, things seemed to be going the way he wanted it once more. In fact, Xar seemed more and more intense and over the edge than ever, since he’d returned with an Altarin’Dakor Warlord and her defected forces. Rynn didn’t like all the combat training and power gaining they were being forced to do. She preferred to focus more on meditation, keeping herself at peace and attempting to decipher what the Force was telling her. The others couldn’t seem to hear it, but Rynn was able to, sometimes. So, lately, she and Bren had been working on ways to fight the AD non-violently, studying ancient Jedi Battle Meditation techniques. So far, progress was slow, but she was certain it would pay off someday.
     Heading toward one of the internal turbolifts, she entered and rode it up to the main residential level where most of the Jedi and other VIPs lived. Her room was waiting for her there, along with a nice hot shower. Perhaps that would help to take her mind off of the current state of affairs.

     She walked out of the turbolift and into the round, open atrium that split off into the various side corridors. The palace was a mix of architectural styles, but all with a common, elegant theme, and this was evidenced in the carvings, tapestries, and various kinds of floors throughout the palace. Ferns and other exotic plants were commonly placed in large pots to add flavor. Overall it was a pretty palace and a nice place to call home, except for its function as a military base.

     Suddenly she caught movement at the corner of her eye, and turned in time to see another turbolift door open and several cloaked figures and a droid emerge. She recognized them immediately, even as they strode quickly and purposefully away in mid-conversation. In the lead was Jedi Master Xar Kerensky himself, followed closely by several of his regulars – the large Togorian feline, Ralagos Akala, Nadia Ispen, a hard-mannered woman with a taste for adventure, and Jacob “Jinx” Skipper, whom she had gotten to know as more than just a normal friend. They were all part of Xar’s informal operational team, or the “Cadre”, as they were starting to be called by others. Though no longer Grand Master in official position, Xar still held tremendous power among the Jedi, due partially to his experience and fame, and also because he was the most powerful Jedi in the New Imperium, and perhaps the known galaxy. He was also the regent and legal owner of the Palace, which explained why he kept tromping around with impunity. Rynn guessed it was a good thing he and Alyx were close friends, or there might have been trouble between them. It looked like Xar was actually running things while leaving the deskwork to his friend and comrade.
     As always since Xar had returned from his captivity by the AD, he was accompanied by the CO-Z-K multipurpose droid “Cozeeke”, which Xar had acquired somehow, and was apparently recording everything the man said and did. It must serve to only boost Xar’s already inflated ego, Rynn mused. Though she wouldn’t say that to his face, of course. He was already tromping about like a celebrity, but who was she to say anything? The last time she had, things hadn’t ended so well.

     Rynn had been offered the opportunity to join Xar and the others, but she’d politely refused. If most of the Jedi were training hard, this group took it to new heights. They were the epitome of training for Force strength, the icon of preparation against the Altarin’Dakor. But that wasn’t why Rynn had refused. It was because of the group’s hard-line, uncompromising attitude in their missions. Their enemies usually wound up dead, even when a little more effort could have resulted in live captures. At times it seemed as though Xar was willing to be as ruthless as the Altarin’Dakor were, if that was what it took. Rynn just couldn’t see herself doing that; it was the opposite of her own philosophy. She’d had words with Xar before – had even slapped him across the face on one occasion, though that was past – and though she’d failed to convince him of her own viewpoint, Rynn still hoped to change the Division from the inside, using positive methods. She knew that the good in Xar would win out someday.
     Interestingly, Atridd Xoan, her first mentor and later a good friend, had opted to join Xar’s team. Though he wasn’t present with the group as they faded down the corridor, he had probably been in on the latest assignment. She hoped he hadn’t been injured. Atridd had agreed with Rynn on many occasions, and had sided with her even when a rift had come between her and the former Grand Master. He had been a good confidant, and he often had agreed with her musings on the current situation. Still, he was staunch supporter of Xar, whom he considered a good man and friend, and he was willing to be a part of the team in order to protect his friend and further his goals. Atridd was strong, that much was certain. To do that, even if he didn’t agree, must have taken more strength than Rynn could muster, herself. Rynn felt a pang of sadness for him, and for Xar. Outside his own personal team, Xar didn’t seem to have that many supporters these days. Many of his old friends were still around, but the new generation had come to question his authority. Now it had come out more than ever. She hoped that things would work out and that he could make amends with the rest of the Division. The last thing they needed in the midst of all this was a split.

     Turning away, she headed back down the corridor towards her own room. She’d been thinking too much, again. It was time to relax, and take her mind away from troubling thoughts. Yes, that hot shower was starting to sound really nice about now… 




*
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Xar entered the conference area on the main level, a room he had commandeered and set up for use in their independent operations. Following closely behind were Ralagos, Nadia, and Jacob. He led them past the long conference table and into one of the side offices. Walking over to the desk, he tossed a study datapad down on top and started up the built-in holoscreen.  Cozeeke took up position by the wall. The droid had proved more than useful since Jac Railler had presented him with it, and Xar had asked the droid to record everything that happened in this war for posterity. Some record had to be left, after all. Assuming even the droid survived, he thought bitterly. But apparently Cozeeke was quite old, more so than Xar himself, so he must have a knack for survival. He had records going back into the Old Republic before Palpatine. And being so old, he had developed quite a personality. He was sometimes sarcastic, sometimes sympathetic. There was still much to be discovered about the droid, but he didn’t have the time to devote to it as much as he wanted.

     As for Jac Railler, the man had accepted Xar’s request to train the stormtrooper garrison in Vectur as well as the palace guard, and he was doing a good job. The man was capable, and although he hadn’t come right out with his history, Xar had a good idea of who he really was. He’d heard the rumors of a former Imperial Sovereign Protector who’d gone on a rampage and killed everyone associated with the Emperor’s death – and betrayal by Imperial forces – including the Force-sensitive would-be Emperor Carnor Jax. And Xar could sense some Force-sensitivity in Railler as well, although the man apparently didn’t realize it himself. If they were one and the same, then all the better. Whether Railler eventually would decide to come out with it or not was just fine with him.
     Xar moved around to the other side of the holotable to type in his commands, but remained standing. “So what did you find out?” he asked without looking upward.

     Jinx had known the question was for him. “With all the refugees coming in at this point, it’s impossible to do background checks on everyone. About forty-percent of the incoming population aren’t even registered. It’s not just Varnus, it’s everywhere.”

     “In other words, out gateway operations have failed,” Xar said, looking up. “There’s no telling how many more spies are getting in. I can’t help but feel there’s more coming in than we’re finding and stopping.”

     “Sounds like a lost cause to me, Master,” Nadia Ispen put in wearily. “Excuse my frankness, but I’d rather stop wasting our time doing this and take on the real enemy. They’re bound to start a major invasion soon.”

     “That’s true, Nadia, but how can we win if the enemy is on both sides of us? How can we fight if we don’t know our homes are safe as we leave? The Altarin’Dakor are totally without morals. They’d have no compunctions about taking civilian lives. Just look at what they did to Haven.”

     Jinx gave a sigh and moved to sit down in a chair by the corner. “This is no conventional enemy we’re dealing with. With their power, you’d expect a full-scale invasion, yet they prefer to weaken us from the inside before delivering the killing blow. I don’t understand it.”

     “It makes no sense,” Nadia said, “unless they want more than just victory. They want to destroy our morale and crush our will. They love to flaunt their power just to fill their own egos.”

     Xar nodded. “They don’t want subjects, they want slaves. The total demoralization of our people. They want to destroy our capacity to make war, and then destroy our will to make war.” 

     “I’m inclined to agree with Nadia though,” Jinx put in. “We aren’t making any real headway by looking for AD infiltration. None of them have talked about their operations. I’m getting tired of playing executioner. The refugee problem won’t last long, anyway. When the AD come, they’ll be running away again. I guess even the Renestatians will have to leave home. Again…” he trailed off sadly.

     “Well, you may have a point,” Xar admitted. “I’ve been preparing some other cases in this event. Here, I need a favor,” he said, putting a few last commands into the terminal. A sheet of flimsy printed out, and he handed it Jinx. “I’d like you and Paladin Nova to head out to Moro. Make sure defenses are back in place since that rogue Sigman attack. And stop by Vortigern. I want to increase rotation of Jedi between the houses and ourselves here on Varnus. You never know when we’ll be needed.”

     Jinx took the flimsy and looked it over. “With Nova? As in, ‘Ken Nandos’ Nova?” he asked dubiously.

     Xar arched an eyebrow. “I know you two have never gotten along, but he needs to learn the hard way. I’m sure you can make him follow orders.”

    “I… see. Have these orders been approved by Moro?”

    Xar snorted. “You’re a Jedi Adept, and overseer of Moro. Make it authorized.”

     Jinx’s eyes widened a bit, and he looked up at Nadia, who smiled slyly.

     “Besides,” Xar said, “you can check up on your people there. I’m sure the Renestatians would rather hear the news from one of their own.”

     “Okay… Thanks,” Jinx said, sounding genuinely appreciative.

     “No thanks needed. I’ll have a shuttle ready for you in the morning. Good luck.”

     As Jinx and Nadia rose and turned to leave, Xar closed down the holoscreen and put the remaining papers away. Then he stood and addressed the room’s remaining occupant. Ralagos Akala was one of the few Togorian males to travel outside their homeworld of Togaria, and although most of his species could readily understand Basic, he had actually learned to speak it rather well. 

     “Ralagos, I’m going to speak with Alyx,” Xar said. He checked his wrist chronometer. “If you would, please bring Derek to the training session tomorrow. The usual time – 1030 hours?”

     Ralagos barred his fangs in a Togorian grin. “I would be honored. But he may be frightened when he sees me. He is very young.”

    Xar laughed aloud. “With Derek, I don’t think you have to worry about that. That boy fears nothing. Just try to tolerate his attempts to pet you.”

     “Then I look forward to training with him,” Akala said, bowing before he took his leave.

     With everyone else gone, Xar left the office and took the turbolift down two levels to the main floor. On his way he couldn’t help but look forward to training with Derek and Akala the next day. Ralagos had become a good friend and a loyal, trusting companion – as most Togorians were. However, he had more than his share of a male’s fighting spirit, and could be just as fierce as Xar was in combat. And with his Force power level rated at just over 18,000, he had enough power to back up Xar in battle against most foes – even Jedicon.

     Akala really was an exception to the stereotypical Togorian male. Usually it was only the females who traveled the galaxy on grand tours, learning about all the many technological wonders it had to offer. The males usually eschewed technology completely, preferring to hunt in the vast plains of their homeworld in the Thanos system. With their aptitude for fighting, most males out in the galaxy ended up with mercenaries or pirates. Ralagos was different, though. He’d started off into space looking for his wayward mate, who had never returned from her galactic grand tour. At first he’d hated every minute away from his world, but gradually, as he discovered the many wonders around him, he’d grown used to it. Unfortunately, he still hadn’t found his mate, and Xar had come across the Togorian working with a group of rangers in the Outer Rim. Xar had sensed Akala’s Force potential and convinced him to come to Varnus to train as a Jedi. Now, Ralagos was right at home on Varnus, with its many large, grassy plains.

     As Xar grew near to the Grand Master’s office, Xar suddenly felt that familiar spot in the back of his head warm up, felt a rush of another person’s presence overcome him. She’s near, he thought. Zalaria. He could feel her nearby, through their Force Bond. The desire to follow that presence and join her was almost overwhelming for a moment. Because of their Bond, he always knew where she was, could feel a mirror image of her senses and emotions. She seemed to be annoyed with something at the moment. He wished he could go to her and make it better. Whenever he was away from her, he felt that pull, and it was stronger the closer they were. Xar had sacrificed everything to go and find her before. He’d left the entire NI behind to look for her. But now she was here, and that was enough. It was almost too much to believe. She had actually come back with him on her magnificent flagship, the Nexus. The full magnitude of what had happened still hadn’t set in. But all that mattered to him was that she was here.

     It was all right; he’d go to see her later. She’d been keeping quiet and very low-key around the palace. Understandable, since no one but a select few knew who she really was. Most just thought she was an Altarin’Dakor like any other. Her Jedicon bodyguards kept enough distance as to not be too conspicuous. During his time with her before they’d come back, she’d taught him a lot about the Warlords and Altarin’Dakor society. The Shok’Thola were so high above normal society that to most of their galaxy’s residents they were simply epic myths, and were even worshipped as gods in many sects. Few knew the truth, that above the military leaders and governors, beyond the kings and emperors, were beings that held multiple empires under their command. So Zalaria had to keep a low profile, even for many of the Altarin’Dakor that had joined the NI. And even fewer NI citizens knew of her true position as a Shok’Thola. He wondered how many of her own forces knew, anyway.

     Finally Xar reached the door to the Grand Master’s office. Turning, he pushed the door open without knocking and entered. Inside, the room had changed quite a bit from its transition between Xar and his friend. Xar’s office had been elegant, but not crowded. The few objects he had laying around had been old artifacts and Force trinkets. Misnera’s office was much better decorated. The royal seal of Varnus, embroidered on the thick carpet and the elaborate tapestries had remained, however. Fitting, since Alyx was a Varnusian, once a royal guardsman assigned to protect Xar during his childhood.

     Inside, Alyx was sitting behind his desk, and he looked up as Xar entered. Xar was surprised to see the other figure in the room – Icis Novitaar, the Traveler. This time, he wasn’t invisible. Since his return from Traveler space, he’d lost all of his Force potential, and with it his unique illusionary technique. Icis had only given sketchy details about his time away. Apparently the Travelers had arrested him for interfering with the New Imperium’s war against the Altarin’Dakor. Since they were supposed to watch and never interfere, this was a capital offense. In exchange for his freedom, Icis had been stripped of his Force powers and cast out by his own people. Xar was amazed that Icis had such a loyalty to the NI, to be able to bear that kind of punishment. He’d been surprised to see the Traveler at all. They hadn’t exactly been on the best terms when they’d parted ways last. But they had made their apologies upon Xar’s return, and the man had ceased his judgmental comments toward Zalaria, so Xar was at peace about it. Besides, Icis had been through a lot. He could hardly imagine what it would be like to lose the Force’s presence permanently. It would be maddening not to feel that touch, that sense of power. Now Icis was of little more use than a databank of historical and AD information.
     “Hello, Xar,” the Grand Master spoke up as he entered. Nearby, Icis gave him a nod. Xar knew that Icis still didn’t trust Zalaria, and neither did Alyx, much. Xar sensed that Icis was hiding something else he knew or suspected about her. Though now he’d be able to take that knowledge with the Force, it would be a horrific breach of Icis’ privacy and would end their friendship. Xar wouldn’t consider doing that.

     “Alyx,” Xar said, walking up to the desk and taking one of the seats in front of it. “How are things?”

     “More hectic than ever.” the man said bluntly.

     Xar lifted his eyebrows. “Okay.” He noticed the man’s frustrated expression. “Is something wrong?”

     Alyx reached up and rubbed his temples, giving a long sigh. “The NI’s in a state of chaos with all that’s going on. If it’s not preparations against the AD, it’s attacks by pirates and the New Republic, or intersystem conflicts, or a thousand other things. And we’re the whole NI in microcosm. Do you know how many different factions there are in the Division right now?”

     Xar shook his head. “Factions? I don’t know if I’d call them factions. We’re always going to have differences. There isn’t just one way to be a Jedi, you know.”

     “It’s worse than mere variations, Xar,” Icis spoke up, taking the Traveler’s lecturing tone. “These are real groups. It’s spreading to the Houses, too. There are the traditionalists, those that have been with us for a while and support what we’re doing. Then there’s the generation that arose, frankly, during your leadership. They’re brash and cocky, eager to use their powers but without the wisdom to wield it. They want to take the Altarin’Dakor head on, and they have no idea how badly they’d be slaughtered. Thirdly, there’s the group that’s recently developed, believing that our military focus is wrong, that the Force should be used non-aggressively. They’re refusing all the battle training and are acting more like what you’d call the traditional – albeit anachronistic – ‘Light-side Jedi’. Then there’s your ‘posse’, the no-nonsense zealots who train day and night and want to stop the AD at any cost. Not that I have anything against that,” he said quickly as Xar opened his mouth to protest. “If anything, I’m with you. I gave up everything to come back here with you.” He shrugged. “Most everyone else is in between, not knowing which is right, so they’re training on their own as best they know how.”

     “Well, you can blame all that on me if you like,” Xar said, sitting back in his chair. “We’ve been through several distinct periods of growth here, and that can influence your experience in training. Besides,” he added, “the only group that concerns me is the one that refuses to fight. I think that when the war flares up again, the rest of us will band together out of necessity.”

     “Those seeking peace have a valid argument, Xar,” Alyx argued, frowning. “What’s wrong with what they’re trying to do?”

     Xar sighed, feeling a pang of frustration. “There’s nothing wrong with it. In other times, I would gladly be joining them. But we’re facing a threat worse than any the galaxy’s ever seen! It’s not only our duty to fight, it’s a necessity. And I believe it’s the will of the Force, as well.”

     “That’s an interesting notion,” Icis murmured thoughtfully. “Perhaps we should talk to someone more sensitive in the Force’s finer flows…”

     “Gentlemen, let’s drop this for now,” Alyx broke in, still focusing on his writing. “There’s no need to argue, and we’ve been through all this before. We’ve got other problems. Mainly, we’re understaffed and undermanned. It’s the shortage in the Council that has caused a lot of these problems. Jedi are having to fend for themselves.”

     “Speaking of the Council… How is Mathis doing?” Xar asked more somberly. He’d heard bad news about his former Deputy Grand Master and best friend. Apparently Mathis Organa had been so emotionally distraught after Xar’s capture that he’d begun using mid-level spice to cope with it. And now he couldn’t stop. Alyx had suggested he move down to the less active Chancellor position and let Jedi Master Nico Flygras become Deputy. The switch had been made, but Xar hadn’t heard whether Mathis was recovering, and sadly hadn’t had the time to visit him lately.

     “About the same,” Misnera said. “He’s still fighting it. I’m letting him deal with his own battles. But as it stands, he’s still not ready for activity.”

     “I see,” Xar said, saddened. 
     “You should help him, Xar,” Icis put in. “It was his concern for you that drove him to go so far. He cares for you.”

     Xar nodded and was quiet for a moment. He silently acknowledged that it was probably his fault Mathis had gone over the edge. He’d acted way too irresponsibly during the earlier days of the NI. 
    “What is the latest word on the Diktat elections?” he asked, changing the subject. He knew that it high time for the NI Senate to elect a new leader. Interim Diktat Arfann Dogar’s attitude, which he revealed to only a few of the New Imperium’s leaders, was fading fast. With the damages incurred in the nebula, and without anything to show for it, his reputation had dropped even further. It was a shame; Dogar was a good man, merely a victim of circumstance. But the NI needed a new figurehead now. Before he’d met Zalaria, Xar had considered running for office again himself, but now he knew that wasn’t his calling.

     “Dogar made an official announcement a couple days ago,” Alyx said. “He’s not going to run. That leaves it wide open. Currently, the prime candidates are former Moff Gene Rytor, Fleet Admiral Stan Sanders, and Admiral Caramon Majere.”

     “Rytor? That’s surprising,” Xar mused aloud. Gene Rytor, the former Imperial Moff of Kuat, had retired some years ago. What many didn’t know was that he led the mysterious ‘Inner Circle’, an independent intelligence division operating within the New Imperium. His information brokerage had been to Xar’s benefit many times, and to others as well, he suspected. He had taken a place as a key advisor and cabinet member for Dogar, which he currently still held. “So are you going to Tralaria next week for the elections?” Misnera, as Grand Master, was the Senator representing the Division. 

     “With all this going on, I think not,” Alyx replied, shaking his head. “I think I’ll designate someone else to represent us in the Senate, maybe even for all official affairs.”

     “Who’s free for that kind of duty?” Icis asked.

     “I’m planning to ask…” Alyx started to say.
     “Nico,” Xar finished for him, smiling. Alyx looked at him with a bemused expression. This time it hadn’t been Jedi telepathy; Xar had known who the right man was for the job. Fitting, since Master Nico Flygras had been on numerous missions for the NI before, and had the most experience outside the Division next to Xar. 
     “I’ll tell him about it this evening,” Alyx said. “Knowing him, he probably won’t like it, but I’m sure he’ll do fine.”

     “He always does,” Xar agreed. 


This time, Nico was in the middle of dinner when the fateful call rang out.

     “Nico, come to my office in five minutes, please,” Alyx’s voice came through his commlink.

     Nico’s spoon and plate crashed down onto the table as he jumped reflexively out of his seat. “What the frizz?!” he shouted out, startling everyone else in the cafeteria. “Not again!”

     He was off within seconds, knowing instinctively that it took exactly seven and a half minutes to get to the Grand Master’s office from where he was. When Xar had been in charge, the calls had come in so frequently that Nico had paced the entire palace, memorizing the time of each major location in relation to that blasted office. How when that call always came he could be too far away to make it in time was mind-boggling.

     Nico used the Force to speed up his pace as he rushed through the corridors, flashing by startled passerby and occasionally bumping into someone. Shouting an apology behind him and realizing how much of an idiot he was making of himself, Nico kept running.

     He got there just ten seconds late.

     “You’re late,” Alyx said, stopping the counting chronometer as Nico charged into the room. He skidded to a halt just in front of the Grand Master’s desk.

     “Alyx, I know that Xar enjoyed this little running joke a lot, but tell me why in the name of the Sith do you have to keep it up?” Nico asked breathlessly.

     The Grand Master’s mirth seemed to fade somewhat. “Sorry old man, just trying to remember old times,” Alyx said, his tone apologetic. Still, he seemed to be struggling to contain a smile. “Have a seat. You can probably guess why I wanted to talk to you.”

     “Let me guess. You wanted a fried nerf platter for dinner?” 

     “Very funny, Nico.”

     “Well, you can’t blame me for hoping you wanted something simple,” Nico argued. “So what’s the mission this time, and when do I leave?”

     “You’re getting better guessing these things,” Alyx grinned. “As you know, Diktat elections are coming up, among other events in the Senate. With things so busy here, I won’t have time to be away. I’d like you to go in my stead and represent the Division.”

     The man’s words hit Nico like a blow. He’d been ready for a mission to Dathomir, Coruscant - even back to the Unknown Regions. But he’d never expected this. “You… want me to be a Senator?”

     “Basically, yes.”

     “Are you sure about that?”

     “What’s wrong?” Alyx asked, bemused. “You’re perfect for the job. You’ve been a Senator before, back when you led the Dark Lightning Strike Fleet. There’s no one else on the Council as qualified as you. Besides, either you can be the Senator, or you can take on my job while I’m gone.” With that, he gave a half-grin.

     “Hmm. Now that you mention it, Senator sounds like a great idea,” Nico said, only half joking. “Seriously though, it’ll just be strange, going back…” He thought back to the final moments of the Battle of Mizar, when he thought he was about to die, when the only choice was to self-destruct the Dark Lightning in order to cover the fleet’s retreat… What had happened after that was still a blur. “The DLSF is gone, now. It could bring back a lot of memories.”

     “I know, but you’ll do well. You know what the Division’s interests are, and what we need. I have full trust in you, Nico. Don’t forget that.”

     “Thanks,” Nico said, nodding. “I’ll do my best for us.”

     “As always. And may the Force be with you.”




*


*


*

Chapter Two


Hangar Bay 27a

Titan-class Battleship Nexus


Tralar System, 1930 Hours

The Titan’s massive hangar bay was quiet at this time of day. Maarek Stele exited the turbolift, took a quick look around to make sure no one was visible, and then started forward. 

     This is crazy, he thought to himself. His squadron had been granted passage to Varnus on the Nexus, mostly due to their hard-earned prestige. However, upon arrival they were whisked away to a private living quarters and were given strict instructions not to roam the ship. Apparently they were still trying to keep most of their vessel off-limits to NI personnel. The Altarin’Dakor still had secrets.

     But Maarek hadn’t been able to resist. Something about this ship was calling him. He could feel a strange sensation in the back of his head, as if the Titan was trying to communicate with him. Its presence was awe-inspiring. He knew he wasn’t only an NI officer now. What Victor had done had made him part Altarin’Dakor pilot. 

     He’d managed to excuse himself from the rest of the squadron and leave the assigned area. He’d always been fascinated by the size and presence that an Imperial-class Star Destroyer held. But with this ship… that presence was magnified a hundred times.

     Maarek had expected that it would be easy for someone to get lost exploring a thirty-kilometer-long ship. But surprisingly the layout was both simple and practical, and he’d managed to make it to the hangar bay they’d docked in without incident. He’d gotten a crazy idea into his head while roaming the ship, and hadn’t been able to shake it. Maarek remembered clearly his time at Victor’s base, and his first glimpse of the Archon fighter. The ship’s system connected directly with a pilot’s brain, making man and machine temporarily one. Flying had been intuitive, instinctive. But in order for the connection to work, he’d had to be modified, have special connections implanted in the back of his head. So far he’d managed to keep that a secret after returning to the NI. But, like some kind of eternal itch that needed scratching, he needed to use the connection again.

     Walking quickly across the cavernous hangar – a space large enough to fit medium-sized capital ships – he headed not in the direction of Inferno’s TIE Avatars, but toward one of the gleaming Altarin’Dakor fighters sitting on the flight deck. The ship looked equally as suited to atmospheric flight as space travel, with broad wings and sharp rudders fins. It was no Archon, but perhaps… He’d heard that even basic AD craft had systems that linked the pilot with the computer, increasing reaction time and accuracy while cutting down on inertia and pain effects. He knew such as system wouldn’t compare to the Archon’s advanced artificial intelligence, but maybe it would be just enough…

     Looking around once more to make sure no one was coming, he climbed the access ladder at the ship’s nose and slipped into the dark cockpit. Again he felt a twinge of guilt for doing something this stupid. He knew that if he fired up the ship that it would trigger alarms. But all he had to do was interface with the computer. Besides, he wanted to see what an Altarin’Dakor fighter could do from the inside.

     Slowly, hesitantly, he sat back in the seat, leaning back against the headrest. His neck touched against something cool and metal, and he felt a tingle move across his skin there. Then suddenly, everything changed. A warm feeling suddenly rushed down through his nerves, and his nervousness and indecision vanished A brief flash of disappointment – this was no Archon, with it’s total pilot-fighter integration. But then the rush of being connected to the fighter came over him. . In his mind, he could see all the fighter’s systems, coming online as though they had a will of their own. Suddenly he felt himself activating the fighter, closing the canopy, disconnecting the locking clamps and raising it up on its repulsorlifts. The engines came online with a whine, and then he was rushing across the surface of the hangar, bearing out towards the dark opening into the depths of space.
     Dimly he became aware of the alarms blaring inside the cockpit. He looked down at horror at the warning screens flashing in front of him, at the words flashing in a language he didn’t know. What have I done? 

     Then a voice came loudly in his ears. “Attention unauthorized craft, cease activity immediately or you will be destroyed!”
     Stang! Fighting against his own will, he managed to grab the controls and slow the fighter to a stop. Almost every part of him wanted to keep flying, to feel the rush of battle. His adrenaline flow must be working overtime. Mentally he forced himself to stabilize, then fumbled for what he assumed was the commlink. “Uh… Don’t shoot! Affirmative,” he called out frantically. “I am complying.”

     Breathing heavily, he turned the fighter around to face the massive ship. If they had wanted to kill him, he wouldn’t have had a chance. His fighter lurched and bucked as an invisible hand grabbed it and started drawing him toward the hangar he’d left. What were they going to do with him? Surely now they would know about the implants. Now, once again, he was being taken by the Altarin’Dakor. How had he been so stupid? What if they temporarily forgot their NI allegiance? He swallowed hard, trying not to think about that. He wasn’t afraid to die in combat, but he didn’t want to lose his life because of a stupid mistake that he’d made…

     Then the hangar lights came on full, flooding his vision light. He felt something strange then, a brief pain starting in his neck and running down his body. His eyelids began to close of their own accord, and his body sagged as if all his strength had left him. Then his eyes fell shut, and unconsciousness took him… 
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Medlab


Royal Palace, Varnus


1830 Hours


“There you go. How’s that?” Doctor Hal Vannik, chief physician of the Varnusan Palace, asked his patient. Making a few last adjustments with his multitool, he pushed the access hatch on the upper biceps closed. The blaster scouring on his arm had been removed, as well.
     “Hmm. That’s a lot better,” Atridd Xoan said with satisfaction. He curled his artificial right arm up and down a couple of times, and flexed his fingers. “The articulation’s much smoother.”

     “Good. We can’t have that thing malfunctioning in the middle of, say, lightsaber combat. You might cut yourself in half,” Vannik said with a jocular grin. The dark-skinned man pulled off his sanitation gloves and ran a hand through his short gray hair. 

     Xoan gave a nervous laugh. “Yeah, I don’t think I want any more mechanical parts.” He looked down at the silver metal limb, attached to his arm where his shoulder would have ended, had it not been sliced off by the Jedicon Turles. He’d lost his right arm in dueling the warrior, fighting alongside his companions, including Rynn Mariel, Alyx Misnera, Icis Novitaar, Draken Ar’Kell, and Omega Kira. All of them together hadn’t been able to even touch such a powerful man. Fortunately, Turles didn’t represent a typical Jedicon; he had been the exception. And they had all grown since that time, as well.
     “Have you reconsidered covering your arm in synthflesh?” Vannik asked. “I still don’t understand why you would actually prefer the limb to look so artificial.”

     “It’s a reminder to me,” Atridd said, manipulating his metallic wrist. “You can’t just rush into things. Anger is a dangerous thing. I’ve learned to think things through before acting. Besides, it’s functional enough.” He set his arm back down onto the medical table.

     Dr. Vannik nodded, then reached over the table and placed a datapad in front of him. “Well, in that case, there’s something I’ve been thinking about. It’s about those special adjustments you’ve made to your arm. It’s not just a prosthetic, it’s a weapon unto itself.” He turned on the datapad and glanced through the readouts. “Pop-up mini-blaster in the wrist. Extendible spare lightsaber in the inner arm. Pretty radical stuff. What made you do all this?”

     “I guess it just fits my personality,” Xoan answered with a heavy sigh. “Lots of contingency plans. Considering my job, I need as many as I can get. I can’t always rely on the Force alone. When I decided to follow Xar and help him out, that includes going into some pretty dangerous situations. I’ll do whatever I can to stay prepared, for whatever situation my come up.”

     Vannik gave him a coarse grin. “I just hope you know what you’re getting into, my friend.”
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Library Rooms


Planet Varnus


1900 Hours


The man who now went by the name of Bren sat at his table in the quiet palace library and reached for another text. Once, many lifetimes ago, he had called himself by a different name: Lasitus. That had been before his imprisonment in a stasis field, before his discovery by the New Imperium and the loss of his memories. He’d struggled to remember what he’d lost, until he’d met someone from his past who had restored the hidden areas in his mind. Or had he?

     He flipped through the old book, but his thoughts were elsewhere. He’ wondered recently if maybe Akargan hadn’t restored his true memories. Those memories of his other life, of being a brutal Altarin’Dakor war general, a killing machine, a butcher – how could they be true? Such thoughts were utterly reviling to him now. And the other things Akargan had revealed, other things he’d done, and the friendship that he and Akargan had once shared; were they true as well? The Warlord had been so powerful; he’d broken through Bren’s consciousness like a hammer, casually going through his memories, throwing open sealed doors and forgotten passageways. If his telepathic powers were that strong, then how much harder would it have been to simply implant the memories he wanted Bren to remember? It could be that none of these new, frightening memories were real. Maybe that’s just what Akargan wanted him to believe, what he wanted Bren to become, so the Warlord could use him. The person known as Bren was a completely different individual, useless to a Shok’Thola. But Lasitus, if he could be revived, could be a strong ally to Akargan.

     Bren suspected that only time would reveal the truth. There was no way to discern the true memories at this point, or to know how much more he still hadn’t remembered. All he could do was cope with what was already in his mind, and try to live as best he could until the truth came out. Whether or not Lasitus was inside him, he was Bren now. And Bren was a gentle, peace-loving person who would only use his powers for good, to protect those who couldn’t protect themselves. Through his studies, and long hours in the library, he would grow closer to the Force, learn more about its true nature, and study this new galaxy, its past, and what secrets remained.

     Not many people were in the library at this time in the evening, so his thoughts were interrupted as the door opened and two figures entered. He looked up to see who it was. The first was, surprisingly, the former Grand Master, Xar Kerensky. And following behind him was… Bren’s breath caught in his chest. A sense of half-recognition came over him, sparking some unknown memory as the tall woman entered. Suddenly the room seemed less spacious, felt too plain and simple to accommodate her. She was thin and well-proportioned, dressed in a full, long white dress. Her long brown hair fell from her head in multi-braided locks. She was beautiful. For some reason it didn’t feel right merely to be sitting in her presence.

     “Hi, Bren,” Xar said, stuffing his hands into his large cloak pockets. “There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

     The woman’s gaze swept across the room before finally settling on Bren. What was at first a disinterested look vanished immediately as her eyes widened. So, she recognized him. 

     What happened next was something he never expected.

     “Wu’sha, Voxavit!” she barked out sternly. Beside her, Xar flinched at the unexpected outburst.

     The next thing Bren knew, he was out of his chair and on his knees in front of her, instinctively obeying her command to kneel in her presence. He looked up in surprise, realizing what he had done. The command was ingrained in all warriors who were graced with the honor of actually seeing a Shok’Thola. Now he realized the truth; he was standing before one of the supreme warlords of the Servants of Power.

     Seemingly satisfied, her mouth made a hint of a smile. “Sha. Dou walama,” she said, asking him to stand. “Ja namen, Vox’Indant Lasitus.”

     “Ka namen, Shok’Thola.” he said, returning the proper greeting as he stood. When he’d awakened out of stasis, he’d had to learn the language these people called Basic. But even during his sleep, he hadn’t forgotten his native tongue. 

     “You two… know each other?” Xar asked, arching an eyebrow at both of them.

     Inwardly, Bren nodded. Of course – Xar could comprehend and speak Altarin, as well. “I do not know who she is,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “But I know what her position is.” Mentally he sized up the woman in front of him. She was dangerous; that much had been obvious from the moment she’d walked in. Now he tried to be as proper as he could – Warlord tempers were things of legend. Displease them, and you would not live long. That is, if they were kind enough to give you a quick death.

     “We’ve never met,” the woman said, flawlessly switching into Basic. “But I have seen images, and as you recall, I have a perfect memory.” She smiled faintly then. “I am Zalaria. Surprising that you haven’t heard of my presence here. I certainly have heard of you. Who doesn’t know the story of Vox’Indant Lasitus, hero of the Final Battle of Varnus? It was your sacrifice that allowed countless of our forces to escape the jaws of the enemy. You are a living legend – albeit something of a relic, now.”

     Ignoring Xar’s gaping look, Bren closed his eyes. So, she was Zalaria. Having run through his mental list of living Shok’Thola at the time of his capture, he’d guessed it was her. He swallowed. Well, I guess it could be worse… but not by much, he thought, feeling a creeping anxiety inside. Asellus would have been worse.
     “A battle… on Varnus?” Xar asked, his expression truly puzzled, now. “You never told me about that.”

     Bren looked at him, the memories of that bloody dream returning to him. Those memories were too fresh, not completely dealt with. “It was the battle in which I was captured.”

     “Everyone thought you died in that battle,” Zalaria said, stepping closer. “I admit I would never have expected to see you here on the same world. How is it that you are alive… and in this Age, especially?”

     “We found him in a stasis container in an underground treasury on Moro,” Xar stepped in, answering for Bren. “The Krri’Graq had acquired it sometime in the ancient past and kept it there. The thing was only half-working when we found it, and it was amazing that we were able to reactivate it. But when he woke up, he’d suffered from almost complete amnesia.”

     Zalaria reached up and tapped her chin thoughtfully. “And now? How much do you remember?”

     “Frankly, I’m not sure,” Bren said truthfully. He realized that there was no way he could lie in front of her. All that about his meeting with Akargan and his restored memories was about to come out. Taking a deep breath, he started telling her everything. He told them about the dreams, how Akargan came to visit him. Later, he’d sought out Akargan himself. It was the only way he knew he could get some answers. Akargan had gone through his head, sorting things around, supposedly restoring his old memories.

     “But I don’t know if those memories are true, or something Akargan put there to… change me,” he finished. “I’m not like the man I used to be. These images, these memories… They’re revolting to me.”

     “You left Varnus without permission?” Xar asked in shock. “You contacted another Warlord?”

     “I am sorry,” Bren said honestly. “I have betrayed your trust.”

     “This is serious,” Zalaria said, glancing at Xar. “If Akargan has gone so far as to visit Varnus, we could be in serious danger. He’s probably using Lasitus to get to us.”

     “If he attacks, do you think we’ll be able to stop him?” Xar asked her hesitantly. 

     She seemed to consider for a moment. “Akargan is stronger than I am, and he has a powerful fleet presence. If his goal is all-out conquest, then the combined NI forces may not be able to stop him. If he attacks directly… Well, the difference isn’t that great. We might be able to defeat him, if you brought all of your Jedi together to help me.”

     “All of them?” Xar swallowed visibly. 

     “For what it’s worth, I’m fairly sure that’s not going to happen,” Bren spoke up. “I don’t think he’s interested in conquering the New Imperium right now. He wanted me to help with something else, but I don’t know what.”

     “And why should I trust you?” She asked, her eyes narrowing.

     “I still trust him,” Xar said, looking at Bren. “He was honest enough about it now. He saved Alyx’s life. Bren has been one of the most open and kind people I’ve ever met. You’ve been an honorable man as long as I’ve known you, Bren.”

     Astonishingly, she seemed to accept Xar’s words. Bren glanced between the two, realizing something that he’d skipped over before. He’d heard about Xar being in love with an Altarin’Dakor woman. Could they be… together? It must be, as impossible as that sounded. Bren seriously hoped that Xar knew what he was getting into. He decided to speak up.
     “Then in that case, can you tell me something, Xar? How is it that Zalaria is here, and on our side?”

     Xar glanced at the woman beside him. “When I was captured by the Altarin’Dakor during the attack on Varnus, I met Zalaria. She saved my life, and Bonded me through the Force. After that, we were connected to one another. As you know I later went off on my own – it was in search of her. She decided to come back with me and fight on our side.”

     Zalaria smiled, increasing her beauty even further. “I know it sounds hard to believe, but it really is that simple. Xar and I share a special bond, and I’m afraid we were both changed by it. Suddenly both our interests became much… closer.”

     “I see,” Bren said, though he still found it hard to imagine being in their positions. “And so you’re fighting with us against the rest of the Altarin’Dakor?”

     “Of course. We Altarin’Dakor are always squabbling amongst one another, as I’m sure you’re well aware.”

     Xar frowned. “Bren’s got the same kind of Force philosophy that Rynn Mariel does.”

     Zalaria looked at him curiously. “Really? You don’t believe in using your power for combat?”

     “Well, I’ll fight if I have to, but only to protect others from harm,” Bren said candidly. “But I’m not training merely to fight or increase my strength. I believe there’s a lot that we all can learn through study and meditation.”

     He expected criticism from her, but instead she gave a thoughtful hum. “That’s interesting. Perhaps you would be more useful to the New Imperium’s cause this way.”

     Xar arched an eyebrow. She spoke up in explanation. “There are many facets of the Power, Xar. The living aspect, the present aspect. And also, there are two distinct ways of using the Force’s power within you. Most Jedi train to develop their maximum potential or skill level, usually for combat. However, the more you focus on the Force as a power, the less you are able to sense its finer flows, be conscious of its presence. Additionally, you lose the ability to really communicate with it.”

     “Right,” Xar continued. “But those who focus on the Force’s presence, or Sense aspect, are better able to understand its flows. Precognition, telepathy, sensing the future – all this is developed and refined, but at the price of losing the pure Power aspect.”

     “The Altarin’Dakor train almost exclusively in the Power aspect,” Zalaria said, taking up where Xar left off. “Everything is centered on combat, and reaching one’s maximum power level. Virtually all Shok’Thola have developed using this principle, to the point where we no longer have the ability to sense the future. We can still anticipate events to a limited extent, and retain our sense of danger, but we cannot see more than that. And, as you know, this is the foundation of our philosophy. The Altarin’Dakor believe in making their own future.”

     Xar crossed his arms in front of him. “And that’s exactly what we’re doing here, as well. Out of necessity. The Jedicon are so strong that we have to focus purely on the Power aspect to match them. Precognition is great, but if your enemy is many times stronger than you, knowledge probably can’t stop them.” Bren blinked. He didn’t agree at all. 
     Zalaria looked knowingly down at Bren, whose knees were beginning to hurt from kneeling so long. Although he would have been quite a bit taller than she, that gaze made him feel small before her. “You have strong latent power in the Force,” she said. “I can sense it within you, but it hasn’t been released yet. You would be stronger than Xar, if you release it. However, that same energy can be used to give us an immense strategic advantage. With several key Jedi studying the Sense aspect, we can anticipate every move our enemy makes, and act accordingly.”

     Xar glanced at Zalaria with a look of confusion on his face. “You agree with him?” he asked. 
    She arched an eyebrow at him. “Of course. If we do only what our enemies do, then how can we hope to defeat them?” Bren was shocked at her admittance, that she was actually agreeing with him. Then she turned to look at him.

     “We must make it seem like we disapprove, but I actually want some of you to shun the Power aspect and focus on the Force’s natural flow. It could be our best edge.”

     Xar narrowed his eyes. “Now I understand. The reason you disapprove on the surface is because you don’t want the enemy to know we’re actively pursuing this strategy. If it were common knowledge that we were focusing on our precognitive powers, the enemy would strike prematurely, or those who studied that aspect would be murdered by spies. But this way, hopefully we can keep the enemy off guard, so they won’t know we’ve discovered their weakness.”

     Zalaria nodded. “Very perceptive. And in this war, one weakness is probably all we’re going to find.”
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Chapter Three


Training Area


Royal Varnusian Palace


0930 Hours


The young boy crossed his arms in front of his face, standing fast against the force of the blow, but still being driven back across the training room floor. His feet slid back across the mat before skidding to a stop. Slowly, he let his guard down and straightened.

     Standing in front of him, Xar held a relaxed stance, feet set apart. Several paces to his left, Ralagos Akala stood, dressed in a broad-shouldered torso armor and pants cut off at the knee, revealing his sinewy-muscled, fur-covered body. The Togorian’s fur was a mix of mostly grays and browns, with a few black stripes and splotches here and there. Despite his more than two-meter height, his body was proportionately slender and seemed poised for movement at any moment. His face was composed, noble-looking, and very feline with his whiskers, short mane, and upturned ears.

     Xar looked back at the boy on the other side of the room. Just recently having turned eleven, Derek had probably been the single most important find of his life. Captured on a backwater world by the rogue Jedicon Turles, he’d been used to summon the energy of a powerful Force crystal artifact to boost the Jedicon’s power. An orphan of some years, the youth had eagerly accepted Xar’s offer to come to the palace and train using his uncanny natural Force abilities. Derek had grown much since coming here, and continued to grow almost daily. He seemed to have nearly limitless potential, and no matter how hard Xar pushed him, the boy met every challenge.

     “Okay, that’s good enough for a warm-up,” Xar said. “I think it’s time to start. Ready, Derek?”

     Derek stepped back with his right foot into a fighting stance, fists clenched tightly at his hips. “Ready…” he said, his voice nearly a growl. He was focused, very focused.

     “All right!” With a shout, Xar stepped into a wide, even stance and began to draw deeply on the Force. He curled his arms up to waist level, clenching his fists, as he opened himself up to the torrent of Force power within. He struggled to tighten every muscle in his body, to focus completely on building his strength. As his energy level began to rise, he began to emit a wordless yell, focusing all his concentration on building up his strength. His voice echoed off the thick walls, and the air around him seemed to ripple, his hair suddenly rising and standing on end.

     Beside him, Ralagos began to power up as well, standing in a more relaxed stance, his arms crossed in front of his chest. His slit-pupil eyes focused on Derek, and his mouth opened in a deep roar that built as his energies grew. As the two Jedi increased their powers, their natural Spheres of Projection began to clash and interact, causing a rumble that started low, then built as the floor began to shake. Loose objects around the room began to rattle as the floor vibrated underneath them. Together, the two Jedi could literally bring the whole palace down around them.

     Despite all this happening in front of him, Derek showed no sign of breaking his focus. Instead he let out a growl, focusing his power within, refusing to be intimidated. His eyes flashed from one to the other, clearly trying to anticipate who was going to attack first.

