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STaR

                           Weapon of the Jedi

Prologue

My name is Res Fieri, Padawan Learner under Jedi Master Vrotik Kaal.  The Jedi Temple has been my only home for as long as I can remember; no one ever told me where I’m from.  I have no mother, no father, no sister, no brother, only the Jedi, and even that is now in question.  I have no family.  Perhaps that is the way it must be for a Jedi, with no tangling emotions or relationships.  I used to dream that I’d be reunited with them some day, and that I could ask them about everything.  Then I’d finally know the solution to the one question I could never answer, who am I?  Since then I’ve realized, though, that they are not who I am.  I’m not defined by where I’m from or to whom I was born.  I am who I am; no one can change that but me.  And though I still do not know who I am, I do know this: even in my dreams my family can not give me what I want.  I have no family, nor do I have any need for it.  That I’m human, it seems, is the only adequate background information I can offer.


It is my future that is in question now, yet my past that is on trial.  Searching the past to find the future is futile.  The past cannot present to you the future, that choice is yours alone.  What happened in the past is over; nothing can change that.  But that doesn’t change what happened, either.  Past, present, future, my story remains the same.  For in the end there are many paths, but there is only one time, one choice, one truth.  There is only the Force.      

ONE


I awoke to the sound of the chrono buzzing in the warm, soft covers of my bed.  The dream world was gone, no more could it terrorize my thoughts at night.  I had had exactly the same dream for weeks straight.  What did it mean?  And why was this happening to me?  

I was only a child, a mere eleven standard years old.  I was nothing, a single, small boy in a universe of billions, millions of billions.  But the time would come, I knew, when I would be more, when I would be special.  

One day I would be a Jedi.  

All my life had been given to that purpose.  All my training, all my studying, all my practicing, came down to this one goal, this one fate.  I could not fail.

I sat up in my bed an extended my presence in the Force around me, just as I had been taught to do every morning.  Through the Force I could feel the entire room.  It wasn’t perfect, but I was still learning.  I sensed my best friend, Dyn Enders, across the room.  He was waiting for me.  He was a year or two older than I was, but we were in the same group, at least until someone chose him to be their apprentice.  

I threw a quick glance at the chrono and saw that it was almost time for the morning exercises.  Dyn stood ready by the door.  

“Bad night last night, Res?  That chrono’s been buzzing for the last couple minutes,” he said as I scrambled out of bed.

“Yeah,” I sighed, “I had that dream again last night.”  I hurried on over to the storage compartment and took out my tunic.

“Still can’t figure out what it means?”

“No.  It’s so…strange,” I said, fastening my waist strap and then looking around for my boots.

“Hey, don’t worry about it.  Dreams are just that, dreams.  It’ll pass in time.  Now come on, we don’t want to late.”

I finished putting on my boots and jumped up to join him.  “Thanks,” I said.  Dyn had been a great friend, but he’d kind of also been my mentor.  I wasn’t quite sure what I’d do when he was chosen to become an apprentice and forced to leave his quarters here.  He’d still be around the Temple, but it just wouldn’t be the same.  I shook off the thought, that wouldn’t come for at least a year.  And by then, I thought, I might even have my own master.  Wishful thinking, I knew.

Dyn and I walked the halls of the Jedi Temple on our way to the training room.  The room was in the center section of the Temple, and was connected directly to the Great Hall.  Spiraling high above the Great Hall was the Jedi Council.  I once aspired to sit on the Council, but that was a long way off, I knew.  Better to concentrate on the present.  “You know what we’re doing today, Dyn?” I asked.

He seemed to think for a moment.  “I think today is levitation, in addition to the regular exercises, of course.”  Everyday the young padawans would meditate on the Force.  We would also be taught a lesson from Master Vinisk, who sat on the Council.  In addition to these, we had Force exercises that rotated daily from levitation to lightsaber use.

“Good.”

“You always did like levitation best, didn’t you?” he said.

“Well, it’s just that I’m good at it.  I mean, you like the saber training best, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” he conceded, “I guess we all have our strengths.  I’m not too shabby at levitation though.  We need a little of everything to become Jedi.”

“True.  I guess that’s why we rotate through all these exercises.”  

We continued walking down the hallways until we at last came to the Great Hall.  Dozens of Jedi walked across the room, some of which I recognized from various occurrences, others I had never seen before.  The Jedi included beings of all species.  Even though I was a human and so was Dyn, so many others were not, including Master Vinisk himself and several in my group.  It wasn’t something I thought about much, but it made perfect sense.  After all, the Force was life, and all life, not just human life, was the Force.