     But suddenly both Jedi moved at once, launching off toward him from two different directions. Their motions were a blur as they rushed forward with Force-enhanced speed. Within two seconds they were on Derek. 

     Xar struck first with a blurring-fast round-kick, his left foot aimed at the boy’s head level. But instead of ducking, Derek jumped backward quickly out of range, then brought his right arm up to parry a powerful straight punch from the large Togorian. Amazingly, Derek’s arm met the blow without a quiver, solid as steel. Then his left hand came down to block a front snap kick launched by Xar. Again, not so much as a slip.

     Then both Jedi came in, attacking simultaneously, the boy’s concentration split between two opponents. Their attacks drove him backwards as he focused on defending himself. He blocked their punches and kicks with his small arms and legs, possessing more strength than a normal man ever could. The motions of the three combatants would be just a blur to the normal eye, but Derek’s face showed no fear whatsoever. He had learned the focus of a Jedi in battle.

     Then, exploiting a weak spot in Xar’s attack, he drove forward on the offensive, throwing a lightning-fast punch at the man’s stomach. Xar lurched backward, avoiding the blow, then Force-leapt up into the air, using levitation to float up far over the boy’s head. 

     But Derek wasn’t distracted by the ploy, and he managed to keep his attention on the other enemy. Taking advantage of Xar’s move, Ralagos jumped backwards, brought his hands up together in front of him, and launched a ball of white-hot Force energy out of his hands toward Derek. Reacting almost instantly, the boy brought up his own hands to catch the blast. He met the attack straight on, containing and blocking the energy, then threw his hands upward, sending the blast straight up – directly toward Xar. It was brilliant move, but not enough to catch the Jedi Master off guard. Xar quickly flew to the side, and the ball of energy struck the ceiling and exploded. Dust and pieces of hot ceiling began to rain down onto the combatants. 

     Then Ralagos’ fist crashed across the boy’s face, catching him off guard while his attention was still above. Derek yelled out as he reeled away from the blow, flying back four meters through the air before crashing down onto the mat. His body stiffened, and he let out a grunt of pain.

     Xar lowered himself back down to the ground beside Ralagos. “Impressive,” he said of the boy.

     “Yes,” Ralagos agreed, looking down at the boy lying face-down on the mat. He gave a brief snort. “I think that is enough for today.” He dropped his guard, letting his hands fall to his sides.

     “No…” a strained voice came from the floor in front of them. Derek’s fists clenched tightly with apparent pain. Bringing his arms up in front of him, he pushed himself off the padded floor and looked up, his hair matted with sweat onto his forehead. His face was a mask of determination, and only a red spot on his cheek revealed what had happened. “No! Keep going!” he shouted. “I want… I want to be as strong as you two are!”

     Xar leveled his gaze at the young boy. “Derek, one day you will be the most powerful Jedi in the galaxy. But be patient. It’ll take time. You have to keep pacing yourself. Find your limits and push them even further. Your true power hasn’t even begun to reveal itself yet, and when it does, you’ll be far stronger than even we are. You must let go of any hesitation, any stray thought, and become one with the Force inside you.”

     “I will,” Derek said, his small bluish-gray eyes narrowing. “Let’s continue. I’m ready.”

     Xar and Ralagos exchanged glances, then the Togorian nodded.

     As Derek brought his guard back up, the two Jedi came in again. Still powered up from before, they immediately went on the offensive together. This time, Derek rushed forward to meet them. He ducked underneath a wide punch by Xar, then brought his arm up to block a round-kick from Akala.  Then he side-stepped between the two adults and spun around to attack Ralagos from behind. Akala turned and parried the boy’s punch to the side, then swept out a hooking punch that Derek quickly ducked beneath. He made as if to attack Ralagos again, but Xar forced him to go on the defensive as he stepped in with a side kick. Slapping the leg to the side, Derek jumped forward again with a punch aimed at his midsection. This time, the blow connected. Xar’s body tightened and took the blow; then the Jedi Master’s return kick caught Derek in the side and sent him sprawling away to his left.

     “No!” Derek shouted, catching his balance and turning back to face another assault from the Togorian. Xar hung back, watching the two carefully. Derek rushed forward and met the Togorian’s attacks blow for blow. Xar smiled slightly, deciding to try a new tactic. He reached out toward the boy with the Force, feeling his powerful energy level, searching out the spot in his mind where his connection was strongest. Derek seemed to notice the intrusion straight off; wincing, he began to fight back with his own mind, even while parrying blows from Ralagos.

     Xar fought with the boy for a moment, their invisible struggle unnoticed by anyone else. He pushed in, and was driven back. Pushed in again, to the same effect. Finally, drawing more deeply on his latent energy, he forced his way through Derek’s barriers, intending to break Derek’s concentration and shield his ability to touch the Force. He almost made it.

     Then something happened that he never would have expected.

     “NO!” Derek shouted just as Xar had almost trapped him. Suddenly the boy’s power level spiked, and a wave of air and energy erupted out from his body, destroying Xar’s probe and lifting the Togorian completely off his feet. Xar watched in surprise as Ralagos was hurled backward through the air and crashed into the far wall, breaking off pieces of ferrocrete and sending cracks out away from the impact. He was powered all the way up to his limit of 18,000, Xar thought in shock, Yet he was thrown back like a doll.
     Then Xar’s concentration was brought back to the present as he felt an invisible blast of Force energy hit him. Derek was going on the offensive! Instinctively Xar erected a shield around himself, then drew even more deeply onto the Force, about half as much as he could safely hold. If the boy could actually exceed 25,000, this was going to get ugly… The boy seemed to have snapped; his focus was completely on Xar now, and he was letting out a roar that matched the waves of Force energy pulsing out of him.  

     Raising his hands in front of him, Xar let out a counter attack, pushing at Derek’s wall of energy with his own. A ripple of air seemed to move through the space between them where their barriers met. The room had begun shaking again, more violently than before, and pieces of plaster began raining down on them from above. 

     Xar succeeded in driving Derek’s wave back half the distance, then the boy’s intensity increased. His voice grew louder, and his face was contorted into a mask of concentration. The force of his barrier increased, driving Xar’s back now, forcing him to draw even more power to push back the assault. 

     Xar narrowed his eyes. He’d had enough of this. Derek had definitely reached a new level, but there was no sense in taking the palace down in the process. Diverting some of his power elsewhere, he levitated the largest piece of debris that had fallen and sent it flying across the room at the boy. With Derek’s concentration totally on Xar, he was oblivious to the subtle threat approaching him from behind. The debris clipped him on the back of the head and pitched him off balance. 

     The boy’s attack ceased instantly, almost as if it had never existed. Xar dropped his wall of force as well, but not before it struck the stunned boy hard enough to drive him back across the room like Akala had been a moment before.

     Immediately, Xar dropped his power level down and Force-leapt across the length of the room. He landed in front of the boy, who was sprawled out on his back, head beginning to lift off the floor. “Derek! Are you all right?” Xar asked, greatly fearing that he may have hurt the boy seriously.

     Slowly, Derek raised himself up on his elbows and managed a wry-looking smile. “Mister Xar… Wow. What happened?”

     Sighing with relief, Xar pulled the boy into a fierce hug. Then he drew back, holding him by the shoulders. “Don’t you remember what happened, Derek? You just knocked the stuffing out of Mister Ralagos.” He looked over at the large Togorian, who was just picking himself up off the floor. Akala was emitting a low, guttural roar, one clawed hand held up to his head. Seeing such a sight, Xar couldn’t help but smile back down at the boy. 

     “Did I? I don’t remember what happened clearly,” Derek admitted, shaking his head slowly. “I remember fighting Mister Ralagos one minute, then everything went blurry.”

    “Is that right?” Xar said, mentally jotting down a note to himself. I’ll have to remember that, he thought. If Derek’s power could be triggered by intense emotion, it could be hard to control, especially if he didn’t remember using that energy. It was as if someone else were inside Derek, and was only released when the boy was angry enough.

     Xar helped the boy up on his feet. “Well, I definitely think that’s enough for today,” he said mirthfully. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

     “I’m okay,” Derek said, returning to his normal, easygoing character. “Just a little sore, I think. I’m sorry if I hurt Mister Ralagos. Are you okay?” he asked, heading to the Togorian, concern on his face.

     Ralagos had been walking toward them, and despite one hand on his head, he gave a fanged grin. “I am fine, Derek.” He dropped down to his knees in front of the boy. “You are too nice for me to injure in battle.”

     Derek gave a knowing grin in front of the Adept. “Okay. I’m just glad you’re not gonna eat me.”

     Ralagos dropped his hand and made an amused growl. They’d been through this before, many times. Though Togorian males had a large capacity for hostility, it was equally matched by their amicability. 

     Derek laughed, then reached out to rub the Togorian on the head. Akala winced, but seemed to enjoy the attention nonetheless. Xar shook his head in amazement. Already, the incident of a few minutes ago was over for Derek. He didn’t doubt the boy would be ready to go a few more rounds if given the chance. Far tougher than durasteel, he thought, watching the two laughing together. I wish I could be like him, some day.
     “Derek,” he said, his voice naturally taking a more lecturing tone. “Even though your reaction just now was instinctive, there’s an important lesson to be learned here. Being a Jedi is not about how powerful you can become, nor is combat determined by power level alone. You were so focused on the brute force of our struggle that you didn’t notice the subtle target coming at you from behind. The more you narrow your concentration, the less aware you are of what’s around you. It’s possible to be very powerful and still not lose your ability to sense the small things.”

     “All right, I’ll work on that,” Derek said, never breaking his stride of cheerfulness. He didn’t seem to have a worry in the universe.

     “Okay then. I think it’s time we cleaned ourselves up,” Xar said. He glanced ruefully around the training room, then at Cozeeke, who had been watching the whole thing from the entranceway. “And let’s get someone to clean up this mess while we’re at it.” 




*


*
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Rynn Mariel emerged from the ‘fresher and pulled out a thick towel large enough to cover her from her chest down to her knees. She fastened it securely around her body, then picked up a smaller towel and began wrapping up her long, auburn hair. Feeling the cool room air on her moist skin, she sighed with comfort. Life is so much better after a hot bath, she decided.

     Sitting down on one of the chairs in her living quarters, she unwrapped the towel on her head and procured a brush from the table beside her. Slowly, methodically, she began combing her hair down into some semblance of order, working her way down the dark red locks, leaving them straight and glinting in the light coming from the ceiling.

     Suddenly the sound of her door chime cut through the silence, and she made a vexed expression. “Who is it?” she asked.

     “Hey, Miss Rynn?” a young voice came over the speakers.  “It’s me, Derek. Can I come in?” 

     “Of course, Derek!” she answered at once, her spirits brightening. “Come right in!”

     Recognizing her voice, the door unlocked, admitting her favorite eleven-year old ‘nephew’ – that’s how she’d informally adopted him. As he entered, though, her smile of delight vanished into concern. He didn’t look exactly how she’d expected.

     “Derek! What in the worlds happened to you?” she exclaimed. The boy was covered in dust and dirt from head to foot. Furthermore, she could see a slight discoloration on his cheek, as well as other bumps and scratches on his forearms and hands. 

     “Me? Aw, nuthin’,” the boy replied somewhat sheepishly. He glanced down at his hands, then rubbed them on his dust-covered pants. “I was just training with Mister Xar this morning.”

     “Again?” she asked, moving over to her bed and sitting down while she continued combing her hair. “What happened? You look terrible, you should use my ‘fresher to get cleaned up.”

     “That’s okay,” he said, walking over to sit on the nearby couch. Her apartment was fairly spacious, as were most of the Jedi rooms in the Palace, and well furnished and decorated. Her room was a combination of native Varnusian décor with a few artifacts and things she’d brought from home. 

     “We just had a pretty tough workout today,” Derek said, passing it off as if it were nothing. “Mister Ralagos was there, too.” He looked up at her with an expression of delight. Rynn smiled inwardly at the thought of him, totally oblivious that she was wrapped only in her long, white towel. In a few more years, his thoughts would be quite different.

     Still, her slight amusement was spoiled by a much warmer anger at his physical shape. “So that’s what I felt a few minutes ago,” she said sternly. “It felt like the whole palace was shaking! Xar should not be so hard on you, Derek.”

     “I can take it,” he replied, the fire of excitement in his eyes. “I have to push myself to the limit so I can become stronger, so I can be the best I can be. I can fight the AD!”

     “Who said you could fight?!” she exclaimed, feeling suddenly colder. “Did Xar tell you that?” 

     “Well, he told me to keep pushing my abilities,” he said, then trailed off as he looked at her. “What’s wrong with it? We’re in a war and…”
     “Derek, you don’t need to fight the Altarin’Dakor. Do you understand?” The nerve of the man, training a child for combat! “You can’t, nor should you have to. That’s the job of others like myself and Xar. You don’t even need to train hard. If anything, you should be able to attend school, make friends and play, just like other kids your age.”

     “But I like it just how it is,” he argued softly. “I’m having fun here.”
     “You need a chance to enjoy a normal life,” she countered.

     “I never had a normal life,” Derek argued, his tone adamant. “I had to grow up faster. If I didn’t, I’d be dead.”

     His words surprised her, as well as the maturity in his voice. Indeed, he was more mature than the others kids in the palace his age. She sighed, feeling sad for the boy, but responsible for him as well. “I’m going to go talk to Xar about this. You should at least go a lot easier in your Jedi training. Fighting is not everything, Derek. If you focus too much on fighting and gaining power, you’ll lose your ability to sense the Force and its will. Did you know that?”

     “I’ve heard that before,” he answered with a shrug. “I don’t know, though. I can still hear the Force talking to me just fine.”

     Rynn blinked in surprise. “You hear it talking to you?”

     He looked up to meet her gaze. “Sure. Not in words, really, but more like seeing a Holo of someone that shows everything that’s around them. It lets me know things, and it lets me see things about people.”

     Rynn shook her head, trying to balance her indignation with her sudden curiosity about this. She’d heard that Derek had some unique abilities, and that he’d already known many things about the Force when Xar first met him. She shook those thoughts away for now, though. They could wait until later.

     “I’m going to get dressed and then go talk to Xar,” she told him. “Don’t worry about it, you go on back to your room and get cleaned up, all right?”

     “Okay,” he promised, nodding. “See you later. Don’t be too hard on him, okay?”

     Rynn grinned despite herself. The boy had a sense of humor, as well. “I’ll take care of him,” she said.


Xar and Ralagos were still walking through the corridors of the training wing. Derek had gone off to freshen up, but was probably making his usual rounds of the palace. He always dropped in on the friends he’d made, especially among the Jedi. Virtually everyone was open and friendly to him, as if he were part of the family here. He was definitely more accepted by all the Jedi than they were willing to tolerate one another.

     As they were moving through the hallway, they rounded a corner and came upon four other beings heading straight toward them. Xar took in their features with a single glance – two men, a woman, and a green-skinned near-human with distinctly reptilian features. All had strange-looking, black tattoos marking their faces, and their eyes all held a similar fire. The men had long hair, one blonde and one dark-haired. The woman’s was closely cropped, and blonde. At the sight of them, Xar immediately tensed, his skin tingling, and he fought the instinctive urge to draw deeply on the Force.

     “Xar, they are on our side,” Ralagos whispered lightly beside him. 

     His words brought Xar back to reality, and he let go with a sigh. He tried not to let on that he’d slipped up, and kept walking purposefully as the four Jedicon passed them. They seemed focused and aware, even when they stared straight ahead, faces betraying no emotion. The three humans had traces of sweat near their hairlines. Apparently they had just finished training. None of them looked his way as they passed.

     Now curious, Xar led the way down the hall to the entrance that the Jedicon had emerged from. It was another large training room, much like the one they’d sparred in earlier. There were a few differences, though. The floor was actually hardwood instead of matted, and along the walls were numerous weapon racks, holding a variety of melee weapons that the Jedi were often trained to use. This room was meant for weapons sparring. As they entered, a loud voice was in the middle of speaking to a group of gathered individuals.

     “…and that’s why this type of training is so important,” said Kiz Thrakus, Jedi Adept and regular trainer for many up-and-coming Jedi. “I hope you’ve all learned a valuable lesson not to overestimate yourselves. What you faced today is just a sample of how it’ll really be…” he broke off as he looked up at the two Jedi who had entered. He nodded in their direction. “Grand Master Kerensky. Good morning.”

     “Likewise,” Xar said, stepping further into the room. “What’s going on?”

     Thrakus took all of them in with a wave of his hand. “Some of our newly-raised Jedi Knights, and a couple of Templars,” he said. “Today they had their first match against real Altarin’Dakor Jedicon, using stunsabers and empty hand techniques.”

     “Really,” Xar said. He glanced at them, arching an eyebrow. “How badly were they beaten?”

     Thrakus’ expression turned grim. “Utterly,” he said. “In fact, they never even scored a hit on any of them. Jedicon never hold back, even in training.”

     Xar nodded, understanding. He took stock of the six gathered Jedi in front of Thrakus, all in various states of disarray. Though they were obviously trying to stand up straight and appear strong, they were failing miserably. Three men, one woman and a Twi’lek male, they were all covered in sweat and dirty. Xar winced as he saw their faces. Most were bruised or bloody in one way or another, and there were two black eyes forming among them, and one man whose forearm was bandaged in a splint, obviously trying to hide the pain from his face. 

     Thrakus’ words seemed to have an even more disheartening effect on them, because their small semblance of order broke apart just then. Breaking their line, they spread out and starting going their own ways, not waiting to be dismissed.

     “Hold on there,” Xar called out, stopping them in their tracks. They turned back to look at him, and he motioned for them to move in around them.

     “They did better than I would have expected, from the looks of it,” he said to Thrakus. He realized the students needed to leave on some kind of positive note; otherwise they could be so demoralized they might leave the palace and the whole Division. Some had already, knowing what they faced. 

     He turned to the assembling group of weary-looking Jedi. “So you know, those people were Kodonn’Dakor, the mid-level stage of Jedicon. Usually they’re equivalent to our Crusader or Paladin ranks, which means you were fighting above your current level. We have to train like this; otherwise we won’t advance fast enough to engage them in real combat. I commend you all on your performance. Now, do we have any serious injuries?” he asked, glancing down at the man’s bandaged arm.

     “One of the Jedicon broke his arm with a stunsaber,” Thrakus said softly. “I told him to see Doctor Vannik in the infirmary, since few of us actually know Healing well enough… well, I didn’t want to bother you…”

     “I’ll do it,” Xar broke in, shaking his head. “I admit that even my knowledge in Healing is limited, but I can take care of this. Head over there and sit down,” he told the young man, gesturing toward one of the benches along the wall of the chamber. “The rest of you are free to go.”

      Xar followed the young Jedi Knight over to the seat and sat down next to him. Thrakus came as well, an interested look on his face. 

     “What’s your name?” Xar asked the young man as he began removing the splint and bandages. He didn’t recognize the Knight, but then again, he was no longer able to keep up with all the new faces.

     “Kip Slocum,” the man replied, wincing as the splint came off. The skin on his forearm was discolored, and his hand hung limp. The fracture wasn’t compound, though. That would make Xar’s task a lot easier.

     Opening himself to the Force, Xar began preparing for the delicate procedure. Healing was far different from any of the offensive powers they practiced; it took skill and precision, as well as an extensive knowledge of biology and human anatomy. Xar was no expert by any means – in fact, he was probably below average for someone who was a Grand Master – but something simple such as this was within his abilities.

     “So Kiz, it’s been a while since we talked,” he said as he worked. “How’s Lorien doing? She’s due soon, isn’t she?”

     He glanced up at Thrakus and noticed the man’s sheepish grin. “Yeah, it’s getting close, man. Three more weeks to go. We can’t wait.” The excitement in his voice was almost palpable. Xar grinned as well. He knew the thrill and the nervousness that the soon-to-be father was going through, though he’d never experienced it himself. He wondered if he would ever get the chance… Thoughts of a possible child between him and Zalaria made him feel a bit dizzy, even surreal. Besides, they weren’t even married yet, and then, what would she have to say about the idea? He would definitely have to approach that conversation as delicately as possible. 

     Focusing back on the task at hand, Xar laid his hands on the man’s injured arm and let the Force flow through him. “By the way, do you know if it’s a boy or girl yet? Thought of any names?”

     Thrakus laughed lightly. “Well, we do know the baby’s gender, and we’ve got an idea on what the name will be. But, if you don’t mind, we’re hoping to keep it secret until the baby’s born, as a surprise for everyone. I know everyone’s talking about it; I think we’ll have plenty of offers for help in the raising.”

     The young man gasped in pain as the broken bone fused back together with an audible crack. “Ah, it’s cold!” he blurted, grabbing his wrist with his other hand. Xar took his hands away, and a moment later Slocum’s breathing had returned to normal.

     “Wow. The pain is virtually gone,” he said, flexing his fingers in awe. “Thank you, Master.”

     “None needed. You’ll still need to go easy on it for a while; it could still be sore,” Xar said, wiping his sweaty hands on his pants legs. He looked back up at Thrakus. “Don’t worry, Kiz. I know it’s going to turn out all right. It’s a dangerous time to bring a new life into the galaxy, but if babies weren’t born during wars, then the current generation wouldn’t exist.”

     “True enough,” Thrakus said thoughtfully.

     “At any rate,” Xar said, standing. “I’ll be looking forward to the news, and the surprise.”

     “So will I,” Kiz grinned.

     Slocum gave each of them a respectful bow before taking his leave. Then Ralagos, Xar, and Thrakus headed back out into the hallway. They hadn’t gone far when he sensed the Force impression of another Jedi with whom he was familiar. He knew the Force signatures of all his close friends and all those he had trained, and although they usually repressed their natural outward senses, this one was wide open for some reason. It seemed she was looking for him.

     They’d made it through the hallway almost to the turbolifts when she appeared. Stepping out of the second lift, she turned toward them and stopped in surprise, obviously not expecting to see him so immediately. She recovered quickly though, and stepped toward them purposefully. Rynn Mariel was dressed in civilian clothes now, a plain shirt and pants, and her hair was braided behind her, extending more than halfway down her back. 

    “Master Kerensky,” she said smoothly. “May I speak with you for a moment?” 

     Xar could see a fire behind her dark green eyes, one that he’d seen several times before when she was angry about something. He nodded curtly, then turned toward his two companions. “Kiz, Ralagos, go on ahead. I’ll try to meet up with you for lunch.”

     “Um, okay,” Thrakus said, arching an eyebrow but otherwise leaving any questions unasked. He and Ralagos stepped around her into the turbolift, closing the doors behind them.

     “So what can I do for you, Rynn?” he asked after they’d left. He offered a slight smile to try and soften her expression. It did, somewhat.

     “We can take the other lift up, if you want,” she said. 

     He nodded, and she led him into the other turbolift and set it for the ground floor. Then she turned to look at him. “Master Kerensky, I know it isn’t my place to inquire about your affairs, but…” she began.

     “You can call me Xar,” he broke in. “You’re one of my friends, Rynn. I trust you, and value your advice. That’s why I promoted you to Crusader. You can ask me about anything,” he said.

     “Very well,” she nodded. “Thank you. I think that this is something that needs to be said, and concerns more than just yourself. Well… Derek stopped by my room a while ago. Xar, I think you’re being too hard on him.”

     “Are you referring to today’s training incident?” he asked her.

    “Partially, yes,” she said. Crossing her arms in front of her, she leaned back against the turbolift wall. “He said that you’re pushing him to become stronger, and that he wants to fight against the AD. Xar, he’s just a boy. He shouldn’t have to worry about such things. You wouldn’t actually consider sending him into combat against them, would you?”

     He waited patiently until she finished speaking, but her last words sent a spark of indignation rising inside him. “Rynn, I would never do that. I have no intention whatsoever of exposing Derek to real battle. He is far too young, and though powerful, he has no experience. To send him up against the Altarin’Dakor would be to kill him.”

     She sighed out in obvious relief. “Well, I knew you were wiser than that. But why go so hard on him in training? Why does he have to be trained at all?”

     “It’s not really my intention to train him hard,” he said truthfully. He thought back to the incident earlier, when Derek had demanded to keep going further. “Derek wants to train to the fullest of his abilities, and he wants to help us fight. That’s a child’s nature, but Derek seems to fear nothing at all. Often I find that he’s pushing me, actually.” He gave a slight smile at that.

     “Well, I just want to make sure you have his best interests in mind, not yours, if I may be so frank. Derek isn’t your son, even though you seem to have adopted each other, and you’ve treated him well as any father should. But he’s part of all our family. I just don’t want to see him hurt because the training is pushing him.”

     Xar shrugged and grasped the handrail next to him. The turbolift was about to reach the ground level. “Derek is a very unique boy,” he said. “I love him like he was my own son. I’m certain that his latent Force abilities are going to come out naturally, whether he trains or not. If he doesn’t learn to control them, then he could be a hazard, not only to himself, but to anyone around him.”

     “And that’s why you’re training him?” she asked.

     “Yes. I believe so.” He paused for a moment, trying to form the words he wanted to say. “Rynn, I want to tell you something that I’d like you to keep between us,” he said, letting his voice drop to a quieter tone. 

     She looked up at him expectantly, her eyes widening. If only she knew how important this information might be someday…

     “We all have a natural limit to our Force Potential,” he began. “Most Jedi don’t train hard enough to bump up against that level, but it can be done. It’s a natural part of the Power focus. Of course, you know this much already. It takes away your sense in other areas of the Force.” He stared down at the floor of the lift, suddenly gripping the handrail hard. “Rynn, I’ve reached the point where I can’t go any further. Something I learned from the AD: fifty thousand – by our Force Scanners – is the limit, even among the most powerful Jedi. People like the Emperor, Skywalker, Exar Kun - it doesn’t matter. No one knows why, but excepting the Warlords, that’s as high as you can go. I’ve been at that level for a month now, and no matter how hard I train, I can’t go any higher. I know how powerful that seems to you – it’s more than anyone else in the New Imperium or the known galaxy – but inside, I know that it’s not enough. Not nearly enough. There must be a way to go higher, and if there is, I have to find it, if we’re to have any chance of survival.”

     Her brow was narrowed in concern as she listened, eyes fixed. Suddenly the turbolift stopped, and he turned to look at her just before the doors opened.

     “Rynn, the reason I am telling you this is because of Derek. It’s because… I believe that Derek doesn’t have a limit.” He paused, letting the simple words sink in. “Do you know what that means? There may be no limit to his Force Potential. He won’t just be the most powerful Jedi ever, he’ll become something different, something greater than we can even imagine.”

     “Are you sure? What… What would that mean?” Rynn asked as the doors swished open.

     “I don’t know entirely,” he said, stepping forward. She moved alongside to follow. The corridor was empty around them, so he continued.

     “But I do know some things. First, it means that he must learn to control his power. Secondly, it means that if the wrong person finds out what we know, then Derek’s life will be in serious danger. And finally,” he said, looking straight at her, “it means that we have to keep him safe at any cost. He has some destiny to fulfill, something greater than all of us, and it’s fallen into our custody to make sure he’s ready for it.”

     Slowly, she nodded. “If that’s true, then I think I understand why you’re doing what you’re doing. Thank you for trusting me enough to tell me this.”

     He turned to look back the way they were heading. “Don’t worry, Rynn. It may sound crazy. But I’m not out of my mind just yet.” He walked forward, his grin fading as he thought about that. “Not yet,” he said.
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Briefing Room


Titan-class Battleship Nexus


0700 Hours

“Are you out of your friggin’ mind!?”

     Maarek Stele stood at brisk attention as the man in front of him continued his ear-shattering berating. Commodore Laskley stood in front of him, his face livid with anger. “What were you trying to do, start a full-scale war?”

     “No, sir.” Maarek tried hard not to flinch as the man’s spittle sprayed on the front of his uniform tunic.

     The middle-aged officer ignored Maarek’s obligatory answers, his face a mask of anger. “Do you have any idea how close you came to being killed? I had to convince the ship’s gunnery officer not to shoot you after we had you sedated and under tow! That aircraft you hopped into for your little joyride costs more than you’ll ever earn in your whole life. I just hope this crazy stunt you pulled doesn’t completely destroy our relations with our generous friends here,” Laskley said, pausing to give a respectful nod to the Altarin’Dakor officer present. A tall, well-built man in his middle years, he had a clean-shaven head and wore a remarkably plain, gray uniform. Ignoring Laskley’s remark, he stood at attention, staring straight out in front of him.

     Maarek repressed a sigh. He really shouldn’t have to stand here like this. He had nothing to do with this ship or the NI contingent stationed here, and the commodore technically didn’t have the authority to hold him here. All this yelling was just for show, to kiss up to the AD present. They needed to alienate Maarek in order to prove how grateful they were for the Altarin’Dakor’s help. What a farce.

     “Are you listening to me, Commander!?” Laskley shouted, interrupting Maarek’s thoughts.

     “Yes sir,” Maarek answered, stiffening.

    “Well? I asked you a question!” Laskley’s expression turned decidedly impatient.

     What question had it been? Maarek thought frantically. Maybe he was asking for Maarek’s reasons again. But he was too late to respond.

     “I see,” Laskley said gruffly, one eyebrow arched high. “Well, I hope your little trip was worth it, because your chances of getting a squadron of the new Avatars flew out into the Void along with you!”

     Instinctively, Maarek clenched his fists tight, seething inside. He managed to keep from making an outburst, though. I don’t have to take this, he thought to himself. What does he know? He doesn’t have the authority.
    “But I tell you one thing, mister,” Laskley continued. “You’re not causing any more trouble for me. I want you off my ship. I’ve contacted the NIMB on this, and they’ve given me these instructions.” He thrust a hand out to a waiting ensign, who placed a sheet of flimsy in his hand. He thrust it toward Maarek.

     “Whatever possessed you to try and steal an AD fighter craft is beyond me. Obviously you’re either insane or suffering from some serious stress and tension. Here, do you know what this means?”

     “No sir,” Maarek answered, taking the paper and looking curiously down at it.

     “Exception order 1138. It’s a tour of absence,” Laskley said. “You’ve been assigned shore leave on Jengar. The rest of your squadron will be going with you.”

     This time, Maarek couldn’t contain his reaction. “What?!” he exploded in anger. “You can’t be serious! There’s a war going on! Jengar’s a backwater – nobody goes there. Even the AD haven’t gone there.”

     “Which is why it’s a perfect place for an insubordinate officer like you, isn’t it?” the commodore said, his tone full of sarcasm. “The last thing you need is to interact with Altarin’Dakor. You’re to head for Jengar immediately. There, you’ll hook up with the local security forces and stay there until you’re deemed fit to return to full duty.”

     Maarek blinked at the paper in disbelief, then looked back up at the commodore. “This is outrageous!”

     “No, you’re the outrageous one, Stele,” Laskley retorted. “Now take your squadron and your fighters and get off this ship, and if you’re not off within half an hour I’ll have your fighters towed out and dropped off into space! I don’t want another word out of you. Now go!”
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The nine TIE Avatars floated silently out of the hangar and into space. Maarek spun his fighter around on its axis, watching the gigantic gray hull of the Nexus pass by slowly in front of him. “I’m sorry, guys,” he said into the commlink, letting all his regret and shame pour out. It wasn’t his first apology to the team.

     “It’s no big deal, Commander,” Rann Wosper’s voice came back first. “We all would’ve wanted to get behind the controls of an AD fighter.”
     “Besides, we really don’t know if we can trust them. They’re still Altarin’Dakor,” Bast Vlagen, head of Flight Two, added.

     Tanya Vinikoro’s voice was the last to comment. “That Commodore doesn’t have any real power anyway. He’s just there to kiss butts to get what we want, and he knows that’s what he’s there for, too. I’d say he’s as worthy of our suspicions as the rest. Shore leave on Jengar won’t be bad compared to spending time under that jerk. Besides, we’ll be back soon. They can’t afford to keep us on the sidelines.”
     “All right, watch it,” Maarek said, letting some mirth filter into his voice, overriding his frustrations a bit. “They might be listening, you know.”

     “I doubt it, sir. They’re preparing to jump,” Narm Greyrunner, Inferno’s newest pilot, spoke up.

     Maarek looked out and could see that the Titan’s speed was increasing. Uncountable windows, sensor arrays and gun ports were passing by outside his fighter’s viewport. Despite their distance, the width of the ship was still too large to see in one glance, and the incredible length was more than the eye could even discern. Watching the city-like expanse moving in front of him, Maarek nodded. “Well, we don’t want to be around when that happens. It’s time for us to be off, too. Next stop: Jengar.” He tried not to sigh as he input the coordinates into the navicomputer and led the squadron into hyperspace. He wasn’t looking forward to telling Xar or Dogar about this.
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Chapter Four


Cafeteria


Royal Varnusian Palace


1200 Hours


The cafeteria was fairly packed as noon arrived over the capital of Varnus. Located centrally inside the Royal Palace, it was a hub that everyone usually visited at some point during the day. And lunch time was the busiest part of the day, the time when all sorts of interesting characters showed up.

     The cafeteria was huge, meant to accommodate all the Jedi staying at the palace at once. Its tiled floor was lined with tables of various shapes and sizes, to accommodate those looking for privacy or group meetings. The food bar took up a whole side of the room, offering a respectable variety of gastronomic delights for a variety of tastes and digestive tracts. With at least fifty different species represented throughout the palace, a large variation was necessary. Unfortunately, sometimes one species’ delicacy could upset another’s stomach.

     Rynn sat at one of the circular tables by the wall, which was, at the moment, populated by all women. It wasn’t a scarcity of female Jedi in the Division; Jedi of all races and genders had managed to form friendships together well. It was just that Rynn enjoyed spending time with Oriana Ciorin, Lorien Kal, Calleah, and Melia Tai. Besides, there were many things that warranted discussion these days, and her friends all led quite interesting lives. Especially with Lorien’s impending delivery, and Calleah’s husband, ‘Omega’ Kira, generating all kinds of humorous situations out of everyday life. 

     All the women there were either Jedi or Jedi-in-training, except for Calleah, who while not Force-sensitive still lived in the palace because she was married to a Jedi. Her husband was at another table, with his usual training mates, including Draken Ar’Kell, and a new character who was making a real fool out of himself with his food. Rynn didn’t pay them too much attention, though. Also at the table with Rynn was Oriana Ciorin, with whom she got along pretty well despite her being gung-ho Gui Sun Paan’s wife. The woman was enjoying a Kaav’Klan –or Sigman – specialty, which she was using a pair of thin wooden sticks – Kev’et – to eat with. Notably missing from their group was Nadia Ispen, the woman in Xar’s “posse” with dyed white hair. Rynn didn’t get along too well with Nadia, who was always in favor of Xar’s more extreme and sometimes ruthless attempts to stamp out traitors and other enemies. She supposed that Nadia had some friends, although she certainly was more aloof and had less in common with the other women here. Even their backgrounds kept them apart – Nadia was the daughter of rich Imperials from Coruscant, and Rynn didn’t consider her to be fully rid of her Imperialistic mindset. Furthermore, the woman had already been fully trained in the Jedi arts, having been a member of the independent Force users the Jensaari before coming to the NI.
     At any rate, Oriana and the other two women at the table were absorbed in conversation at the moment. Lorien Kal was beside her, sitting a little farther away from the table than everyone else. Lorien was very pregnant at this point, and everyone was so enthusiastic about the birth that at times it seemed people wanted to speed up the process. It was understandable, though. This was one of the few things that people could use to take their minds of the impending doom of the Altarin’Dakor invasion.

     “Lorien, I have to say I envy you,” Calleah was saying. “I can’t imagine what it must be like. And all the attention! You’d better have that baby soon, or it looks like you’re going to explode!”

     Rynn winced at the comment, but Lorien laughed lightly. “You and Omega should get busy, too. What are you waiting on, anyway?”

     Calleah flushed, and shook her head. “Well, he’s not quite ready yet, with the war and all. But anyway, what’s the baby’s name? You can’t keep hiding it forever! It’s not fair that I’m not a Jedi. I bet the rest of you already know.”

     Lorien exchanged knowing looks with Rynn. “It doesn’t quite work that way, Kali. But oh well. Kiz really wants to keep it a secret, but I’ll give you a hint. We’re thinking about the name Seydinl.”

     “Isn’t that a Dathomiri name?” the remaining woman at the table said. It was Melia Tai, also a native of Dathomir. Unlike Lorien Kal, who had been recruited from the Singing Mountain Clan during a Division mission on her homeworld, Melia had once been a Nightsister, a member of the dark-side clan of witches and dire enemies of the rest of the Dathomiri women. But Melia was different: disillusioned with the way that the dark-siders were doing things, she’d defected and snuck aboard the shuttle along with Lorien and the Division members. Now she was firmly in the Jedi Order and rising quickly. Rynn shook her head in wonder. How Xar had managed to ally such a wide range of beings from all across the galaxy, she had no idea. Melia was fairly strong in the Force and had quickly made the transition from Dathomiran spell-songs to what they now called the ‘True Force’. At any rate, Melia was proving a quick study, having just gained her Jedi Knighthood. She was pretty, with her shoulder-length brown hair fixed into long curls, and she readily wore makeup like the rest of the modern galaxy. Few Dathomiran cultural giveaways remained in her, unlike Lorien, who still enjoyed singing and other traditions.

     “Yes, it is a Dathomiri name,” Lorien nodded happily. “We both feel that we should pass on and teach our child her heritage.”

    “So it is a girl,” Calleah said, grinning mischievously at Lorien’s slip.

    “Oh come on now. You can’t tell anyone that,” Lorien protested.

    Rynn smiled. “Don’t worry, we’ll keep her quiet,” she said, narrowing her eyes towards Kali for a brief instant before taking another sip of her mineral water.

     “By the way,” Oriana said around a mouthful of vegetables, “What is wrong with your husband and his friends?” She arched an eyebrow and nodded back toward the center of the room.

     Rynn turned to look, and suppressed a laugh. The men were out of earshot, but Omega was waving his hands and saying something to a man she’d never seen before. The stranger was standing up, having spilled food all over his shirt, while Draken had buried his head in his hands, laughing. Then the stranger actually picked up a piece of bread and shoved it into Omega’s face. Rynn couldn’t help bursting out laughing at that, along with the other women at the table, except for Calleah, whose face turned red.

     The brief moment of laughter was over all too quickly, though. Suddenly Oriana’s expression went blank, and her eyes narrowed as she stared over Rynn’s shoulder toward the entrance. “Well, look who just showed up.”

     Rynn spun in her chair, and looked to see who Nadia was talking about. Even before she did, she felt a distinct presence enter the room. There, just coming through the entranceway, was a tall, dark-haired woman in a flowing white dress. She was beautiful and dark-skinned. Her face was a mask of serenity, and she stared straight ahead, head turned slightly up as if she thought herself above everyone else in the room.

     “Who does she think she is?” Oriana muttered under her breath. “I swear I’ve never seen such a snooty woman.”

     Rynn nodded inwardly. It was, of course, Zalaria. She didn’t know much about the woman, except that she was an Altarin’Dakor who had returned with Xar. His lover, or at least his girlfriend, or betrothed or… whatever she was.

     “The way the former Grand Master ogles after her, I’m sure it only increases the size of her gigantic ego,” Calleah said. She’d said former referring to Xar as if it were a derogatory term. Rynn narrowed her eyes, but said nothing.

     “Just watch what you’re saying,” Lorien spoke up. “We don’t know that much about her, and we also don’t know how much of our conversation may find its way back to her. There’s a lot of distrust toward the AD living here with us. We don’t want to incite anything.”

     Rynn met Lorien’s eyes and nodded her agreement. It was true; even now, Rynn could see a group of four Jedicon – three men and one woman – sitting by themselves at a table on the other side of the room. The other tables around them were decidedly empty. Everyone gave them a wide berth, which seemed to be fine with them - they congregated exclusively among one another, anyway.

     Rynn kept an eye on Zalaria as she strode through the room, her very presence causing people to make room for her. She didn’t approach the other Altarin’Dakor, though, but instead continued through the cafeteria into one of the other rooms. After she had left, the room suddenly seemed spacious again.

      “That’s one woman I don’t want to meet alone in one of the corridors,” Rynn said. Her words were met with a chorus of nods from the others.


“Oh stang, here comes Xar,” Draken said, suddenly wishing he could be anywhere else but his current location. Across the table from him, Omega was still arguing childishly with their new “friend”, who was patting Omega’s shoulder in a condescending expression. 

     “Hey man, you’ve got to learn proper manners here on Varnus. Forks are not equal to combs,” Omega continued, uselessly trying to talk some sense into the strange man who had just appeared in the palace and attached himself to the two Jedi within the past couple of days. It seemed like an eternity already. Draken was quite sure the man was insane – in fact, he was the looniest coot that Draken had ever laid eyes on. It wasn’t mental retardation, it was utter lunacy. And the horrendous fact was that Omega had taken right in with the fellow, saying that “he’ll fit right in with the rest of the guys here”. For the thousandth time Draken wondered how he’d ever gotten stuck with Omega in the first place.

     Omega either hadn’t heard Draken’s remark or was too absorbed to care, because he was clearly oblivious to the Grand Master approaching him from behind. Xar appeared to have come in for some other reason, then decided to stop by when he noticed the three of them sitting together. Draken tried to make himself as inconspicuous as possible, and as Xar drew closer, he brought his hands up and shook his head in a subtle warning for Xar not to approach. Under the circumstances he had no idea what the new man might do. I don’t even know his name… “Why me?” Draken moaned.

     All too soon, Xar was there, offering a professional smile for the two Jedi. “How’s it coming, Draken, Omega? Good to see you around.”

     Draken smiled and returned the nod, hoping the man would leave before something bad happened. He was too late. Almost instantly, the weird man spun around to face Xar, snatching something off the table as he turned.

     "I got ID card!" the man said, holding up a leather pouch with identification card and waving it around with his fingers. He brought his hands up to his mouth, forming a cup with a hole for his mouth to speak through. "I'm gonna drive a hovercaaar…" he whispered. The mad gleam in his eyes was all too visible.

     Wordlessly, leaving his expression completely blank, Xar turned around and walked away. The insane man watched after him as if wondering what was the matter. Then, once Xar was gone, he shrugged and turned to look back at Omega. “I like cheese,” he said sheepishly.

     Draken put his hands back over his face in shame. “I don’t even want to know,” he muttered.

     “So what’s your name again?” Omega asked, jovially as before. Draken honestly didn’t know whether the man was sincerely stupid or whether he was putting on an act. He seemed to have bouts of insanity coupled with moments of sheer genius. It was completely incomprehensible.

     Draken couldn’t really understand the man’s mumbled response, but it sounded something like “Mall-Duke”. Whatever that meant; Draken really didn’t care. I really need to find another position in the NI, and fast, he thought for the tenth time that day.
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Main Entrance


Senate Complex, Tralaria


0930 Hours


The shuttle touched down smoothly onto the spacious landing pad, and Nico was down the ramp with his bags almost before it fully descended. An attaché was there to meet him with a waiting hovercar, which quickly transported the new Senator toward the massive building that was the New Imperial Senate’s main complex. 

     As the hovercar sped him across the broad street toward the entrance, Nico watched the scenery passing by outside the window. It was morning here on Tralaria, though due to the time difference in traveling, his body thought it was still the middle of the night. Outside, he could see the palm trees swaying gently in the tropical sea breeze; the ocean was less than a kilometer away. The air smelled of salt and maritime air. Very little land mass was present on Tralaria, but still, the native Tralarians lived in structures both above and below the water. The climate ranged from temperate to hot in the region where the NI had settled, and today looked like it would be one of the warmer days, enough that he could already feel sweat forming beneath his thick diplomatic uniform.

     Finally the vehicle proceeded through one of the larger entrances and up a service ramp. There it came to a rest, and Nico exited and took the nearly turbolift up to the main level. He emerged inside a massive, multilevel atrium large enough to hold a small cruiser. The spacious interior area was brightly lit and bustling with beings of a myriad of different races. Large marble columns stood here and there for support and decoration, and in the center of the chamber, a massive skylight gave a view of the deep blue sky, shining down over a central garden with flora from dozens of different worlds.

     He hadn’t been standing there long before someone came to greet him. To his surprise, he recognized the figure quickly approaching him from the central garden area. It was the Senate Secretary himself, a man who’d held that office ever since the first Diktat term under Xar, then under Ryskar D’larit. He had chosen to stay on even after the Diktat’s brutal assassination. Jan Brucmack had also been an Admiral in the Dark Lightning Strike Fleet, before and during Nico’s leadership of that fleet. Seeing his friend brought an involuntary smile to Nico’s face.

     “Nico! So you made it here in one piece after all!” the approaching man said, grinning ear to ear.

     “Brucmack, how are you old man? Don’t worry about me, I’m just surprised to see you’ve survived this long,” Nico said, laughing. “I didn’t know you were going to meet me personally.”

     “Well, I’d thought about making a big sign with the name NICO on it, just to make sure you saw me,” the Secretary replied, exchanging hands with Nico. “Things are crazy as a Hutt on ryll, but it’s still my job to greet new representatives. I heard Alyx gave you charge of the Jedi’s representation here. How is the Division they doing these days?”

     “As well as can be expected,” Nico answered. “Everything’s going at double-pace in preparation for an enemy attack. But let’s not dwell on that right now. What have you been doing?”

     “Same as always, sir: trying to make sense of it all. My ex and I are getting back together… I think.”

     “Well, congratulations,” Nico said sincerely. He suddenly thought of Nareni, and wondered how long it’d be until he could see her again. “I knew you two were right for each other. By the way, what do you mean by ‘things are crazy’?”

     “It’s odd, but we’ve had some visitors within the last couple of days,” Brucmack said. “A group of people calling themselves the ‘Vey’ have come here and appealed to the Senate for a kind of asylum.”

     “What kind of people?”

     “They kind of remind me of the Altarin’Dakor human races we’ve seen. Very fair, quite different features from normal humans. Supposedly they’ve come in from the Rim. There’s only one ship-full of them, but it’s causing quite a stir. Giving Dogar headaches here with his last few days in office.”

     “I wondered how he was holding up,” Nico nodded. “I heard he was really shaken up after Mizar. But then, we all were.”

     “He seemed a bit better after you had been rescued.” Brucmack gave a wan smile. “But the disaster in the nebula a while back put him looking grim again. Things are definitely hectic, with Diktat elections only days away. I hope you’ve been well briefed, because you’re about to get thrown into the thick of it.”

     “Who’s running this term?” Nico asked.

     “Berkana from the Star Vipers, Virzixl from Sigma Prime, and Rytor, head of Intel. As you’ve heard, Dogar’s not running.”

     “I’d heard as much,” Nico nodded. “Just wanted to confirm it. So, where will I be staying this time?”

     “Oh, almost forgot about that,” Brucmack said, reaching into his pocket and procuring a datacard and electronic key. “I’ve got all that for you right here. Your quarters are on the tenth floor, suite 205-B. Same kind as before. Your things are already being delivered there. Also, the datacard will get you up to speed on all the issues currently on the table, including the elections. Since you’ve been a Senator before, you know your way around.”

     “Right. Well, I’ll go settle in then,” Nico said, taking the items. “Are you free for lunch later?”

     “Should be. Let’s hit the Deep Coral Restaurant on the first floor. It’s kind of expensive, but they’ve got the best food here.”

     “Sounds good,” Nico nodded. “See you there.”


As Nico entered his quarters, he knew automatically that something was wrong. He felt a presence through the Force, a powerful energy in the room. He was not alone. Instinctively he turned to his left, looking deeper into the room…

     And froze.

     In the sitting area, sprawled out on one of the couches, was a man. He wasn’t very remarkable physically, with an average face and short-cropped brown hair. When Nico entered the man looked up, a merely half-interested look on his face. But Nico recognized this intruder - it was the same man he’d fought two years ago, on the planet Kryshran, a man he’d thought was dead. Obviously he was alive, but something was different about him now. The eyes set him apart. Nico didn’t need to see the power behind them to know that his life was in mortal danger. 

     As soon as Nico’s eyes fell on the intruder, his body went stiff. Vague familiarities and half-memories sprang into his mind, glimpses of the past that he hadn’t realized he’d forgotten. He remembered being spread out on a table in a dark room, the Altarin’Dakor scientists looking over him – and then this man, boring down into his mind and subconscious. But this was no man in front of him; it was something more. An alien being lived inside him. He simply happened to be in a human form – for the moment. For a brief moment Nico fought the reaction happening inside him, inside his mind. Then the alien spoke two words.

   “Nos Salam.”

     Almost instantly, the person known as Nico was gone. Instead, his consciousness had been supplanted, suppressed by a new, underlying one. Basic enough, it could fulfill its one needed purpose – following orders.

     “Good morning, my pet,” the creature said, a conceited expression on its face. “You kept us waiting. I’d expected you here sooner.”

     Nico said nothing. The creature hadn’t asked him a question or given him a command as of yet. There was no reason to make himself heard.

     The creature seemed to study him for a moment, then smiled and nodded. “It is about time you arrived. I have a special assignment for you here, something requiring your position within the New Imperium.”

     Distantly, memories returned to Nico, though he saw them from an emotionless void. The man had once been called Rofel, a former Jedicon emissary for the Altarin’Dakor. But now he was known by another name: Queklain. A dead Warlord’s spirit had consumed the Jedicon’s body, completely overriding it. Fortunate; the creature had originally wanted someone else. Nareni. The thought was distant now, without weight. It didn’t matter.

     “Tell me, will you follow my commands with undying loyalty?” Queklain asked.

     “Completely,” Nico said, his voice sounding hollow distant to his ears. Inside, he screamed, struggling to get out, but to no avail. He was merely a bystander, watching this.
     The creature smiled, turning to sit up straight. “Of course you will. You are here because I wish it, pet. You live because I wish it. That is why I saved you from death and made you into my servant. And now the time has come for you to fulfill your duties for me.”

     Mizar. Flashes of scenes passed before Nico’s eyes, of waking up on the asteroid base, of being subjected to the experiments, the scans… But there was no anger at what Queklain had done. This personality lived only to serve the wishes of his Shok’Thola.

     “You see this man?” the being asked, gesturing to his right

     For the first time, Nico noticed that someone else was in the room, sitting in one of the chairs in the corner. In his state, he vaguely recognized the man as Gene Rytor, a former Imperial Moff and known in small circles for his Intelligence Network, which he’d used to the New Imperium’s benefit many times. Nico nodded at the gray-haired human, who sat with a thoughtful expression. Distantly Nico remembered Brucmack’s former words about him. Who else is running, he’d asked.

     “Listen to me.” Queklain said. “You know this man. You will make sure that he becomes the next Diktat of the New Imperium. He also belongs to me, but unlike you, he serves me of his own free will. For my plan to advance further, he must be elected. Do you understand?”

     Nico nodded absently.

     “You will not speak of me to anyone else, nor will you reveal this man’s identity to anyone else.” At Nico’s second nod, he continued. “You will live as long as you prove useful to me. You will do as I say, and when you have fulfilled all that I can use you for, you will be extinguished.” The creature smiled cruelly. “After all, you brought me back to the living, and gave me this body. I still have to repay you in full for what you did. And you will not die until you have been totally humiliated, after you watch your friends die because you have betrayed them.”

     “Yes,” Nico said obediently. Of course. That was how it was supposed to be.

     “Now go about your business and prepare for the elections. When we are gone, you will not remember us. And when the time comes, you will generate support for him, of your own free will,” Queklain commanded.

     Nico bowed, indicating his acceptance of the input. The two other men began to rise.

     Moments later, they were gone. Nico blinked, then looked around, taking stock of his new apartment. He looked down at the datacard in his hand, and shook his head. I’d better get to work on this, he thought. Going through the election mess was going to take a long time, and he wanted to meet up with Brucmack for lunch…
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Royal Palace


Varnus


1830 Hours


Rynn strode through the palace corridors, alone in thought. It had been an eventful day. Her mind wandered through the things that had happened, from Xar’s revelations to her about himself and Derek, to the mysterious incident at lunch. And it wasn’t even over yet. She still had her meditative training to do, which was where she was heading for now. Bren was probably already waiting for her, and she didn’t want to keep him like that. The more time they had together, the more she could learn. He seemed to know so much about the Force naturally, calling up memories from his former lifetime. Rynn wished she could live as deeply in the Force as he, someday. 

     With her thoughts focused elsewhere, she almost didn’t see one of the side doors opening up right in front her before it happened. She caught herself an instant too late, and as a figure emerged from the doorway she bumped slightly against the woman’s shoulder before she could move out of the way. She stepped back and looked up, straight into the face of the last person she could possibly want to see… 

     Zalaria. Oh, no. The thought came up on its own, followed by the sudden urge to panic. The Altarin’Dakor woman’s face turned to look down at Rynn, her gaze full of nothing but contempt. She was nothing like the haughty queen that Rynn had seen in public; here she held an air of something more primal and unchecked about her.

     “Watch where you’re going,” the woman said, eyes narrowing. A chill shot up Rynn’s spine at that menacing look.

     “It was an accident, I’m sorry,” Rynn explained, shrugging. “Cut me some slack, okay?”

     “Just get out of my way,” Zalaria said, shouldering past Rynn roughly. She started off, without even looking back.

     Shocked by such rudeness, Rynn shot a hand out to stop the woman and ask what the problem was. If this woman had something against Rynn personally, then she needed to know about it, try and settle their differences. Before she knew it, she had laid a hand on the woman’s arm. “Hold on a minute…” she began…

     That was the last thing she remembered saying before the hand hit her face. Suddenly, Rynn was up against the wall, her words still echoing in the hallway. Somehow, Zalaria had spun and grabbed her by her cheeks one-handed, her mouth pinched between thumb and forefinger, thrusting her up against the wall hard enough to drive the breath out of her. The woman now held her aloft with one arm, her fingers squeezing Rynn’s cheeks together so hard her vision started to swim.

     “Don’t… ever… touch me again,” the woman said, staring up at Rynn with a gaze that froze her stomach into ice. In it she should see something more than spite, more than arrogance. Her eyes held something Rynn could only describe as… raw power, coupled with wisdom beyond Rynn’s imagination. They looked… ancient. Under that gaze, Rynn felt like a little girl being disciplined by her grandmother.

     Rynn grunted in pain as the pressure started to overwhelm her. She brought her hands up to grab the woman’s wrist for support, but as she did the pressure increased even further.  Letting her hands drop, she tried to push back her shock and fear, and call upon the Force for calm. Maybe this woman was about to kill her. If so, she would meet her death like a Jedi, not whimpering like a child.

     Then, without warning, the woman let go. Rynn dropped the several centimeters to the floor, knees buckling beneath her. She fell into a seated position, grabbing her throbbing face with both hands. 

     Zalaria said nothing as she turned and walked away. Rynn didn’t look up; she just saw the woman’s feet and long dress slide by, and heard her heeled boots echoing down the corridor. 

     A few minutes later Rynn felt well enough to stand. As she looked down the way the woman had gone, a flurry of mixed emotions surged through her. Shock. Anger. Fear. Her instinctive urge was to go tell Xar exactly what had happened and demand an apology from the Altarin’Dakor woman. But, she wondered, would the woman apologize even if Xar asked her to? Then again, would Xar ask her to in the first place? After all, rumor was that he was the one following after her. And now Rynn understood why. 

     In the space of that short moment, stretched out to seem like an eternity, she had felt a hint of a kind of power she’d never felt before, one she wouldn’t have even believed existed had she not experienced it personally. The way Zalaria had casually held her up, effortlessly, somehow making Rynn feel as helpless as a baby… 

     There was something about her that Xar wasn’t telling the rest of them. Then again, maybe it was something Xar didn’t know at all…
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Grand Master’s Chambers


Royal Palace, Varnus


2100 Hours


“Come in.”

     Xar pushed open the double wooden doors and entered the Grand Master’s office. Misnera was sitting behind his desk as usual studying his computer screen along with various sheets of flimsy. It was a duty Xar had been well-acquainted with during his tenure as leader of the Jedi. He was definitely glad to be rid of it, now.

     “Xar,” Alyx said, looking up. He pulled the papers together into a stack and set them to the side. 

     Glancing around, Xar noticed the room wasn’t empty. To his surprise, Icis was already there, standing over near the wall next to the bookcase. Funny how he was now advising the new Grand Master as he had done with Xar. He hadn’t given up on Xar completely though, of course. On the nearby couches sat Kiz Thrakus and Atridd Xoan. Apparently a meeting of some kind had been called. “You wanted to see me?” Xar asked the Grand Master.

     “Take a look at this,” Alyx said, sliding a small Holoprojector on Xar’s side of the desk. “It just came in from Tralar.”

     As Xar watched, the projector activated, and a square image almost half a meter wide appeared over the desk. The hologram coalesced into a view of space, then turned to show a deep blue world encircled by a triple ring system. It was Tralaria, capital world of the New Imperium. Around it he could see countless ships orbiting in the distance, including some with the distinctive dagger-shape of Star Destroyers. As the movie continued, another ship came into view, a different design he didn’t recognize. It was oval-shaped and smooth, with unfamiliar markings and several antennae projecting from its sides. The camera recording the event listed the ship as being around three kilometers in length.

     “They call themselves the Vey,” the Grand Master said, answering Xar’s unspoken question. “They arrived two days ago and requested sanctuary from the Altarin’Dakor. They came in the direction of the Rim.”

     “Really?” Xar looked up, his interest piqued. “So they came out of Altarin’Dakor space? They crossed the Great Rift?”

     “Apparently so. They manage to speak an accented form of Basic, so they explained their situation. It also appears they can understand Altarin’Dakor.”

     “Really? What did they say?”

     Alyx shrugged. “Supposedly they’re from the outer spiral arm, which as you know is AD space. They say they’ve been fighting the Altarin’Dakor for years, only now the enemy’s making a stronger push than ever before. That ship there is the only one left.” He gestured toward the hologram.

     “The Vey,” Xar said thoughtfully. He’d never heard of them before, nor had Zalaria mentioned them. He’d have to ask her. “Sounds like a typical asylum case to me. What’s the big deal?” he asked.

     “Well, we’re not sure if they want to stay here or are just passing through,” Alyx said. “However, the Diktat feels that due to their experience fighting the AD, they may have some viable tactics we can learn from them, and use ourselves. But Dogar doesn’t have the time right now, so he sent this message to us.”

     “He wants us to handle the diplomatic side of things and see what they know,” Xar finished, seeing where the conversation was leading. “That’s why you’ve brought us together.”

     Alyx nodded. “It’s been given Priority One status. The Vey will be coming here to Varnus with an NI escort. I guess we’ll have to entertain them for a while, so we need to decide how we’re going to set it up.” He looked over at Thrakus and Xoan, who nodded and began standing.

     “This really isn’t a good time for this,” Xar said, feeling agitated. “Having sudden diplomatic responsibilities thrust on our shoulders when an attack could come at any moment is not a good idea.”

     “Well, if you’ve got qualms about doing this, there’s one more aspect to the Vey that may sweeten the deal,” Xoan spoke up.

     “Oh? And what’s that?” Xar asked.

     Grand Master Misnera smiled. “It appears that the Vey are Force Sensitive… All of them.”
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Chapter Five


Vectur, Varnus


Following Day


2100 Hours


Xar leaned back in the plush chair, staring out at the night cityscape of Vectur. Rain fell softly against the window, collecting in droplets that ran down the window beside him. 

     “Are you sure about this?” he asked. “We don’t know how these Vey will respond if they realize you’re an Altarin’Dakor.”

     Zalaria looked over at him and smiled. “I think I can take care of myself.” Behind her, a servant finished the last tie on the back of her elaborate, flowing white dress, then stepped back and bowed low. 

     “Sogh,” Zalaria told the servant, who promptly bowed again and took her leave. “Who else will be representing us tonight?”

     “Alyx has asked several others to come along as Jedi goodwill,” Xar said. “Attrid, Kiz, Derek, Nadia, and a few others. We didn’t want to send too many, though. We don’t know a lot about the Vey, and we don’t want them to feel threatened by a lot of Jedi there. That’s also why we’re having the reception outside the palace at a different location. It’s probably the nicest, private club in the city.”

     Zalaria nodded. “I’m ready.”

     Xar eyed her rather openly from head to foot, yet feeling a little sheepish as he did so. “You look absolutely beautiful,” he said. He felt heat rush to his face as she looked at him, but she simply arched an eyebrow. The corners of her lips curled upwards in a smile.
     Moments later, they exited out onto one of the high personal landing platforms, where a long, sleek hovercar was waiting to receive them. Xar cast a bubble of air around them with the Force, blocking out the rain and keeping them dry. They both moved into the back seat of the private luxury vehicle, and the doors swung closed as the hovercar rose into the air and sped off through the rain.

     Xar looked down outside the window as they traveled, seeing the uncountable lights of the city below, bustling even in inclement weather. His city. Down there were literally millions of people, simply trying to continue their daily lives in the midst of an interstellar conflict. Many were native Varnusians, hardy people who were used to hardship and who didn’t complain when it came. They were his people. He and they were one and the same, and he held a responsibility for them on his shoulders. 

     “What is it?” she asked him, sensing his distant introspection.

     “Do you think it’s wrong that we live like this?” he asked absently, watching as the buildings passed by below. “We’re so far above the normal people, living off the best, not in want for anything. During my young life I lived as a prince. I experienced life at the bottom later, before and after my Imperial days, but even then, the Force was always with me. But all those people out there have no such securities. How do they keep going?”

     Zalaria made a noncommittal sound. “I’ve experienced life at the ‘bottom’, with my brother. I still remember exactly what it was like. It helps you stay in perspective, but I would never return there again. We were born with a gift, Xar, and that brings with it advantages, things that we could not decline, yet things we would never give up. There will always be those like us, and those in the lower classes. Accept it.”

     “But our gifts also bring us responsibilities,” Xar said thoughtfully. “And… Well, sometimes they just seem so hard to bear.”

     He felt her hand on his shoulder then, and a tingle shot across his skin and down his back. Then he felt warmth, the soft warmth of her life energy touching his. He felt better almost immediately. For an instant he recalled that if not for her life energy flowing through him right now, he wouldn’t even be alive. Turning back, he smiled at her, and for a moment was lost in those amazing dark eyes she had. She was right, and he knew that with her beside him like this, he could shoulder any amount of responsibility. Next to her, all the struggles he’d been through faded away to nothing. They were all worth it, because he had found her, the one he’d been searching for all his life.

     He took hold of her hand and held it against his cheek, then closed his eyes as she gently stroked his face with the backs of her fingers. If only this private moment would last forever…

     All too soon it was over, though. They had arrived at their destination, about twenty floors up on one of the city’s newest skyscrapers, a high-class club known as the White Room. They pulled up to the docking platform, shielded from the rain by a large awning. A staff member approached their vehicle and opened the door, and Xar followed Zalaria as she exited and moved across the broad carpet into the building.

     Immediately they were greeted with serene, moody music coming from live performers playing somewhere deeper inside. Xar walked over to assess the main ballroom, where a veritable feast had been arrayed on various tables in the center of the room. He caught sight of Atridd and Nadia there, and nodded curtly at them. He saw Derek also, as the boy passed through one of the side corridors, probably exploring. He let the boy go on and enjoy himself. Cozeeke, his ever-present archivist, was over there too, his presence doubly important to record such a historic first meeting.
     They weren’t there long before they were approached by Grand Master Alyx Misnera. “Thanks for coming, you two,” he said. He pointedly seemed to avoid looking at Zalaria. “The Vey are in the next room. They’re ready to begin, and we don’t want to leave our new guests waiting.”

     “I’m glad you’re handling the negotiations so well,” Xar nodded.

     Alyx arched an eyebrow, and Xar felt an impression of sarcasm from the Grand Master, as if he were saying, sure you are. You know I’d rather be doing something else besides this.
     But instead of speaking, Alyx turned and led them through the main chamber into an adjoining area, where four humans – or near humans – were waiting for them. 

     Xar immediately took stock of them, using his receptive abilities in the Force to gain readings about them. In the front was a young woman looking in her twenties, with dark brown hair that fell down the length of her back, except for the two wings of pure white that started at her temples and draped across her shoulders and the front of her elaborate royal dress. She held herself in a very queenly posture, and Xar was instantly sure that she was one of the leaders. Accompanying her was a man several years older, also with straight brown hair interspersed with locks of white, extending past his shoulders. His posture was more relaxed, yet held an air of danger at the same time. Both were quite attractive, and physically in good shape. Curiously, they both wore earrings in their ears, several elaborately shaped ones studded with jewels. The man also appeared to have some kind of gold and white beads in his hair dangling behind his left ear.

     Behind them were two others. To the woman’s right was an aging man with gray-white hair and a short beard that only touched his chin and jaw. He also had a protective eye on the woman, though his was less intense and more worried. Beside him, in the rear, was a young girl, her long hair the purest white in color. Xar let his gaze sweep across them before returning to the first two.

     It was their presence in the Force that he felt strongly. The woman was deeply attuned to the Force, enough that he could feel it distinctly. Xar kept his eyes mostly on the male, though. Judging from his guarded posture and penetrating eyes, it was clear that he was here to protect the woman. The most startling thing Xar felt, though, was the man’s Force power. He made no effort to hide it, and it felt like he was nearly as strong as Xar was. Alyx’s words rang strongly in his ears, now. These “Vey” were powerful. 

     “Honored guests,” Alyx began with the introductions. “May I present Jedi Master Xar Kerensky, and Jedi Master…”

     “Vanoa Elera,” Zalaria spoke up, interrupting Alyx before he could use her real name. Xar winced inwardly and made a mental note. I’ll have to remember that name, he thought grimly. He was sure the Vey couldn’t sense deception from Zalaria, but they might sense something amiss if he or Alyx slipped up and used her real name. A small part of him, the part not overjoyed simply to be near her, wished she hadn’t come at all.

     “Of course,” Alyx said, playing along. “And I would like to introduce the Royal Family of the Vey. Princess Lucia and her aide Loren, Princess Almani and her Guardian, Zoar.” 

     “We are pleased to meet you,” Lucia, the regal young woman spoke in a melodious tone. “We have been looking forward to it for some time.” The accent in her voice was just like Alyx said. Definitely not native to Basic, but with a full mastery of it, nevertheless. 

     “We are the surviving members of the Royal Family,” Lucia continued, a hint of sadness in her tone. “Zoar is my blood-brother, Guardian of the Royal Family. And Loren has been my trusted Advisor and overseer ever since childhood.” Both men gave them low bows, which Xar and Zalaria returned with respect.
     Zoar, the long-haired man, nodded. “I sense much power in the two of you. I hope that your intentions here are honorable.” He kept his hands on the wide belt that held his garments together, looking as graceful as a feline and hawk combined.

     “They are, I promise you,” Xar said, bowing moderately again.

     “In that case, I am honored to meet you,” the old man, Loren, broke in. “It has been too long since we had allies we could trust.”

     Xar extended a hand, which the man shook smoothly. “I’ve heard of your situation. Are you seeking transit Coreward through NI territory?”

     “At the very least,” Lucia responded formally. “But since our arrival we now believe there is value in our developing a relationship. We do not believe in coincidences, and there may be something we have to learn from you.”

     “Likewise, we feel similarly,” Alyx said. “I look forward to discussing this in detail.” 

     Lucia began to answer, but was interrupted by the sound of a throat clearing behind her. Her eyes widened. “Oh, I’m sorry, Almani. I forgot to introduce you. Almani is my sister,” she said, and her cheeks blushed slightly with color.

     The young girl walked around in front of her sister and cast her an annoyed look. Then she turned to the two Jedi, and Zalaria.

     It was then that Xar really noticed her for the first time. Her hair really was completely white, and her eyes were so blue they looked like crystals. She appeared only to be around nine or ten, but in those eyes was a gaze far wiser than her years. There was something about her that Xar couldn’t quite place, but sent a chill across his skin. He couldn’t sense much real Force Potential in her; no, it had to be something else. For some reason she was staring straight at him. No, into him. Then she spoke.

     “You have a darkness inside of you. One you don’t even know about.” Her voice held a soft, even sad tone.

     “What the…” he began.

     Lucia spoke up quickly. “Forgive us, Jedi Master! Princess Almani has a unique ability,” she explained, looking worriedly from her to Xar. “When she looks at someone she sees the currents of the Force around them. She can sometimes see their past, or sometimes their future…”

     “I can see their destinies too,” Almani said plainly. “They are images floating around you even now. There is great pain ahead, but you will eventually discover the hidden parts of yourself. You lie at the center of key events, acting as some kind of trigger for… something. I can’t make out exactly what that is.”

     “How do you know this?” Xar asked. He tried to disguise his incredulity so as not to offend. Her language was far beyond what he’d expect a ten year old to use. Still, what she was saying sounded ridiculous. How could she know all that he’d had been through so far, much less what was coming in the future?

     Instead of answering his question, she continued. “There is great danger ahead, but also a great capacity for wonderful things to happen. Please be careful.”

     Lucia stared down at her sister with an uncertain expression on her face. “I… I must apologize. Almani has never said anything like this before. But granted, she’s never been exposed to outsiders such as yourselves. Still…” She looked up at the three Jedi Division representatives. “Her Viewings and precognitive abilities have never been wrong.”

     Xar didn’t know what to say. Beside him, though, he could feel Zalaria closing herself off in the Force even as the conversation continued. Then she finally broke in. “I… think I’ll sample the dinner and allow you to begin the negotiations now.” With that she bowed and quickly took her leave of them.

     Xar glanced after her. Wise move, he thought. They wouldn’t Almani making any sudden revelations about an Altarin’Dakor Warlord.
     “Almani, you can go about on your own if you like,” Lucia said. Her voice had just a hint of a command in it. 

     The young princess looked up at her sister and put her hands on her hips. “You don’t have to tell me that. I can take care of myself. Besides, I’ve told you all I saw.” She turned to Xar. “Sorry, but I can’t help what I see, and if I don’t tell anyone, the need to do it gets so strong I can’t stand it.”

    Xar smiled, glad the heat in his face was finally receding. “It’s like having an itch you have to scratch. Don’t worry about it. Thank you.”

     “You’re welcome! I’ll tell you if I see anything else,” Almani said, suddenly brightening. Then she turned and padded quickly away toward the food tables.

     “She really has been invaluable to us in the past,” Zoar said, watching her depart. “She’s saved us from many traps by the enemy. And she’s read Altarin’Dakor captives. They always have peculiar images around them. They’re so external they broadcast all their thoughts and desires around them.”

     “Interesting,” Xar admitted, looking at Zoar in more detail. Then his eyes fell to the man’s left earring, and suddenly felt another jolt of surprise as recognition hit him. A small piece of crystal dangled at the end of it, about two centimeters long. He’d seen one other before… exactly like it. It can’t be… But it is. That earring has a Force Splinter in it!
     The gravity of that statement had trouble sinking in. No one else seemed to notice it. But there was no mistaking it, now. It was a Force Splinter, a piece of the most powerful Force Artifact Xar had ever heard of, the Force Shard itself. Archeology and Force lore were two of Xar’s main studies, and he knew a genuine artifact when he saw one. Besides, he’d seen the legendary Force Shard itself, when Janus, a banished Dark Jedi who used a Splinter to augment his powers, had attempted to use its power. But the Shard was found on Lyccos II, he thought. Furthermore, it had been destroyed. That planet was a quarter of the galaxy distant, in the wrong direction. The Vey had come from the Rim. How can he have a Splinter? Xar wondered. Then again, Xar suspected that Janus had been working indirectly for the Altarin’Dakor, even then. What if the Shard was an artifact left over from the Great War a thousand generations ago? Or, even more important, what if his theory about the Shard, which even he had discounted, turned out to be true? That the Shard itself was exactly what its name meant: a piece of an even larger artifact?

     All this flew through his mind in a heartbeat. Zoar didn’t seem to notice Xar’s surprise, and as Alyx began to lead them through the room in discussion, Xar decided to keep quiet – for now. 


Derek flipped through the last book in the place’s small library, not finding anything even remotely interesting in its pages. He closed it and promptly replaced it on the shelf, then made his way out of the room into the hallway.

     That was when he first saw her. A pretty girl, not much younger than he, with snow-white hair and beautiful blue eyes. She appeared to be exploring, too, as she came into the hallway and looked his way. Then their eyes met. 

     What happened next was something he couldn’t begin to describe. Suddenly, everything came together like the pieces of a puzzle, and the other half of himself, a part he hadn’t even known was missing, slipped into place. This girl, with abilities far different from his, but all-too similar at the same time… somehow, he knew her, as if they had always been together. He smiled at her, and she returned the expression.

     “You can see people like I can,” he stated. It wasn’t a question.

     “Who are you?” Almani whispered. What a very pretty name, he thought.

     All he could think of was how lovely she was, how completely pure and glowing bright like the sun. He knew he would normally be embarrassed at talking to a pretty girl like this, but strangely he had no fear at all. “I’m Derek,” he said simply. “You’re a very special girl, Almani. I’m… sorry about what happened to your people. I lost my parents, too.”

    “How do you know that about me?” Almani asked, eyes wide. “I can see… This is incredible! The images and the colors around you… I can’t count them all! I can’t even make most of them out!”

     “I’m not quite sure of it all, myself,” Derek admitted. “I was orphaned several years ago, and I don’t remember much before that.” 

     “You were orphaned? Then how?” she turned to look back the way she’d come, into the main room. 

     “Mister Xar was really nice to take me in. He brought me here to train with the other Jedi, and he gave me a family. He’s the greatest; he’s the closest thing I’ve got to a dad, and a brother at the same time.”

     “Umm…” Almani hesitated, glancing down at the floor. “There’s something I want to ask you, but… I don’t know if you can tell me.” 

     Derek didn’t respond. He could see the indecision within her, even some confusion. He walked over closer to her, and they went to a corner of the big room to talk some more. Most of the feast spread out over the half-dozen tables hadn’t been touched. Clustered in groups around the room were other guests. Atridd Xoan and Nadia Ispen were engaged in conversation with some of the other Vey. Almani turned to look at Zalaria, who seemed to be listening in on the others’ conversation.

     “That woman over there… She’s…” Her voice trailed off.

     “I know. She’s one of the AD leaders. They call them ‘shock tholah’ or something like that,” he said, trying to mimic the correct pronunciation. 

     “What is she doing here? Is she one of the people who joined you? I don’t understand how that can be. I’m afraid.”
     “Don’t worry. It’s because of Mister Kerensky, I think. She seems to like him a lot, and I know he loves her.”

     “But how can that be? She has almost as many images as you do, Derek,” Almani said. “You people are very interesting.”

     “I hope we’ll get to spend more time together,” he said, grinning. “Mister Xar said we really need your help. Anyway, do you want to play a game with me?”

     “Sure, Derek. I’d love to.” She smiled, and he smiled back. Taking her hand, he lead her back toward the library, where he’d left that funny-looking, checkered board game he’d found. He hoped she would be able to stay around with the Jedi for a while. This was starting to be pretty fun.


Grand Master Alyx Misnera led the group into the next room, where surprisingly, four more Vey were waiting for them. Each was dressed less formally, with something akin to armor underneath. Two had the same dark hair as the others, one’s was a bright blonde, and the eldest had turned almost completely gray. 

     “These are our Templar Leaders,” Lucia said, gesturing proudly to the four. They were all older members of the Vey, and Misnera could sense their power in the Force. Surprised, he realized they would probably measure as Jedi Master equivalents. If they were the leaders of an entire Force-wielding army, they would have to be, he figured. Now, more than ever, he wanted these people on the side of the NI.

      “May I introduce Masters Madruk, Trama, Keyta, and Kaygar,” Lucia continued, gesturing toward the elders. Each inclined his head in return. Alyx noted with interest that so far, the warriors seemed to be all males, yet it was the two females who were in charge of the Vey people. Matriarchal, perhaps. 

     “Madruk is our Elder Templar,” Lucia explained. “And Kaygar is our instructor of weapons and combat. He teaches our Warrior Caste how to fight the Altarin’Dakor. Trama and Keyta also train the Warriors.”

     “I would like to see your warriors’ training in action, if possible,” Alyx said, interested. “You may be right that we have much to learn from one another. If you’ve been fighting the Altarin’Dakor all your lives, then you could help give us a fighting chance, maybe.”

     Lucia nodded her agreement. The Templar Leaders, though, especially the ones she’d introduced as Keyta and Trama, didn’t seem quite as happy about that. Alyx noticed that Xar still remained silent. He hadn’t spoken in a while, actually.

     “Do all the Vey have single names?” Alyx asked. “Unlike our multiple names, you’ve only given one name for each of your people, including yourself.”

     “We all have unique names, and we also carry the name of our Caste and ancestors. Our ancestral names are only used when we die. There are few enough within a Caste that there is no confusion between our names.”

     “I see.”

     “Our last world was taken by the Altarin’Dakor five years ago,” Lucia continued. “Ever since then, our forces have been on the run, fighting a desperate delaying action. Still, they have destroyed our ships one by one. Now we are the only one left, and our ship is damaged so that we may not make it deeper towards the Core. If, as you suggest, the New Imperium will assist us in restoring our ship or acquiring a new one, we will gladly work with you to fight against the Altarin’Dakor for now.”

     “Excellent!” Alyx said, truly excited. This was exactly what he’d been working and waiting for. “I hope we will be able to formalize our agreement soon,” he continued, but his words were interrupted when one of the Templars spoke up gruffly. 

     “Princess Lucia, perhaps you should not be so hasty.” It was the yellow-haired man Alyx identified as Trama. Definitely one of the odder names I’ve heard, he thought. Still, Master Trama’s eyes were focused directly on the Princess “We don’t know if we can trust these… aliens yet. We overheard what Princess Almani said to him.” He turned toward Xar as he finished.

     “I have no idea what she was talking about,” Xar confessed readily.

     “Almani’s viewings have never been wrong,” Lucia conceded, “but they are still subject to interpretation, and we have no idea how or when her viewing will come to pass. And from the way I heard her, it sounded like there is hope for the New Imperium, even in the face of these odds they are facing. What if we are the key, and hold the decision of their victory or destruction? We fight a common enemy, Trama. And I see nothing to suggest that the New Imperium is our enemy, which means that against the Altarin’Dakor, we must be allies.”

     “Do as you wish,” Trama growled out. “You are overly trusting, and that may be our undoing.”

     “Enough! I will hear no more about this,” Lucia said, her face turning almost livid. “This is not a discussion to have in front of our new friends. Grand Master, we will be honored to assist you in any way possible.”

     Loren, who had been remarkably quiet until now, stepped up and laid a hand on Lucia’s shoulder. “I support your decision, Princess, but I also advise you to be cautious. The Altarin’Dakor have already brushed against the borders of the New Imperium, and we do not know how deeply their influence has penetrated. We should stay here no longer than necessary. The enemy may attack at any time, and we would be a great prize for them to take.”

     “I won’t abandon our allies just to save our own lives,” Lucia countered. Then she continued, more softly. “However, there is wisdom in your words. If things continue as planned, we will be gone within a month.”

     “I hope that is not too long, Princess,” Loren said, the worry evident in his voice.

     Misnera mused over what kind of internal issues were at play between the Vey as the group moved over to the table and sat down to begin their meal. As they began eating the feast prepared for them, Xar suddenly spoke up from his seat near the Vey Guardian.. “Zoar,” he said. “May I ask you something?”

     The long-haired man arched an eyebrow. “Speak freely.”

     “I couldn’t help but notice something interesting about your earring. I know that it’s a Force Splinter. Can you tell me how you acquired it?”

     Zoar didn’t seem surprised by Xar’s question at all. “You are very perceptive, Jedi Master. And well-versed in Force lore. This one has been passed through my family for generations. My father wore it before me.”

     Xar’s eyes widened. “Really? This is a subject I’ve been studying on and off for several years. I’d like to know where it came from. I’ve seen Splinters myself, and I even saw the Shard that the Splinters are pieces of once. But until now I only knew of a few other Splinters in existence. I didn’t expect there to be any in your part of the galaxy. Are there other Force Shards, too?”

     Zoar’s expression turned thoughtful. “I know of none of these ‘Shards’ you speak of. But I know of many different Splinters in existence. This is only one of three in the possession of the Vey.” He reached up, flicking the earring with his thumb. The crystal inside glinted in the artificial light.

     “I need to learn all that you know about the Splinters and the Shard,” Xar said. “If what I believe turns out to be true, then you could help uncover one of the greatest secrets of Force lore.”

     Sensing Xar’s growing interest, Alyx leaned closer to his side as the man bit into a piece of fruit. “Xar,” he said quietly. “Don’t you think this can wait until later? This isn’t exactly the time to be talking about myths and legends.”

     “It could be vitally important, Alyx,” Xar said, chewing carefully. The tension was clear in his voice. He was anxious about something.

     Xar turned back to Zoar. Alyx listened, admittedly with growing interest.

     “I have a theory about the Shard in my mind, and it won’t go away, as crazy as it sounds. We know the Splinters are really just pieces of the Shard. But think about the word shard itself. What if the Force Shard is exactly what it implies – merely one piece of an even larger artifact?”

     Princess Lucia was watching them now. Returning her glass to the table, she spoke up. “You speak of a legend that has been passed through our people for generations. But, like you, we didn’t know that such crystals existed outside our own space.”

     “The legend speaks of a great Force artifact unlike any other,” Zoar added. “The Shards and Splinters are all pieces of it, broken off in time beyond memory. How large was the Shard that you found?”

     “About two meters in length, but quite thin.”

     Zoar nodded. “As the Princess said, we never knew that similar objects existed in your part of the galaxy. I assumed that the crystals came from somewhere in our spiral arm. But if these pieces are scattered out across the whole galaxy, then perhaps the legend is true. There may be a single source for them – or at least several larger artifacts from which they were broken.”

     “Do you have any idea what the source could be?” Xar continued. “Is it a device, a huge object like a statue, a natural boulder or something?”

     Both Zoar and Lucia shook their heads in uncertainty. Xar sighed, clearly disappointed. Another dead end, Alyx thought.

     “I wonder…” Loren spoke up in a thoughtful tone. “When I was young and our people were whole, I heard legends of a planet deep in unknown space that no one has ever been able to find. They say it moves, changes locations so it can keep itself hidden. It may not be related, but… Perhaps we should check our records.”

     “Yes. If we pool our resources, perhaps we’ll be able to discover more. Your story intrigues me, Loren,” Xar said. “Why don’t we hold a meeting with some of the other Jedi tomorrow?”

     “Agreed. We will discuss this further,” Loren replied. Zoar and Lucia nodded their approval.

     Alyx looked over at Xar, whose face was almost livid with excitement. He always seemed to get that way about Force-related artifacts. Doubtless he was planning another crazy expedition even now. “Xar,” he began. “Do you think this is the best time for this, with the threat of the Altarin’Dakor over us? We don’t need to go chasing after mythical moving planets.”

     “If we had this artifact in our hands, we could end the war,” Xar said flatly. He turned to Zoar. “Do you think you can help me find this mysterious planet you’ve heard of?”

     The Vey gave a short laugh. “My friend, if it will help us in our struggle against the Altarin’Dakor, I’ll go there with you myself. But I’ll give you my final answer tomorrow.”




*


*


*


Xar had returned to his room for the night. As he entered, he closed the door behind him, then turned, coming face-to-face with his brother, who had apparently been standing there, waiting for him. How he’d gotten in, Xar didn’t know – he assumed that the guards allowed him in as family.

     Rydon Kerensky wasn’t quite as tall as Xar was, nor as well-built. He had the same gray eyes and short dark hair though, but his hair was slightly unkempt, as if it had been slept on. Several days’ worth of stubble had grown on his face, as well. Rydon’s face was twisted in an unfriendly-looking smirk.

     Xar met his brother’s stiff gaze without flinching. “What are you doing here?” he asked bluntly. He hadn’t seen Rydon in weeks. Last he’d heard, his younger brother had been out on the streets, drinking all night and getting into untold kinds of mischief. Then he’d come back to the palace, all roughed up and without a single credit. The Palace guards took pity on him and didn’t hinder him in the slightest. 

     Rydon Kerensky made a smirk and went over to turn on the lights. “I’m a prince of Varnus, where else am I supposed to live?” he asked.

     “You entered my room without telling me. If I didn’t know it was you through the Force, I might’ve killed you.”

     “Oh yes, the almighty Force. I feel so lucky,” his brother spat, his voice thick with sarcasm. For a moment Xar wondered if the man was still drunk, but he appeared to be in control, his eyes focused with a dangerous look.

     Xar shook his head and started pulling his jacket off. “Rydon, I don’t you why you’ve been so angry toward me recently, and I don’t want it to be like that. You’re my brother, and I’ve always got time to discuss things with you. What’s wrong?” He finished hanging up the jacket and started over toward his work desk, unbuttoning the cuffs on his shirtsleeves. 

     “Do you really have no idea?” Rydon asked, staring at him angrily. He took a couple of deep breaths, visibly shaken by something. “I’ve seen you with her around the Palace. You, looking her up and down like some rabid dog. Stay away from her! You’ll never get anywhere with her; she’ll just mess up your life completely.”

     “Who are you talking about?” Xar asked, though he already knew. He moved around to the other side of his desk, narrowing his eyes as Rydon strode across the floor toward him.

     “You know who I’m talking about!” Rydon blurted. “Zalaria is not like mortal women. She couldn’t possibly love someone like you, so don’t even try it with her. I’m sick of seeing you waste your time like that. This is for your own sake.”

     Xar stared in shock at his brother as realization finally hit him. “By the Core… You’re in love with her too.”

     The man’s face flushed red, and he clenched his fists tightly. Xar could feel the man’s anger, and braced himself to defend himself if necessary. He wouldn’t hurt his brother, but the change that had occurred in him was dumbfounding. At first, when they’d been reunited on Kronos’ space station, he’d been totally overjoyed at finding one of his brothers still alive. Rydon was the third son of their parents; their other brother and sister had been lost in the bombing of Varnus years before. Finding Rydon alive had been an incredible blessing, yet from the moment his brother had returned with him, something had been wrong. At first Xar had thought it was simple adjusting, after over ten years living with the Altarin’Dakor. He hadn’t realized that all that time Rydon was sick because he was away from Zalaria.

     “I told you not to use the Force on me like that, Xar!”

     “I didn’t use the Force,” Xar countered. “This is simple inference. It’s written all over your face.”

     “You just don’t understand!” the man yelled, his anger coming out fully now. “You don’t know what it was like to serve her for all those years, secretly loving her, wishing I could only please her more every day, praying that she would somehow, someday notice me, too. I was just a servant, like any other, but to be in her presence was the most wonderful thing I’d ever experienced. Then you came and destroyed everything!”

     “She’s an Altarin’Dakor Shok’Thola,” Xar said evenly. “She has the ability to exhibit that effect on anyone. I know.” He held up his hand to his troubled brother’s shoulder. “Rydon, I’m sorry for what happened to you eleven years ago. I blame myself for not being there to save you. And our parents.  And Cassandra and Nicolas. I wish I could have gotten there sooner. Then you would never have had to experience…”

     He was cut off as his hand was thrust away, an incredulous look on Rydon’s face. “Are you insane?” the man burst out. “You took me away from paradise! Why would I ever want to come back to this filthy piece of trash you call a planet? This is like living in the dark ages, Xar! Everything I’ve known, everything I loved, is gone, and her most of all!”

     Xar’s mouth dropped open in shock, and he stepped back and fell onto the nearby sofa, putting a hand up to his head. This was not the brother he’d once known. Through those years with the enemy, he’d become a completely different person. He was an Altarin’Dakor, and Xar didn’t know who Rydon was anymore. He was simply at a loss for words.

     Rydon wasn’t through, though. He continued, his determination apparently growing. “What you did was not fair, Xar! Our lives were perfect before you came and destroyed everything.”

     “It’s not like I asked to be abducted, you know,” Xar shot back. “I didn’t ask for this.”
     “I just don’t understand it.” Rydon shook his head, his face anguished. “Why did she pick you? What’s so special? What do you have that I don’t!?”

     “I don’t know!” Xar yelled back, his anger rising back. “I can’t really explain what happened between Zalaria and me. All I can say is that it must have been meant to be. It just worked out too well.”

     “Don’t give me that Jedi philosophical crap!” the man spat. “I know she’s seduced you, and somehow you’ve gotten her attention now. You always had the best of everything, and got it all before me, too. Now you’ve taken her from me. And what could I do about it? Absolutely nothing! Yet again, you get dealt the better hand. You can use the Force, and I can’t. Just how am I supposed to compete with that?!”

     “Don’t delude yourself, Rydon,” Xar said roughly. “She was never yours in the first place, and you know it. I can’t help what happened, but I’m not going to leave her just because you say so. She loves me, and I can’t deny that I love her in return.”

     “She doesn’t love you, Xar,” his brother said darkly. “She’s got her own plan, trust me. Better you back out before you regret it.”
     “I’ll be the judge of that.”

     “Of course you will. And now you’ve taken the last thing that matters to me. The only love that there could ever be for me.”