Dyn and I finally approached the training room where our exercises were held.  I saw the familiar face of Master Vinisk, a Twi’lek.  His lekku wrapped around his head in a way that made him look regal.  I could feel a sense of peace and knowledge in him even without the use of the Force.

“Greetings, young padawans,” he said as Dyn and I approached.  “Come, come, we have much to do today.”

Dyn and I quickly shuffled into the room.  Most of the others, I saw, were already waiting patiently for the exercises to begin.  I took a seat in an open area of the floor and started talking to Dyn and a few others.

The latecomers finally arrived, a Human and a Rodian, both females, both younger than I, and Master Vinisk came in behind them.  The room fell silent as we all waited to hear our tasks.

“Good morning, younglings,” he started.  I never really did like the word ‘younglings.’  I was, after all, eleven.  But I guess I was young in comparison with the Jedi and older apprentices.  Besides, it was only a name, nothing more.  Master Vinisk continued, “We are going to start with meditation today, prepare yourselves.”

We all knew what to do.  We all shifted to a position with our legs crossed on the floor and began to open ourselves to the Force.

“Good.” Master Vinisk said the way he always did.  “Let the Force flow through you, open yourselves to it.  Let the Force guide your thoughts, and it will give you answers.  Focus on the Force; let go of yourselves. I will leave you in peace.”  Finished with his speech, he stopped his pacing and sat down to mediate with the rest of us.

Normally during this time I would try to open my senses completely and see how far into the depths of the city I could reach.  I would try to touch a person flying in an airspeeder, or riding in a turbolift.  I found that I could get a little farther, and see things a little more clearly each time.  But on this day something else was bothering me, it would not let me focus on anything else.  So I decided to focus on it.

Instead of stretching out to others with the Force, I pulled it in around me and looked inside myself.  I tried to focus everything on a single thought: the dream.  I had been told that Jedi do not dream, but if this wasn’t a dream, what was it?  A vision?  That didn’t seem possible, I’d never seen the people in the dream before, and I’d never been anywhere but Coruscant.  Master Vinisk had said that the Force would have the answers; I figured it was about time I found out if that were true.

I reached deep into my mind, trying to recall every image, every word, of the dream.  Through the Force the dream came and opened itself before me.

I saw a man.  I looked intently at his face, but I could not recall any other memory of him.  He was a total stranger.  Yet his face seemed strangely familiar.  From his deep-set eyes that burned with an aura of passion to his neatly trimmed brown beard, everything in me said that I had seen him before, but I simply could not remember him.  

This seemed even more odd when the man drew a lightsaber and ignited his glowing green blade.  He was a Jedi.  But that didn’t necessarily mean anything, there were thousands of Jedi I had probably never even seen before.  Yet if he was one of them, then why did he seem so familiar?  My first question, though certainly not the last.

The man stood in a dark room, barely lit by a single, odd-looking glowlamp.  His lightsaber added an eerie green glow to the room.  The background was completely blurred as if severely out of focus, only the man was clear.  It was impossible to tell where the room was, or even whether it was indoors or out.  It certainly wasn’t any place inside the Temple that I’d ever seen.

A second man entered the room from within the blur.  The new man was completely shrouded in darkness.  His face was not visible, nor were his features.  It seemed as if he had been spawned by the blur itself.  An air of menace surrounded the man, and a terrifying presence washed off of him in waves.  

He also drew and ignited a lightsaber, this one a fiery red.  He was a Sith.  The Sith had been the Jedi’s mortal enemy for the last one hundred years and more, but I had had little to do with them in my quiet corner of the Jedi Temple.

 The Jedi and the Sith stood in silence at opposite ends of the chamber, staring at each other as if they were each sizing up their opponent.  The two enemies exchanged what must have been a series of words, taunts, and threats.  I could not hear or understand what they said, but the emotions rang clearly in my mind.

The talking stopped, and the men began pacing around the perimeter of the blur, neither of them letting the other gain an advantage on him.  The Sith struck first, swinging his lightsaber downward in a powerful blow, but the opposing Jedi was far too quick.  He brought his blade in a sweeping motion that parried the attack easily.  He then struck back high only to have his saber intercepted by the Sith.  

The sounds of lightsabers clashing echoed through the chamber and sparks flew as the two Force Masters pounded relentlessly upon each other.  But neither the Jedi nor the Sith surrendered a centimeter.  This deadly dance continued on for several furious minutes.  