     “Rydon, that’s ridiculous,” Xar said, feeling the man’s turmoil through the Force, almost to the point of nervous collapse. He was visibly shaking. “Take it easy. It’s a huge galaxy, and there are many other people out there…”

     “NO! Don’t ever say that!” Rydon shouted, pointing a finger straight at Xar’s face. “Don’t lie to me, Xar. Zalaria is completely unique. There has never been anyone like her, and there never will be again. By some stroke of luck you managed to connect with her, even though she was born over a thousand generations before you were. You are nothing beside her. Your whole lifetime is like a grain of sand on Tattooine next to hers. There’s no one else like Zalaria.”

     “I’m…sorry you feel that way,” Xar said, at a loss for his brother. Rydon was totally set in his conclusions. Xar didn’t know what he could do to help. How could he describe the Bond that he and Zalaria had through the Force? He could feel her presence even now, could guess her general location in the palace. That couldn’t be ignored. And obviously that connection had led to romantic feelings on both their parts. And besides, if not for Zalaria, he’d be dead. It was her life energy that was sustaining him, imbued into him the moment she’d brought him back from being legally dead. He could never let go of her, no matter what happened. Even if he weren’t to pursue a romantic relationship with her – which was next to unthinkable – she wouldn’t turn her eye on Rydon. There was nothing he could do.
     “Goodbye, Xar,” Rydon said, turning to go.

     Guilt and helplessness washed over Xar like a wave. “Wait!” he called out. His brother stopped just short of the door and turned back, looking askance.

     “Please don’t leave like this. You’re my brother, and I’ll always love you. Look, I’m leaving on a mission soon, and I don’t know when I’ll be back, but please stay here. What I have is yours... for anything you need while I’m gone.”

      Rydon just stared at him, saying nothing, for several seconds. Then finally he turned around and left the room without looking back, leaving Xar to contemplate in sadness and solitude. Why did he have to regain a brother only to lose him again? 
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Conference Room 401


Royal Palace, Varnus


1100 Hours the following day


“That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Alyx said. “Without having a valid, solid source of information, your chance of finding this… myth… is astronomically small. Just because you decide to go looking for something doesn’t mean you’re going to find it. It doesn’t even guarantee that what you’re looking for even exists.”

     From his position in the corner of the large conference room, Icis Novitaar leaned back against the wall and rubbed at his eyes. They’d been going through this all morning. The same points and counterpoints, made over and over again. Not a single idea had proven to be worthwhile. At this point, even the Vey that were present were starting to look on edge.

     Most of the Jedi Division command staff was present here in the Palace’s largest conference area. A large oval table occupied the center of the room, with a modern Holoprojector in the center. Spiraling above everyone’s heads was a hologram of the galaxy. New Imperium space, a small section near one of the spiral arms, was highlighted in red. Epsilon Sector itself wasn’t very far from Endor, where the fateful battle between the Empire and the New Republic had occurred years before. It was also relatively close to Bakura, where shortly after the Battle of Endor, Imperial and Rebel troops had combined forces to fight off the invading Ssi-Ruuk. Now a new threat was emerging, passing through the same area of space, though infinitely worse than the Ssi-Ruuk. Icis suspected that before long, the NI and the New Republic – and everyone else for that matter – would have to join forces once more.

     Gathered around the central table were most of the New Imperium’s strongest Jedi. Seated or standing around the table from Grand Master Misnera were Jedi Masters Xar and Gaius Adonai, Jedi Adepts Kiz Thrakus, Ralagos Akala, and Atridd Xoan, the Vey leaders Zoar and Lucia, Jedi Templars Draken Ar’Kell and Omega Kira, then Zalaria, Nadia Ispen, Sturm Brightblade, Amleth Uiara. The fact that Icis stood alone in the corner seemed lost on most of the occupants. Still, he carefully didn’t rest his gaze on Zalaria. It wasn’t that he was afraid she would try something against him; it was that he didn’t trust himself not to attack her. He struggled to keep his composure and remind himself why he was here. More was at stake than even his own life.

     Icis had given up his status as a Traveler to be here, essentially denying his own people, race, and status as a Kajeet. And that hadn’t been the only price for interacting with Civilization. The Traveler code ordered that he could only watch and observe from the shadows, never interfering with another civilization. But Icis was too caring; he had too much of a conscience. He couldn’t stand by and watch a people be totally annihilated by an enemy they didn’t even understand. So Icis had broken the rules, and continued to break them until his own people had brought him to trial. Now he was no longer a Traveler. Even worse, he was no longer a Jedi. His power had been stripped from him. Icis was now no stronger than an ordinary human being.

     “The Force will provide us with the information we need,” Xar was saying. “This mission is necessary, I can feel it. However long it takes, I know we can find someone who knows where the source of the Shard is located.” Icis shook his head in exasperation. The man was in one of his moods; he was dead set on something, and nothing was going to stop him. He probably believed it was his destiny to go on this mission, even though he’d only thought of it the night before.  Then again, Icis thought with a grim smile, he may be more right than he realizes.
     “Let me see if I understand this correctly,” Jedi Master Gaius Adonai spoke up. “You’re looking for the actual artifact that the Force Shard you found was derived from, and made of the same kind of crystal. Something we don’t even know exists or not, yet.”

     “Basically yes,” Xar nodded. “And it’s not just the source of the Shard, but also of the Force Splinters.”

     “And tell me again why it’s so imperative we find this artifact now, in the middle of wartime? What makes it worth risking the safety of the New Imperium to find?” asked Gaius.
     “Don’t you see?” Xar asked, looking around at all of them. “If the Shard could take Jedi Master Janus from a power level of roughly 10,000 with a Splinter to about 40,000 with the Shard, what could the source of the Shard do? Obviously, its power enhancing capability is probably proportional to its size, but regardless, we are looking at the most powerful Force artifact ever. It could be our best weapon to use against the Altarin’Dakor Warlords. But on the other hand, imagine what would happen if the AD got their hands on it? We wouldn’t have a chance against them. Surely you all see the importance of this.”

     “And you expect to find this on a planet that can change its own location in space?” Kiz Thrakus asked doubtfully. “That’s the connection I don’t understand.”

     “I don’t have proof that it’s there,” Xar countered. “But it’s a start.”

     “To do that, you’ll have to find someone who knows where it is,” Atridd Xoan put in.
     Finally Icis could stand by no longer. He had to do this. “What you’ll have to do,” he broke in, “is find someone who knows a lot about what’s going on in our galaxy. Someone who knows all the secrets, has all the ancient records, and knows exactly where to find what we’re looking for.”

     All eyes turned on him, then. “And who exactly is that?” Gaius asked.

     Icis folded his hands in front of him as he faced the crowd. “Most of you recall an incident we had with an enemy named Malphunoc. He was a member of the Morphioni, a race of shape-shifters who act as a guild of information brokers, artifact collectors, and technophiles. Malphunoc knew, even as isolated as the New Imperium is, about the different Force artifacts right here in the palace vault. He even knew things that we didn’t know about our own planet.

     “You all know about the massive cone sticking out of the ground about fifty kilometers from here. We’ve analyzed it and found that those who built it, the Celestials as they’re called, were so far beyond us that we can’t even decipher their control panels. We think it’s based on technology similar to our repulsorlifts. And let me tell you this; these devices were on Varnus, and other worlds, long before even the Travelers roamed the stars.”

     Icis let his gaze match that of everyone assembled. “I assure you, if the Morphioni know not only that, but also how to bring these repulsors out of the ground like Malphunoc did here, then they’re our best bet of finding this phantom planet you’re looking for.” He paused. “As well as anything else,” he added.
     “An interesting prospect,” Alyx said. “But first we have to find the Morphioni to ask them. I thought you no longer had access to Traveler information. Do you still have contacts that can lead us to the Morphioni?”

     “I can find them,” Icis said with finality. Then, pushing out of the corner, he walked around the table toward Xar. “May I speak with you for a moment, in private?” he asked.

     “Of course,” Xar said, his interest clearly piqued. He rose to follow, glancing at Cozeeke, who had been watching from the sidelines as always. “You get all that?”
     “Of course, sir,” the droid said with utter professionalism. Xar nodded, then followed Icis out.

     “What can I do for you?” the man asked once they had stepped outside into the hallway.

     “Xar,” Icis began, keeping his voice quiet. He could no longer sense if someone else might be listening in. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

     Xar nodded after a moment. “Okay, we’re in complete privacy now.”

     Still, Icis hesitated, trying to word things correctly. “For one thing, I wanted to let you know that I’ll be going with you on this one.”

     Xar’s eyes widened slightly. “Well, that’s fine, but… are you sure you want to without the Force? Given our tendency to run into things, it could be dangerous for you. Besides, I thought you were going to look for a way to restore your powers.”

     “This is more important. It’s worth the risk,” Icis said.

     “And… What about Zalaria?” the man said testily. “I hate to bring this up, but you’ve been keeping your distance from her ever since she came back with me. I know you don’t trust her; someday I hope you’ll tell me the whole story why.”

     “It’s more important than that too, Xar.” Icis clenched his jaw in frustration. It is, but not by much, he thought.

     Then he decided to let it out. “I have something to confess, Xar. When we got the Scepter of Karanishma back, I was intrigued by its capabilities and tempted to use its power to see the future. I resisted it, however.” He didn’t say why he’d decided not to. Right now Xar probably wouldn’t understand that there were worse things than the Altarin’Dakor in the universe. Some things could notice you if you poked around in places you shouldn’t.

     “However, I finally decided to use it, but to a very limited extent,” he continued, feeling a bit nervous for some reason. After all, it was just Xar. “I… can’t tell you exactly what I saw, but I know I have to be with you on this one… despite the price,” he finished with a whisper.

     “What price?”

     “I can’t tell you anymore,” Icis said. He didn’t want to risk messing with the future.
     “And the Morphioni? Do you have contacts that can find them?”

     Icis sighed. “I may not have the resources of a Traveler anymore, but I still know a lot about this galaxy. I know where one of them lives - if he’s still there. If he is, he should be able to help us. It is a long shot, longer than I’m willing to admit to the others, but if we must go on this mission – and I believe we must – then that will be our course of action.”

     After a moment, Xar finally nodded his assent. “Very well. I’m putting my trust in you on this. You’ve never failed me before, Icis. I’ll trust that you have your reasons for secrecy right now, but eventually I’ll want to know.”

     “Xar, if we make it through the next few days, you will know,” Icis said.
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Draken Ar’Kell stared out across the west side of the city from his position high on the Palace wall.  This part of the city still hadn’t been completely restored, and was home to some of the oldest buildings in Vectur. It was home to several suburban residential sectors where the middle class lived. As the day grew late, the orange ball that was Varnus’ sun sank lower in the sky, silhouetting the ruins against a red, hazy sky. In the distance out there he could see the primary shield generator that provided defense for the city of Vectur itself.
    Beside him, Omega Kira took another drink of blue liquid from his glass and sighed. “I wonder why they chose us to come along on the mission,” he said.

     Draken looked over at his friend, who held as serious an expression as he’d ever seen on him. “Well, we always do end up on these kinds of things,” he said lightly, trying to raise the mood. “Besides, we’re two of the Division’s most solid fighters with the lightsaber. I personally am getting tired of sitting around. We may not be taking on any AD, but at least we’re doing something.”

     “Yeah,” Omega said, taking another sip. “But I really don’t want to leave Calleah right now. She worries about me, and especially with the war going on…” He stared out across the sky, then his gaze slowly dropped down to the street below them. His eyes suddenly went wide. “What the… Isn’t that Mall-duke, or whoever?”

     “What?” Draken leaned over, looking straight down at the duracrete twenty meters below them. “By the Sith, it sure is. What’s he doing down there?” Even as he asked it, he knew it was a useless question. Over the past few days, he’d come to realize with a certainty that the man was insane. No one could guess what was going through his mind as he stood there, staring towards the sunset, oblivious to everything around him. 

     Then the man started walking forward, staring straight ahead, his hands straight at his sides. Draken shook his head. “Maybe he’s finally leaving. Good riddance,” he said, sneering.

     “Hey! Mall-duke! Where are you going?!” Omega cried out before Draken could stop him.

     But, to the surprise of both, ‘Mall-duke” didn’t turn around. He didn’t seem to have heard the Jedi at all, though as close as they were, he’d have to be deaf not to. Omega called out again.

     “Hey you! Don’t you remember us? What are you doing?”

     Still nothing. The man had left the road by the Palace now and was heading down one of the side streets, deeper into the ruined part of the city.

     “Where are you going?” Omega cried out one last time, but to no avail.

     They watched the retreating figure until he was just a small speck surrounded by the city. The sun had fallen over halfway past the horizon now, and soon the man became a tiny silhouette, himself. Then he disappeared.

     “Oh well. Looks like he’s gone,” Omega said, draining the remaining contents of his glass.

     “Good. I hope we never see him again,” Draken said, shaking his head. “He’s one less headache we’ll have to worry about. These last few days have been torture for me.” True, it felt like a weight had been taken from his shoulders. Now if only Omega would finally grow up… “Come on, let’s get ready. We leave tomorrow, you know.”

     Omega stared into the empty glass. “Yeah. Guess you’re right.” Then he let go of the glass, and Draken watched as it fell through the dusk air, down the length of the wall, and shattered as it hit the street, far below.
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Chapter Six


Entering Jengar System


0600 Hours


“All right people, look sharp, because we’re here,” Maarek said, trying to keep the boredom from his voice.

     The starlines reverted back into stars, and Inferno Squadron burst out of hyperspace and into the Jengar System. The second planet lay before them, a pristine blue world covered mostly by water. The continent held a full variety of terrain, from thick green forests, to rocky mountains, to expansive deserts. Jengar held a small yet modern population, and it had been inhabited long before it was found during the Old Republic. Now, its main function other than a New Imperium colony world was being home to the new House Ar’Kell, oldest of the Jedi houses in the Division. Ar’Kell was located in the capital city, which was where Maarek planned to set down. With luck, they could at least hook up with the Jedi forces and keep abreast of events as the war progressed.

     The blue-green planet loomed outside the canopy now. Two moons were in orbit, lifeless rocks far away from their current trajectory. Maarek led them straight in, sending a signal ahead to air traffic control.

     “So this is our new home, at least for a while,” Rann Wosper said over the commlink. Maarek tried not to sigh again. There were worse planets they could’ve been sent to, he knew. Jengar was actually at the edge of official NI space, and though it hadn’t seen any hostile activity during the NI’s history, it was right on the border with the Unknown Regions. Mizar, the Altarin’Dakor stronghold, was not too terribly far away. If the AD struck down along this corridor, Jengar probably would be one of the first to fall. So even in their undesirable situation, there was still the potential for some action. That potential wouldn’t exist if they had been sent to some backwater deep inside safe NI territory. 

     “There are worse places we could be,” Lieutenant Kikitik, his Sigman pilot, echoed Maarek’s own thoughts. “We can always go to my house if we get bored.” Maarek smiled at the comment. Sigma was only a short jump away/
     “Thanks, but no thanks, Kik,” Wosper replied with a laugh. Sigmans were renowned for their senses of humor. Anyone spending time on the Sigman homeworld was bound to be swimming in slapstick comedy and bad puns until he was driven insane. 

     Even so, the Sigmans had proven to be one of the NI’s most valuable allies, and Kikitik was a masterful pilot. During the recent incident in the Sigma System, where the Kaav’Klan Admiral Xantak had attempted a coup, Kikitik had proven his loyalty and value to the squadron, even convincing other Kaav’Klan to join their forces. In the end, Xantak’s coup failed, because the Emperor Virzixl was still alive. His foolish attack on Moro was rebuffed, and the Admiral was summarily taken down on his way back to Sigma Prime. Thanks to his part in restoring the emperor to power, Kikitik had become something of a legendary hero to his people.
     “This is Jengar Air Control,” a voice came over the commlink, breaking Maarek’s thoughts. “State your designation and purpose here.”
     “This is Commander Maarek Stele, of Inferno Squadron, NI Starfleet. We have orders to land on Jengar and assist planetary defense forces wherever needed.”

     “Well, it’s about time we got some help out here!” the enthusiastic voice came back, thick with the drawling Jengarian dialect of Basic. “Just come right on in, the main field is open. We’ll have everything ready for you when you get here.”
     Great, Maarek thought sarcastically, as he pushed the throttle forward and began to enter the atmosphere. Maybe you can find me a blaster too, because if I have to stay here too long, I’ll shoot myself. Just another exciting episode in the life of Maarek Stele. He sighed again.

     The TIE Avatars of Inferno Squadron dropped into the atmosphere of Jengar and toward the inactive volcano island that housed the capital city. No one in the squadron really wanted to be there. Maarek didn’t know why they’d been sent to this particular planet as punishment for his stunt, but there had to be some reason. All he could do was hope that their stay would be as short as possible.

     Fifteen minutes later, Inferno Squadron was safely docked in the fighter bay of the new Ar’Kell base, Palace Eaglespyre – named after the old Ar’Kell fortress, Ravenspyre. Maarek dropped out of his fighter and made sure everyone else had disembarked before heading for the command office. As he started out across the deck, he noticed two other figures coming up to meet him. The man in the lead was tall and wide shouldered, and a little overweight as well. His head was balding, but he still had a large, brown mustache that hid his top lip and curved down to his chin. He was dressed in the work clothing of an engineer, and from the look of it he’d been working hard today.

     “Hi, the name’s Thad Balfin,” the man said, reaching out a grimy hand to shake Maarek’s. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Stele. Glad to have you with us. My assistant and I are looking forward to working on your fighters in our spare time.” He pointed a thumb back at the man behind him, a tall half-human, half-Sigman hybrid. Maarek hadn’t even known such a crossbreed could exist.

     “I’ve heard a lot about you as well,” he told Balfin. “Pleased to meet you,” he lied. Now he was starting to feel sick on his stomach. Oh yes, he’d heard plenty about the infamous Thad Balfin, former engineer of House Ar’Kell and later the Jedi Division. Why he was now on Jengar, nobody knew, except that he’d fled here after the attack on Varnus by the Altarin’Dakor. If half of what Maarek had heard was true, this duty had just gotten a lot worse. And there was definitely no way in the galaxy he was letting Balfin or his assistant get anywhere near his squadron’s TIE Avatars…

     “I have a feeling this is going to be a great relationship,” Balfin said with a face-splitting grin. Maarek tried hard not to throw up.
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Hangar Bay 42


Zalaria’s Flagship Nexus


Varnus System


0800 Hours


“For your sake I hope this isn’t a wild nerf chase. War could flare up at any moment.”

     Xar set his bags down onto the hangar deck and turned toward his former bodyguard and longtime friend. “Considering the amount of resources we have at our disposal, from Traveler information to AD technology, I think we’re in good shape,” he told Alyx. “Just wait. We’ll be back within a week or two and you’ll hardly miss us.”

     The new Grand Master didn’t look convinced, but he said nothing as the rest of the search party arrived. Xar and Zalaria had made their choices carefully, not wanting to drain too much of the New Imperium’s Jedi strength. Alyx had approved the list, then accompanied them onboard the Nexus to see them off.

     Now gathered in the middle of Hangar Bay 42, just a small nook inside one of the Titan’s colossal main hangars, were the six other Jedi chosen for the mission. Zalaria was there, having chosen herself as one of the team. Xar didn’t complain; he knew how valuable having her along could be. Her own forces were not controlled directly by her, anyway, but by her command staff. And her presence would keep up appearances that she was just another defected Altarin’Dakor.

     Also present were Draken Ar’Kell and Omega Kira, two of his staple Jedi fighters and excellent scouts. Xar had also chosen Atridd Xoan, hoping it would not detract too much from NI resources. If they got into trouble, Xoan would prove invaluable.

     Beside Atridd, furthest from Zalaria, stood Icis Novitaar. The former Traveler had said nothing more about his reasons for coming. He still seemed to be avoiding Zalaria whenever possible. She paid him no attention in return. Whatever Icis’ reasons were, they must have been important, and very private. Xar worried about his safety now that he was a normal human without the Force, and wondered how useful he really could be in a situation. Icis had chosen to give up his ability to use the Force so he could return to the New Imperium and help fight the Altarin’Dakor. He’d given a lot for their cause. Xar could barely imagine losing his powers, and honestly didn’t know if he could make the same choice if necessary.

     The last member of their team was Zoar, the Vey Guardian. He’d made good on his promise, that he would accompany them if what they sought could help defeat the Altarin’Dakor. Princess Lucia and Princess Almani, along with the rest of the Vey, had been given sanctuary on Varnus, where they would exchange knowledge and information with NI military forces and the Jedi as well. Zoar had expressed concern over leaving the two princesses, and Xar now realized how close they were. Zoar was family to them, as close as a brother. That thought made him think of Rydon. Would he ever be close to his own brother again?
     Now that everyone had assembled with their gear, the time to depart had come. Grand Master Alyx took in each of them with his gaze, nodding finally. “May the Force be with all of you. I wish I could go with you, but I’ll have to stay behind this time.” Then he turned to look at Xar. “Be careful. I want everyone back here in one piece.” His tone was light, but there was a seriousness behind it. 

     Before Xar could reply, Zalaria put a hand on his shoulder and smiled.

     “You won’t have to worry about that. I’ll be there to protect him.” She turned her eyes toward Xar as if daring him to object. Xar remained silent. He knew that other men might protest her coming, claiming it was too dangerous for her. Those men would not have been very wise.

     Seeing no opposition, Zalaria turned back to the small group assembled on the deck. “If you didn’t know already, we will be taking one of my personal craft. There’s no point wasting time in one of your slow, unarmed civilian craft this time. We’ll show you what a real ship can do.”

     Xar studied their reactions. For most of them, this would be their first flight on an AD craft. Zalaria pointed to a sleek, streamlined corvette that was parked nearby. He could see that Omega had especially been eyeing the craft earlier; now his face broke into a huge smile. Others had mixed reactions. Draken and Atridd looked interested, but Zoar and Icis kept blank expressions. Neither would be very comfortable riding on a ship they saw as the enemy’s. The Vey especially had been concerned with trusting the defected AD forces. Xar hadn’t been sure that Zoar would make it onboard, but he’d proven to be stronger than Xar had thought.

     Without further ado, Zalaria began striding toward the vessel. Everyone drew up their bags and scrambled after her, except for Alyx, who stayed behind. He gave Xar one last nod, then turned and started back for the entrance.

     The Altarin’Dakor Corvette was clearly designed with royalty in mind. It reminded Xar of pictures of a Nubian spacecraft, though even more elegant. At about 100 meters, the ship still rested on large landing struts and was but one of several large craft in this sub-hangar. It had a pointed nose that widened into the sleek fuselage, and had two broad wings on the sides and even large ailerons at the rear. Whether flying in space or atmosphere, it looked fast. The ship was painted gold and tan with purple striping, and held Zalaria’s royal crest on the wings and tail fins, written in Altarin’Dakor. Xar figured it was a bit smaller than a Corellian Corvette, but far faster. As for the armaments Zalaria had spoken of, all he could see were several gun ports beneath the wings and fuselage. Most likely they held the high-grade beam weapons that the Altarin’Dakor had become known for.

     As Zalaria approached, the boarding ramp descended from the ship’s belly, revealing the brightly-lit interior within. The vessel was already fully-crewed by Altarin’Dakor. Xar swallowed as he started up the ramp, both in excitement and anticipation. When he’d traveled on the Nexus, he’d been deep inside the massive ship, unaware of where or how they were traveling. This time though, he would be able to see it all, and actually feel the ship around him. He could scarcely imagine what would be ahead for them. The ship he was on belonged to a race a thousand generations older than the Empire. If Zalaria was right, they would be able to traverse the galaxy far faster then the fastest hyperdrive. They would arrive at their first destination in practically no time at all. With something like that at his disposal, it felt like he could accomplish almost anything.

     Once they were onboard and had given their bags to the crew for storage in their quarters, Xar followed Zalaria to the bridge, along with Icis and Zoar. The rest split up to explore the interior of the ship. On the inside, the ship was similar in design to the Nexus, with smooth, rounded bulkheads and brightly-lit control panels. Colored stripes along the floor indicated which section they were in, as well as directions to other locations, to the trained eye. Xar followed Zalaria through the sleek corridors, feeling as though he were on some advanced new prototype ship, like the NI’s new Majestic cruisers seemed. The ship even smelled brand new. 

     “You won’t have to worry about operating the ship this time,” Zalaria said as they walked. “The ship has a standard crew of thirty-two. They are some of the best in my territory. Serving on this ship is a great honor for them.”

     “What’s her name?” Xar asked.

     “The ship does not have one,” she replied, glancing back at him. “But, if you have a good name in mind, I will take suggestions.”

     “I’ll think of something, but I’ll have to give it some time,” he said.     

     They passed a few crew members along the way, but they all kept their eyes low when they saw that Zalaria was with them. As she passed, they bowed low, then scurried off once again when they were past. Xar also noted numerous side corridors and hatchways that they went by, and felt eager to explore them later on. The ship’s design seemed more artistic than practical, with hallways that curved for no apparent reason. It also seemed to have two levels, for they soon ascended a staircase that looked more suited for some planetary estate. When they arrived on the bridge, he could only watch in amazement at the vast array of instruments and screens that he was unfamiliar with.

     The bridge was rounded and a bit smaller than he’d expected from a corvette-class ship. Only four crew members were manning the various stations and control panels. There wasn’t a captain, either. Apparently Zalaria would give orders directly to the crew.

     As Zoar and Icis stood to the side, Zalaria walked into the center of the bridge and turned to face Xar. Behind her he could see the interior of the hangar, and also the exit out into the much larger main hangar beyond.

     “This ship is as much yours to command as it is mine. Say the destination, or give the crew an order, and they will follow it as if it came from me. Now, shall we get underway?”

     Xar nodded, and she turned to the crew, speaking in Altarin’Dakor. “Enveima na doeran,” she said, ordering the ship to pull out. At the command, a crew member near the front of the viewports sank back into his huge, rounded seat, then two panels slid up in front of him to enclose him in the egg-like chamber. Xar looked on in shock as he realized the pilot was connecting to the ship through a link in the back of his head, directly to his brain. Just like the AD fighters, he would be able to control the ship by thinking. A few seconds later, Xar felt a slight vibration in the deck and heard the low roar of the engines activating. The deck seemed to drop away from beneath them, and then it began moving by, slowly at first, then picking up speed.

     The sleek vessel slowly made its way out of the sub-hangar and into the one of the massive main hangars of the Nexus. They passed effortlessly through the atmosphere shield and into a cavernous area large enough to easily fit a Victory Star Destroyer. A couple of AD cruisers were docked above them, and numerous other ships were passing through toward various destinations. Xar had once thought the hangar on a Sovereign-class Star Destroyer was the largest that had ever been built. That seemed small compared with this, and this was just one of several hangars aboard the Titan.

     They passed through the hangar without incident, then penetrated the much larger outer shield covering the main hangar entrance. Once the ship was clear, they were once again out in open space. The planet Varnus hung before them in the void, filling the viewport with fertile green continents, deep blue oceans, and pure white clouds. The Jedi Division Flagship, the Imperator II-class Star Destroyer Stormwatch, was out there between them and the planet, a small wedge-shaped form against the colossal bulk of the Nexus. Xar gave a mental nod to Gaius, acting Commodore, who would be back onboard by now.
     The corvette picked up speed and turned parallel to run alongside the Titan. They were soon traveling at fighter speed, the unbelievable length of the Titan blurring as they passed beside it. The Nexus was a forty-kilometer wonder of engineering, built around a central spine about four kilometers thick. The ship widened at both bow and stern, as well as the center, where four huge spines projected outward. At the front and rear, huge sail-looking structures hung out, extending for kilometers, making the ship look almost aquatic. The ship had even more sails that were not currently deployed. All together, it was an awesome sight to behold. He realized this was the only Titan he could fly this close beside without getting turned into a ball of flame and gas. They passed countless gun emplacements on the hull, including some of the big anti-ship beam turrets that could slice other vessels in two. The terrain of the ship’s exterior varied as well, from smooth armored hull, to large viewport windows, to almost city-like clusters of projections and decks. The ship filled all the space on their right, and Xar began to wonder if they’d ever reach the end of it.

     Finally they did, and the corvette passed by the massive but sleek-looking front section of the ship. Then there was only open space ahead of them.

     “We’re now clear to jump,” Zalaria announced smoothly. “It’s time to give the crew a destination.”

     Everyone turned to look at Icis. “So, where’s our first stop?” Xar asked.

     Icis walked over to the map of Epsilon Sector at the navigation console and gestured to a system not that far to the right of NI territory. “There,” he said. “The Madas System.”

     “That’s not too far at all,” Zalaria said, looking at the spot Icis indicated. “We can make it there in a single hop. I wouldn’t get settled in if I were you.”

     Xar grinned. It was at least a thousand light-years to the Madas System. To think they could reach it in practically no time… This was what he’d been waiting for.

     It took only a few moments for the crew to enter the necessary coordinates and prep the ship’s stardrive. Then Xar and the others took their seats and waited. He’d traveled in Ultraspace once before, but he’d never seen anything of it from deep inside the Nexus. This would be his – and any NI citizen’s – first real view of what it was like.

     The Altarin’Dakor could still use hyperspace, but they primarily used a much faster way to travel. Their ships could open a wormhole into a yet different dimension, known colloquially as Ultraspace. But the rules worked a bit differently than those of hyperspace. When a ship physically entered Ultraspace, it was in a place where space worked differently – was shorter to a large degree. A ship could remain relatively still in Ultraspace if need be, or it could travel between corresponding points to reach a star system in real space. However, one drawback to the technology was that a ship couldn’t travel in Ultraspace indefinitely. It was possible to get lost inside and never find your way back out. Because of this, ships generally traveled from point to point in straight lines, and were limited to a few thousand light years in range in a single jump. The ship would then stop, calibrate another jump, and reenter Ultraspace.

     Even though Xar knew intellectually how it worked, seeing it unfold before his eyes was totally different. Suddenly space in front of the corvette seemed to shift, the stars in front of them twisting and warping into a whirlpool of color. He could feel the shift through the Force just as acutely, as if the fabric of space itself were being ripped open. Then a pinpoint of light appeared in front of them, quickly expanding into a circle twice the width of the ship. The wormhole filled with color, reds and oranges and mixing and mingling to fast to track. Material of some kind flowed out of the hole in space. Whatever was inside, it was not a total vacuum. The wormhole grew larger in the viewport as they approached, finally filling the screen as the ship passed through. The transition was totally smooth, and only the visual display in front of them indicated that anything happened. But that was more than enough. Xar felt his mouth drop open in total awe, as the swirling maelstrom completely filled the sky before him.

     “It’s beautiful…” he heard Zoar whisper from behind. Xar disagreed – beautiful didn’t even begin to describe it. In fact, words failed him completely to sum up the glowing vista around him.

     In the center seat of the bridge, Zalaria swiveled in her chair to face him and crossed her legs. “Enjoy it while you can,” she said, looking amused. “It won’t last for long.” 




*
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Conference Room 2-B


Senate Complex, Tralaria


1330 Hours



The six New Imperium Senators and the dozen or so other delegates were gathered together in one of the complex’s luxurious conference rooms, talking among themselves to decide who they would vote as the next Diktat of the New Imperium. All the poll checking and conversing with superiors and subordinates was over, now. Soon, it would be time to make a decision.

     Nico sat at one of the tables and watched those mingling around him. Few were talking about the actual elections. He kept his Force-latent telepathic abilities toned down to keep out the static of stray thoughts. This especially was not the time to violate anyone’s privacy. From time to time someone would stop by to discuss the stock markets with him, or the Division’s development, or the situation with the Altarin’Dakor defectors. A few actually talked to him about the election. To them, he gave his honest opinion about the three candidates: Berkana, Rytor, and Virzixl. For some time they went on, while Nico waited, becoming bored with all the hubbub.

     He was finally approached by Fleet Admiral Stan Sanders, leader of and senator for the Intruder Wing. Nico was glad for the interruption. They were fairly close friends, and had both commanded fleets at Mizar. After that, Nico had negotiated to merge his Dark Lightning Strike Fleet into the Intruder Wing. If they hadn’t, the DLSF would never have recovered from its losses in the battle. Now Kolath and all the other former-DLSF systems were Intruder Wing territory. Stan was his superior in the military now, but because of his recent appointment by Alyx, they were on equal ground politically.

     They had been talking for some time when Stan changed the subject to the new election.

     “You seem in strong support of Rytor for the position. I was wondering: what makes you think he’d be best for the job?” Stan asked.

     Nico shrugged. “Honestly, I think he’s the best choice among the current candidates. Since the NI’s inception we’ve only had three leaders: first Xar, for a short time while we got on our feet; then Ryskar, who was our best choice; and now Dogar as Interim.  But our other group and organization leaders, with whom we’re most familiar and comfortable, no longer wish to run. Majere has his hands full taking care of those pirates in his quadrant. Shokfer is pretty distant over in SV territory. Alyx is too busy with the Division, and none of the CEOs wish to run. Rytor has the most experience of the three candidates, and he’s already done a tremendous job for us as head of Intelligence. Besides, current polls suggest that the general populace is in favor of him, and he does support the Kanassa Decision.” The Kanassa Decision called for a total restructuring of the New Imperium militarily and structurally, in lieu of the overwhelming threat of war. But it would implement much-needed changes to steady the NI in current times.
“Well, I’m in favor of the new structural changes as well,” Stan replied. “But his being head of Intel is exactly what makes me a bit queasy. Now I don’t want to put words in anyone’s mouth, but Rytor probably has a lot of dirt on every Senator and other delegate, both large and small. If he wanted, he might be able to put pressure on Senators and lend favor for his policies. We don’t want to open ourselves up to any weaknesses like that.”

     Nico gave a sigh. He’d thought of that before as well, but he’d cast the thought aside as paranoia. “Well, think about this. Rytor is head of our Intelligence, not the enemy’s. He may know secrets about each of us, or maybe he doesn’t, but I don’t think he’d be in his position if he hadn’t proven his total loyalty and devotion to the New Imperium. If we can’t trust our own Intelligence head, who can we trust?”

     Stan nodded and hummed thoughtfully. “Point taken. That would seem logical, at least. Besides,” he said with a laugh, “I don’t have anything to hide, so there’s no dirt he could pull up on me. I’m sure that’s the same with us all, right?”

     Nico smiled. “Just the cobwebs under my bed,” he said lightly.

    Stan nodded. “Well, I do tend to over-think things sometimes,” he said. “Like you said, Gene Rytor’s proven his trustworthiness, and I’ll support him if he gets the position.” With that, he turned to leave, and Nico watched him thoughtfully. Nico hadn’t realized that he’d really taken sides yet, but it seemed like he’d already decided to vote for Rytor. He hoped he was right. Rytor’s record did seem to show that he had the NI’s best interests in mind. The other candidates were both exemplary leaders, and everyone was in support of the Kanassa Decision, but Rytor seemed more devoted to it than any of the others, and had been advocating a stronger buildup of NI military offense and defense. If he was elected, then perhaps he’d lead the New Imperium back on the attack, and they could end the threat of war looming like a shadow over all their heads.

     He sat back, contemplating the situation. He was sure Alyx would support his choice, but still it was a heavy burden that rested on his shoulders. The feeling that people were shouldering responsibility onto him had to be real, it couldn’t just be imagined. After all, he’d lost count of how many odd jobs he’d had to take on, with them often exploding into chaos with only Nico Flygras there to set things straight. Especially the mission to find Kurt – the only real failure he had experienced. They’d found Kurt, of course, but not as he’d been when he was Warden of the Division. Instead, he’d somehow been subverted and was working with the Altarin’Dakor. It was still almost too much to believe. What could possibly have gotten into Kurt to make him join the AD? 

     Guess I’ll never know, he thought sadly.

The New Imperial Senate was in full session, the main chamber packed with members and delegates. The representatives sat behind their respective tables in the circular arrangement, a miniature version on the Galactic Senate on Coruscant. There was an air of expectancy in the crowd today. This day, long-anticipated, had finally arrived, and a new Diktat was to be chosen. 

     Interim Diktat Arfann Dogar stood in the center of the chamber, slowly turning to look with dark eyes at everyone gathered, as if burning them into his memory one more time. “Honorable delegates of the New Imperium,” he began, “I stand before you one last time as Diktat. This day has been long in coming. We are here to choose a new leader for the New Imperium. I have served you in my full capacity for these months, and now it is time to move on. Delegates, I urge you to make your choices prudently and with our citizens’ best interests in mind and heart. My cabinet and I will do our utmost to ensure that the transition of power will be completely smooth and seamless.

     With that, he nodded and stepped back. Secretary Jan Brucmack took his place, calling out to the chamber. “Honorable delegates, we have three exceptional candidates before us today: High Admiral Berkana of the Star Viper Fleet, Emperor Virzixl of the Kaav’Klan Nation, and Moff Gene Rytor, Director of New Imperial Intelligence. The outcome of this decision will make no reflection upon the abilities or mettle of any candidate. We know they are all worthy to take the position, but only one may be chosen. Now, delegates, please cast your ballots.”

     Nico felt sorry for Dogar. The man had definitely run afoul of much back fortune in his time as interim Diktat. First the loss at Mizar dropped in his lap, then the fiasco in the nebula. A pity; he really hoped that Dogar would stick around after this. Nico then glanced around the chamber. Everywhere, the senators and representatives had their heads down, focusing on their data input screens. He then looked at the three candidates in particular. He already knew who his choice was, but it still was hard to cast the others away when each was so exemplary. The NI government was not based on political parties or groups, so each vote was normally a personal matter. Now the three candidates sat expectantly, Emperor Virzixl in his box among the Senate, while Rytor and Berkana were seated with others at opposite ends of the room. 

     Virzixl was technically able to cast his own vote, but since Rytor and Berkana couldn’t do the same without voting powers, the Sigman Emperor had promised to abstain so as not to sway the vote unfairly. It was a noble gesture that made Nico’s heart heavy to vote against him. Likewise with Berkana, a man with a greatly distinguished career who would make an excellent strategist to use against the Altarin’Dakor. In different ways, they all deserved the position. But Nico had already weighed the factors, and decided which way the Division’s vote would go.

     Reaching up to his screen display, Nico cast his vote.

     By the time he was finished, most of the chamber was done as well, and waiting for the outcome. As the last few stragglers made their choices, Nico felt a drop of sweat run down his temple and across his cheek. He hoped he hadn’t tilted the vote by expressing his opinions at the conference. He believed that if each person cast their vote as they thought was right, then the best person would get the job, regardless of any other factors. Hopefully no one had taken his expressions to be a major influence on their decision.

     Moments later, the votes had been tallied. Holovid channels from all across the New Imperium watched expectantly as Secretary Brucmack took the report and showed it to Dogar, who nodded, then turned to address the Senate.

     “The votes have been tallied,” he announced, his words weighing thick in the air with their import. “The results are as follows: Berkana – 30 percent, Virzixl – 28 percent, Rytor – 42 percent.” The Diktat was always elected by a simple majority.
     The Senate Chamber exploded into a roar of cheers and applause, as Rytor and Berkana both stood and crossed the stage to shake hands. Nico applauded as well, but he felt a sudden chill run down his spine. His candidate had won, but somehow he couldn’t shake off the feeling that this decision had been inevitable.

     Rytor walked over to the dais, where he shook hands with first Dogar and then Brucmack. Then the Secretary took the man’s arm and turned to look out at the ring of senators around the chamber.

     “Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you the new Diktat of the New Imperium, Gene Rytor!”
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Madas System, Outer Rim


Second Planet


1750 Hours Ship’s Time

Xar stood in front of the cave entrance, holding his breath mask tight against his face in the thin, freezing atmosphere. His thick cloak billowed out in front of him under the driving wind. This had turned out to be their first destination, the planet where Icis said the Morphioni lived. Located in the Madas System in the Outer Rim, not very far from New Imperium space, the planet was uninhabited, and so little known that it didn’t even have a name. It was dry here in addition to the chill, as the air tried to draw all the moisture out of his body. Xar couldn’t imagine why a technology-obsessed zealot would be living in the middle of nowhere like this. But Icis had promised that there would be a Morphioni in this small, unassuming cave, which looked no different from the many others scattered around the low surrounding foothills. The rest of the team had also disembarked from the ship and waited, save for Zalaria, who remained on the corvette. The ship was parked less than a hundred meters behind them.

     Finally, Icis appeared, wrapped in his cloak and wearing the same kind of face mask and goggles. He came out of the cave slowly, shaking his head as he approached the rest of the party.

     “No one is there,” he reported, his voice sounding distant through the mask. “The place looks deserted. I would say it’s been abandoned only for a few days, though.”

     Xar didn’t know what that could mean. Perhaps the Morphioni had just gone on an extended journey. “Did you find anything useful at all?”

     “It was a mess inside. Things were strewn about everywhere. There were no signs as to where he was going next.”

     “Were there signs of a struggle?” Xar asked.

     Icis shook his head. “No, more like his place was ransacked. I did manage to find this, though,” he said, holding up a thin disk made partially from crystal.

     “What is it?”

     “It’s an advanced kind of datacard that he Morphioni use. It’s so obscure that most people wouldn’t even recognize it for what it is. I’m not sure, but I have a feeling this could at least lead us to the next destination. Even if we can’t find this Morphioni, he would surely know where others are living.” He sighed, shaking his head. “If only I was still a Traveler, I could have just gone to the local overseer and gotten the information we need. I’m sure he knows where the planet is.”

     “Don’t worry about it. This just means we’ll have to use normal means to find it, that’s all. We can’t have everything handed to us. Now come on, let’s start deciphering that disk, if we can,” Xar said, starting back toward the ship.


The Altarin’Dakor corvette cruised through a kaleidoscope of colors, a small, tiny solid object against the multidimensional backdrop of Ultraspace.

     Inside the observation room, Xar stood with Zalaria, staring out at the spectacle outside the viewport. He couldn’t look for too long at a time, though, or he’d feel a rush of dizziness and disorientation. His eyes just weren’t made to take in more than three dimensions. Everything just looked like a blurred, jumbled mess out there.

     “I just hope word of this doesn’t get out to the other Altarin’Dakor,” Xar said. “If they hear about this, they’ll come after us for sure.” He’d been worried when they found the Morphioni home empty. Maybe he had just been on a trip, or… maybe he’d been killed before they got there.

     “Xar,” Zalaria said, “It would be foolish to think the enemy doesn’t know everything we’ve been doing. I’m more worried that someone else figured this out first and has beaten us to the prize.”

     “You’re talking about the spies we have in the New Imperium?”

     “Think about it, Xar. The only ones that you’ve caught so far seem to have been the least important.”

     Inwardly, Xar nodded. How much had Slyvie Voor, whom he’d killed only weeks before, really known? A few troop movements and weapons shipments maybe, or a little of the Jedi training currently going on. Xar had known even then that Slyvie was only a minor player. “So where are the real spies?” he mused.

     “Unfortunately your system of government makes it difficult to keep secrets and quite easy to find information about our military plans,” Zalaria told him. “And at this point I’m sure there are spies at all levels of the government. After all, the most valuable spies aren’t in the open, where they can be caught. The best ones are always in places you’d never expect.”

     A moment later the doorway slid open behind them. Xar turned around to see Icis entering, followed by Zoar. Xar addressed the former. “Does this mean you’ve found something?” he asked.

     Icis held up the datacard they’d acquired at Madas. “Took me ten hours of work – since even the AD don’t have the necessary equipment to read it – but I finally got it decoded. The Morphioni we were looking for is named Narshim. Most of the information was useless banter, details of his experiments and lists of places employing technology he was interested in. None of the really important stuff, such as Narshim’s personal artifact storehouse, secret technologies he’d found, or anything like that.”

     “So it’s a dead end?” Xar asked, letting his tone drop. If it was, this mission was effectively over.

     “Not quite. Some of his records mention one of his peers, a Morphioni named Zeboika. I’ve figured out where he lives. It’ll take a bit out of the way, to an abandoned Imperial outpost on Jennar IV, but it’ll be a short side trip.”

     “Well then, no point wasting time here,” Zalaria spoke up. “I’ll get us underway.” With that, she took the datapad from Icis and strode from the room.

     “Pardon me,” Zoar said, looking askance toward Icis. “I was wondering. What exactly is a Morphioni?”

     Icis folded his hands together and looked thoughtful for a moment. That meant, Xar knew, he was revving up for his lecturing mood. “There are some species in this galaxy that defy a simple explanation, but I will try. The Morphioni are natural shape-shifters. No one knows what they really look like. They can assume the form and appearance of any other race as long as their mass remains the same. They could be related to the Shi’ido, but there are some differences. Whereas the Shi’ido can assume the shape of nearly any race once they grow old, and live around 500 years, the Morphioni only do best with humanoid races, though they can live far longer. They are also far more secretive.”

     “The New Imperium didn’t even know they existed until we were infiltrated by one of them,” Xar said. “He was a lunatic though, obsessed with getting inside the vaults on Varnus and stealing our Force artifacts.”

     Icis nodded. “We suspect that he was mad, although he had at least one partner in his quest. But back to their racial traits. The other characteristic about them is their fascination with technology. They explore the forgotten starlanes of the Unknown Regions, seeking out races new and old to acquire pieces of their technology. They have countless collections of Sith weapons, Holocrons – even, I’m sad to say, some Traveler technology. 

     “However, they are also very solitary creatures, hoarding information in their own private storehouses. Whether this is some genetically-linked fascination or they have some ulterior agenda, no one knows. They do not consort with others and do not share their secrets. That is why we believe Malphunoc was insane. He tried to use two artifacts that we hadn’t understood to resurrect a massive repulsor buried underneath the surface of Varnus. Morphioni don’t usually try to gain power for themselves like that. But, the fact that he knew how to operate an advanced yet forgotten technology such as that is a testament to their knowledge.”

     “If anyone knows the location of the planet we’re looking for, it’s them,” Xar added.

     Zoar nodded slowly as he digested what they’d told him. “Thank you for the explanation. It sounds as if these Morphioni could be very dangerous. But if they know what you say they know, then why haven’t you contacted them before? If you could gain their knowledge it would give you a weapon against the Altarin’Dakor.”

     Xar and Icis exchanged glances. “True, they may have technology even greater than Altarin’Dakor equipment,” Icis said. “But you see, Morphioni are very territorial, and can be extremely aggressive when agitated. Malphunoc was a powerful Force wizard in his own right. Using his shape-changing abilities and subversion, he nearly tore the Division apart from the inside. We don’t know how they might act if they feel threatened by us, and we don’t want to incite the Morphioni into acting together against the New Imperium. Generally, I’d say they’d never help us.  So, it’s only in extreme circumstances that we would approach them.”

     “So why are we going to them now?” Zoar asked.

     Xar’s eyes narrowed. “Because these are extreme circumstances.”

     Suddenly, the swirling vortex of Ultraspace outside burst apart, filling with the viewports with blinding light. An instant later, the light was gone, replaced by the darkness of the void and only a few small pinpoints of light that were stars. The ship had reemerged into normal space.

     “We’re here,” Icis said gravely.
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Conference Room

NI Senate Complex

Tralaria


Dogar sat in the private conference room with Gene Rytor, hoping this session would let him get a feel for the newly-elected Diktat. He hadn’t worked as closely with the man as Xar or Ryskar had, and since Rytor had just won the majority of the electoral votes, Dogar felt it his responsibility to ensure that the new Diktat had the New Imperium’s best interests at heart. After all, it was the least he could for the NI before retirement. A last act of goodwill, perhaps. Even better that Rytor had requested this meeting himself, and had insisted that it occur before his victory speech.
     “Congratulations on your new position,” Dogar told the man. Rytor was the elder here, with splotches of gray in his formerly black hair. Rytor looked good and he had the experience, but that didn’t mean everything. His stint as Interim had tired Dogar of the ways of politicking. “Can you tell me what you have planned from here?” he asked.
     Gene Rytor sat opposite him with a focused expression. He’d been more than willing to give Dogar this time, in order to let Dogar know where he was coming from, as he put it. “First of all, thank you for your support,” the older replied. “I know it is a big first step to take as Diktat, but as you know, we have to implement the Kanassa Decision.”
     “Agreed,” Dogger nodded. It would be a heavy restructuring of the New Imperium as they knew it, and would probably be good for the government to get used to a new system and a new leader at the same time.

     “I will do everything I can to make sure the NI survives this war,” Rytor continued. “But I can’t do it myself. Arfann, I wanted to talk to you because I am going to need your help. I need a minister of war to coordinate our forces.”
     Dogar blinked. “Preposterous. Me?” Obviously Rytor knew that he was making plans to retire. “I wish I could help you,” he confessed, “but I am not currently planning to stay on in any type of official position. You have all the necessary qualifications to lead. I’m not trying to drop the whole thing in your lap, but I don’t think I’m the right man for the job.”
     Rytor shook his head seriously across the table. “I am not a military man, Dogar. My specialty is more civilian, and at times, the arts of spying, as you know. But this is beyond me. I cannot lead the NI in a war against the Altarin’Dakor, but I can make sure that we stay economically and socially secure.” He folded his hands together and rested his gaze right on Dogar. “I need someone to coordinate the Fleet Commanders. You have the experience and the ability to lead.”

     Arfann laughed in spite of himself. “I appreciate the offer and the vote of confidence, but I’m afraid my career’s over, Gene. After the fiascos at Mizar and then the nebula, I’ve got no reputation left to spare.”

     “I don’t care about your reputation, Arfann,” Rytor said. “Anyone in the chain of command knows you’re not responsible for what has happened. There’s nothing you could have done at Mizar, or at the nebula. You were simply a scapegoat, and I won’t let that ruin your career.” 

     Dogar was thankful for his words, but he had another card to play. “I’m afraid I just don’t have the will for it anymore, Gene.” It was true; dreams of Mizar still haunted him fairly often. He had no desire to pile up more bad memories.
     “It’s not about the will, Arfann.” Rytor’s voice was stern. “It’s about what’s right; it’s about what must be done to save the NI. I need you.”

     Dogar leaned back in surprise at the seriousness of the man’s voice. He could see that Rytor had the NI’s best interests at heart, and he didn’t care about appearances. But could Arfann bring himself to face down his failures and the ridicule, and make a new start? 
     Did he really have a choice? Rytor’s words had convicted him.

     “Very well. I will do my best.” There was nothing else to say.
     The man’s face brightened visibly. “That’s all I ask, Dogar. Thank you. I will make the announcement during the speech. I hope you will be there to support it.”

     “Of course,” Dogar nodded. Then, later, once the meeting had concluded, he couldn’t help but wonder. What have I gotten myself into?
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Planet Jennar IV


Unknown Regions


2140 Hours


Zeboika, apprentice mage of the Morphioni cause, was sitting at his table reading one of the ancient manuscripts when the knock came to his front door. Immediately he dropped the paper and darted for his caster staff. He certainly hadn’t been expecting anyone, and no one else would have come to this abandoned world unless they were looking for him. 

     He was halfway to his weapon when the door opened anyway, flying around on its hinges and hitting the wall on the other side. From the doorway, several figures cried out upon seeing him.

     “Wait!” one of them shouted in Basic. “We don’t mean to harm you!”

     Ignoring them, Zeboika grabbed his caster and spun around, preparing to fill the strangers with poisonous Zan stingers. As he brought his staff up, however, something invisible hit his hand with enough force to send the caster spinning off into a corner. Shocked, Zeboika snarled as three figures emerged into the dimly-lit hut. Humans. One was dark-skinned and broad-shouldered, while another was very tall and dark-haired. The middle figure was shorter but also dark-headed, a long, cylindrical object dangled at his waist. Zeboika didn’t need to see it to know they were Jedi.

     “Chuk’vak istem tuo!” he shouted, then started to dive for his fallen weapon.

     The central man thrust out his hand again, and Zeboika was lifted off his feet as if he were weightless. He flew backward, slamming against the wall of his hut, hard. An invisible hand held him there, so strongly that Zeboika could not even budge it no matter how hard he tried.

     “Careful Xar, this man is not our enemy,” the taller man said to the other. “We only startled him.” 

     Zeboika struggled against the barrier vainly, growling curses in his native language. He willed his body to change, envisioning races he’d met that were strong, more muscular.

     “What is he doing?” the lead Jedi asked, an incredulous look on his face.

     “What all Morphioni do,” the tall man replied. “He’s shape-shifting. But he won’t be able to break free, no matter how hard he tries.” He stepped forward in front of the others, then, and looked intently at Zeboika, their eyes meeting. Zeboika could see something different in this man’s eyes, the look that comes with hidden age and wisdom. “Your name is Zeboika, correct?” the man asked. “I am Icis Novitaar – a Kajeat. You know what that means. These are my companions, Jedi named Xar Kerensky and Atridd Xoan. I apologize for intruding on you, but I want to discuss some business. If I let you down, will you talk with me?”

     Zeboika’s eyes widened at the man’s words. He knew of the Kajeat, one of the First Races that spread their people across the universe, watching and recording events. This one wanted information from him, probably something about the galaxy that few others knew. Zeboika considered. The Morphioni weren’t exactly enemies with them, and these so-called Travelers had committed themselves to non-interference. Still, information was the most lucrative and costly commodity in the universe, and anything that this man wanted to ask Zeboika would come at an expensive price. There were some things he wouldn’t reveal no matter what the offer.

     Slowly, Zeboika nodded. He’d hear the Traveler out, and if he didn’t like what they had to say, his arms would be free, allowing him to use any number of hidden devices to kill the intruders. After a moment, the pressure lessened, and his body lowered to the floor. He then crossed back over to the table, removing the manuscript and placing it back on the bookcase behind him. Turning back, he spitted the Traveler named Novitaar with a hot stare. “So Kajeat, what business do you offer me today?” he growled in the visceral language they called Basic.

     Novitaar’s eyes narrowed, and he pulled out the chair on the other side of the table and sat down. “Zeboika, before coming to you we tried to visit your colleague, Narshim. When we arrived he was nowhere to be found, and his abode had been ransacked. All his belongings had been searched through. Do you know what may have happened?”

     “I do not know,” Zeboika snarled placing his hands on the corners of the table across from the man. “Maybe you didn’t get your information from him, so you killed him and now come to me for it.”

     The Jedi named Xoan stepped forward angrily in response. “I don’t think so, you ugly green quack. Somebody else got to your friend before us, and they may be after you next. By helping us you may be helping him.”

     Zeboika gave the man a toothy grin. He was aware that he’d shifted into the form of a Varneek, a green-skinned humanoid species with many horns projecting out from their skeletal structure. Undoubtedly the aliens were unaware of this species – and of the gland that they used to spit venom into their enemies’ eyes. “I care nothing for the life of Narshim,” he said. “We rarely speak with one another. Our purpose is to live in solitude, to preserve what knowledge we can for the time of Fleeing.”

     “And what is that?” Novitaar asked, his voice dropping to almost a whisper. Maybe he knew something about the Fleeing already.

     Zeboika looked at him. “We prepare to flee the coming Darkness, to save what we can of the life within this galaxy. You Kajeat should know about this. Or do your leaders keep secrets from you?” he asked with a sneer.

     Novitaar appeared worried for a moment, but then he shook his head and concentrated on Zeboika. “That is not the reason we are here,” he said. “In actuality, we seek information regarding the location of a certain planet, one that supposedly can change its position in space. We believe it may be linked with the location of the Force Shards, powerful artifacts that can increase a Jedi’s abilities in the Force. Do you know of this?”

     “Now, finally we discuss business,” Zeboika sighed, pleased. He slowly sat back into his chair, studying Novitaar thoughtfully. “It is dangerous information you seek. The price will be very high. Can you pay?”

     Behind Novitaar, the dark-haired Jedi called Kerensky took a step forward, frowning. “Maybe we don’t have to pay you anything,” he said, the meaning clear in his voice. “Why don’t you just do it as a service to the galaxy? After all, the ‘Darkness’ is coming, as you said. The Altarin’Dakor won’t spare you any more than they will their enemies. You should be glad to give us this information; we could save your little green…”

     “Silence!” Zeboika barked, cutting the man off. “You talk like a child. Information is power, and power comes only with a price.” What a fool, this human. He thought Zeboika had been referring to the Altarin’Dakor. Such an ignorant man would not live long.

     “He’s right, Xar,” Novitaar said, looking back at the man, who seemed to be barely containing his anger. “Don’t underestimate the Morphioni. They know more about this galaxy than you, me, or just about anyone else. They make deals, just like all races.” He turned back to Zeboika. “What will this information cost us?”

     “We do not deal in currency, of course. And there is nothing you know that would be of value to me. However… You are traveling with Altarin’Dakor.” Novitaar’s eyes widened, and Zeboika smiled at his small triumph. “Did you think to keep it hidden from me? I have more resources than you realize.” Of course, he’d only been making an educated bluff. These men had caught him unawares, since he had not detected their ship approaching, so he knew that it employed a cloaking system. Now that he knew there were Altarin’Dakor involved, he would see how far he could push the bargain. “I want an artifact,” he said. “Something that will equal the knowledge you want me to give. I would prefer something made by the Altarin’Dakor. Something Ancient.” His eyes gleamed greedily, but he didn’t care.
     Novitaar nodded his head. He was proving as reasonable as Zeboika would expect from a Traveler. “I will do what I can,” he said. “Allow me some time to consult with the rest of my party. I will return.”

     “I will look forward to the exchange,” Zeboika said, nodding.

     The men proceeded to leave, with Novitaar and Xoan taking the lead. The man named Kerensky waited a moment longer, staring darkly at him, before following. Once they were gone, Zeboika shook his head and laughed to himself. This would be a most profitable exchange. He would receive a powerful Altarin’Dakor artifact, and in return, these humans would receive information that would lead them straight to their deaths. Such a foolish quest was not for a fallen race such as them. They sought to repel the coming Darkness, but it was a useless gesture. The only thing to do was flee. The Morphioni knew that better than anyone.
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Grand Auditorium


Senate Complex, Tralaria


1600 Hours


Nico sat calmly at his assigned table while former Moff Gene Rytor, newly-elected Diktat of the New Imperium, stood at the podium and addressed the milling crowd of reporters, military officers, and civilian onlookers in the auditorium before him. He looked around at the gathered crowd before him, the striking image of a good-looking, confident politician, the spotlights accenting his facial lines and salt-and-pepper hair.

     “Ladies and gentlemen, and all citizens of the New Imperium, I greet you. This day marks a change in leadership for the New Imperium, but not a change in heart or in purpose. I promise you I will serve the New Imperium to the fullest of my abilities and maintain the high standards that we hold dear.”

     He smiled. “To that intent, I will announce my first official act as Diktat. This will have a broad effect on the people of the New Imperium, and I hope that everyone will work together to make these changes as smooth as possible. With the imminent threat of invasion, we must make some important decisions to bolster safety and our sense of brotherhood in the New Imperium. Effective immediately, I am instigating the Senate-approved act entitled the Kanassa Decision, which will alter not only the structure of the New Imperial Government and its representation, but of our military as well.

     “In accordance with the Kanassa Decision, all of the New Imperium’s separate and distinct members, whether known as fleets, corporations or any other name, are now consolidated into a single, unified New Imperium government. This creates a single government and hierarchical structure to our state, where each planetary system will have its own representation in the NI Senate. Our fleets will be merged into a unified military force with a new structure that I will explain shortly. Also, although each planetary system will remain largely self-governing; no longer shall clusters of worlds be combined to form any kind of organized representation in the Senate or the New Imperial Government.

     “All additional subsections of the Kanassa Decision are also now in effect. This includes changes to our military structure. In addition to my executive cabinet, and to shoulder the burden of a centralized military, I am creating a War Cabinet consisting of nine members. The Minister of War will be Sector Admiral Arfan Dogar.” He paused as a round of murmurs passed around the audience. “I have been in close personal discussion with him on this, and I believe he is perfectly suited for this task. He will be in overall command of the military and will consult with our Fleet Commanders at all times.”

     He gazed out at the audience for a moment, as if waiting for a challenge to his decision. None came, and he continued. “The New Imperial Navy will consist of two sector fleets. Commander of the First Fleet shall be Sector Admiral and Jedi Master Gaius Adonai, of the Jedi Division. Commander of the Second Fleet shall be Sector Admiral Stan Sanders of the former Intruder Wing. The two fleets will be separated into three task forces each with these respective commanders: Task Force Independence - Fleet Admiral Arden Vonture. Task Force Nexus - Admiral Awel Kylar. Task Force Stormwatch - Admiral Aaron Melvar. Task Force Ravenspyre - Fleet Admiral Caramon Majere. Task Force Serpent - Fleet Admiral Shokfer. Task Force Darkstar - Fleet Admiral Eulicid. The two Fleet Commanders will have autonomous authority over their forces. The War Cabinet will decide only the broad theater strategy to be used and the Fleet Commanders will develop specific strategies to follow them, with full control over their own resources.
     “Commander of the Fighter Corps will be Admiral and CEO Walt Amason. Commander of Ground Forces will be Field Marshal Rodin Kaler. Commander of Logistics Support will be Fleet Admiral Jann Percy. The Chief Executive Officer of the Research and Development Division will be CEO K’bail, with CEOs Trident and Kasei for support. Only the Jedi Division – itself already a structure accountable to the New Imperium as a whole – will go unchanged, with its command by Grand Master Alyx Misnera. In addition, Master Misnera will be Commander of Special Projects, the final spot on the War Cabinet, and will be in charge of coordinating with our Altarin’Dakor representatives, including Jedi Master Xar Kerensky and the Altarin’Dakor commander, Zalaria.”

     Nico nodded inwardly. So, that was the position that Alyx had chosen. It would give him a lot of autonomy, while allowing him to keep an eye on Xar and the AD forces, as well. Clever, he thought.

     “Furthermore, I promise to use all my resources as Director of Intelligence in my new position as Diktat of the New Imperium. From this point on we will come down hard on any enemy spies within the New Imperium government.”

     Suddenly the new Diktat straightened, looking as regal and composed as if he’d been doing this all his life. “As most of you know,” he said, “I feel strongly that the New Imperium should maintain a strong military in addition to our social reforms. In that vein, I will continue to fund New Imperium construction efforts and research in an attempt to bring us to a more level playing field with the Altarin’Dakor. Make no mistake: we are on the verge of war. The only question is when the enemy will strike. I intend to use what we’ve learned to put the New Imperium on the offensive, and strike back at the Altarin’Dakor. We cannot win by being defensive. That will only lead to the inevitable defeat and evacuation of all our colonies and worlds. Instead, we must take the offensive, for as long as we hurt the enemy, we make it harder and more costly for him to advance upon us. I promise you, this will not end with the defeat and surrender of the New Imperium. We will be victorious, we will defeat this threat to all that we hold dear, and we will stand out as a beacon, a shining example for the rest of the galaxy to acknowledge and to follow.” 

     With that, he stepped back from the podium while the audience erupted in applause. Nico sat back in his seat though, thoughtful. The speech had been rousing and perfect, and it seemed the NI was regaining its much-needed morale. Yet something still nagged at the back of his mind. There was something familiar about all of this…
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When Xar and Icis finally returned to the Morphioni hut, they had a new companion with them. Icis led the way, and moved over beside the small wooden table where the Morphioni still sat. But this time the creature had taken the form of a human, probably one he’d come across in his travels. Behind him came Xar, followed by their third party member, who had replaced Xoan. 

     “Here is your artifact, mortal,” Zalaria said, holding out the long cylinder she held in her hand. Icis tried to keep his composure. She was becoming more haughty and arrogant now that they were out on their own, without the necessity of keeping up her charade in New Imperium space. He’d known that the tame airs she’d been putting on around the palace were a pack of lies. He’d wondered how such a vicious animal could keep up such a masquerade for so long.

     As the Morphioni’s eyes rested on the object she held out, his mouth twisted into a sneer. “One of your pathetic lightsabers? Spare me,” he growled. “I have enough already, and I know the Altarin’Dakor make them in virtually the same way. Such an object is hardly worth of what I have to off…”

     He broke off as Zalaria ignited the weapon. Icis looked away just in time, but the Morphioni yelled out as he was temporarily blinded by light. A searing beam of coruscating blue energy extended for two meters out of the handle. Then, as Icis watched, two smaller blades shot out at angles to the blade, forming a guard made of the same kind of energy as the blade. Zalaria brandished the weapon like a trained professional, leaving traces of blue light in the air, then she released the weapon. Instead of falling, it hovered in the air in front of her, and a clicking sound came from the handle. The two guard-blades disappeared, and the blade suddenly became elastic, waving in front of the Morphioni like a whip. Which was exactly the kind of purpose it served, albeit a most deadly whip.

     “This is a hypersaber,” Zalaria said, her face bathed in blue light. “It is ancient, and most rare. Only a few dozen were ever created, and few of those exist today. This one was created before we left this galaxy for the first time. And these are just some of its enhancements. I haven’t bonded with it, so I cannot employ all of its abilities. It has its own computerized AI and automatic repair systems, as well.”

     Zeboika stared at the blade eagerly. His pupils had shrunk to tiny dots, and he licked his lips. “On the other hand,” he breathed, “this would be most suitable for an exchange.”

     Zalaria gave a wicked-looking smile. “I thought you’d see it that way.” She deactivated the saber.

     The Morphioni took the weapon reverently and laid it on the table in front of him. He was obviously trying to hold back a triumphant grin as he looked back up at them.

     “What you have to say better be worth it,” Zalaria said flatly. “You know I could take it back easily if I wanted to.”

     As he looked up at her, Zeboika’s eyes suddenly widened. Icis wondered if the alien knew that she was an Altarin’Dakor Warlord. “I will… tell you all that I know,” Zeboika said softly.

     To Icis’ right, Xar looked like he’s suffered a personal blow. He’d been dead against giving the Morphioni anything, especially a hypersaber that he didn’t even know Zalaria had. Icis suspected the man felt unneeded and in the way right now, a position he’d probably never been in before. He’d become too used to being important, and had forgotten that not everything could be solved using brute force. He probably would have tortured the creature, but he didn’t know that Morphioni would never give in to that sort of treatment.
     Finally Zeboika began to speak. 

     “The planet you are looking for is called Mies. It is located deep inside the Unknown Regions, and as you know, it has the ability to change location throughout the galaxy. I have not personally been there, but others have recorded it through the millennia, ever since the Morphioni began exploring the stars. It seems to travel a pre-programmed course. Currently it is located somewhere in Beta Sector, and although I don’t know the location exactly, there is a formula you can use to find it quickly.”

     “How does a planet change its own location? Through hyperspace somehow?” Xar asked, disbelief in his voice.

     “Probably. Planets have been known to travel through hyperspace, human. Just like Zonoma Sekot. But its last jump was made, as we recorded, about four thousand years ago.” Zeboika sighed loudly. “There is a legend to the planet. I make no judgments as to its validity. According to the story, the planet was originally created by some higher race, at least as old as the First Races, possibly older. Most likely it was created by the Celestials. They constructed the Corellian System, Maw Cluster, and sent planets all throughout the galaxy.”  He paused, looking from Icis to Xar expectantly. “You haven’t heard of this?”

     Icis didn’t let his face show anything. It was fairly common knowledge among the Kajeat that the Corellian System had been built using Centerpoint Station, and he had recently made the connection with the giant repulsor on Varnus… That’s why Varnus doesn’t have a moon, he thought. It all seemed so obvious.

     He turned to look at Xar, and saw that he must have been going through the same thought processes. Xar, however, wasn’t quite as knowledgeable about the universe as Icis was. The man was looking at Icis with a mixture of awe and fear. Icis nodded that he too realized what this meant. But Xar couldn’t know exactly how old Zeboika was saying this planet was. The construction of the Corellian System pre-dated even most of the First Races, including the Kajeat, or Travelers. It was almost too much to fathom. The enemy they were fighting, the Altarin’Dakor, were over 25,000 years old, leaving before the founding of the Old Republic. The Travelers had entered the galaxy at least 50,000 years before that. By then, all traces of the civilization known only as the ‘Celestials’ had already been extinct for eons. They had been gone for so long that almost no trace was left, but strangely whatever had been left was preserved perfectly, just like Centerpoint. Now this Morphioni was saying that the planet they sought was also created by the Celestials. Icis swallowed hard, his mouth having gone dry. “Please, just continue,” he told the Morphioni.

     “Very well. Legend says that this world was once a paradise, fertile and green, very habitable for many forms of life. Perhaps this planet was the centerpiece for whatever advanced civilization lived here. At any rate, the planet’s ability to move is, in effect, a fail-safe defensive system to protect it from outsiders. Whatever it contains, its creators wanted to keep it so secret that the planet would change locations any time it was discovered. For thousands of years, this system was never used, even after the race that built it died out. However, once it was used, you can imagine the effect.”

     Icis nodded gravely. “If the planet entered hyperspace, the entire surface would be wasted. The atmosphere would be blown away. Virtually nothing could survive on it.”

     “Exactly. Unfortunately, this is what happened to a colony of a certain alien race. They had found this abandoned world, in the middle of nothingness, and settled there. For millennia they lived there in peace, until finally treasure seekers came to the world to find out what secrets it contained.”

     “Whatever’s there would have to be so important to its creators that they would go to all this trouble to keep it secret,” Xar said. “If it is the source of the Shard, it would seem to make sense.”

     “So what happened to the explorers?” Icis asked.

     Zeboika eyed them warily. “They triggered the mechanism, and the planet moved to another star system. The race living there was wiped out, along with every other living thing on the planet, and the explorers were never seen again. The planet was never meant to be inhabited, not after the race that built it died out.” He gave a very humanlike shrug. “The planet is programmed along a set course that would take it the perfect distance to main-sequence stars, so at least part of it would stay habitable. But the surface is a total wasteland.

     “And that, my friends, is all that I know,” he said. “Like I said, it’s just a legend.”

     Xar crossed his arms over his chest and nodded. “We’ll need a starmap of Beta Sector, and the most likely route along which the planet lies.”

     The Morphioni turned to look at him as if he were crazy. “You’re actually thinking of going there? After all I just told you?”
     “Of course,” Xar said. “I didn’t come all this way just to be scared off by you. We’re not like those treasure hunters. This is a serious mission; Altarin’Dakor forces could be after this thing, too. If we can gain its use, then we’ll have a weapon far older than the Altarin’Dakor on our side. Besides, we’re in much better shape than those other unfortunate explorers; they weren’t powerful Jedi. Either way, I need to know if this power can be used or not. If it can’t, we’ll at least be sure about it.”

     “Are you a fool, human? It’s a death trap,” Zeboika snarled. “Only those with a death wish go in search of the Celestials. I promise you: you will never return.””

     “Then it won’t be any different than if the Altarin’Dakor kill us,” Xar argued. “I’d rather stake my life on this chance than slowly wait while the galaxy is conquered by the enemy.”

     Icis nodded slowly. Zeboika’s story made his bones chill, but he knew Xar’s decision long before he announced it. Not because of the man’s headstrong personality, though that would’ve been enough. So far, this had played out exactly like the Scepter of Karanishma had shown him. And given that, he had no doubt that the rest would come to pass, as well. He would have to be there for him, or else all would be lost…
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Chapter Seven


Palace Eaglespyre


Planet Jengar


1100 Hours Local Time

Thad Balfin walked into the hangar where Inferno Squadron’s fighters were gathered. There, arrayed on the floor propped up on their landing struts, were nine of the New Imperium’s top-of-the-line aerospace superiority starfighter, the TIE Avatar. The ship truly was a work of art, he had to admit. Too bad he hadn’t designed it himself. 
     He walked over to the nearest one, colored a sleek silver-gray with black markings. A number of small decals of Altarin’Dakor-looking craft had been painted onto the side of the cockpit. So, these boys had seen some action lately. Thad moved around to the rear of the fighter and popped open the engine hatch, grinning in glee at what he saw inside. At last, a chance to work on these fine new machines. And not just service them, of course. He already had several ideas of how to improve them.
     “Hey you! What are you doing with the Commander’s starfighter?” a voice called out, causing Thad to jump. His head banged into the fuselage above him, causing a clang to ricochet throughout the chamber. 
     “Get out before I call security or…” the voice broke off as Thad stumbled back, rubbing his head even as he felt a knot beginning to rise. Thad turned to see a wiry young man with brown hair long enough that it was tied back behind his head.
    “Umm… Sorry, engineer. I didn’t… May I ask your name?”

    “The name’s Balfin,” Thad said, extending a hand. “And you are?”

    “Petur Kien, of Inferno Squadron,” the man said, returning the gesture. Thad gave his hand a firm squeeze before he let go. “Ow… Um, thanks. Sorry about that outburst, Engineer Balfin.”
    “Chief Engineer, lad.”

    “Oh, sorry, sir. I didn’t know you were the new service technician for our fighters, Chief Engineer Balfin.”

    Thad puffed out a breath that stirred his long moustaches. “Actually I’m not, but I will be soon enough. Don’t worry, my boy, your ships are in good hands, I assure you. Gohac and I are the best techs in Epsilon Sector. You’ve seen Gohac, right? The half-human, half-Sigman?”

    “Half… Is that possible…?” Petur began, but Thad didn’t want to give him time to object. He had to keep the boy in his place.

    “Now see here, lad,” he said, putting his hands on his waist. “You go tell your Commander there that I want the full readout on these ladies.” He jerked a thumb back toward the fighter behind him. “And I want copies of his sortie and itinerary list before each mission, so I can prep the ships accordingly. Do I make myself clear?” He put on the sternest expression he’d been able to manage during his practice times in front of the mirror.

     Kien’s eyes widened, then he nodded quickly. “Uh… Yes, sir! I’ll tell Commander Stele what you said and let him know the ships are in good hands.”

    Thad blinked. “What did you say your Commander’s name was?”
    “Commander Maarek Stele, sir,” Kien answered crisply. When Thad didn’t immediately reply, he added, “Is something wrong, sir?”

    “Oh, nothing wrong, my boy,” Thad assured him. Just the hard-headiest fighter jock in the whole frillin’ galaxy, he added in his own mind. It looked like fleeing to Jengar after the Altarin’Dakor attack on Varnus might turn out to be more interesting than he’d expected, after all.

    Seeing the boy still staring at him, he harrumphed and motioned the boy away. “Carry on now, lad. You’re dismissed. I’ve more important things to do than talk to you all day.” 
    As Kien left to go look for his commanding officer, Thad started to head for his quarters. He needed a nap.
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Unknown System


Beta Sector, Unknown Regions


2300 Hours Standard Time


The observation lounge onboard the corvette showed the vastness of space in an approximate 300 degree view, situated on top of the ship and encased in reinforced transparisteel. The current view was dominated by a single, gigantic blue star off in the distance, the latest stop in the continued search for the mysterious, traveling planet Mies.
     “This is the fifth empty system,” remarked Omega as he stood bathed in the star’s blue light. “It’s been two weeks already. How much longer do you think the Grand Master’s gonna keep looking?”

     Beside him, Draken swallowed the last piece of the ration bar he was eating and shook his head. “I’d say, as long as it takes,” he replied, a bit gravely. “He won’t give up, that’s for sure.”

     “Even with the AD breathing down our necks back in NI space?” Omega sighed. “It feels like a waste of time. Like chasing ghosts.”

     “That’s precisely what it is,” said a voice behind them that made them both jump. Omega and Draken whirled around to find Xar marching in from the rear entrance, striding past them toward the forward viewport. “Nevertheless,” the man continued, “Some ghosts are real, and can be found.”
     “Speak of the…” Draken began.

     “Master Kerensky, I am beginning to grow concerned for my people’s safety as well,” Zoar was right Xar’s heels, with Icis Novitaar bringing up the rear behind them. “If this expedition continues to drag on with no fruit, it might be wise to reconsider…”
     “We will find it, Zoar,” Xar cut him off. “The more systems that are empty mean fewer places left to search.” Reaching to the forward console, he activated a holoprojector that sent a map of the galaxy onto the transparisteel overhead, orienting them to their current position and heading.

     The Vey Guardian took a moment to reply. “Might I request permission to contact them via the HoloNet, then?”

     “Unfortunately we’re too far out in the Unknown Regions now,” Icis spoke up. He glanced sideways at Xar. “Unless you’re willing to move in-range for a brief communiqué?” 

     Xar stared at the holo thoughtfully. “I’ll consider it,” he said. “But after the next system. Agreed?”

     “Fair enough. Agreed,” Zoar responded. “I hope that the next system will be the right one, however.” With that, he turned to leave.

     “So do I,” Omega heard Xar whisper as the man left. After a moment Icis moved beside where Xar was standing. Still staring up at the stars ahead, Xar asked, “What do you think, Icis? Will we ever find the Celestials?”

     The Traveler shook his head slowly. “Xar, the Celestials vanished eons before the Old Republic was even a thought. Even when the Travelers first took to the stars, they were mere myths. Their technology is a mystery – perfectly preserved, advanced beyond our comprehension. If anyone alive has ever seen them, I do not know.”

     The other man nodded. “I wonder what it will be like, on Mies.”

     “If we get lucky we’ll find out soon enough.”

     Omega gave a start as Draken tapped him on the shoulder, turned to see him motioning them to leave. Nodding, Omega followed, leaving the other two men some solitude in their contemplation. Omega didn’t really understand what drove the two men so, to uncover the galaxy’s ancient secrets. He just hoped he could get home soon to Calleah. As far as he was concerned, she was the only mystery in the galaxy worth knowing, anyway…
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Diktat’s Quarters, Senate Building


Planet Tralaria, Tralar System


1930 Hours Local Time


 “Congratulations on your successful election, Diktat.”
     Gene Rytor looked up from the large wooden desk in his new office, the huge, official space known as the office of the Diktat of the New Imperium. His visitor – the only other person in the room – was an average looking human male – at least on the outside.

    “Thanks to you,” Rytor intoned. “Everything went precisely as planned.”

    His visitor – the creature and Shok’Thola known as Queklain, paused in between the entrance and Rytor’s desk, glancing down to study the large New Imperial insignia engraved onto the floor beneath his feet.

    “Yes. I must admit, my pet did even better than expected. He proved his usefulness well… Unfortunate for him that it has come to an end.”

    Rytor shook his head adamantly. “Actually, I would prefer him to remain alive, where he is. If you’ll indulge me on this,” he added. He didn’t like the idea of the Warlord killing Flygras off – it might be traced back to him, somehow. “Besides, who knows how he could still be used?”

    The creature stared at Rytor for a long moment. Then he nodded. “Very well. He will help support you in your new position here.”

    “A position I intend to fulfill to the best of my abilities,” Rytor added. He hadn’t been an Imperial Moff for nothing. He had worked his way up to the top. Why this particular Shok’Thola had drafted him into his service, to be used in a direct way against most of the rest of the Altarin’Dakor, Rytor had no idea. But he had to obey. And besides, it was in his interests.  Still… “However, in doing so I might attract – shall we say – unwanted attention?”

     The creature knew what he meant without Rytor having to explain. “Don’t worry,” he assured the Diktat. “I am taking a position here in the Senate Hall. I will watch over things.”

     “I’m relieved to hear that,” Rytor said. But then again, that meant he would be watched closely. He himself wasn’t really sure what Queklain’s plans were for the New Imperium. Whether he wanted to sow dissent among the Altarin’Dakor invasion force, or simply wanted to carve out his own little empire, or something else entirely – Rytor had no idea, and no choice but to follow. But Warlords were not invincible. Who knew what might yet happen? Queklain had been killed once, it seemed… And if the whole might of the Altarin’Dakor invasion force came down on the New Imperium, would even he be able to stand against them? Yes, Rytor realized, his new position was precarious, at best.
     As if sensing his thoughts – which he probably was – Queklain gave him what he probably thought passed for a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry, Rytor,” the Warlord said. “Everything will continue according to plan. We have great plans for this New Imperium of yours – greater than you can imagine. Feel privileged to be in such a key role in these events.”

     “Call it experience,” Rytor corrected him. “I make it a point to know what needs to be known, and to make sure I’m on the winning side.” In more ways than one, he thought.
     Queklain smiled. “The future is coming, my friend. Continue to execute your job well, and you will have an honored position in our new galaxy, indeed.”



*


*


*

Planet Mies


Beta Sector, Unknown Regions


1720 Hours Standard Time


 The swirling tunnel of hyperspace changed to starlines, which reverted back into stars, and the newly-christened Altarin’Dakor Corvette Valkyrie burst back into normal space. Ahead, the stars shone as tiny pinpoints of light against the dark curtain of space. 
     Immediately upon entering real-space, the corvette’s systems shut down into standby mode, and the passive sensors kicked in. Stealth was paramount here, and a ship exiting hyperspace was much harder to detect than one popping out of a wormhole to ultraspace. Even if someone was looking for them, the Altarin’Dakor ship was virtually undetectable. Anyone watching the point where they entered would have seen nothing. Altarin’Dakor cloaking systems were almost perfect.

     Icis stood on the bridge of the ship, bathed in red light from the consoles indicating the ship’s stealth mode. Zalaria sat at the command chair, while Xar took up a position at the unused communications console. The rest of their team – Xoan, Draken, Omega, and Zoar – would be on the observation deck, seeing the same thing those on the bridge were looking at.

     Xar pointed toward the brown and gray world floating in space before them. After three more dead ends, they had finally found their missing planet. At this distance, it colors were mottled and dull, with no remarkable features standing out. “So that’s it, is it?” he asked, sounding unimpressed. “Doesn’t look like much from here, does it?”

     “No one would suspect from looking at Kessel that it’s the only world where glitterstim is produced,” Icis remarked. “The best place to conceal a secret is in a place so plain that no one would consider looking.”

     Xar nodded. “Right. At any rate, at least it looks like we got here first. Scanners aren’t picking up any ships in the system. I guess we were overly careful this time.”

     “Don’t be so sure,” Zalaria broke in. “Watch this.”

     She turned to the crewman at the sensor array and barked out a command in Altarin’Dakor. Icis could understand what she said; she was ordering the scanners to search for something unseen.

     “Advanced as Altarin’Dakor cloaking systems may be, they’re not perfect,” she explained for Xar’s benefit. “Ships can be detected, especially if you know what to look for. Ve’cha noala,” she ordered. Immediately, a holographic image layer descended over the viewports, zooming their view in closer toward the planet. The screen was bathed in red color then, as the scanners reached out to see what wasn’t there.

     When the report came back, Icis felt a shiver run over him. Xar gasped out in shock.

     “By the Core,” Xar whispered in dismay. “It’s a Titan. A full-fledged Titan-class Battleship.”

     Ahead on the screen was an outline of an impossibly long ship, stretching out asymmetrically with uncounted decks stretching above and below the main line of the vessel. It was thirty-five kilometers long.

      “I recognize it,” Zalaria said. “It’s the Harbinger, a Titan belonging to the Warlord Mordachus.” She turned back, a dark smirk suddenly on her face. “Don’t worry, Mordachus is much weaker than I am. We will not have much trouble.” She turned back, looking at the screen eagerly. “If anything, this is good for us. Someone much stronger could have been waiting here. Mordachus will defer to me. He must.”

     “But how did they know?” Xar said, still breathless. Zalaria’s words hadn’t comforted him that well, which was understandable considering they were in a hundred-meter corvette facing a thirty-five thousand meter Titan-class Battleship.

     “If I should hazard a guess, I would say they found our Morphioni friend Narshim,” Icis answered. “Of course, I could be wrong. Sooner or later they would have found out anyway. The Altarin’Dakor know a lot about our galaxy, and they wouldn’t pass up the chance to at least explore this planet, to make sure it wasn’t a threat. They probably sent Mordachus, one of the weaker Warlords, here to check it out.” He narrowed his eyes as he looked at the holographic image. “Still, something doesn’t feel right.”

     Zalaria gave a short laugh. “There’s nothing to worry about. Don’t be paranoid. I’m taking us in,” she announced.

     “Isn’t there a chance they may find us just as easily as we found them?” Xar asked.

     “Not if they aren’t looking for us in our specific area, which is why we came in from a different vector,” Zalaria explained. “Besides, it’s much easier to find something of that size than for them to locate our small ship.”

     As they closed with the planet, it appeared that Zalaria was right. If the Titan noticed them, it did nothing about it, and remained hidden in orbit of the planet. As stealthily as possible, the Valkyrie punched through what little atmosphere remained on the planet and made for their landing site. Before coming in, they’d scanned the surface for biological life, and had located a centralized group of several thousand signatures in a subterranean structure. It just so happened to be directly under the Titan’s geostationary orbit, as well. The Valkyrie came in some distance away and flew, still cloaked, to the place where they would land. 

     “Scanners indicate a cave close to the pocket of life signs,” the crewman announced. 

     “That’ll be the entrance,” Zalaria said confidently. 

     “It looks like there’s some atmosphere, but not much,” Icis said, staring at the readouts. “We’ll have to wear breath masks and warm clothing until we can get into the underground area. Of course, I’m assuming it’ll be more habitable inside there.”

     “I’ll go tell everyone to suit up, then,” Xar said, rising. “You two join me after we get settled in.”

     Zalaria nodded. “Before you go, alert the crew: We land in six standard minutes.”


The cloaked corvette settled down smoothly onto a clear stretch of land, but still stirred up a veritable cloud of dust as it landed. Huge indention marks sank into the soil seemingly without cause as the landing gear touched down. Moments later, the bottom hatch descended, spilling light onto the surface, the atmosphere inside the airlock whipping out of the ship and spreading across the dust-covered surface.

     Moving slowly, seven suited figures descended the ramp and walked out onto the surface. They quickly spotted the cave in question, and Xar led the way across the freezing, wind-blown landscape. Behind them, the hatchway closed, making it look as they’d simply appeared on the planet’s surface. Off in the distance, mountains drew up across the horizon, but they were dark and lifeless. Nothing appeared alive there at all.

     Quickly the group hiked the kilometer or so to the wide mouth of the cave, and they switched on their glowrods as they entered, sending out beams of light that did little to banish the shadows. The cave around them was made of solid rock, and the floor had been leveled down to a smooth dirt roadway large enough to pilot a corvette-sized ship through. Xar took deep, level breaths through his mask and tried to ignore the chill seeping into his bones through his protective clothing. They stirred up small tufts of dust as they walked, and though he couldn’t taste the air, the place felt like it hadn’t been used in a very long time.

     The tunnel led them down at a slow angle, then curved through a wide left-hand turn. Along the way, the corridor became brighter, the stones cast in a dim reddish light. They were getting close to something, probably the exit. Halfway through the turn, Xar paused, holding up a hand to warn the others. Ahead of them, embedded into the cave walls on both sides, was a huge metal ring that continued around the entire width of the tunnel.

     “Hold up,” he said, waiting as Icis and Atridd came up to either side of him. “What do you make of that? Some kind of security device?”

     “Maybe,” Icis said, pulling out an all-purpose scanner and waving it around in a circle. “There’s low-level energy coming out of the ring.” He paused, “I’m detecting a normal atmosphere on the other side. 

It must be an airlock.”

     Xar arched an eyebrow and looked at the man thorough his protective mask. “Are you sure about that?”

     “One way to find out,” the man replied, starting forward. Before Xar realized what he was doing, he had already stepped across the band of metal extending across the floor. His suit seemed to rustle for a second as if he’d encountered a breeze, then he was through, turning around to look at the rest of them.”

     He reached up, and a moment later had his mask off. “It’s safe,” he announced. “Amazing, I felt nothing when I walked through the barrier.”

     “That’s good enough for me,” Omega said, starting forward. He and Draken crossed, then Xar moved to follow with Atridd and Zalaria. Zoar came last. As Xar crossed through the airlock, he noticed that Icis was correct; he suddenly felt air around him again, though he hadn’t noticed it when stepping through the invisible barrier. Now he reached up to his mask, eager to breathe on his own again.

     The rest of the Jedi started removing their masks as well. Draken pulled his off and looked around, his face bathed in red light. “It’s warmer here, too. We should be able to take off some of this garb.” 

     With that, they began removing their coats and leggings. As they did, Omega made a face and wrinkled his nose. “Its smells a million years old in here.”

     Xar sniffed the air. Indeed, it did smell old and somewhat stale, mixed with the scent of the dust that their feet had stirred. Still, the tunnel continued to get brighter ahead of them. “I think we’re nearing the exit into the underground chamber,” he said. He reached up and pulled back his hood, then stripped off his coat and laid it down next to the tunnel wall. His extra trousers came next, and finally his gloves. Now he was dressed in a normal two-piece flight suit that had been provided on the corvette. Everyone else wore basically the same thing. 

     Zalaria pulled off her hood and let her hair fall down, then took off the outer layers of clothing. Everyone else followed suit, and soon they had a small pile stacked against the wall. Zalaria turned to look at Xar and grinned. Her hair was back in her normal style, spreading out dreadlocks-style and falling down past her shoulders. She looked strong and fierce, even a bit feral. He liked that.

     Now properly outfitted in more comfortable attire, Xar led the group on through the tunnel. The light grew brighter as they went, from red to orange, and grew still brighter as they finished rounding the bend and could see the tunnel’s exit before them. They quickly descended the last dozen meters or so to the end.