Suddenly the Sith’s mad rage seemed to intensify a hundred fold.  Propelled by his dark anger, he unleashed a devastating series of attacks.  The Jedi was knocked back on his heels, unable to handle the madness of the dark man.  The Sith swung his blade in a powerful horizontal attacks, knocking his opponent’s lightsaber aside like it was a child’s toy.  He then continued with the momentum of his swing till his back faced the stunned Jedi.  In one fluid motion he came out of his circle, inverted his blade, and stabbed it directly behind him, impaling the Jedi in the middle of his stomach.

The Jedi stumbled to ground and faded into oblivion, into the force, until nothing remained.  His lightsaber, however, remained ignited, hanging suspended in the air above the fallen Jedi’s body.  

The Sith looked at the lightsaber in a mixture of shock and horror.  He reached out to grab the blade, but it suddenly came to life.  The dark figure jumped back and the blade, as if guided by some invisible being, slashed at him.  But that was not all; the blade’s former green glow had turned a brilliant white.  

The seemingly possessed saber approached the surprised Sith and struck in a series of impossibly quick slashes.  It was all the Sith could do to knock them away weakly.  The battle ended quickly as the saber severed the hand of its dumbfounded opponent from the rest of his body.  His hand and the saber it held fell to the floor. The dark man’s eyes grew wide as the disembodied blade delivered a finishing blow that separated his upper and lower halves.  Both pieces sank into the floor and were absorbed into the dark blur from which they had been formed.  Only the clean white glow of the lightsaber remained in the dark blur of the room.                 

The shaft of light floated to the middle of the room and stood straight up, its glow providing the only illumination left in the room.  It then inverted itself and quickly stabbed its beam of energy into the ground.  The blinding ball of light exploded from the hilt of the lightsaber, filling the room in its bright radiance.  The room was no longer blurred.  All the darkness had been completely washed away.  The light revealed the true face of the room, a vast expanse lined in durasteel.  I could see no entrance or exit in the room, nor could I spot any devices that might reveal a hidden passage.  Yet somehow both the Jedi and the Sith had entered.

No sooner had it become clear than the entire scene condensed into the familiar square quarters I shared with Dyn at the Temple.  That is when I normally awoke, but this time it was not a dream.

Now came the hard part.  What did it mean, and why was it happening to me?  I was only eleven; it didn’t seem fair.  Yet it was happening, and I couldn’t do anything about it.  I figured I might as well accept it.  I normally would have disregarded it, but it had continued on for weeks.  There had to be something behind it.

Who was the man shrouded in darkness and what did he half to do with me?  I still did not know.  I had never even seen a Sith before.  Yet whoever he was, he killed a Jedi.  It wouldn’t have been that odd, the Jedi had suffered heavy casualties in their wars with the Sith, except that I somehow felt I knew that Jedi, even though I had never met or seen him.

And why did the saber defeat the Sith by itself?  What did that mean?   It was so bizarre.  And why did it change to white?  Why the dark room?  Why the burst of light?  

Why? Why? Why?! 

I had come to the Force for answers; all I had found were questions, even more than I had started with.  But the Force was supposed to help me find the answers, Master Vinisk had said so himself.  Maybe I just wasn’t looking in the right places.  I looked down even deeper inside myself, and called on the Force just as I had been taught to do.  

“Res.” I heard a tiny voice calling my name, distantly at first.  The voice grew larger and larger.  I searched deeper and deeper inside myself, and the voice kept growing louder and louder and louder.

“RES!!!”

I awoke from my meditation with a jolt of surprise.  I looked up to see Dyn grinning at me.

“What were you doing, Res?  I called you, like, a thousand times,” Dyn said.  I felt like an idiot, it had been Dyn’s voice that was calling me all along.  I looked around the room and saw everyone gathered around me.  Several of the others giggled at the scene, and even Master Vinisk wore a smile on his face.  I didn’t realize it had taken so long.  I could have sworn it lasted only a few minutes.

“Oh, sorry,” I began hastily, “I was just meditating on, uh, something.  Sorry, Master.”

“It’s alright, I’m glad you took the exercise so seriously.  But now we are behind, we must begin our other exercises immediately,” he said.  I nodded and he continued.  “Good.  We will start our levitation training, form your groups.”  He walked over to a storage compartment built into the side of the wall and took out weights of various sizes for each group.

I was in a group with Dyn, of course, and a Rodian boy named Deeko who was about my age.  Master Vinisk came and put the weights in front of us.  When he had put weights in front of each group, he returned to the middle of the room and addressed us, just as he always did.

“Now, students, concentrate on the weights in the Force.  Reach out with your mind and lift one.”  