     Xar reached the exit and stopped cold. They were standing at the edge a cliff, with a hundred-meter drop straight down to the ground below. Before them stretched an enormous valley, all underground. Filling most of the valley was a city, a huge cluster of buildings made of red stone and earthen materials. The massive cavern was lit by a combination of primitive incandescent lights and burning bonfires and torches on the streets below. Some of the light had reflected and spilled into the tunnel where they had traveled. The city seemed to have been hewn out of the ground itself, and with its red hue looked bathed in light from a setting sun.

     “Doesn’t look like much,” Omega remarked from the side. “Could this be a mining colony, or maybe an excavation site?”`

     “I doubt it,” Icis said softly. “But at least we know that someone still lives here.”

     Xar glanced around them, noting an angled stairway to the side of the exit that had been carved out of the rock. The stairway took them down the side of the cliff and to the main road leading into the city. They quickly descended all the way to the bottom. All around them the sides of the valley were made completely of earth and rock, and barely lit the rock ceiling high overhead.
     They started walking into the city, Xar in the lead, followed by Icis. Draken and Omega brought up the rear, watching alertly for any sign of movement around them. They passed buildings that ranged between one and three stories, with empty window holes carved into the sides. Some were lit inside, indicating that someone must still be residing there.

     The streets below them were covered with packed dirt, and the air smelled earthy. They passed bright streetlights on the side of the road, and Xar could feel their heat as they passed. None of the various buildings held discernible markings to distinguish them from any other. Xar couldn’t tell if they were residences, stores of some kind, or something else. 

     Finally they reached a large square that seemed to be in about the center of the town. Up to that point they hadn’t seen a single living being in the whole city. That didn’t mean they weren’t there, though; he could feel them in the buildings, hiding. There was a sizable amount of fear coming from them, but not enough to cause them all to hide. Perhaps they were merely waiting. 

     The square was simply a large area surrounded by the tallest buildings and a large circle cut into the center. Xar turned a slow circle, taking in surrounding structures. He started to ask Icis what he made of the situation when movement from the nearest building caught his eye. 

     Then out they came, pouring from every building surrounding the square, large and small, old and young-looking. They appeared to be short, bipedal reptilians, with skin tones that ranged from green to gray, often with patterns and splotches of color here and there. The tallest of them were perhaps a meter and a half, and they all wore robed clothing with obvious wear to them. Their heads were oblong in shape, with the back of the cranium extending past their backs, and their eyes were large and dark-colored.

     The group of aliens came in, surrounding the seven Jedi in the middle of the square. Beside Xar, Atridd hummed thoughtfully. “You know, I don’t recognize this species,” he said.

     Icis smiled wryly. “Logical. Nobody has seen these people in thousands of years. We’re deep inside the Unknown Regions, inside a very remote and uninteresting-looking planet.”

     The aliens stopped short about ten meters away, forming a circle around them. There were perhaps two hundred of them in the square. Slowly, the crowd began to part to Xar’s right, and an older-looking alien stepped forward, supporting his body with a cane as he walked. Two younger-looking aliens accompanied him to either side. At least, Xar assumed it was male. But then, he couldn’t discern any of their genders at a glance; their physical shape all seemed about the same. The old one was a bit hunched over, with darker skin that looked dry and rumpled. It came within a few meters of the Jedi and stopped, croaking out a strange sound in its native tongue. It sounded like a combination between a hiss and a squawk.

     “The translator’s not picking it up,” Omega said, holding out a datapad in front of him. “They’re too isolated for anyone to have come across them before.” He looked up questioningly. “What are we going to do?”

     Xar smiled at him. “The Force is a better translator than any machine,” he said. “Remember your Sense training, and let the Force guide you.”

     Reaching out with the Force, Xar followed his own advice. A moment later the alien repeated his earlier message. This time, Xar understood, though not in audible words, but in a sense of meaning inside his mind, coming from the mind of the sender. It was a simple question: Are you also here to destroy us?
     The simple bluntness of the message was startling. Consciously he tried to respond, sending his meaning into the alien’s mind, hoping the Force translated his message as well.

     “We saw the others who arrived before us. We are not with them; they are our enemies,” he said aloud as he thought. The alien made no move to indicate he understood. Xar sighed with disappointment, but was surprised as a second question came in.

     Then why are you here?
      Xar turned to his companions with a grin. “We’re communicating. Did you understand what he said?”

     Each of them nodded in turn, surprising him with their quick aptitude. Zalaria had a bored look on her face; she’d probably understood the alien the first time. What was innovative to him was mere child’s play to her.

     “I… guess someone will have to translate for me,” Icis spoke up suddenly. 

     Xar turned to him, and realization hit anew. Icis could no longer use the Force. He was simply a normal human being now, cut off from even the simplest luxuries the Force provided. Xar could hardly imagine what it was like. It must feel like losing your sight or hearing, or even worse – all the natural buzz of life echoing in your head having suddenly vanished. It must be lonely. “They… want to know why we’re here,” he said. “They think we’re with the Altarin’Dakor.”

     Then Xar turned back to the aliens, who were still staring blankly at them. They wouldn’t have understood what Xar and Icis were saying. “My name is Xar,” he sent into the alien’s mind. “I am a Jedi, as are my companions. “We do not wish you any harm. We come from a civilization far from this planet, and we heard the legends surrounding this place. We only came here to explore this world and try to understand it.”

     No one can understand it, the alien’s words came back. You should not be here. The ones you speak of as enemies, they are like you. They will kill us all.
     “Not if we can help it,” Xar said. “We’ll stop them, if you’ll lead us to them.”

     Why should we trust you? You look just like the others, the alien said.

     Xar sighed, glancing around at the crowd of aliens. They were all watching expectantly. “They are not Jedi,” he said. “They have no code to follow, and do not value life. Give us a chance, and we’ll prove it.”

     How would you prove your words?
     “Let us talk privately, and I’ll tell you. There’s no need to surround us; we mean no harm to your people.”

     The alien cocked his head to one side, then, whatever that meant. You may not mean harm, but you may still destroy us. Either way, we cannot stop you. Then he turned, muttering to the other reptilians gathered around, telling them they could go back to their homes. The crown obeyed, dispersing more quickly than Xar expected as if they were eager to do so. The elder’s aides left as well, but Xar noticed that two other adult-sized aliens remained behind. One was tall and green-skinned, the other shorter and gray colored. Both wore the same kind of plain, tattered brown robes. 

     The elder waved at them with a three-fingered, clawed hand. I am Duemo, and these are Tamvik and Kunat. They will walk with us.
     Xar nodded and turned to make sure the other’s understood. Atridd had been translating for Icis, who also nodded. “I think we’re making some leeway with them,” Icis said. “I believe they’ll take us further if they think we’ll stop the Altarin’Dakor.”

     “Which we’ll do,” Xar said firmly. “But they’re definitely afraid of something. The Morphioni said something about the race here being nearly wiped out in a great disaster before. They probably want to avoid it happening again.”

     With that, the seven Jedi followed the three reptilians across the square and down another street, toward the other side of the valley from which they’d entered. They walked slowly, the elder being supported by his cane. Xar noticed with interest that it appeared to be a piece of metal. An artifact discovered from within the ruins, perhaps. He was eager to get down there and see what all this fuss was about. It had better be the source of the Shard, all right.

     “Can you tell us about this world?” Xar asked as they walked.

     The alien didn’t look around as he spoke. This world is controlled by a force we cannot understand or touch. Many years ago, written in our ancestors’ records, it is said that this planet moved, and the sun and stars changed above us. Once this world was alive and fertile, but after the Tragedy, it became a barren wasteland. Many of our people died at that time, and those who survived were living down here in the underground cities.
     “So I’d heard. My condolences,” Xar said, meaning it.

     It is part of our history. We mourn those who have gone before us, and cherish their memory, Duemo said.

     “Tell me,” Xar said. “Why did the world move? What made it change locations?”

     The Great Machine exists deep inside our world. We do not know who built it. Long ago, we were visited by three men, who could use the Power, as you can. They heard the legends, and they made us take them down to the Great Machine. They wanted to see Shaveh for themselves.

     “Shaveh? What is that?”

     It is the mind of the Great Machine.

     “Mind? You mean like the core?”

     …yes, the alien said after a pause. His voice had become audibly weaker, and was starting to break up. Xar could see that he was visibly shaken by recounting these events.

     “Then what happened?” he asked.

     The men approached Shaveh, though it caused them great pain to do so. Then, one of them reached out and touched it with his bare hand… and he died.
     Then… the planet started to change. The other two men just… disappeared, and our city was ravaged by a horrible, fiery power from Shaveh. Then our world moved, and everything outside… all the people on the surface… they died!

     The alien broke off, shaking visibly, and he turned away, racked by what Xar assumed was fear and loss. Xar felt the sadness deeply. What the alien said – it didn’t seem possible. Surely it was just some local tale of folklore. But was it?

     Xar looked back at the others. Most had confusion on their faces, and Xar wondered if there was a problem with the alien’s translation. Icis actually looked worried; Zalaria looked uninterested. He turned back to Duemo.

     “I’m sorry for your loss, but I must ask you something important. The ones that arrived here before us: can you tell me anything about them, exactly?”

     The alien looked up, his eyes huge. No. They came down, but we were ignored. They went inside without our help… he paused, staring up at Xar. You are not alone here. Soon, it will happen all over again. His words sent chills down Xar’s spine.

     “Can you take us inside?” Xar asked then.

     Tamrik and Kunat are here to lead you, Duemo said. They will show you the way, and the dangers that are inside. Forgive me, but I cannot travel much farther. I am too old to go inside anymore.
     “I understand. Thank you for helping us,” Xar said sincerely. The aliens obviously felt helpless to do anything with Jedi around. The effect of the ancient explorers who visited must have deeply impacted their culture.

     As Duemo left, Xar paused and looked around at the buildings surrounding them. It was quiet. No sound of machinery of any living creature stirred the air in the valley. These people lived such a primitive lifestyle, cut off from the entire galaxy, even as they sat on the ruins of a civilization possibly more advanced than any the galaxy had ever seen. They seemed to feel oppressed and saddened by the weight of it all. Xar felt sorry for them.

     Then Zoar broke the silence, speaking up for the first time in a long while. “We have gone beyond everything my people know about this place, though our legends say that the ancient civilization was quite advanced. This could truly be built by the Celestials. I wonder what it will be like?”

     “So do I,” Xar agreed. He turned to the two small aliens now standing with them, waiting. “Can you lead us to the Great Machine?” he asked.

     We will take you, the green-skinned alien known as Tamrik said.

     Then Kunat, the gray reptilian chimed in: We must warn you. Inside, many things will happen. You will not understand them. If you are telling us the truth, and will stop the invaders, we will guide you. But no matter what you say, we will not take you to Shaveh itself. We will not go that far.
     “That’s fine. Lead the way,” Xar nodded.


The reptilians set a fast pace despite their small stature, and soon the group reached the outskirts of the city opposite the entrance. There, Tamrik pointed to the mouth of another opening, this one bathed in shadow. Both aliens took staffs at the entrance and lit them to make torches, explaining that the tunnel would be dark until they reached the next level. 

     The Jedi followed them inside. The tunnel began angling down immediately, and they followed a long right curve that continued spiraling down until it seemed they had gone many levels below the city. They kept walking for perhaps thirty standard minutes, and Xar wondered if they would ever stop, when suddenly they came to the end, a rock wall with a closed metal doorway cut into the center.

     Without speaking, Tamrik walked over to the side of the entrance and grabbed a lever placed into the side of the rock. He pulled it down, and the door slid open noisily, grinding across the rocky floor. Xar looked dubiously at Icis, who shrugged. No high technology yet. Could this be a wasted trip after all?

     They entered the doorway and immediately stepped onto metal deck plates. Xar pulled out his glowrod and activated it, the others following suit. The room was filled with beams of light shining through the shadows. It seemed to be a room full of piles and piles of junk, broken equipment and pieces of metal and wire strewn everywhere. They followed a narrow pathway through the obstacles toward the other end of the room.

     Xar shone his light over one pile to get a better look, and what he saw surprised him. It wasn’t all junk; he recognized what looked like near-ancient equipment down there, the kind that a sub-space culture might use. Appliances, computer circuit boards, broken screens, wires hanging out of empty light fixtures. “What is this?” he asked aloud.

     This is the place of the ones who lived here before us, Kunat said.

     Xar looked around the room, startled. “There was another race living here before you arrived?”

     Yes, but they were gone before we came here. We know nothing more about them.
     Omega reached down and picked up a long object that looked like a primitive keypad. “These people were more advanced than you guys,” he said, holding it up to the light. “I can recognize some of this stuff, or at least what their functions are. Look, that over there looks like an old, bulky computer. They weren’t too far behind our technology level, I’d wager.”

     “Looks like the Republic’s early days, or maybe before its founding” Draken mused aloud.

     Atridd Xoan gave a short grunt. “Anyone else get the feeling that the farther down we go, the more advanced things get?” he asked.

     “I noticed that,” Xar said. Atridd was right, though. The ancients were supposed to be much more advanced than even this. What would it be like?

     “If these people found technology down here like this, why haven’t they tried to use it?” Icis asked. 

     “Good question,” Xar admitted. “I’ll ask.” 

     He relayed Icis’ question to Tamrik, who turned to stare at him, blinking twice. We do not use the technology of other races, he said, managing to make it sound like it should’ve been obvious. To do so would be wrong. We would lose the protection given by Shaveh. For as long as we’ve lived here, we have watched over the Great Machine, and Shaveh has kept us safe. But when we allowed outsiders here, Shaveh punished us by destroying the face of our world. This was because we had foolishly accepted gifts that the outsiders gave us. We will not make that mistake again.
     “Then why are you taking us inside?” Xar demanded.

     It is… too late to stop it, now, was the simple reply.
     Xar arched an eyebrow. So were Tamrik and Kunat expecting to die down here? He highly doubted that the planet’s devastation really had anything to do with their accepting outside technology. Their system seemed so founded in the belief that Shaveh was an all-powerful, sentient entity that everything revolved around it.

     “What do you think?” he asked, turning to Icis. “Do you think Shaveh is an artificial intelligence system?”

     “Having never seen it, I can’t even begin to guess,” Icis said flatly. “However, it does appear to have defense mechanisms, so it is probably linked with a computer system. It’s possible that the system employs some kind of AI.”

     “Just as long as it doesn’t get jumpy when it sees us,” Atridd remarked.

     Tamrik and Kunat led them through the exit outside and into a small, dark alley. The air here was very stale and musty, made worse by their having to crowd together. Xar glanced up and saw a roof of cobwebs so thick his glowrod’s beam couldn’t even penetrate it. He looked away and pushed forward, eager to get out from underneath it. They followed the alleyway out to a narrow, abandoned street lined with more modern-looking buildings, many of which rose up all six floors to the cavern’s ceiling. It was as quiet as the inside of a tomb. Xar’s ears rang with the silence. Only the sound of their footsteps crunching dirt and pebbles underneath broke the silent serenity. Around them, the buildings were all severely deteriorated, with dark window openings staring out like empty eye sockets. Litter was strewn across the street, and many of the entrances appeared to be sealed off. It was creepy, as if being in the resting place of the dead. No one had lived here in millennia.

     We will go inside that building, Tamrik said, pointing toward a squat, cracked building with a gaping mouth for an entrance. It will take us further down.
     “Further?” Omega whispered nervously. Xar simply nodded and followed the short aliens across the street and inside the empty building.

     Or at least, it looked empty at first. The floor was filled with pieces of ceiling that had broken off and fallen over the years. The Jedi followed into the back of the room, shining their glowrods around warily. Light was spilling out from a room further in. When they entered the room at the back, they came to a halt. They were in a square chamber lit from overhead by dim glowlamps, the only such-lit place they’d encountered so far. Somehow, this one was getting power. Ahead of them was a set of sliding doors, with two rectangular windows cut into them showing a large shaft on the other side.

     “It’s a turbolift, or at least something like it,” Draken spoke up about the time Xar realized what it was.

     The group of Jedi waited as Tamrik walked forward and pressed the switch next to the doors. Turning, Xar looked around warily at the others. “He’s having to call the turbolift,” he said. That meant someone was already down there.

    Slowly the old lift drew up the car as everyone waited. A minute later the lift arrived and the doors opened with a screech. Xar followed the aliens in, and the lift was easily large enough to accommodate all of them. Kunat reached over to the controls, where only two buttons were in place. He pressed the bottom one, and the doors closed. The lift began dropping rapidly, without any inertial dampeners to cut out the drop in gravity. Xar held on as they dropped for about half a minute, then finally their decent slowed and came to a stop.

     The doors opened, and they were once again inside a doorway carved out of stone. They stepped out into another cavern about ten meters high. There were no more buildings around them, and as Xar turned around, he saw that the turbolift exit was the only opening into the solid rock wall before them. We’re deep underground now, he realized.

     “Did I mention I have a fear of enclosed areas?” Draken spoke up timidly.

     Xar and five other Jedi spun to face him, and Draken’s eyes widened. He stepped back, holding his hands up. “Hey, just kidding,” he said. No one laughed.

     We are almost at the entrance, Tamrik told them. 

     “The… entrance?” Omega questioned. Xar turned back around and saw that the cavern came together in a narrow opening in the rock wall ahead. Beyond that seemed to be a much larger area where light was spilling through. The reptilians started forward again, and the Jedi had no choice but to follow them inside.                                                            

     They passed through the narrower opening in the cavern wall, and in moments emerged into the next area. Xar had thought it was huge from seeing it in the other room. In reality, huge didn’t even begin to describe it.

     “Wow,” Omega whispered, speaking for all of them. “What… is that?”

     They were in the second largest enclosed space Xar had ever seen or even heard of. A colossal cavern kilometers wide spread all around them, and even the cavern’s ceiling was at least a kilometer high, their beams almost diffusing before reaching the boundaries of it. But that was just the beginning. In the distance before them and stretching off in the to either side as far as he could see was a gigantic metal wall, filling the entire area of the cavern from top to bottom and curving off out of sight at either end. It didn’t look so much a wall as it did a starship’s hull, heavily plated with armor. The gray wall stood out sharply against the rock and earth it was hewn into, if in fact it had been. It looked more like something that existed here first, and that the planet was later built around. Of course, that didn’t make any sense.

     That is the outside of the Great Machine, Kunat explained, watching them. From now on, we will be inside.
     “Who could build something like this?” Atridd mused aloud. No one replied, but Icis looked thoughtful as he studied the incredible structure before them. It must be them, Xar thought excitedly. The Celestials. It would be only the second Celestial structure he’d ever been inside.
     We go inside now, Tamrik said, interrupting Xar’s thoughts.

     The aliens started forward, giving Xar no choice but to fall in behind them. As they walked, the huge metal wall grew slowly larger, looking more massive the closer they came. Only one opening was visible, a section of the wall that had dropped out and offered a ramp up into the interior. Light spilled out of the opening inside. 

     They reached the ramp and ascended cautiously, alert that whoever else was down here might show up at any moment. Then they passed through the entrance into a plain metal corridor extending inside for what looked like a hundred meters or so.

     They were crossing through the corridor when his sense of the place in the Force started to change. Almost immediately he could feel a great power stirring within this place, like a distant tremor reverberating in his mind. He couldn’t gauge its strength or location exactly, but it felt so distant that it must have been massive. On most planets, the latent Force energy present corresponded to the amount of life on the world. Barren worlds were usually not good for drawing on Force power because there was no ambient life. But now, as they stepped inside, it was as if he had entered a paradise teeming with life. The Force was stronger here, more real to him, than any place he’d ever been, and it was almost frightening. What could be inside, generating such power?

     Then the headache hit him like a bolt of lightning, overloading his senses and causing him to clutch his head in pain. It was like being bombarded constantly by tremendous waves of mental static, overwhelming his ability to think. His sensing abilities vanished as he drew in, trying to shut it all out. “What’s… going on?” he asked. 

     Around him, the other Jedi were holding their heads and doubling over in pain. Omega retched loudly over by the wall. Only Icis, Zalaria, and the two aliens were still standing normally. Icis was looking at them in confusion. 

     Those who can use the Power feel pain in this place, Tamrik explained softly. He glanced at Zalaria, managing a suspicious look. Shaveh does not like for you to be here.

     “Spare me their childish legends,” Zalaria spoke up. “A mental shield will protect you from it, though it will also prevent you from actively scanning for other Force-Sensitive beings. We will be effectively blinded, but our enemies should be, as well.”

     Nodding, Xar tried what she said, collecting his thoughts and creating a mental wall to shut out all outside input through the Force.  He no longer tried sensing what lay beyond them, and the pain began to subside. 

     “It’s working, thank the Force,” Atridd said. “I couldn’t take much more of that.” The rest of them murmured in agreement. Omega stood up, wiping his mouth with his sleeve.
      “I suppose this is one advantage to having your abilities stripped,” Icis said. Xar arched an eyebrow at him. He still preferred being able to use the Force, all things considered.

     They continued walking through the corridor until they reached the end, emerging into a large, circular metal chamber lined with columns set into the walls. The room was well-lit, and strange designs were cut into the floor in front of them. The edges of the designs were glowing faintly, seeming to cross one another in a knotted pattern. The room was interesting, however there was a small problem - there was no other exit other than the one they’d just emerged from.

     “What is this?” Omega asked, speaking for all of them. “It’s a dead end. There’s no way out of here.”

     Tamrik turned to look at them with large, dark eyes. Do not try to understand what you see, he said, repeating his earlier message. Accept it, and step forward. Stand in the center, and you will know.
     The two aliens walked out across the room, stopping in the middle of the complex pattern on the floor. Xar and the others followed warily, and as he looked down, Xar could see the edges glowing brighter, starting to pulsate. Tamrik and Kunat began pacing along the lines in the floor in a seemingly random pattern.
     “I don’t like this, guys,” Omega said, worried. They were all inside the structure now, and it was beginning to glow brighter, light coming from the pulsating designs in the floorS. “What if this is some trap? What if they brought us here to kill us?”

     Xar didn’t think so. Something else had to be happening here. It was just like when he was trapped in the Great Rift, by the Celestial machine, and the room there that had no exit, either. He remembered the Killiks, moving in their complex patterns to activate the machines there, too. It was all beginning to come together, now. He shook his head and looked up at the green-skinned alien to ask him what happened next. 

     He never got the chance, as the floor suddenly vanished beneath their feet.

     Instantly Xar began falling. He shouted and stared down into a wide, glowing shaft as far down as he could see. He glimpsed the others briefly as they all rapidly picked up speed, their screams ripping out of their throats and vanishing in the air. The walls of the shaft blurred underneath him, and dark spots appeared before his eyes. He lost all sense of how fast they were going. He tried flailing about wildly, tried slowing his descent with the Force, but nothing happened. In fact, he barely felt any air at all rushing by him. He tried to breath normally, and found it easy. 

     This has got to be an illusion, he thought, his mind racing. He tried to remain calm and let the machine take him down. This thing couldn’t have been built to kill people – it had to be a transporter of some kind, taking them deeper inside the planet – much deeper.

     Just when it seemed as though their journey would never end, a light appeared at the bottom of the shaft and rushed upward to meet him. For a moment, he was blinded, then he felt his feet slowly make contact with solid ground, lightly enough that he easily had time to catch his balance.

     Xar opened his eyes and gasped. It was like they were in another world. Instead of dark metal floors and walls surrounding him, they were in a room filled with shiny, polished silver walls and bright, crisp lighting from above. The floor was made of some reflecting metal, with the same glowing design set in it that he’d seen before. Eerily, he could see himself in the reflection below. Unlike the other room, this one was surrounded by six different exits, all spaced exactly the same distance apart around the circle.

     Everyone else was there, too. 

     “Excuse me, but what exactly what the frizz just happened?” Draken asked breathlessly. Everyone else was staring around them as well, wide-eyed and gasping for air. Even Icis, this time.

     We are three thousand standard kilometers underneath the surface of the planet, Kunat explained.

     “What?” Omega cried, spinning to face the gray-skinned creature. “That can’t be!”

     You are now inside the Great Machine, Tamrik added. Our people come here once every cycle, to ensure its safety. In all our years we have only explored a small fraction of it, but we estimate it is at least three thousand kilometers in diameter.
     Xar turned a slow circle, feeling a chill crawling across his skin. He felt like someone was watching him. 

     “I don’t like it down here,” Atridd spoke up warily. “Let’s do what we have to and get out of here as soon as possible.” 

     The Great Machine is a maze, Tamrik said in warning. You must stay with us or you will become lost, possibly forever. There are many places we have not explored.

     “That’s fine,” Xar nodded. “Just take us toward the Core, as close as you can. That’s where the other intruders will be heading.” And also where the source of this Force power is located, he added to himself. He could feel it now, much closer than before. If this was just a glimpse of what lay below, he knew he had to see this Shaveh for himself. Through the various openings around the room he could see long, brightly-lit corridors with branching side passageways. The area above had looked old and worn, being exposed to the outside for untold millennia. But down here, everything looked brand new, as if perfectly preserved. It was eerie.

     “Let’s take a break here,” Xar said. “I doubt there will be any food or water down here other than what we brought with us.” He nodded to Omega, who reached into the satchel he’d been carrying and pulled out a few bottles of water. They took turns drinking, and Xar took the time to study the large circular chamber they were in. This looked like a good fall-back spot just in case something happened.

     Once they had finished resting, Xar reached over and took a marking beacon out of Omega’s bag and activated it, then addressed his fellow Jedi. “All right, everyone. Remember; this place marks the entrance, so if for any reason we manage to get lost, all you have to do is come back here and…”

     The words were cut off as the world changed around him.

     He spun around. What in the galaxy had just happened? People were running by him on all sides! The air was filled with a cacophony of frantic, screaming voices. The dark metal corridor was packed with moving bodies, most dressed in civilian clothing, but many armed and wearing uniforms with the New Imperium insignia.

     “General!! What the bloody blazes are you still doing here?!” a familiar voice screamed from behind.

     General? He spun around, coming face to face with someone he instantly recognized - one of his oldest friends. The man who had lost his family on Alderaan, had convinced him to join the Jedi brotherhood of House Ar’Kell, and who as his Deputy Grand Master had fought with him every step of the way to create the New Imperium and its Jedi Division. But this man looked different. His face was heavily scarred, his eyes those of a man who had seen far more horrors in life than he wanted to tell about. His hair was cut short in military style, a far cry from the long-haired man Xar had always known.
     “Mathis?” Xar asked uncertainly. The man was dressed in full body armor with a thick shock helmet with a transparent faceplate. Mathis’ face was a mask of anger and tension. “What is this?!” 

      “I thought you got out on the transports!” Mathis yelled at him. “What are you still here for? You’ve got to get out of here! They’ll be here any second!” Frantically, he reached out to grab two soldiers running by, letting his weapon dangle from its shoulder straps in front of him. That’s when Xar noticed what the man was carrying. The gun was over a meter and a half long, with a multi-segmented muzzle and a barrel that was spinning slowly.

     “Get him out of here!” Mathis shouted to the two men, shoving them at Xar. Then he picked up his weapon and started shouldering through the crowd. Around the room, other armored and similarly-armed soldiers were moving into position, as a low roar began coming from the bulkheads and the floor started shaking.

     “Mathis, wait! What are you doing?!” Xar cried over the din. The wide-eyed guards grabbed him by each arm, trying to drag him away. Xar fought them, shouting back at Mathis. “Come with me, Mathis!”

     “Sorry, can’t!” the man yelled back. “We’ve got to hold them off here!” He looked back, and Xar saw the wild smile on the man’s face. Mathis was known for his strange, unearthly grin, which he displayed in even the direst situations. But now his eyes practically glowed, and his face was contorted in rage. “It’s all right!” he roared, his voice filled with satisfaction. “This is the moment I was born for! I know that now! Get out of here!”

     Then Xar could no longer hold off the guards pulling him away, as dozens of people crowded in between him and Mathis, pushing them further apart. Xar fought back, reaching vainly for his friend, yelling his name. “Mathis, wait! Wait Mathis!” 

     Then a flash of light and a deafening boom hit the room Mathis was in, outside of Xar’s line of sight. The floor shook, and smoke burst up into the corridor. Xar saw was his friend marching forward, gun at the ready, an insane grin on his face. “Come on!!” his voice burst over the crowd. He fired, and a gout of flame and glowing plasma enveloped the muzzle of his gun, energy blossoming out at lightning speed. “Come on, you bloody animals! You want a piece of this body? Come and get it, you soul-sucking butchers!! COME ON!” As the crowd pulled him out of sight, the last thing Xar heard was the man’s frantic, insane scream…

    Xar staggered back, the pressure of bodies around him suddenly vanishing. He shook his head and blinked hard, then glanced around the sterile, silver-paneled at the other six Jedi and two aliens around him, all as wide-eyed as he.

     “What the kriffing blazes was that?!” Atridd yelled, looking as bewildered as Xar felt. He could almost hear the echoes of those screams, still inside his mind. Beside him, Draken had a terrified look in his eyes.
     Tamrik and Kunat were both staring up at them, their large, dark eyes wide open. It happens to those who can touch the Power, Tamrik said, his voice speaking softly in Xar’s mind. They see things that have passed, or things that will be. It is different for every person.
     “I saw my father,” Omega said softly. “He was alive… I tried to warn him, but…”

     You cannot change what you see, Kunat warned them. 

     Xar looked back and forth between his comrades. Some looked confused, others looked horrified. “How often does this happen?” he asked. If this occurred frequently, it could be a major setback for them. Either way, they needed to get things done here as quickly as possible. That had been one experience he definitely didn’t want to have again.
     I cannot say, Tamrik said. Do you want to continue?
     “Yes,” Xar hissed. “Let’s get this over with. This beacon will let us all come back here in case we…” he broke off as he realized he no longer held the location transmitter. He’d dropped it somewhere, in another time…
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Chapter Eight


Royal Palace


Vectur, Varnus


2115 Hours


Mathis Organa pulled his head off the desk in his quarters, realizing he must’ve dozed off again. What time was it now? He checked the chronometer on the desk and cursed. The whole day, wasted! 

     He looked down at the desktop in front of him, and the box of small, wrapped packages lying there. One of them was open, and its contents – a brown-looking dust – spilled out across the desk. At that, his memory came back to him, and he groaned.
     About six hours past he had just returned from a routine meeting and had decided to relax for just a few minutes. He’s taken out his container and its contents, adamant that he would stay in control this time – that was the last thing he remembered before a spice-induced haze that had drowned him in his own world for the entire afternoon.

     “That’s it!” he blared to no one in particular – his words seemed to ring hollowly off the walls. His head throbbed; even now his body wanted to reach out and open up another package of Ryll. His spice binges had become more and more frequent, and longer, in the past few weeks. I’ve got to stop, he realized. If he couldn’t do it by himself, and quickly, then pretty soon someone else would have to make him stop. He had to make a new determination to change before it was too late.
     Seething inside with hate for himself in such weakness, he stood up, fought the rush of dizziness that came with it, picked up the container of Ryll, and turned and with a grunt of anger tossed the entire thing into the garbage disposal nearby. It fell inside, ricocheting along the chute walls as it went to the collection bins in the palace. Almost immediately he felt a pang of panic and regret, and had to restrain himself from reaching in and trying to retrieve the spice.  “No!” he shouted to himself. He had to let it go! He could fight any withdrawals – he was a Jedi, for Sith’s sake! 
     He slumped back in his chair again, fighting to no avail the tears that streamed down his cheeks. He’d been through so much in the past months. They had lost a lot in this costly war already. He knew what was causing the trauma, knew he should be able to deal with it. But knowing and doing were two completely different things. This time, he had to stay clean. It wasn’t the first time he’d dumped his addiction down the chute, only to start it again. Maybe I should go see Dr. Vannik, he thought to himself again. Or maybe he should seek Alyx’s help, be honest with him. 
     “Shards of Alderaan,” he cursed. “I’ve got to bloody change.”

     With that he got up and went to the door, headed for his room – and his bed.
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Ancient City


Planet Mies


Unknown Regions


Atridd watched Xar break off in mid-sentence, then swear roughly. “Well,” the man said. “So much for leaving a trail behind us. Forget it, let’s just go on.”

     Tamrik and Kunat were already on their way toward one of the exits. Omega slung his bag over his shoulder and started after them, and Atridd moved to join them. Zoar took up position to Atridd’s right. They exited the chamber and emerged into a larger area. About twenty meters ahead the floor dropped away like the side of a cliff, and as Atridd walked forward, he saw a yawning chasm so deep that only darkness existed below. On the other side of the drop was another cliff like the one they stood on. And hanging down from the ceiling above the chasm, suspended in midair, was a shiny inverted metallic pyramid, from which a piercing light emitted, bathing the chamber in radiance. Atridd had no idea what it was for, but he had to admit it was pretty. 

     No longer were they surrounded by silence. Down here, they could hear the sounds of the Great Machine, sounding otherworldly as they pieced the quiet. A low, barely audible roar was in the background, almost as if they were on a starship, but the sound was much deeper than the one a stardrive’s engines made. Over that, other sounds seemed to come from the very walls. A rhythmic pounding, alternating between low and high notes, cut through their air. Xoan had no idea what it could be, and he did not welcome the eerie sound. Everyone seemed on edge, their eyes wide and alert for danger.

     This way, Tamrik said, leading them into another corridor to the left. This one had lights that extended down on either side of the hallway, as if leading them on. The Jedi entered, with Zalaria, Icis, Draken and Omega beside Tamrik and Atridd and Zoar with Kunat. Xar walked out several paces in front of the others.

     Strangely, despite the obvious antiquity of this place that seemed to hang in the very air, there was no settlement of dust on the floors or walls. Everything was clean and spotless, as if the place had been perfectly preserved. It felt unreal down here, and Atridd’s skin tingled as if unseen eyes were watching him. He half expected someone to jump out at them at any moment. Seeing as there were Altarin’Dakor forces supposedly down here, the thought was not comforting. Atridd had fought against some of Zalaria’s Jedicon in mock-combat before, and the results had not been very favorable. Even though he’d been training rigorously to increase his abilities in the Force, he wanted to be much, much stronger.

     Be careful, Tamrik said. There are defenses here that will catch those who cannot see. Stay close.
     “Okay,” Xar said. “What’s behind these doors?” He gestured to the various closed side hatchways along the side of the tunnel.

     They are rooms that belonged to the Ancient Ones, Kunat said. It was the first time Atridd had heard them speak of the race that had built this place. The Celestials. 

     “I want to see what’s inside one,” Xar said, stopping at one of the doors. He touched a button on the complex pad set next to the doorway.

     That is not a good idea, Tamrik warned.

     But Xar had already hit the switch, and the door slid open soundlessly in front of him. The room inside was completely dark, and Atridd couldn’t see anything inside.

     Xar reached for his glowrod and made as if to enter, but he was interrupted as the pitch of the machinery noise around them changed. He paused and looked around cautiously. Atridd turned to look at Tamrik. “What’s happening?”

     The alien’s eyes had gone wide, and he suddenly looked very on edge. Someone is tampering with Shaveh! he exclaimed, tremors of anxiety pouring from him through the Force. We must stop them!
     “Where? Where are they?” Xar demanded.

     It must be close, Kunat said. He took off running down the corridor. This way! 
     Atridd and the others hurried to catch up. They raced down the hallway, past countless other hatchways, toward the small source of light at the end. The tunnel seemed to be at least a hundred meters long, so it took them several moments to reach the end. When he finally made it, Atridd found himself in an intersection with tunnels leading four different ways. Kunat took the right passage and led them as it started angling downward.

     As they rounded a turn and emerged into a large, empty room, Atridd saw a blur of motion as someone ran from the control panel in the wall toward one of the exits. Whoever it was, they were obviously using Force-enhanced speed, because Atridd couldn’t even make out the being’s shape as it cross the floor and vanished into the far corridor. They had been expected. 

     “Hold it!” Xar shouted after the retreating figure. Atridd felt a surge of power in the man, and suddenly he burst forward, reaching the exit just a bare second after the figure had disappeared.

     Tamrik shouted after him, telling him to wait, but he was too late. Xar was gone in an instant. Things started happening too fast, then. Kunat was running for the abandoned control panel, while Tamrik was running for the exit Xar had vanished into, yelling back at the others to follow.

     We must stop him, the alien shouted in Atridd’s mind. If he becomes lost we may never find him again!
     I must repair the damage done to the Great Machine! Kunat called back, arriving at the blinking control panel set into the polished metal wall. Stay with them. I will meet you at the gate to Shaveh!
     With that, Atridd started to go after the others, but Kunat’s plea held him back. Please stay with me while I make repairs, he said. The enemy may return. When we are done, I can lead you back to the others.
     Atridd hesitated, watching as the others went through the far exit. He wanted to go with them, but he knew Kunat needed protecting. He looked back, and noticed that Zoar was still beside him, waiting for his decision.

     Then, nodding, he remained where he was. “We’ll stay with you,” he said.

     Atridd watched in silence for a moment as Kunat conducted his repairs. He had no idea what the alien was doing, except running his reptilian hands across a long series of symbols on the brightly-lit panel. It was the only such control that Atridd had seen down here so far. With the others gone, the place had become quiet once more, except for the ubiquitous drum of the machines all around them.

     After what seemed like an hour, Kunat stopped working on the panel. The sound of the Great Machine penetrating through the walls had returned to its former pitch.

     It is done, the alien said. We will now go to meet Tamrik and your friends. This way. He started back toward the way they’d come.

     “But Tamrik went the other way,” Zoar spoke up, pointing in the other direction.

     They are looking for your friend, who could have traveled anywhere by now, Kunat explained. We will have to return to the entrance and continue from there. It is the only sure way. I was afraid this would happen, he said, a frightened tone in his voice. Hopefully, Tamrik is with your friends. He will be able to lead them out. If you want to go back to the entrance, come with me.
     “Well, we’d better hurry,” Atridd said, looking at the alien. “We shouldn’t be split up in a place like this.”

     They walked in silence for a moment, until they came back to the long corridor lined with hatchways, each leading to other rooms. Atridd didn’t like the feeling that the awkward silence held, so he decided to make some conversation. “I’ve been wondering,” he said, glancing at Zoar. “What made you want to come along with us on this mission? You only just met us. You’ve had to put a lot of trust in us to come this far away from the Princess.”

     The Vey Guardian nodded slowly as they traveled. He waited a moment, then spoke softly. “I don’t know, exactly. It’s hard to put into words. When we met on Varnus, I was amazed at how many strong Jedi you have with you. We hoped you would give our people shelter and help us against the Altarin’Dakor. Princess Lucia wanted me to accompany you to see if your outward appearance toward us was truthful. This assignment gave me the opportunity we were looking for.”

     “I see. And what have you concluded so far?”

     “Some of you have proven worthy of trust. I sense that I can trust you. However, you have been keeping secrets from us unnecessarily.”

     “What do you mean?” Atridd asked.

     Zoar’s eyes narrowed slightly. “I know that the woman Jedi among us is named Zalaria, and that she is an Altarin’Dakor. You have kept this information from us, most likely to keep us from being alarmed. My question is, why would a Shok’Thola be among you?”

     Atridd was surprised. He could tell the man wasn’t bluffing; he really knew about Zalaria. “I apologize for our keeping it secret. We know you’re not stupid, it’s like you said: we didn’t want to alarm you. Zalaria defected when Xar came back. He’d been captured by Kronos, and she helped him escape. Don’t ask me why; I suppose they love each other. But so far she’s been a great help to us.”

     “I hope you’re right. We haven’t heard of Zalaria before. She seems to ignore us now, and she keeps many secrets.  It is hard for us to trust her, because it is unthinkable that an Altarin’Dakor would defect.”

     “Why is that?”

     “Because Altarin’Dakor, by their very nature, live only for their cause, which is the conquest of this galaxy. Everything they believe in rests upon their doctrine. To conquer the territory they believe is theirs – or to die gloriously in the attempt – is the greatest glory they could ever hope for.”
     A shiver ran down Atridd’s spine. Zoar made the AD sound even more insane and unstoppable than he’d heard of before. He glanced at Kunat, realizing the poor alien probably didn’t have a clue what they were talking about. It was probably better that way. “Zalaria’s forces have been an invaluable help so far,” he told Zoar. “It may be too early to judge, but so far I feel like they’re sincere in their actions.” Still, there was a nagging feeling in the back of his head. What if Zoar was right? What if all this was just a trick? Would Xar’s blind trust in Zalaria be the undoing of the whole NI?

     “I think can accept her presence for now,” Zoar replied. “I only hope her intentions are as you believe.”

     “That’s something we both hope,” Atridd said frankly.

     The conversation appeared to have died, so Atridd walked on without speaking for another moment. They were still in the long hallway lined with doorways. Seeing the countless, identical hatchways passing by on both sides, he suddenly felt an urge to check one of them out, as Xar had tried previously. After all, no one had been here for untold millennia. There could be secrets here that could change the face of the galaxy as they knew it.
     “Hold up a minute,” he said, stopping at the doorway that Xar had opened. “I want to take a look inside. Just to look.”

     Take care, Tamrik said, worry evident in his thought-words. We have opened very few. We do not understand the things inside. Enter if you must, but do not touch anything.

     Nodding, Atridd moved to the doorway. The room was dark, and he could barely see some objects resting inside. He held up his glowrod and set it for a wide dispersal, making it act like a small lamp.

     The room was now better lit, and as Atridd glanced around, he could see vacant machinery of unfamiliar uses scattered around the room. Silent consoles lined the walls, but there were no readout screens. 

     We should go, Kunat said, starting back at the entrance.

     “Okay, I’ll be with you in a second,” Atridd said. He’d gotten a glimpse of something in the shadows near the back, something that looked like a glass cylinder. Inside a faint blue liquid glowed in the light. 

     Atridd moved in closer, trying to get a better view of what was inside. He stepped deeper into the shadows behind one of the large machines and moved up to the glass.

     What he saw inside made him freeze in shock. Inside was, impossibly, a humanoid woman, encased in some kind of liquid stasis inside a transparent cylinder. She was naked, and her arms were crossed over her breasts. He couldn’t make out her face, but she looked as though she were merely sleeping.

     As he leaned in closer, the body suddenly fell forward against the glass. That’s when he saw the death mask frozen onto the woman’s face, a cry of total anguish and terror. Her dead eyes rolled up to stare at him, chilling him to the bone in panic.

     “Oh man, what the frizz is that?!” he screamed as he staggered back. Suddenly, he recognized the woman’s face. It was the face of Tyra Rennox - the woman he had killed ten years ago! But it couldn’t be! She had died on Coruscant, he had seen the body! Oh frizz, it was her face! He backed away from the horrendous sight, turned and ran from the room.

      He closed the door quickly behind him and leaned against it, breathing heavily. He’d definitely seen more than he’d wanted. Don’t try to understand it, Kunat’s words came back. What the frizz was going on? What kind of civilization had lived here? He didn’t want to know what else these aliens had seen down here.

      “Atridd, are you okay?” Zoar asked, turning back toward him worriedly.

     “I just saw something… terrible,” Atridd said, his heart still hammering in his chest. 

     “Kunat thinks we weren’t transported far from the room we were in before,” Zoar said. “If we head down this corridor we should be there pretty quickly…”

     Atridd nodded. He looked up at the long-haired man, and stopped… Something was coming up behind him, fast. “Look out!” he yelled.

     Too late. The figure reached out and struck Zoar on the back of the head as it passed, pitching him forward onto the metal deck. In an instant it was past, and now headed straight for Atridd.

     Instinctively he pulled out his lightsaber and activated it, its violet blade flashing into existence in front of him. He had a bare second to take the alien in. It was humanoid, red-skinned and covered with some kind of bony white armor plates across his chest, arms and legs. His head and wrists were also covered in the same material. As it came in, it held up its arms, brandishing two scythe-like blades of what looked like bone, extending half a meter out in front of each hand. Atridd couldn’t tell whether they were natural or just extensions of the wrist armor. At the moment, he didn’t care.

     Atridd reacted instantly, jumping in front of the creature and bringing his blade up to bear. The creature was on him then, and Atridd parried a head-level blow from the alien’s razor-sharp weapon as he passed. Then the creature skid to a stop and spun back to face him. Amazingly, his blade hadn’t been sliced in two by Atridd’s lightsaber.

     The creature glared at him for a moment, then its face broke into a fanged snarl, and it let out an ugly, inhuman roar. 

     “I don’t know what you are,” Atridd said, saber held at the ready in front of him. “But I advise you not to mess with me.”

     If the creature understood him, it made no sign of it. It brought its blades up again, and Atridd knew it was going to attack. Then the alien came in with a wordless roar.

     Atridd fell back, spinning his blade as he blocked the vicious, lightning-fast strikes coming at him. Only a being who was very strong in the Force could increase his speed this much, and Atridd struggled to block all the attacks from both the creature’s arms. He could sense that the alien’s power equaled or exceeded his own, but he continued to block with every bit of speed he could muster.

     Sensing a lull in his opponent’s barrage, Atridd switched his grip on the saber to his artificial left hand, and thrust his real one toward the enemy, sending out a wave of Force that blew him back about four meters. The creature recovered quickly, and started running forward again, but Xoan had expected that. Drawing as deeply on the Force as he could, he focused it through his right hand and sent a blast of energy leaping out from it, the True Force equivalent of a dark side Force Destruction. His opponent wasn’t taken by surprise, however, and quickly dove to the side, letting the blast fly past him and explode against the metal wall behind. Atridd released another blast, and another, but the enemy was too nimble, and skirted around both attacks as he drove in. Then he was on Xoan once more.

     The attacks came faster this time, and more fierce. It felt like the alien had increased its power again, feeding off of its own rage. Atridd struck back with all his power, slamming his saber against the twin blades the enemy barred toward him. His saber hummed and whined in protest against the resistance it met. The alien was obviously skilled at using both blades in tandem, so that it was all Atridd could do to match him. He knew he couldn’t keep it up forever. The attacks were making it gradually further in, forcing Atridd to block them closer to his own body. 

     Then the alien crashed both of his blades against Atridd’s saber, driving it to his right, then released one of them, slashing back across and cutting a gash in Xoan’s left arm below the shoulder. Gasping at the sudden pain, he jumped backward to disengage, but the enemy pressed the attack. Atridd struggled to parry the attacks, but he and the creature were too close in Force power, and his enemy had the advantage of two blades. 

     Atridd brought his blade vertical to block a slash from the alien’s right arm blade, but at the last instant the enemy reversed his attack and struck Atridd’s blade hard with his left, down close to the handle. The Jedi couldn’t keep his grip, and the saber flew from his hands and out of reach.

     He jumped back as the creature brought its blade up in a return stroke. Desperately, Atridd threw his right arm up to protect himself, and the blade hit him on the forearm, cutting through his sleeve and into the metal plating and wiring underneath. The feeling in his right hand vanished as the blade suddenly severed his sensory connections. 

     Xoan threw himself back, bracing himself for the next strike, but he still gasped as the creature’s right blade cut into his side and scraped through his ribs. Fire blossomed in his side, and his breath flew out of him as he hit the floor on his back. The alien towered over him, a wide, fanged grin splitting its face, and it brought its blades up for a killing blow. Xoan met its gaze without fear. He was prepared to die, but he had no intention of doing so today.

     Then Atridd felt the surge of Force before him, blasting the creature back off its feet and out of view. Xoan grunted as he forced himself to sit up, then raised up on one knee. Zoar was standing further down the hall, glowing with Force power, his focus on the alien rising back on its feet down the corridor. 

     “Stay out of this!” he told Zoar. “I can handle it!”

     “You’re injured!” the man yelled back. “I can defeat him. Just stay down.”

     Atridd shook his head roughly. “Just give me one more chance…” he said. He reached up and grabbed the front of his jacket with his good hand and pulled, ripping it halfway off his body. A second pull removed all the covering from his bionic right arm, leaving him with only the sleeveless black undershirt he wore beneath. With a glance he assessed the damage to the limb and his side. The servos in his arm had been totally severed, cutting off all feeling and control he had over his right hand. His side was another matter – blood was running freely down his side from the gash there. 

     “Look out!” he heard Zoar yell.

     Atridd looked up just in time to see the alien come in once again. Reacting quickly, he activated the mini-blaster concealed in his forearm just above the damage line, popping up the small weapon and training it over the creature’s torso. He fired, sending rapid pulses of energy out toward his enemy. But the alien was obviously trained in more of the Jedi arts than speed and swordplay. At lightning speed the creature brought its blades up to parry the blasts, ricocheting them off as though from a lightsaber blade. The alien ran forward, blocking them more confidently, sending blaster bolts flying out all around the hallway. 

     Atridd was ready. Just as the alien was nearly upon him, he felt a blast of Force energy from Zoar fly over his head toward the creature. The blast hit the ground in front of him and exploded, throwing the alien off course and sending Atridd reeling back. As the creature flew to the side, Atridd activated his other enhancement built into his arm. The hatch over his biceps popped up, and a second lightsaber handle shot out in front of him. 

     Catching the saber in midair with the Force, he sent it flying toward the alien, igniting its blue-white blade as it flew through the air. The alien had no time to react. It screamed as the blade penetrated its torso and continued through, cutting an expanding hole through the creature’s chest as its own momentum carried the blade through, until even the handle passed through its body and out the other side.

     The alien was dead before it hit the floor. Its body collapsed on the deck and lay there, unmoving. Atridd felt the Force flow out of him, and with it the last of his energy. He fell back, his side stinging with agony. He stared up at the ceiling for a moment, hearing footsteps coming over toward him.

     “You took a deep cut to your side,” Zoar said, looking him over worriedly. “What was that thing?”

     “No idea. Can you heal me?” Atridd asked, wincing as the feeling in his side returned even more, along with pain. He noticed Kunat watching him from some distance away, wide-eyed. He had stayed well clear of the fight.

     “I’m afraid I don’t have much in that skill,” the Vey said, frowning. He looked up, meeting Atridd’s eyes with his own. “There’s only one choice. I’ll take you back to the ship.”

     Atridd started to argue, but he felt the pain in his side and right arm growing. Plus, his bionic arm was virtually useless. He’d only get in the way. He nodded his agreement.

     “Let’s go back,” Zoar said, bending down to help him to his feet.

     Then the world changed again.

     Atridd looked around, immediately familiar with his new surroundings. He struggled to stand up, feeling the warm stickiness of blood running down his leg, now. He focused it way, concentrating on his surroundings. This was his apartment on Coruscant, the one where he, his wife, and their son had lived… before the planet had been bombarded in the Imperial counterattack. I’m really here, he thought. This is really my apartment, and…

     “Atridd! Are you listening?”

     He turned around at the voice, his heart wrenching in his chest. There was Dalia, standing in the doorway to the refresher, dressed in the robe Atridd had given her for their anniversary. For the moment, she was turned away from him. She was beautiful, thin of form and with smooth, dark skin and hair that fell in curls around her face. She was not happy at the moment.

     “I know I can’t talk you out of this crazy quest of glory you’re on, Atridd,” she said, not turning to look at him. “Look, I don’t pretend to understand these powers you’re developing, and I really want you to learn to use them; really I do. But all you care about is competing and winning, and you’re been pushing me and your son away each and every time you go out in the ring. You know it’s against the law to use your powers. Imperial law says to turn in any suspected Jedi on sight. You may be willing to risk your life for this, but what about ours? All you care about is yourself, and I can’t take it anymore!”

     He stared at her in utter amazement, the déjà vu washing over him like a wave. It was all just as he’d remembered it. How was she here? She had died in the Imperial attack! “D… Dalia?” he stammered, his voice refusing to stay under his control. 

     “Whatever, fine. We’ve been over this too many times,” she continued, the tone of her voice clear that she wouldn’t accept any argument. She was making a declaration. “That’s why I just wanted to let you know, I’ll be taking Jornen to my mother’s place. We’ll stay there until you can get things worked out. I won’t be here waiting just to hear that you’ve been maimed or arrested by the Empire. Goodbye, Atridd.”

     She turned to leave, and Atridd held out a hand to stop her. “Dalia, wait! I don’t want this to happen! I’m sorry!”

     “It’s a little late for that,” she said, whirling around to face him again. “Look at you. You’re a mess even now… What? You’re bleeding, Attrid! What happened… I…” Her face broke into an expression of shock as she glanced at the metal ligament protruding from his right shoulder, and she screamed. Atridd blinked in shock and took a step back. This was definitely different from what had happened before!
     “Wha… What in the galaxy happened to your arm? This… This can’t be! You’re not Atridd! What are you?! Get out of here!” Yelling hysterically, she turned quickly and fled through the far doorway, her robe flailing around her. He could hear sobs breaking out once she was out of sight.

     “Dalia, NO!” he shouted, starting after her. What had he done? He’d stood there like an idiot and let her walk out again. This wasn’t happening! Not again!
     He stumbled forward, reaching for the doorway, when reality flashed once more.

     “Dalia!” he yelled. “Wait! Wait Dalia! I have to tell you something! Don’t go to you’re mother’s! You’re gonna be killed!” But it was too late. His voice beat off the empty metal walls and came back at him. He felt a hand on his shoulder then, and he spun around violently, blinking through the tears in his eyes.

     “It’s me!” Zoar said, holding up his hands. “It’s over. The vision has passed.”

     “No… NO!” Atridd cried, shoving the man backwards. He clenched his real left fist as hard as he could. His other hand still wouldn’t respond. An overwhelming sense of despair and frustration came over him. “I was this close to saving her!”

     You cannot change what you see, Kunat repeated his earlier statement. Atridd glared at him, wondering if the alien could how close to harm he was, or if he could sense the anger welling up inside. 

     “Let’s just get the frizz out of here!” he yelled, pulling away from them, afraid that if he didn’t do something, he’d explode from the pressure. He heard footsteps behind him as the other two hurried to catch up.

     “Let me carry you to the entrance,” Zoar said. “You need proper medical care, and it will be the fastest way. I can easily lift you.”

     Feeling his anger subside again into despair, Atridd nodded wearily. He was starting to feel cold, and knew it was because he was losing blood, fast. He tried to relax as Zoar picked him up, one hand beneath his knees, the other behind his back. Then the Vey Guardian started off, using his Force-enhanced speed to propel them quickly down the corridor. Kunat couldn’t keep up with that pace even running at full speed, and Atridd soon lost sight of him as he looked back.

     “You can get proper medical treatment on the ship,” Zoar was saying. “I’ll take you all the way. There’s no point in you staying here.”

     “Thank you,” Atridd said softly, letting his head fall back. His wounds – and his encounter with Dalia –  had left him drained and weak. They might be able to treat him physically back on the ship, but the freshly-opened wounds in his heart would take much longer before they could heal again…




*


*


*


Xar walked through the endless corridors of the Great Machine, alone. He’d lost sight of the fleeing figure long ago, and now he had no idea where he was. To make things worse, the last vision had been a strange one. This time, he’d seen a glimpse from his past, an old memory that had long ago faded from his mind. He’d been back on Varnus before the bombing, at some kind of court ceremony, the kind that the royal family saw several times a week. Of course, everyone had been more than surprised to see the twenty-three year-old Xar Kerensky suddenly aged to thirty-seven. What was worse, his memory of the incident had changed along with the vision, and he recalled his father taking him aside later and asking what had happened. Of course, since young Xar had temporarily been replaced by his future self, he’d had no idea what had happened. 

     He pushed the occurrence out of his mind. Thinking about it made his head hurt. He figured if they ever made it out of this place, temporal theory was going to get a major kick in the rear from this. If they ever told their tales, of course. With the Altarin’Dakor breathing down their backs, anything not having to do with military matters would probably be put on the backburner.

     As he traveled through the tunnels he noticed the scenery starting to change. Instead of pristine metal hallways, he had begun to enter cavern-like structures again, but they looked natural, not hewn. The lighting here was more sparse, sending shadows dancing in small alcoves as he passed. He entered another large cave area, and the tunnel gave way completely. It was almost like he was outside the Great Machine and back into the bedrock of the planet, even though he was supposedly three thousand kilometers underground. The Great Machine should be surrounded by magma, especially since it used to be a standard-habitable type planet. Then again, if the whole world had been artificially constructed, he didn’t know if the builders had bent the rules or not. 

     He kept moving forward, hoping he could find another entrance leading up. He felt like he was quite a distance below the entrance level, but he realized it could just be a trick of the imagination. Because of the Force-static, which was far worse down here, he couldn’t sense the others or their directions relative to him.

     In fact, his senses were so dampened that he didn’t see the cavern’s other occupant until the figure stepped into the pathway in front of him.

     For a moment, they both there without moving, silently taking stock of one another. The newcomer was humanoid, with scaly green skin and a hairless head. Its face had only minimal features: two large, dark eyes, a flat, wide nose, and a broad mouth with almost no lips. Its chin was rounded and without profile, and it had no external ears. Xar had never seen a species like it. It looked almost like a cross between a human and something else.

     Then his danger sense flared up like an alarm blaring full-blast inside his head. Xar felt the alien’s Force power surge like a tidal wave, so much that he let out an involuntary gasp. He immediately opened himself deeply to the Force, drawing it in as fast as he could.

     The alien smiled, revealing a row of flat teeth. Then he stepped forward, and energy erupted from its outstretched hands.

     Xar had never expected such a violent first assault. Desperately he Force-leapt to the side as the beam raced for him, filling the cavern with blinding white light. He put all his energy into the jump, and felt searing heat behind him as the beam missed him by meters. Then he was propelled forward as the energy blast hit the wall behind him, decimating it and sending a shockwave out through the air.

     He hit the dirt and rolled, coming back up to his feet quickly. Immediately he lost sight of his attacker as a cloud of dust raced through the area and enveloped him. But he didn’t rely on his sight alone; the creature’s power level was so strong that Xar could easily feel it and pinpoint its location without even trying. He shunted away the burning pain along his legs and back from the near-missed attack. 

     This is insane, his mind raced. To generate an Energy Blast of that magnitude he would have to be as strong as I am. Maybe even stronger.
     Of course, that shouldn’t be possible. Even the strongest Jedi he’d ever heard of had never passed the limit of 50,000 as recorded by the Force Scanners. When Xar had finally attained that excruciatingly tough goal, it was as if he reached a plateau, and no matter how hard he trained, he could go no further. Everyone reached their limit eventually, but no one exceeded fifty thousand. The Altarin’Dakor Warlords were the only exceptions to that rule he knew of. Compounding the problem, Xar knew he had a natural affinity for energy projection, but a deficiency for energy absorption and dissipation. He might be able to match the enemy in raw strength, but if any of those blasts hit him he would be turned to ash, if not outright vaporized. Other Jedi with natural abilities in energy dissipation could even absorb the energy of a lightsaber blow, but Xar was lucky if he could take a small hold-out blaster shot without getting burned. This was definitely not the kind of enemy he needed to be fighting.

     But there was no time to consider any of that. He had to get in closer, negate the enemy’s projection abilities and take him down hand-to-hand.

     He leapt and rolled to the side an instant before a second, weaker blast shot through the air where he’d been, gouging another crater in the wall behind him. Hot chunks of rock hit him in the back, reminding him what would happen if one of those blasts touched him.

     Enough of this, he thought. Clenching his fists tightly in focus, he drew in all that the Force would allow him. It came easily in this place, which felt like it was teeming with life energy. Now filled to the brim with power, he used it to enhance his speed to superhuman levels and shot forward through the dust, toward his opponent.

     He skirted a third energy blast by the enemy as he came in, then jumped straight for the dark silhouette in dust in front of him, throwing his fist forward in a blow aimed to take the creature’s head off.

     But the alien was already facing him, and apparently knew more than just how to fire energy blasts. He managed to parry Xar’s blow just before it hit, but the Jedi’s momentum still carried him straight into the creature, hard, knocking them both off their feet and several meters through the air.

     Xar landed, skid to a stop and pushed himself back up, just as the alien came rushing back in. With Force-enhanced speed the alien attacked, striking at Xar with unskilled but lightning-fast blows. But Xar was far better skilled in the martial arts, and he slapped the enemy’s punches aside without letting them connect, then crouched and took the enemy’s legs out with a sweeping kick to the knees.

     The alien rebounded off the floor with its hands and came back up, but Xar was on him by then. He slammed his fist across the creature’s jaw, spinning him around completely, then launched a front kick straight into its solar plexus. The alien fell to its back and slid before stopping, then shook its head and started to rise. Xar’s roundhouse kick to the head sent the creature down again. This time it didn’t get up.

     Xar stood over his opponent’s unmoving body, preparing to finish him off. This time, he hadn’t brought his signature mass gun or even his lightsaber, realizing how useless they would be in a real fight. His battle with Turles had shown him that, and they’d both been much weaker than Xar was now. He would have to finish this creature off with his bare hands.

     His hesitation proved to be a mistake. As he reached down to grab the alien, it suddenly shot up from its prone position, grabbed Xar’s wrist with one hand and slammed its other fist across his face. Xar fell back, breaking the alien’s grip, and crossed his arms in front of him just in time to absorb the brunt of a full-power side kick from the alien. The impact still hit him hard enough to send him flying backward. By the time he hit the ground and recovered, the alien had gone some distance the other direction, putting more space between the two of them.

     Idiot! Xar chided himself. He should have known better than to let the enemy’s repressed Force power fool him. He’d assumed that his blows had incapacitated his enemy, but he hadn’t realized that with their Force power almost equal, the creature could take much more damage than a normal being. Xar’s jaw ached, but he ignored it, seeing a much more serious problem in front of him. The dust had all but settled now, and he could see the creature some twenty meters away at the other end of the cavern, screaming in rage as it prepared to attack. Xar knew that this time the alien would put everything he had into the attack.

     At this point Xar knew he had only one choice: to hit his enemy with an even stronger energy blast. At their level, and with Force shields around the blast to protect themselves, the two energies would most likely clash against one another so that whomever put the most into the attack would win the day – the other would effectively cease to exist.

     There was no more time to waste. Drawing on all the Force that he could, Xar set his stance and put his hands together in front of him, focusing every bit of power down into them, manipulating the energy so the blast would erupt in a focused beam away from him, while a protective shield would keep the heat from incinerating his own hands. Unconsciously, some of his power exuded out from his body like an aura, forming what was known as the sphere of projection, an area where anything around him was affected by the force of his energies. The ground quivered slightly beneath his feet, and dust and pebbles rose up into the air as if of their own volition. Xar narrowed his vision until only one thing stood in front of him: his target.

     Then, with an inhuman scream, the enemy leaned forward and unleashed a beam of energy over a meter wide and tall. Reacting at the same instant, Xar released all his energy in a return blast that turned the air in front of him into superheated gas and fire. 

     The two beams met somewhere in the middle and blew craters into the floor and ceiling from the force of their impact. Dust blasted out across the whole cavern, but couldn’t conceal the blinding clash of energy in the air. Xar could feel the resistance against his own blast matched by his opponent’s. Somehow, in his mind’s eye, he could see his enemy, pouring everything it had back at him. For a brief second, they were equally matched. Then the alien’s cries reached their apex as it redoubled its efforts, causing his beam to swell larger, driving Xar’s back. In response, Xar drew in every last ounce of the Force he had, every bit he’d ever even thought about summoning and then a bit more. Sparing nothing, he let it flow through his body in a torrent, using himself as a conduit for the energy erupting out in front of his hands. He matched the alien’s cries with his own wordless roar.

     As a result, he felt the enemy’s resistance starting to break. He pushed forward with everything he had, as his beam drove his opponent’s back, pressing closer and closer until the creature’s own blast vanished in front of the Jedi Master’s onslaught. 

     The alien screamed as Xar’s blast overtook him, burning through his shield and turning his hands to dust. Then his whole body was enveloped, the beam driving him back across the cavern until it impacted against the far wall.

     Xar let his blast die just before that happened, but there was enough energy left to completely blow away the entire far wall. The explosion rushed back out toward him, and with the last of his strength he erected a Force shield to ward it off. Fire rushed hungrily around him, consuming the air and traveling on into the tunnel Xar had exited from. The ground was rocked by a massive earthquake, and rocks plummeted down from the ceiling. It felt like the whole cavern was about to cave in. 

     Slowly, the shaking stopped, and the rushing wind and tornadoes of dust began to calm. As the dust began to settle, Xar could see that the far wall had been gouged out in a crater almost as large as the cavern itself. He pushed himself up finally, slowly letting his Force level drop down to normal levels. He had rarely summoned all of his strength like that, and it left his blood burning and sweat pouring out all over his body. His skin contained a glow retained from all that Force-usage, and he knew his skin probably looked more gaunt and aged from such power – at least until he rested again. He took several deep, sighing breaths, coughing at the dust and smoke still left in the air. 

     He’d done it. Whatever nightmarish freak that creature had been, it had now been reduced to its constituent atoms. Clenching his fists, Xar stood up straight, drawing on the Force to replenish his fatigue and refresh his senses. He allowed himself a little victorious smile.

     That’s when he sensed it. 
     The power spike was only for a brief instant, but it was strong enough to make what he’d felt during the fight feel like nothing. He spun around, searching for the source of the disturbance, but he saw nothing. Then a humanoid shadow passed across the cavern wall, so quick and fleeting that he thought he’d imagined it. Only his own shadow, cast from his glowrod behind him on the ground, remained on the face of the rock in front of him.

     As Xar turned around, that shadow returned once more.

     The first kick caught Xar straight under the chest, sending him up into the air, then continued upward to his chin, snapping his head back. His body floated up like a rag doll, limp. Then the second strike hit with sound of a thunderclap, launching him through the air like a missile. By that time, all feeling had long since vanished, and his body crashed into the soft shale wall, blasting a small crater into the stone. Then the wall collapsed, slowly burying the Jedi Master in a mound of rubble and dust. He didn’t stir again.

     Slowly, the echoes of the impact faded away to nothing, and the sounds of falling pebbles shifting around began to subside. The cavern sank into stillness, the silence of a tomb meant for fallen Jedi…




*


*


*


Draken trudged along through the tunnels, bringing up the rear behind Omega, Icis, and Zalaria. Why did they have to end up being paired with her, of all people? At least Tamrik was with them, too, scouting ahead about ten meters. Zalaria looked like a caged animal stalking its pen, and every moment Draken got just a little more nervous around her. He only knew about her what Xar had told them, that she was one of the leaders of the Altarin’Dakor and was on their side. That was more than normal people knew. But Draken had never expected to get stuck with her alone like this. What if Xar was wrong? Zalaria looked like she could start tearing things up at any moment. 

     Beside him, Omega cut Draken a nervous glance. He obviously was feeling the same way. After the last vision, everyone had been on edge. Zalaria hadn’t spoken in at least an hour, and her eyes were filled with something Draken couldn’t quite identify. Her gaze seemed halfway between haunted and sorrowful. 

     Finally they came to an intersection, where Tamrik was waiting for them.

     We have reached a section that I am familiar with, he said. He pointed to the right passageway. We should go this way.
     Draken nodded, and they continued to follow. Omega ran forward a bit to catch up with the green-skinned alien. “Tell me,” he said, a little out of breath. “These visions we’re having… I know that the things I’ve seen in my past have been true, but what about the others? They look like they could be the future, but are they glimpses of the future that will be, or only what might be?” His voice had a definite nervous edge to it, and he clearly seemed disturbed by what he’d been seeing. As had they all.

     We do not know, Tamrik said simply. None of our people have ever seen the visions.
     Then Zalaria broke her silence.

     “It’s obviously designed to affect only Force Sensitives,” she said, sounding thoughtful “I suspect the effect varies with the strength of the Force user, just like the telepathic noise we’ve been...”  She broke off in silence for a moment, then suddenly she lurched upright, back straight. 

     “Xar’s in a fierce battle now…” She paused. Everyone stopped and stared at her as she waited, her eyes watching something else. Draken stared at her in confusion. How did she know what Xar was doing? Oh, that’s right, he thought. He’d heard that they’d bonded somehow through the Force. Perhaps she could pick up on what Xar was thinking and feeling even then. Then she spoke again. “There. He has defeated his opponent. But who could it be…”

     Suddenly her voice broke off and her eyes widened. “He’s been hurt!” she gasped. She hesitated a moment, her eyes focusing on something not there. Then a look of shock spread on her face, something Draken hadn’t ever imagined on her. “No, not hurt… He’s almost dead!” she exclaimed.
     “What?!” Omega blurted.

     Then Draken sensed it: a power spike so strong it was like a bolt of light passing across his vision. In the after-shadow, he could see the outline of a dark face, distinct and terrible, with eyes so deep and powerful they made Draken feel insignificant and stupid. He staggered back, feeling suddenly breathless.

     “Wha… What incredible power,” Omega said in awe, echoing Draken’s own thoughts. “Who…or what… is it?”

     “That’s… definitely not Mordachus…” Zalaria whispered. For the first time, Draken thought he heard fear in her tone. “We’ve got to find him right now, before it’s too late!”

     “Stang it, I knew this would happen,” Icis cried, staring back and forth between them. “I shouldn’t have let us split up. Okay, I’m going after him; you keep going and find the keys to Shaveh!”

     “Wait a second!” Draken called out. “You don’t have your Force powers! How are you going to find him?”

     “I’ll know where he is,” Icis said with certainty. “Just find those keys, it’s the most important thing.” Then he took off, running down the corridor at top speed.

     Zalaria watched after him, eyes narrowing. For a moment Draken wondered if she would follow him. Then she muttered something under her breath, and Draken thought he caught the words ‘stubborn slave’.

    “What keys was he talking about?” Omega asked aloud, clearly confused.
     What has happened? Tamrik asked pointedly, swiveling his long, green-scaled head between the three of them. 

     Of course, Draken thought. He doesn’t understand anything that just happened.

     Zalaria turned to look at the alien. “Nothing. Lead on,” she ordered. “Take us to the keys that will open the way to Shaveh.”

     In response, the alien took several short steps backward. How do you know about the keys? But I told you I would not take you to Shaveh! I cannot give them to you!
     “Look, you insignificant cretin,” Zalaria said, her voice taking a rough edge to it. “Our enemies are trying to reach this ‘Shaveh’. If we don’t get the keys ourselves, and make it there first, you’re likely to have the same catastrophe that devastated your people long ago. If you don’t want that to happen, you’ll do as I say. Is that clear?”

     Nodding slowly, the alien complied, and redoubled its pace as it led them down the corridor. Draken brought up the rear after Omega, keeping an eye on the female Warlord. She was looking more distraught by the minute. He’d heard about her bond with Xar, which had apparently been necessary to save him from the Warlord Kronos, but he had no idea how the link between them worked. It looked like she was hurting though, and he wondered if she was feeling Xar’s pain right now.

     Their path took them further downward, and in certain spots the pristine metal corridors would give way to small, natural-looking caverns and tunnels in the planet’s own rock. We are moving deeper inside the planet, Tamrik explained. After the disaster, we returned the keys to their original locations, so that Shaveh could not be opened again. The keys are located in a special sealed area. We must retrieve them before going to Shaveh itself. But in the other room, the one Kunat tried to repair, held one of the keys. It is now gone.  He sounded very uncomfortable making that last statement, even though his words were being translated in Draken’s own mind.

     They kept going on for some time, passing through several more caverns and corridors. Then they reached an area of tunnels and rooms that had been completely carved out of planetary rock, and Tamrik hurried them forward, explaining that they were nearing their destination.

     The room where two more keys are hidden is not far from here, he said, rushing onward ahead of them.

     Then suddenly he stopped dead, just before rounding a right hand turn in the tunnel. As Zalaria, Draken and Omega caught up to him, Tamrik was already moving backwards, passing between them and continuing back the way they’d come. At first, Draken didn’t understand what had frozen the alien in his tracks. Then he looked down the tunnel, and he saw them.

     Five humanoid figures had emerged from the dark shadows ahead, each tall and well built, but otherwise completely different from one another. Draken touched his lightsaber handle defensively as he studied the aliens in front of them. They were each unique, but close enough in shape that they looked almost like hybrids of humans and other, unfamiliar races. Their main variations were in skin color and external features. The leanest of them had smooth, gray skin and a nearly featureless face. Another had reddish skin and finlike crests coming out of its shoulders and elbows, and a reptilian, scaly head.

     The central creature was the largest, a burly monster with dark burgundy skin covered in white chitinous body armor. The armor looked natural, concentrating in areas over the alien’s breast, knuckles and hands, forearms, and lower legs. Completing its distinctive form was a rounded skull with a large crest of bone extending up from its forehead in a V shape. 

     The fourth was a pale, blue-skinned alien that looked almost human except for its skin color and the long yellow hair hanging from its head. The last alien was also green-skinned and covered with scales, with sharp claws on its hands and feet.

     Suddenly the alien in the middle opened its mouth, revealing a row of razor-sharp fangs. Then it shouted something in a guttural, inhuman voice, and the other creatures began to grin and chuckle lowly. It was not a pleasant sound. 

     “Who are they?” Omega asked, staring in puzzlement at the five creatures. “Are they Jedicon?”

     “Of course not. They’re some kind of biologically-engineered creature,” Zalaria said, studying the newcomers with her focused gaze. “I’d heard that one of the other Shok’Thola was working on creating such an abomination. I never thought he’d actually succeed. They must be Sado’s work – although I don’t believe he would ally with Mordachus. There is someone else involved here…”

     “Are they sentient? I mean, are they actual races?” Draken asked.

     “They genetically enhanced versions of different Altarin’Dakor races. I hear they’re grown in tanks, though; test tube experiments. Not real creatures.”

     Draken reached over and took hold of Omega’s supply bag. “Get the Force Scanner,” he said. He could feel that these creatures were strong in the Force. The scanner would show them exactly how strong.

     “Don’t bother,” Zalaria told him. 

     Draken got the Scanner out anyway. It was a crude device they’d discovered on the Krri’Graq homeworld of Moro Prime, built during the Old Republic to measure Force Sensitives. He activated it, holding it with both hands toward each of the aliens in turn. With each new one, his mouth opened a little wider. His assessment of the situation had just changed dramatically. He finished scanning all five, then lowered the scanner in shock. “No way! They’re at 50,000, each. That means they’re all as powerful as Grand Master Xar is!”

     “I could have told you that,” Zalaria said impatiently.

     “What are we going to do?” Omega asked frantically. “I guess we have to fight… We’ll take them somehow…” He pulled out his lightsaber, igniting its blue-white blade with a familiar snap-hiss.

     “Stand back,” Zalaria said, her face twisted into a smirk. “And put those toys away.” She pushed between Draken and Omega and stepped toward the five strange alien monsters.

     “What are you saying?” Draken asked incredulously. “Do you think you can take them all on by yourself?”

     Zalaria smiled darkly. “Of course. Don’t you realize I’m stronger than all of them combined?”

     Omega cried out. “No way! That’s… That’s insane!” Draken stared at her in utter disbelief. She had to be bluffing… No one was that strong!
     “Be silent! And watch,” Zalaria growled. “You’re about to see the true power of a Shok’Thola.”

     She stepped forward, alone, in the middle of the cavern between the creatures and the two Jedi. Slowly, she reached up and unbuttoned her outer coat, pulling it off and tossing it to the side. Underneath she wore the same sleeveless dark shirt like the rest of them, but hers clung well to her body, accenting her lean form and well built arm muscles. Draken shook his head, trying not to her beauty cloud his own judgment of the situation.

     Tamrik continued backing up, until he was finally out of sight around the bend. Draken watched Zalaria worriedly. In front of her, the creatures were smiling confidently. He didn’t know whether or not they spoke Basic, but they seemed to understand what was happening. They weren’t going to show Zalaria any mercy.

     Then, moving purposefully, the five creatures split up and walked down the small incline toward Zalaria. They spread out along the width of the tunnel, offering her no chance of escape that way. They remained fully powered up, and Draken could easily sense their power in the Force without even trying. Draken knew that if any of them went after him or Omega, the two Jedi wouldn’t last long against these monstrosities.

     The aliens closed to within about ten meters of Zalaria, then suddenly stopped. The woman still held a twisted, wicked-looking grin on her face, exuding total confidence in the face of the enemies’ superior odds. Neither side was going to back down.

     Suddenly, Draken felt it happen again: a spike, like a flash of light going on in his mind. Only it felt different this time, closer, similar but unique in its own right. He knew it was his own Force Sense, warning him as he felt a power arise unlike anything he’d ever experienced before.

     With a triumphant laugh, Zalaria clenched her fists as she dropped the Force Mask that had been repressing her latent powers all this time. The Force Scanner exploded in Draken’s numb hands as her power level skyrocketed beyond its ability to measure. Her long hair, falling around her head in thick dreadlocks, rose up into the air as of its own accord, and dust and pebbles swirled through the air around her in a whirlwind, energized by her sphere of projection. Then there was a flash, and it was like the very air around her ignited, surrounding her in a corona of rippling, superheated air. Her power was swelling at an incredible rate, moving almost immediately beyond his ability to measure. Zalaria glowed like the sun in Force power, and Draken realized for the first time how totally insignificant he really was. If he could draw in a small stream of Force power, Zalaria had access to an entire ocean of it.

     This… this can’t be… Draken’s mind raced as he fought a sense of panic. I’ve never felt anything anywhere close to what I’m feeling from her right now! He was in the presence of something beyond anything the Jedi had ever reached… something beyond the power of mortals to comprehend. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Omega fall to his knees, debilitated by pure terror of the woman – no, the Being – in front of them.

     The aliens no longer held smirks on their ugly faces. Quickly they moved in and spread out around her, though none dared get close. Two stood on either side while the other three confronted her from the front. Draken watched the scene unfold, feeling distant, realizing his emotions had probably fled him in his shock. Glancing at the five alien creatures around Zalaria, he realized how totally weak they were compared with her. They were all about to die; not one of them had a chance to live.

     As the fire rippled and coalesced around Zalaria, the air was filled with a tremendous hiss, and wind began to howl and blow through the whole tunnel around them. The five aliens stood around her with their arms held out in front of them, as if warding off an invisible blow. Whether they were defending themselves or preparing to attack, he didn’t know.

     It didn’t matter. Zalaria’s power spiked, and the roar in the air reached its crescendo just as an explosion of dust and rock erupted out from around Zalaria in an expanding wave, filling the tunnel and obscuring the aliens from view. There was just enough clear air for him to see her though, standing in the center of the inferno, as she took a step and thrust one of her hands forward.

     Another explosion of dust and fire erupted in front of her and flew through the tunnel, filling the air with a deafening roar. He heard two screams from the eruption as the first two aliens were caught in the blast. The ground shook, and Draken lost his balance, falling back into a sitting position as he watched, mesmerized. 

     Without realizing it he had also taken hold of the Force, and now used it to increase his sense of time as much has he could simply in order to see the events unfolding now. Zalaria remained standing in the center of the tunnel as dust and smoke obscured everything else around her. She stood, motionless and waiting, though he knew she was poised like a coiled spring, ready to strike.

     Then two aliens burst out of the smoke, one on either side of her, their fists held back to strike and their mouths open wide as they screamed in rage.

     Zalaria remained motionless until the first creature was almost upon her, bearing in straight for her back. Then, turning her body to one side, she struck outwards with her arm, her hand flat, hitting the alien just above the waist. His body broke over her arm like a doll, splitting in half as cleanly as a sword’s cut, the two parts separating and flying past her with their own momentum.

     Then, without moving her arm further, Zalaria pivoted slightly on her right foot and snapped out with her left, blasting the second creature in half as he came in. This one wasn’t as neat, and blood and pieces of flesh splattered away from her kick. For a bare instant the alien seemed to hang there, utter shock covering its face, then it fell through the dust and out of sight. The sound of the impact hit Draken’s ears like thunder, and a blast of wind rushed past Zalaria’s hair from the force of the creature’s passing. 

     Dimly Draken could hear Omega’s own screams of horror at what Zalaria had so casually done. Draken couldn’t even make a noise; he was frozen speechless in shock.

     Zalaria let her arm fall back to her side and she turned to face them as time continued to crawl along. Draken could see her eyes now, and his stomach went cold as he saw only white beneath her eyelids. There was someone else inside there now, with the ruthless fighting spirit of an Altarin’Dakor. Her face held a terrifying grin of pleasure that chilled him to the bone. 

     Then suddenly Zalaria looked to the side and thrust her arm out into the smoke, grasping a figure Draken couldn’t quite make out. Slowly, the dust began to settle from the previous explosions, and he saw what she held aloft in front of her. The lead alien, the largest one with the bony head crest and body armor, was suspended in front of her, its face contorted in agony. Zalaria held him up in front of her with just one hand. Draken saw that she didn’t just have him by the front of his armor; her hand had pressed into the unprotected flesh over his stomach and was gripping him on the inside. Zalaria grinned again, then suddenly light poured out of the creature’s mouth and eye sockets, and he let out a primal scream just before Zalaria’s blast consumed his whole body in wreathing fire and energy. The blast expanded out and then dissipated about two meters in front of her, just enough to turn her captive into dust. She let the energy die out as the last of the alien’s body vanished, then she stood there, the creature’s ashes raining down into a small pile in front of her. A single piece of bone fell down on top of the pile, and Draken recognized it as the alien’s bony head crest.

     Opening her hands once more, Zalaria gave out a long sigh and let her power level fall back down to normal levels. Her hair dropped back down behind her and the roaring wind slowly died down. The last of the dust settled onto the ground, and Draken saw that none of the aliens remained. The last two aliens’ charred bodies lay about five meters behind her.
     Then Zalaria turned to face them, staring inside of him with her deep, ancient gaze, and she smiled.

     Instinctively Draken began scrambling backwards, fearing for his very life. In those eyes he saw someone different than the women he’d been walking with before, like a force of nature unleashed, a wild torrent of rage that could strike out at anything around her and obliterate it. At that moment, he was sure she was going to kill them, too.

     Slowly, she blinked twice, and then her eyes returned to normal. Her expression changed from one of mirth and satisfaction to utter contempt as she looked down at the two cowering Jedi. 

     “What’s the matter?” she asked. “You should feel honored to have seen that. Few ever have, and survived.”

     Draken couldn’t answer – his tongue felt like cotton. He couldn’t pull his eyes away from her, and he wondered if he’d ever be able to again. Then Zalaria’s words cut through his fear.

     “Don’t grovel on the ground like terrified children,” she scolded them. “You’re wasting time. Now get up and come with me if you want to live.”

     Draken found himself rising before he even realized it. Omega was at his side also, complying even though he looked scared to death. Draken glanced back to find Tamrik, and saw the alien slowly uncurling from the ball he’d rolled into during the fight.

     “There’s no time left!” she shouted, bringing his attention back to her. “Get me the keys so we can end this. I’ve had enough of this rock.”

     Without any further complaint, Draken, Omega and Tamrik rushed to comply.
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Icis rounded another bend in the seemingly endless maze, and finally came upon the battle scene. Rubble was strewn everywhere, and several large craters had been blasted into the ground. One section of tunnel wall had been completely blown away, and another had fallen inward for about three meters. Just in front of that, a large section of wall had caved in.

     It was all exactly as Icis had seen it would be. As he ran up to the pile of rubble, he could see a lone hand protruding from between the rocks, covered with dried blood. He hoped he wasn’t too late.

     “Xar!” he shouted, attacking the larger boulders on top of the pile first. “Hang on! I’ll get you out of here!”

     He got no response, and the hand remained totally motionless. Icis continued anyway, struggling to pull the larger rocks off first, tossing them out to the side. “Hang in there!”

     Digging through the rubble was hard work, and it took a good ten minutes before he had all the rocks off of Xar’s limp body. The man was a mess. His head lolled back against a large stone, blood leaking out of his nostrils, mouth and ears. His face was turning black from bruising. 

     Even worse, Xar’s body was sprawled out like a broken doll. Icis unbuttoned the man’s coat to assess the damage. His left shoulder was badly dislocated, and his torso was bruised around the ribcage area, meaning his ribs were probably broken as well. Xar’s chest was rising and falling slightly, and more blood was running out of his nose and the corner of his mouth. He was probably damaged internally. If Icis didn’t get him help very soon, Xar was going to die.

     “Xar, can you hear me? Wake up!” Icis said, reaching into the small satchel he had attached to his belt. In it were some of the last Traveler items he still had, including some medical items that should at least keep Xar alive until Icis could get him to Zalaria. He pulled out a hypospray full of special Traveler biological agents and jammed it into the man’s bare arm. He waited for another minute for him to come around.

     “Come on Xar, you can do it,” he said. “Open your eyes. I need you alive, here.”

     Abruptly, the man’s eyes flitted open, and his head turned to the side and he began coughing up blood. Icis held his body still so he wouldn’t cause further damage, until the coughs finally stopped. Xar looked up at him with weak eyes. “Icis… What… you… doing here? You’re not dead…” His voice was a whisper.
     “Neither are you, yet,” Icis said flatly. “Look, I’m going to take you to Zalaria so she can heal you. We’ve got to go about one klick. Can you make it?”

     Xar blinked several times, and a bit of focus returned to them. “Don’t know… I think…” He broke off in another cough.
     “Well, that’s the best we can hope for right now,” Icis said, reaching down and gently picking the man up. Putting on arm behind his back and one behind his knees, Icis lifted him into the air slowly, keeping him as straight as possible. Despite his care, Xar’s face still twisted in agony, and he groaned softly.

     “Just hang in there, my friend,” Icis told him worriedly. “You’re not going to die here, that much I know. Just hold on to me and I’ll have us there in just a few minutes.”

     Xar tried to nod, but didn’t succeed. Instead his head fell back limply once more, and his eyes closed as he lost consciousness again.

     As carefully as possible, Icis held the man up – a task made much harder than he’d thought without his Force powers – and he slowly began heading back toward the corridors. Stang, but he was heavy! Soon the man’s weight was too much to hold aloft, so he readjusted Xar so Icis held him by the waist, with one of Xar’s arms over his shoulder. Xar seemed to be phasing in and out of consciousness, but he held on, at least. Then, on more solid ground, Icis increased his pace a bit, still stumbling along. He knew that the sooner he got Xar to Zalaria, the sooner he could be healed, and the less chance Icis had of dropping him on the metal deck from fatigue. If he hurried, he should be able to make it in time. And then the final stage of this chapter would be nearing its end…
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Draken ran hard, struggling to keep up while trying to keep an eye on every way possible. Before him, Zalaria was running, one of the long, crystalline keys tucked under her arm. Tamrik was in the lead with Omega, holding the second, similar-looking key. Both of the keys had been exactly where Tamrik had said they’d be, and the alien promised it wouldn’t be much farther to the entrance of Shaveh.

     “Hurry up!” Zalaria ordered. “We’ve got to get there as fast as possible!”

     Please wait! Tamrik pleaded. I told you I wouldn’t take you to Shaveh! You don’t know what will happen!
     “No, you don’t know what we’re up against!” she growled. “We have to get to the core of this machine before the enemy does, or we may not be able to save your people at all! Our only chance is to get there and get the ancient power first.”

     But you don’t understand! It doesn’t work that way! Tamrik said frantically. He adjusted his grip on the second key under his arm, struggling to keep up the pace Zalaria was setting. We must not go to Shaveh!
     His words were ignored. Draken kept close behind them, all his senses alert to any danger. If Zalaria was worried about something, then he knew he should be terrified. Then again, she seemed so fired up because of Xar’s injury that he couldn’t read her at all. Not that he ever could, anyway.
     Finally they reached a huge, rounded room with multiple entranceways and a massive doorway set in one wall. Nearby, in one of the exits, was what Draken assumed was the control room, where the keys would have to be inserted.

     “We made it!” Zalaria said, spinning around. “Now is our chance. Give me the other key,” she ordered.

     But the alien did not comply. Instead he gripped the key protectively and stepped back, shaking his long head.

     “What?” Zalaria barked, as if furious that someone would actually refuse her. “Give it to me!” 

     Still nothing. 

    “Give it to me, you stupid fool!” she roared. Tamrik shirked away and yelled out in obvious terror as Zalaria brought her hand up, poised over the poor creature to strike him for his insolence. Draken knew the blow would kill him.

     But the blow never came. Slowly, the alien opened his eyes and looked up, but Zalaria did not see him. The anger was gone from her, and instead her mouth hung partially open, her eyes wide in something Draken could not believe… fear.

     Suddenly feeling cold, Draken turned to see what she stared at – and froze. They had visitors. 

     Five beings had moved in front of the entrance while they were distracted. Two more of the bio-warriors stood on either end, and in the center was a man clad in silvery armor accented with a flowing blue cloak. His hair, pure white, hung down halfway down his back, and his eyes were piercing blue, with a wisdom within them that made Draken’s blood run cold. This was the man he’d seen in his mind.

    “S… Strife,” Zalaria said, her voice a whisper. She was still clearly in shock. Draken didn’t recognize the name, but he knew from Zalaria’s expression that they were in trouble. 

     “A pleasure to see you here, Zalaria,” the man spoke, his voice clear and deep and melodious, penetrating the silence. “You’ve saved me the trouble of finding those keys. We’ve been searching for hours.”

     Zalaria straightened, and her expression hardened again, though her eyes still locked onto the man. “But I thought Mordachus…” she began.

     “Mordachus is dead. I killed him. If you’d been at the gathering you would have known that. But you weren’t there. I’ve heard some interesting things about your activities,” Strife said, a slight smile coming to his lips. He was a beautiful man, and his skin was pale and smooth. With his old-style armor, he looked like some kind of prince or planetary ruler.

     Draken took a deep breath and studied man further. He didn’t appear old at all, perhaps less than thirty, just like Zalaria. But his eyes spoke volumes about the ancient wisdom the Warlord held. Four different bio-warriors stood with him, their species unfamiliar to Draken. As he continued to watch, Zalaria’s edge seemed to be returning. She was looking angrier every second.

     “Who are you?” Omega managed to ask, his voice full of trepidation. Draken glanced between him and the man named Strife, wondering if Omega had just signed his death warrant by opening his mouth.

     But the man ignored the question completely, his eyes remaining on Zalaria. When Omega opened his mouth to repeat the question, Zalaria cut him off with a baleful stare.

     “Silence. That is Strife, one of the Shok’Thola. And since you don’t know what you’re dealing with, keep your mouth shut!” She turned back to Strife.

     “You seem to have trouble keeping your pets quiet,” the other Warlord said, the smile growing on his face. “But enough idle talk. I am not here to kill you; I merely want the keys. Give them to me, please.”

     Zalaria’s eyes went wider as he finished, and she looked down at the piece of crystal in her hand. She seemed to study it for a second, then looked back up at Strife, her eyes practically glowing with anger.

     “You want this?” she asked, open challenge in her voice.

     Then, in the blink of an eye, she moved. One instant she was looking at him, and the next she had turned and threw the key down the hallway so fast Draken couldn’t even follow its motion. Even with all his Force power gathered inside, Draken could only see a blur as she moved. Then suddenly one of the bio-creatures was gone, as well.

     Zalaria stared after the retreating key, releasing a grunt of effort, and Draken spun around to see what happened, though to him it was as if he moved in slow-motion.

     He was far too slow. By the time he turned around, there was nothing. He continued his spin, looking back at the five Altarin’Dakor in front of the doorway, and gasped. The bio-creature, a tall, green-skinned humanoid, had returned, and now held the key in front of him like a trophy.

     Zalaria’s mouth flew open as well. “What?!”
     “Nice try,” Strife said, sneering. “You’ve encountered several of Sado’s latest creations already. Each one is designed to excel in a single area, such as physical or energy combat, strength or telekinesis. Baku has his entire prowess keyed for one thing – speed.”

     “How did he do such a thing? And why?” Zalaria asked, clearly astonished. Draken was looking back and forth between them, totally confused. Who this Sado they were referring to? And these were creations?

     “We’ve always wondered at the natural limit that normal mortals have in Force power,” Strife explained, his voice full of mirth. “We always wanted stronger servants than the Kodonn’Dakor, who would still remain completely loyal. Sado was quite successful, it seems. Consider this a… test run.”

     Strife began to laugh, and around him, his creatures followed suit, snickering wickedly. Zalaria’s eyes narrowed and she clenched her fists in anger. 

     “Now,” Strife said, holding out a hand. “The other one, please.”

     “What?” Zalaria spun turning back toward Tamrik and Draken. “Destroy it!” she screamed.

     “Huh?” Draken stammered. But the order was so forceful, backed by something within the Force, that he instinctively leapt to obey. Tamrik was holding the other key upright, and Draken launched himself toward it, reaching his arm back to send it crashing through the crystal…

     In the instant before he made contact, the key disappeared. Draken’s hand passed through empty air. Stunned, he spun, his movement carrying him around to stare back at Strife, who now held the key in the crook of his arm. Draken felt his mouth drop open.

     “Toch,” Zalaria said in Altarin’Dakor. It sounded like a curse. “Fool…”

     “He… He teleported it…” a whisper came from Draken.
     “What? But isn’t that impossible?” Omega blurted out.

     “Of course not, anyone can with such a small object,” Zalaria said, eyes still fixed on Strife. “So what will you do now?”

     “The same thing you were planning to,” he said. “I’m going to open the door to Shaveh.”

     He nodded to two of the creatures, who took the keys and started for the control room. Strife remained where he was, watching Zalaria with a curious expression. But she did nothing to stop them. It seemed as if all the fight had gone out of her, and she took a deep breath, letting her hands fall to her sides.

     NO! a frantic cry came from Tamrik. You must not enter Shaveh!
     Zalaria didn’t even acknowledge that he’d spoken. Strife, however, arched an eyebrow questioningly. “Shaveh? A ridiculous local myth,” he said. “Inside this door is the most powerful Force artifact ever created. Whatever you believe about it is irrelevant.”

     You are all going to die, Tamrik said then, his voice turning quiet. The alien’s head dropped low, and he turned on his heel and ran off down they way they’d come. He’d looked as if all hope had left him.

     “Wait!” Draken called out, to no avail. Tamrik kept walking. Then Draken turned back to Zalaria. “I don’t understand. Why don’t you do something? Why don’t we try and stop them?”

     Zalaria glanced in his direction. “Isn’t it obvious? We were defeated. Attacking them would be a pointless gesture, a waste of time.”

     “What?” Draken asked, confused. “How do you know that without at least trying? You killed five of those creatures single-handedly before. Maybe together we can…”

     “I told you two to be quiet,” she said, a slight edge returning to her voice. She turned, boring holes through him with her gaze. “Strife is a Shok’Thola. We know how strong one another are, and Strife is far stronger than I am. I probably couldn’t win even if I had your entire troop of Jedi on Varnus backing me. If we fought, the outcome would be certain, and it would only cause needless damage to this place.” She made it sound as if she were explaining it to a little child. Behind her, Omega made a choking sound, and Draken looked over at him. The man looked ready to throw up again.

     Strife’s bio-engineered creatures were still inside, presumably installing the keys. The doors hadn’t opened yet. Stepping forward, Zalaria crossed the several steps over to the tall, green bio-warrior who had moved so quickly in capturing the key. Her confidence seemed to have returned, as if she were not afraid Strife would hurt her now.

     “Sado has done well with his latest creation,” she remarked, studying the creature as if he were an animal she was interested in purchasing. “A fine specimen. As innovative as the Crinn, the Charon, the Zelduk, or the Mortigena. You’ve managed to create a servant on par with our strongest Jedicon, but who remains completely loyal.” She looked at Strife, and smiled. 

     Then, never taking her eyes off him, she struck. The creature never had a chance to react. Draken saw her move just in time, and turned away from the sickening thud and Zalaria’s grunt of effort. He heard something hit the ground, and he glanced toward the sound, seeing the alien’s head bouncing across the floor, rebounding off the wall and coming to a stop at Omega’s feet. The man turned away, retching loudly.

     Zalaria pulled her hand back, shaking her hand lightly as the creature’s body sank to the floor. The shiny metal doors in front of her were splattered with dark blood where the head had bounced off. As she held up her hand, Draken could see her knuckles had broken from the force of the blow. They healed before his eyes, moving back into place with a sickening pop. Her eyes remained on Strife, and her smile was wider than ever.

     “Don’t do that again,” Strife said in an annoyed tone. If Zalaria had done that merely to spite him, she hadn’t made him angry enough. Draken couldn’t imagine why she would want to do that at all. Yet Strife kept his calm and did nothing in return. Perhaps even he considered the cost of a confrontation too high.

     Zalaria turned and walked away, and began pacing across the floor next to Omega, who was picking himself off the floor, a hand on his mouth. Another minute passed, and still the doors were not open. Finally Strife glanced at the remaining bio-creature, who strode toward the control room as if to see what was going on.

     He never made it to the room. Suddenly a massive tearing sound cut through the room, as if machinery all around them were moving. Then Draken turned toward the doors, and his vision was totally consumed by blinding light…



*


*


*

Chapter Nine


Shaveh


Planet Mies


Unknown Regions


Zalaria watched as the thick twin doors slowly opened, spilling light into her eyes from the glowing brightness inside. As the entrance widened, the entire room was flooded with illumination that reflected off the polished metal walls, floor, and ceiling, banishing any trace of shadow. Then the doors were completely open, and she looked into the waiting chamber beyond.

     At the same time, the room was filled with a different kind of light, one that bombarded them through the Force. Zalaria could feel raw Force power emerging from the room, almost as if she were under attack, but the power was undirected, not focused for any particular action. She didn’t know if it were an intentional defensive measure meant to drive them back, but if it was, it was working well. The pain and noise was so strong that she fought a natural urge to leave. Strife was also standing near the entrance, but everyone else had fallen back, clutching their heads.

     Her eyes had adjusted to the initial shock of the brightness, and the room seemed to dim slightly. Inside she could almost make out the source of the light, some kind of semi-transparent, crystalline structure. In it she sensed more Force power than anything she’d ever felt before, except, perhaps, from one other being. 

     “Get up!” she yelled back to the two fallen Jedi, now cowering down on the floor. In response, Draken and Omega pulled themselves to their feet and struggled closer. Looking back, Zalaria could already see Strife moving into the room.

     “It’s… beautiful…” he said, staring straight ahead, lifting one foot after the other as if in slow motion. He seemed transfixed, and Zalaria knew he felt the drawing of the power, as she did. His bio-warriors had taken notice, as well, and were moving into the room with him.

     Then suddenly footsteps approached them from behind, and Zalaria turned to see Icis stagger into the room, the battered, limp body of Xar in his arms. Her eyes went wide as she instantly noted the severity of his injuries. Only Strife could have done this to him. But why hadn’t Strife killed him?

     Draken and Omega both gave startled gasps as Icis set Xar down on the floor beside Zalaria, gasping for breath. “He’s lost consciousness again,” Icis said, panting. “You must heal him, quickly!”

     Zalaria looked back at the pulsating, glowing power in the next chamber, then back down at the injured Xar. Then, hurriedly, she stooped down and laid a hand on him, sending a probe through him with the Force to pinpoint all his injuries. He was fading, fast. Seven ribs had been broken and had punctured his lungs, his other internal organs were bursting or bruised, and his sternum was fractured. His jaw was dislocated and he had a skull fracture with a severe concussion. Blood was coming out of his nose, his ears, his mouth. It was amazing that he was still alive at all. If he’d died… She didn’t want to think about what would happen.

     Letting the Force flow down through her arm, she infused Xar’s body with life energy, much as she had before, when his injuries had been far more serious. In fact, by medical definition he’d been dead, and it had taken extreme measures to bring him back – and a high cost that both of them would have to pay.

     As her Healing flowed through his body, knitting torn tissue and mending bone, revitalizing his internal injuries and restoring his drained life energy, consciousness returned to Xar. His eyes flitted open and he gasped, and he started shivering from head to foot. Her healing powers were taking energy from both of them, and to Xar it would feel like being plunged in frigid ice water. The effect would leave him feeling totally drained and powerless, probably for hours. Slowly, his shivering began to decrease, as she neared the end of her Healing.

      “Stop!” Strife’s voice tore into her thoughts, breaking her concentration. She pulled back, looking up at the white-haired Warlord gazing angrily down at her. “Get away from him!” he commanded.

     With no other choice, she complied, standing up and backing away from where Xar lay. She hadn’t been able to finish completely, but at least Xar wouldn’t die. He looked up at her, his eyes weak, and offered her a silent thanks. She sent reassurance to him through their Bond.

     Then Xar looked over to where Strife was standing, and his eyes widened in fear. “It’s… him…” he said weakly. “Who…?”

     “May I introduce to you, Strife, second-strongest of the Shok’Thola,” she told Xar. “You’re lucky he went so easy on you.”

     Xar looked at her like she’d gone crazy. “Easy? He only hit me twice…”

     Strife looked at her then, smiling slightly. “I heard about your new lover from Kronos, though I couldn’t believe you joined these outlanders for a mere mortal. I almost killed him it before I recognized who it was. If not for the order, I would have. But I will not allow you to heal him before I finish and let him meddle in my plans again.”

     Zalaria’s eyes widened in surprise. “What order?” she demanded.

     Strife didn’t answer. Instead, he turned back toward the room once more.

     “Zalaria…” Xar’s weak cry came to her. “Kronos… I killed him. He’s dead… Isn’t he?” He still held an edge of fear in his mind, and she knew that he must be very confused by all that was going on.

     “We will speak of it later,” she whispered to him. “There are things I still need to tell you.”
     “What… is this place?” Xar asked. “Is this… Shaveh?”

     “Shaveh – the artifact – is inside there,” she said, pointing to the glowing chamber beyond. “And we must reach it, before Strife does.”

     But she saw that Strife had already started forward again, walking slowly as he drove against the bombarding river of Force power flowing out of the room. His genetically-enhanced soldiers entered behind him, then stood to the side, watching their master.

     “Come on!” Zalaria shouted at the others. They were getting too far behind. Draken and Omega moved to obey, obviously as drawn to the power source as she was. If they thought to reach it themselves, they were grossly mistaken.
      As Zalaria entered the chamber, the force opposing her increased tenfold. Omega and Draken both struggled to keep up, wincing in pain. With every step, the pressure increased, the noise in her ears rising in volume. It was as if the machine was purposely trying to stop them from getting closer. She glanced back, and saw Xar and Icis still crouched at the entrance, looking on.

     She looked forward once more, and saw Strife just ahead and to her right, covered in light and struggling to move forward. His eyes were wide, and he stared ahead in fixation. She had never seen such awe on his face.

     Ahead, she could see the source of the light more clearly, a floating, multi-sided crystal that held a glowing brightness inside, like a miniature sun. But this was not the core of the Great Machine; she could sense a far greater power beyond it, somewhere deeper inside the planet. This was just a conduit, focal point. But for what?

     This is not the source of the Force Shard, she realized. This is something different, and far more powerful.
      With each step, the desire to reach the glowing crystal became more and more addictive. In her mind, she imagined what wielding that much power would be like. It would be incredible. The galaxy would bow before her – not just this one, but countless others as well. Planets and stars would be mere playthings in her fingers, hers to create or destroy at a whim. Strife was right; with this much power at her disposal, she could become the new Altima, or kill him and even eliminate the Entity itself. She would rule as the sovereign of a thousand galaxies, her beauty revered and worshiped for all eternity. The power of the Ancients would soon be hers and hers alone. Oh yes, it would be sweet indeed…

Omega saw the two Warlords in front of him and struggled to keep up. The room was perhaps twenty meters long, but they had only gone about halfway so far. With each step the Force bombardment increased, making each successive step even more difficult. Every few steps even the Warlords would have to stop and stand for a moment, coping with the pain and threat of sensory overload. Omega suspected that the effect was much worse for them than it was for him, since they were so much stronger in the Force anyway. With luck, he figured, he would be able to reach it before them.

     Pulling ahead of Draken, he slowly drove forward, coming even with Zalaria and then passing her on the left. The full beauty and grace of the object was then in front of him, and all other thoughts were washed away. Only the crystal stood before him, and it beckoned to him, calling his name. Omega Kira. Come to me.
     I can reach it, he thought, holding out his hands, trying to reach the power that was seeking him out. He knew now that it wanted him to reach it first. It wanted Omega Kira to control it, and no one else. With it, he could protect Calleah forever.
     Barely containing a cry of delight, he ran forward, all the resistance against him vanishing suddenly, and he reached out and touched the crystal with his right hand.

     Instantly he was filled with more power than he’d ever imagined. It flowed up his arm and through his body, then drew him inside the machine itself, opening up its depths to him, offering limitless power at his disposal. In that moment, the galaxy was revealed to him, and he could see all the individual stars burning silently out in the void. 

     Experimentally, he touched one of the stars, felt it waver and pulsate slightly under his touch. He smiled, then reached out and clenched it with his fist. Instantly it exploded, filling his eyes with light, but not harming him. Then he could no longer contain his giddiness. He began laughing as more power flowed through him, offering him everything he’d ever wanted and a million times more. Nothing was out of his reach now. He would swipe the Altarin’Dakor aside with barely a thought, then traverse the depths of the universe, seeing the countless wonders that lay there. He couldn’t believe his wonderful fortune and being granted this opportunity. To think that less than an hour ago he’d felt insignificant compared to the power of Zalaria and Strife. He’d only been moderately powerful in the Jedi Division, and had only wanted to be the best Jedi he could be, and serve Xar and the New Imperium loyally. But now, everything had changed. None of that mattered in the least.
     Cackling in pleasure, he let the power carry him away from the planet Mies, let it shoot him through the galaxy faster than the fastest starships, passing by all the stars and their common inhabitants. Corellia, Coruscant, and countless other worlds flashed by in an instant. None of them even guessed at this new being who now traversed the stars. But soon they would. Everyone would know the name of Omega Kira. The thought made him laugh harder than ever.


As Zalaria continued to strive forward against the increasing tide of resistance, she noticed Omega lying on the floor to her left. At some point he had tried to pass her, then had abruptly fallen to the floor. Now he was curled up into a fetal position, his arms crossed, an expression of total ecstasy on his face. He was laughing softly to himself, and tears were streaming down from his eyes. Whatever dream he was having, she hoped it was a good one.

     Now she returned her concentration to the matter at hand. Strife was starting to get an edge on her, but he’d stopped suddenly, staring ahead but his eyes focusing on something that wasn’t there. Then he vanished. 

     Just as suddenly, seconds later he reappeared in the same place, looking completely disoriented. Realizing that this was her opportunity, Zalaria moved forward as well, taking several steps closer to the crystal. It loomed much larger in front of her, now, and the resistance against her was incredible. 

     Then suddenly, the world changed around her. But this time, it was different.

     She wasn’t in any place, or any time that she could identify. Instead, total darkness surrounded her. For a moment, she thought the light in the crystal might have gone out and plunged the room into blackness, but she immediately knew that wasn’t the case. She could feel that this area was much, much larger, and she could not sense any of the others around her. This was somewhere else, a transportation like the previous visions, but not like the visions in any other way.

     Abruptly she felt as though she were moving, even though her feet remained on the ground and she noticed no physical change in her balance or environment. Yet the feeling remained. 

     That’s when the figure appeared before her. There was still no illumination, no light source at all that she could identify, but she could somehow see him standing in front of her clearly. Maybe it was a dream, or a vision her mind and not her body. That would explain how the impossible was happening.

     The man was young, probably still in his late teens. He wasn’t overly tall and was plainly dressed, but there was something familiar about him that she couldn’t quite identify. He was handsome and mostly dark-haired, but there was an odd streak of white through it on the left side of his head. 

     Then the boy turned and noticed her. At first his gaze was impassive, but when he saw her his eyes went wide, and confusion played across his face. “M… Mother?” he said.

     A cold feeling came into her stomach. Immediately she wanted to deny it. She knew she’d never had this boy. Yet, as she looked at him, she knew it was true. His eyes were a dark gray color, just like Xar’s. The sense of familiarity had come from his resemblance to his father, but also to her. In this boy she felt the same kind of connection as she did through her Bond. There was no question: this was their son. No, their future son.

     As quickly as it had come, the boy’s confusion faded. “Oh yes,” he said, his expression brightening. “You told me this would happen. I guess you haven’t had me yet.” He smiled for a moment, and she felt immediately warmed by it. His gaze was electric, stronger than Xar’s or even hers. And there was something else about him she couldn’t quite pinpoint…

     She swallowed, choosing her words carefully. She probably wouldn’t have long here. “When were you born?” she asked. “And… how will this all end?”

     Her son hesitated, and he took a deep breath. “You told me not to tell you that. Things need to run their course, and it’s not time yet…” 

     Then suddenly his face became serious, and he moved closer, stopping right in front of her. “Listen, Mother! There’s one thing I do need to tell you. Whatever you do, stay close to my father! Do you hear me? Stay close to Xar!”
     She opened her mouth to ask why, but the look in his eyes was so intense she couldn’t speak. Then he reached out with his hands as if to touch her. “Mother, the time is soon! He’s gonna need you when Nimrod…”
     Before he could make contact, she was again surrounded by light. This time it was much worse, having been immersed in darkness. She shut her eyes and backed away from the sudden, renewed onslaught of Force static rushing at her. Noise filled the air, and she realized that people were yelling. She forced her eyes open once more, and then she saw Strife, already several steps ahead of her. He had stopped once more, only a few meters from the crystal, and his face was contorted in anger. His eyes held a strange, obsessive light.

     “No! I will not succumb to these tricks again! This power will be mine, and I am going to take it now!”

     Then he crouched low and Force-leapt forward. With her power gathered within, she saw him moving forward in slow-motion, as he held both arms out to grasp the crystal, emitting a wordless yell. She screamed for him to stop, and she heard other voices accompanying hers, but she already knew it was too late. Strife had reached the crystal.


Xar shunted away the pain coursing through his body and held himself up on his elbows, watching the scene unfold in the room ahead. Omega was down, rolling on the floor, and Draken had frozen still several paced behind. Then suddenly Zalaria vanished. One second she was striving to reach the crystal, and the next, she was gone. Then Strife vanished.
     He struggled to fight a sudden panic as Zalaria disappeared. It’s only temporary, he told himself. At least, he hoped it was. Strife came back. Then several seconds later Zalaria reappeared and staggered back, and he sighed with relief.

     The two Warlords were close to the crystal, now. On the floor in front of them was a line, curving around about two meters in front of the actual device. It was glowing now, pulsing brighter the closer they got. Xar’s eyes widened as he realized it was probably the point of no-return. He opened his mouth to call Zalaria back, but he was too weak – his voice failed him!

     Then Icis started yelling at her from beside him, a cry caught up by Draken as well. Xar noticed that Strife had almost made it to the crystal. He watched in horror as Strife yelled something, then launched himself at the glowing object. 

     “He’s gonna do it!” Icis shouted, scrambling back. “Get down!”

     A glowing ray of energy shot from the crystal then, piercing Strife’s body and causing him to glow with light. Then another beam struck out and hit Zalaria. He felt something strange through their Bond. Then another ray shot out, straight for him. 

     Xar gasped as the light touched him, and he suddenly felt warm. It was like the Force itself filling him, sweetness and life he had never felt before.
     Then the Warlord Strife’s crossed the line in the floor. An instant before his hands touched the crystal, he vanished. Then Xar’s vision was taken out by a blast of pure, white light. He brought his hands up in front of him, and suddenly the floor vanished beneath him. For a moment he felt himself floating weightlessly.

     He opened his eyes, and quickly realized the mistake. He was immersed in some kind of liquid, and his eyes immediately started stinging for a moment. A mask was covering his nose and mouth, allowing him to breath. In front of him he could see the wall of a glass cylinder, which he was inside, and on the outside he could see only a blurred room with various machinery he couldn’t identify.

     At first, he thought he was in a bacta tank, that he’d blacked out and been brought back to Varnus, or at least a ship equipped with the right medical facilities. But then he noticed that the color of the liquid was greenish, not blue. And it didn’t feel like bacta. 

     Then he looked down and let out an involuntary scream. Projecting into his pale, naked skin were countless wires and tubes. His chest was heavily scarred as it had been before Zalaria healed him. Worst of all, he could feel other wires and tiny things inside of him, moving inside him for some unknown purpose. 

     He fought to get out, but realized he was too weak to move his arms or legs. He looked desperately around the tube holding him in, but saw no entry or exit. He craned his head to look behind him, and his breath caught in his throat. There he could see other tubes, dozens of them, and in them he could barely make out other naked, humanoid shapes.

     Xar screamed in terror, closing his eyes against the horrendous sight and the sudden pain that shot through him.

     Then the feeling of liquid around him vanished once more, replaced by air. The pain vanished, to be replaced with the aching of his half-healed injuries from Strife. He realized that the air around him was moving; he was falling.

     He hit the ground hard, knocking the air out of his lungs. He immediately began coughing again, and felt sharp pain flaring up in his chest and abdomen. His injuries, not completely healed, might have broken open again. He opened his eyes, and for a moment just lay there, staring straight up. Too much had happened in the last few minutes, and he felt dizzy and disoriented. Where was he?
     Above him was a dark night sky, and reaching up toward it he could see the tops of buildings around him. He must by lying in some street or alleyway. He closed his eyes again, waiting for the vision to pass. It’s just another one of these stupid tricks this machine’s doing to us, he thought. He was really looking forward to getting off the planet Mies. At the moment, though, he needed to rest until he could get up enough strength to rise.

      He closed his eyes, and sleep came.

     Xar awoke with a gasp and tried to sit up, but immediately found he could not. He fell back, his head hitting the duracrete ground, and that jolt was enough to return full consciousness. He was still in the alleyway. Either the vision still had him here, or… something else had happened.

     He stared up at the sky again. It was still night, and he could see several stars out. The buildings around him were darkened, and the entire street was quiet except for the sound of steam coming up from somewhere. After all that had happened recently, it seemed quite peaceful.

     “Hey, what do we got here?”

    Xar tried to turn at the sound of the low, slurred voice. He managed to look to the side and saw that he was really in a narrow alleyway. Then two other figures came into view, standing over him.

     They were human men, burly and ugly, dressed in dirty, worn-out clothes. One of them had a long, scraggly beard, and the other was dark skinned and held an empty bottle in one hand.

     “Where’d you come from?” the bearded man said in a thick, drawling accent. “You don’t look so good.”

     “Looks like he already got beat up,” the other man said. “Too bad he’s askin’ for more.”

     “Please,” Xar said, reaching up a hand weakly toward the men. At this point he would accept any help he could get. “Help me.”

     “Help you? You’re gonna help us, chump!” the dark-skinned man said. Then his bottle hit Xar’s hand hard and shattered, knocking his arm out of the way. “Give us your money!”

     “See what he’s got, man!” the other guy said. He reached down and started ripping off Xar’s jacket.

     Xar tried to call on the Force, but he’d already become too exhausted from his earlier fights and Zalaria’s healing. The Force was cut off from him, at least for now. He tried to resist the men as they robbed him, but received a hard kick to the stomach in return. He coughed up blood onto the street. 

     “Kriffin’ punk!” the man yelled. Then a second kick hit his midsection, and a third smashed across his face, grinding his head into the pavement. Xar felt his nose break, spurting more blood out over his lips.

     Then he felt a hand in his jacket, felt the pouch with his ID and credicard get torn away. “Got his wallet!” the bearded man said. “Les’ get outta here!”

     “A’right,” the other man said. “You lucky we don’t kill ya.” He planted one more kick into Xar’s unprotected stomach, then Xar heard their footsteps fading away as they ran off.

     Heaving for air and spitting out blood, Xar struggled to stay conscious. He rolled over onto the pavement and tried to push himself up. His left hand felt like it was broken from being hit with the bottle. 

     It took him several minutes to get up onto his feet. Blood still kept coming up into the back of his throat. He figured that his assailant’s kicks had re-bruised his already tender internal organs. If he couldn’t get to a medical facility, he’d bleed to death. But he didn’t even know what world he was on.

     He stumbled through the alleyway and surprisingly emerged onto a crowded city street. The street was filled with bodies on foot, hawkers crying their wares, and large neon signs that hung down just above head level. There were no hovercars, and he wondered how primitive this world might really be. About the only thing going for him was that the locals seemed to know Basic.

     It took him several more minutes to find out where the nearest hospital was. Seeing most people avoid him because he was bleeding made it harder to get the information he wanted. Finally he found an old man willing to stop and help, and after a short explanation the man called in a cab that would take him to the nearest medical facility. When a hovercar finally rounded the corner and came up to him, he sighed in relief. Apparently the planet was modern enough; he was just in a bad part of the city.

     Xar stumbled into the cab and fell into the back seat, exhausted. The ride seemed to take forever. Finally they pulled up in front of a large building with glass front doors and Xar stumbled out. That’s when he realized he had no money. 

     “I’m sorry, I can’t pay for the ride,” he said to the cab driver. “I was just robbed…”

     “Don’t worry, the old guy took care of it,” the man said, nodding. “But you’re gonna have to work up something if you want to get treated in there.”

     Xar nodded. “Thanks,” he said weakly, then turned and made his way inside. 

     At this late hour, there was only one female receptionist inside. Seeing the gravity of his injuries, she immediately called the emergency room. Xar could feel his strength leaving him, and he collapsed in front of the reception desk. He heard the approaching footsteps of someone carrying a hoversled a moment before he lost consciousness again…


Xar awoke in a hospital bed. Vaguely he remembered being treated several times in bacta tanks, and he knew he had recently because of the horrid taste in his mouth. He felt frustrated because he knew that Zalaria could have healed him much better in seconds than bacta could in days. Even now his stomach was still sore. 

     The doctor came in and asked him how he was feeling. He was an older man named Hal Nanrim. They chatted for a while, then the subject gradually came around to the inevitable – how he was going to pay. Pity that this wasn’t a socialist environment, but then, if that had been the case he probably wouldn’t have gotten treatment in time.

     “Before we get into that,” he said to the elderly man. “This is going to sound strange, but what city and planet is this?”

     “Do you have amnesia?” the doctor asked, concern in his voice.

     “No, just entertain me for a minute, okay?” Xar said, holding back his impatience. 

     The doctor sighed. “Very well. You’re on Eriadu, and these are the outskirts of Old Town Factoryville.”

     “Eriadu!” Xar blurted, sitting up straight. He was in Sesswanna Sector, in the hub of the galaxy near Coruscant. 

     “I take it you didn’t’ know that,” Nanrim said.

     “It’s a long story. What day is it?”

     Another sigh. “Locally or galactic standard?”

     “Galactic standard.”

     Nanrim checked his chrono, then showed it to Xar. What was on the readout hit Xar far worse than knowing his location. “When did I get here?” he blurted.

     “Just two days ago.”
     “What? How can a month have gone by just like that…?” he whispered incredulously. No way; it wasn’t possible. 

     “Excuse me?”

     He looked up at the doctor. “Never mind. Let me get to a HoloNet terminal and I’ll get more than enough money to pay for my visit, okay?”

     The doctor nodded, and soon Xar had access to the hospital’s HoloNet access terminal. Not wanting to contact home just yet, he tapped into his account with the Galactic Bank on Coruscant and retrieved the necessary funds, as well as a new ID and credicard. He would need enough money to book transit back to Epsilon Sector. 

     He was out the next day, and took a cab to the spaceport. He managed to book transport to Varnus, but since no ships went directly there from Eriadu, he would have to make several connecting flights. Getting to the Outer Rim took longer than one might realize.

     Thus it took him three more days before he finally arrived, and the last transport brought him back to Varnus. He immediately noticed differences - two more space platforms in orbit, along with other defenses. He could feel the Nexus there in orbit, though the ship was still cloaked. Apparently the Altarin’Dakor attack hadn’t come yet, though he knew it would soon.

     Most importantly though, he could feel one presence down on the planet standing out more than any other. He’d felt Zalaria vaguely through their Bond the moment he’d been transported to Eriadu, but now it had grown much stronger. Through the Bond, he knew that she felt him, too. And he knew she was most anxious to see him again.
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Epilogue:

Epiphanies

Mahkpelah

Planet Che’kvalum (Hidden Sanctuary)


The Altarin’Dakor Galaxy


“It is done.”

     The man turned; his straight white hair, cut to just above the shoulders, swayed behind him. He looked over at the figure hunched behind his desk.

     “I take it you mean your counterpart had now left the scene?” Sado replied, looking up at him.

     “Yes,” Victor answered. “It was something of an embarrassment to watch myself walk the same path once again. I’m glad it’s over. It has been difficult keeping in the shadows. Even though I’ve aged only another hundred years, I feel I am much more educated, wiser.”

     “That is because you are,” Sado stated flatly. “And you haven’t been inactive. We are in a position now to change everything.” He smiled. “A hundred years gives one much time to prepare, especially with two of us combining our resources. I appreciate the knowledge and the opportunity you’ve given me.”

     Victor nodded. “Yes, and I have several plans ready to be activated now. I have a foothold in the New Imperium, as well. A certain contact.”

     “Don’t be blind to the grand picture by looking at the small pieces,” Sado told him. “In the end, all these empires – even the ‘grand’ Altarin’Dakor – are but small minnows in an endless ocean.”

     “Of course.” Victor turned, looking out the window at the maelstrom raging at the heart of the Altarin’Dakor galaxy. He clenched his fists, his voice full of contained energy. “We will be free of the Entity.”

     “Be sure you speak such things only in my presence. My powers extend only so far,” Sado warned.

     Victor looked back at him. “So, our next move?”

     “You already know it. Retake your place among the Shok’Thola and proceed with your plans. Follow Altima’s orders to the letter; we must not allow the others to know what we are doing. I must attend to other affairs. I sense a great disturbance among the Kajeat. I must find the cause of their concern, and see whether we should be alarmed, as well. It could be… the Ones.”

     “I should hope not.”

     “Do not concern yourself now,” Sado said. “You have more pressing matters to attend to.”

     Victor smiled. “Yes. I am Strife once more.”
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Royal Palace


Vectur, Planet Varnus


Epsilon Sector


1030 Hours


As soon as the shuttle touched down on the landing pad, Xar was running out. He hadn’t planned on landing at the main entrance, but it would serve well enough. Already people were there waiting for him, and in the lead was the Grand Master himself. But Xar just hadn’t suspected how relieved they really were to see him. People started cheering even before he arrived. 

     “Xar! We’re so glad you’re alive!” Alyx yelled even before Xar made it to them. He held a wide grin, and so did the others behind him – a full gathering of Jedi including Rynn, Jinx, Ralagos, Bren, Sturm Brightblade, Gaius, Neres, Amleth, and others.

     As Xar made it up to them, Misnera came out and took him by the arms. “We were afraid we’d never see you again. The way things happened, we didn’t know where – or when – you’d end up.”

     Xar offered them a smile. “Great to see all of you, too. But what do you mean? Aren’t the others here?” Xar asked, looking around the group.

     Abruptly the entrance doors, which were previously closed, started to open. Six figures emerged from the entrance in single file. As Xar saw who was in the lead, he felt a rush of relief flood through him.

     Zalaria stalked out in front of the others, all the way up to Xar, and embraced him. He held her close, gazing into her beautiful face, her gorgeous eyes. Her scent was intoxicating. He could feel through the Bond that she was even happier to see him.

     “I’ve missed you,” she whispered. Then his lips met hers, and she kissed him for a long moment. Small cheers came up from some of the crowd of Jedi.

     Finally he pulled back, feeling himself blush. “Well, it’s only been a month, right? One would think you haven’t seen me in years.” 

    He’d meant it as a joke, but her expression went dead serious. “Xar… I haven’t,” she said. 

    Suddenly a chill hit his stomach. “What do you mean?”

    “It must seem like it happened just days ago for you,” she said. 

     “Well, yes,” he admitted, running a hand through his hair. “But I know it’s been a month for everyone else.”

     Then he noticed the others who had accompanied Zalaria. Atridd stood there, his arms crossed. Beside him was Icis, who also had a relieved look on his face. Next was Adept Kiz Thrakus and his wife, the Dathomiri Lorien Kal. And in Lorien’s arms was a small bundle wrapped in cloth. I missed the baby’s birth, he realized.

     But next to them was someone he hadn’t even recognized at first. Then he gasped in shock. It was Draken, but not the same Draken he’d seen only days ago. The man was years older. His skin was aged, and a streaks of gray coursed through his dark hair.

     “What happened?” he breathed.

     Zalaria stepped to his side and took his hand in hers. “When Strife jumped for the crystal, the Great Machine’s defense mechanism activated,” she said. She hesitated, then continued. “Each of us was sent to a different location, and a different time, forwards or backwards.”

     “Backwards?” he gasped.

     “It seemed to depend on proximity to the device itself. You were fortunate, since you were outside the room.”

     Icis stepped forward then. “It also only seems to affect Force users. I had to find my way back out to the ship, where Atridd and Zoar were still waiting.”

     “Oh, Zoar! What happened to the Vey?”

     “When Zoar got back they decided to move on deeper into New Imperium space. We’ve got them set up at House Aurora’s base on Ilfaygin right now,” Icis said.

     “I see.”

     “A good thing we waited on Icis,” Atridd said wryly. “If we hadn’t, he would’ve been trapped there forever, because nobody would’ve found the planet again.”

     Xar felt his jaw drop as realization hit him. “The planet moved again.”

     “You bet,” Xoan said. “We were in the ship when it happened. I’ve never seen anything like it. It wasn’t hyperspace, it was something… different. Anyway, Icis told us you’d all vanished. We then left, and fortunately the Titan hadn’t been able to follow, so we made it out okay.”

     “But… Draken…” Xar asked, looking at the man.

     Draken offered him a smile. “Hey, it’s all right. I bet you were confused when you showed up somewhere else… Imagine my shock when I was told I’d ended up on Alderaan.”

     “Alderaan!”

     “That’s right. Twelve years ago,” Draken said, shaking his head. “Naturally, I was in a hurry to get offworld as fast as possible. Then I had no idea what to do. I didn’t want to mess up anything. Fortunately, Zalaria found me and helped get me back on track. We had to lay low this whole time.”

     Alyx had kept quiet this whole time. Now he smiled warmly. “So you see why finding you is such a big deal. Zalaria and Draken showed up just shortly after you guys left and explained what happened. They were actually here before Atridd, Icis, and Zoar came back. We then knew to be expecting you, but we had no idea how long it would be. Weeks, months, years.”

     Xar turned to look at Zalaria, who had a distant look in her eyes. It must have been torture for her, unable to feel him through their Bond, not knowing when – or if – he would come back. “How… How long were you sent back?” he stammered.

     She turned, and her eyes met his. “Almost thirty years,” she said.

     Feeling feint, Xar started to stagger back. Only her grip on his arm kept him up. “I’m so sorry,” he managed to say. It seemed painfully inadequate.

     “Don’t worry. It was only an eyeblink compared to how long I’ve waited,” she said. Then she looked at him intensely. “But it was harder, being without you. I don’t want to be without you any more.”

     He nodded, and felt himself melt under her gaze. “I’ll never leave you again, I promise.” He smiled, and moved closer to whisper in her ear. “And there’s one way we can make sure of that. Will you marry me, Zalaria?”

     She held back, arching an eyebrow, and looked amusingly at him. “I was going to ask the question myself, but I thought you might want to wait for a more private time.”

     Xar looked at the crowd of Jedi, who were certainly catching by now. He dropped to one knee, taking hold of her hand. “Marry me!” he said for all to hear.

     She smiled and gave a single nod, and the Jedi let out another cheer. But all he could see were her eyes, and the wisdom and love held in them. She wants to marry me, he realized as if for the first time. He felt lightheaded and giddy, and he suddenly felt infused with so much energy he couldn’t stay still. He stood up and smiled at her, then looked out at everyone around them. He wanted to hug everyone there, even Ralagos. 

     Then Kiz Thrakus and Lorien Kal stepped closer, both of them smiling. Kiz had his arm around his wife, and sparkle in his eye. “There’s someone new I want to introduce you to,” he said. “The newest member of the Jedi Order. Sorry you weren’t there for the birth, but everyone else has made her feel right at home.”

     Xar couldn’t help but smile in return. Lorien held the baby up for him to see. “Congratulations,” Xar said, happy for his friend.

     “It’s a girl,” Kiz said proudly. “Her name is Seydinl Kal-Thrakus.”

     “A combination of both your surnames. It goes well together,” Xar said. “She’s beautiful. Guess she got it from her mother, because I know she didn’t get it from you.”

     Several of the others laughed, and Kiz’s face turned red. “Well, I won’t argue that, but I bet she inherited her Force power from me.” Everyone laughed at that.

     “We’ll find out, one day,” Xar said. Then he shook his head in wonder. It was incredible. “Life goes on, even in the midst of adversity. To your daughter, there’s no war going on; there’s no such thing as war.” He looked at the tiny girl in her mother’s arms, and right then he realized that life was far stronger than death, creation much more powerful than destruction could ever be.

     Looking down at his baby girl, Kiz nodded slowly. “You’re right. And it’s up to us to make sure that Seydinl grows up without the threat of war over her, in a galaxy where war itself is just a distant memory. That’s our calling, as Jedi.”

     “Yes,” Xar said, thoughtful. “That’s the future we’re going to make.” Still, he couldn’t help thinking about what he’d seen on the planet Mies, or the glimpses of time that he’d witnessed. Some were of the past, but others had been of the future. In the face of that, he could only wonder: how much longer would this go on, and would they be successful at all?

     That’s when he noticed one particular face missing from their gathering. “What about Omega?” he asked.

     From the way everyone’s expressions fell, he knew the news would not be good. He felt a chill returning to his stomach.

     “Omega Kira was very close to the crystal when we were scattered,” Zalaria said softly. “I never came across him while waiting for time to catch up again. It’s likely that he was sent into the future like you were, instead of the past.”

     “The question is, how far into the future,” Icis added. “Judging from his proximity, it could be a while. I hope we’ll come across him again, but…” He sighed. “Well, I don’t want to depress anyone on this happy occasion. Wherever Omega is, I’m sure he’s okay, and he’ll be able to enjoy his life.”

     Xar nodded slowly. Omega had been one of his most loyal comrades ever since the Ar’Kell days, before the NI’s founding. He hoped Omega was okay, and that they would see each other again some day. The thought of being without his constant jokes and lighthearted manner was hard to bear. He thought of the man’s wife, Calleah. She would have been waiting in the palace all this time, hoping to hear some news. The fact that her husband was the only one who hadn’t made it back yet must be unbearable. They would have to be there for her.
     “He’ll turn up, I know he will,” Alyx said. His sentiment was followed by a round of nods and affirmatives from the other Jedi.

     “Well, a lot of things have happened since you’ve been gone,” Alyx said, turning back to Xar. “I guess we all need to catch up on things.”

     “True, let’s get this over with,” Xar said. He glanced over at his future wife and smiled. “We have a wedding to plan.”

     “Here, here,” Atridd said, followed by a round of enthusiastic cheers. With that they started back toward the Palace.
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Personal Journal

Xar Kerensky

Date: 1 year after the war’s end

Discovered on the ruins of Varnus


In retrospect, the entire mission had been more foolish – and costly – than any of us then realized. Omega didn’t come back; either he’d been sent so far back in time that he’d died before making it back, or he was sent far enough into the future that, to this point, we still haven’t heard from him. Zalaria kept her own secrets, and wouldn’t reveal what she’d seen when inside the planet Mies until much later. And Draken had paid a price as well; he was nearly fifty by the time he could reveal himself again, and his time with Zalaria had changed him irrevocably. His sense of humor had all but vanished. It was hard for any of us to laugh much more over the next couple years.

     Its funny how we don’t appreciate the moments we have until we realize they’re long gone from us. I should have paid a lot more attention to what was happening that day. Through ignorance, I missed the chance to turn Mathis away from the dark slope he was sliding down. I suppose he was really the best friend I’d ever had, and I left him alone in his time of need. All it would have taken was a visit to him during those busy days in preparation, and maybe things would have changed. Then again, maybe fate has a way of working out even if we know what lies ahead and try consciously to change it. Considering how things turned out, I don’t feel qualified to make that sort of call.

     Perhaps the best thing to come from all this was Gene Rytor’s ascent to the position of Diktat. They say hindsight has perfect vision, and now I realize, because of the bitter in-fighting, that having an Altarin’Dakor agent pitted against other Altarin’Dakor forces was probably the best thing we could’ve had, even if we had planned it ourselves. Of course, none of us knew it at the time, and it wasn’t exactly an easy road to discovery, either. I can only hope the end has justified the sacrifices and losses which it brought about. At the time we probably couldn’t have done any better, even though it essentially put the NI straight in the middle of an Altarin’Dakor faction dispute. We can only be thankful that the Warlords held such rivalries with one another. Without that – if they had marched together as one – I don’t think the whole galaxy combined could have stopped them.

     Whatever the case, it was too late to change things. History was already in motion. Zalaria and I decided to get married immediately. We held a small wedding, figuring that a more formal ceremony could be made once the war was over. Assuming, of course, we all survived that long. Little did we know how close we were to that line. Only days later we received word that the Danube System had been captured in a surprise attack by the Altarin’Dakor. The storm had only just begun, and there was nothing any of us could do to turn it back now… 
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Next: Desperation: Xar and Zalaria are enjoying a brief respite during after such a joyous occasion in a private honeymoon spot on Varnus. But their tranquil moment is about to be shattered as they face one of the greatest threats of their lives. A killer is on the loose on Varnus, and he’ll stop at nothing less than the deaths of Xar, Zalaria, and everyone else on Varnus. Don’t miss this short story addition to the New Imperium Plotline!
And Then: The storm arrives and casts a dark shadow over the New Imperium. The Shok’Thola Nimrod will mercilessly wipe out everything in his path, unless the disparate New Imperial forces can band together to stop him. Who will survive? Find out in the series installments of The Second Great War, beginning with Darkening Skies.