I stretched out and found the largest block in front of me.  Using the Force I gently lifted it half a meter in the air.  All the other students had also reached out and picked up various blocks.  It was an easy task; this was only warm-up.  The challenge was in maintaining focus and control while adding more blocks to the mix.  That would come soon.

Master Vinisk looked around the room to see everyone’s success.  “Good, now find another weight and pick that one up as well.  Remember, you must feel the Force between you and the weight.”  Everyone completed this task as well.

We each added several more weights before Master Vinisk declared the exercise to be over.  We had done this so often that no one in the class failed to pick up and hold all the blocks.

“Well done,” our Jedi Master started, “we have practiced our focus, now we must practice control.  First, use the Force to stack all the blocks on top of each other from largest to smallest, making a tower.  Then try to pick up the bottom weight without causing the tower to fall.  You will go one at a time and rotate when you are finished.  Those who are not going to should try to catch the blocks with the Force should the tower fall.”

Deeko went first in our group.  He easily stacked the first several blocks on top of each other, but it seemed to get a little more difficult when he had to stack the very small blocks on top of only slightly larger ones.  The resulting tower was quite tall, and it didn’t look very stable.  I could sense Deeko focusing intensely on the bottom block as he attempted to lift it without toppling the others above it.  He started off well, raising the tower a few centimeters in the air.  But then the tower started to wobble a little, then a little more, until the entire thing fell to the floor in pieces.  I managed to catch several of the blocks in midair, and Dyn caught a few more, but the rest crashed to the ground.  

Deeko looked upset at having failed.  I looked around the room and saw that several of the others had also dropped their towers and had the same sad look upon their faces.

“Do not be discouraged, young padawans,” Master Vinisk said. “This exercise is difficult, and it will take practice to accomplish.  But don’t worry, you will all be able to do it before long.”

It was my turn, and I knew I could do it on the first time.  I just had to concentrate.  I stretched out in the Force and felt all the blocks in my mind.  I wrapped them in the Force and lifted them one at a time in the proper order until I had made the tower.  Then I focused only on the bottommost block.  I knew that in order to succeed I needed to lift the block up so that it was perfectly level.  I closed my eyes as I concentrated and began to raise the block.  

It moved slowly at first, rising just barely off the ground.  But as I lifted it higher and held it longer by concentration began to waiver and the blocks began to shake.  I quickly tried to refocus and stabilize the weights.  The top block fell to the ground but I did not give up.  Slowly the others began to steady and I lowered the remaining tower to the ground as carefully as I had raised it.

I flashed a smile; I had done it.  Well, mostly anyway.  Dyn had caught my fallen block and he used the Force to place it back on top of my tower.

“There you go,” he said, “it’s perfect.  Great job, Res.”

“Thanks.  Now it’s your turn.”  I knocked the blocks over and sent them tumbling to the floor.

Dyn attempt was met with partial success, as he was able to balance more than half of the tower while the others fell.  Once everyone had attempted it, Master Vinisk got up and quieted everyone.

“That was very good, everyone, and you will continue to get better with practice.  That is all for now, you are dismissed,” he said and then added, “Make sure you come back when it is time for our lesson.” Had it been that long already? I thought. 

Everyone stood up and began to exit the room.  I intentionally lagged behind; there was something I wanted to ask Master Vinisk.

“Hey Res, what are you doing?  Come on,” Dyn said when he saw me.

“I’ve got to talk to Master for a second.  Go on ahead, I’ll catch up with you later,” I responded.

“That dream still bugging you?” he said.  He always did seem to know exactly what I was thinking.  “Alright then, I’ll see you back at the room and we’ll get something to eat.”  He turned and walked away into the Great Hall.  That left just my Master and me in the training room.

“Is something wrong, young Fieri?” he asked gently.

“Yes, Master.  Last night I had a strange dream,” I replied.

“A dream, you say, but you do not think so?” I obviously was not hiding my thoughts very well.  Or was the doubt in my voice?

“I’m not sure.  I’ve had it for several weeks straight.  I don’t know what it means, if anything.”

“Have you sought out answers in the Force?”

“Yes Master, but all I received were questions.”

He laughed quietly.  “So that is what you were doing this morning.”

“Yes, Master.  In it I saw a—“ I started, but he cut me off.

“Stop.  This was not my dream, but yours.  You must find the solution yourself; you cannot always rely on me.  I am here to help you, and guide you, but there are some things that you must learn on your own.  If you discover that you are not finding the right answers, then perhaps you are not asking the right questions.  This dream of yours, whatever it is, may be of great importance, but it may not be.  It could be just a dream.”

“But I’ve never seen anyone in the dream before.  I’ve never been to the place it shows.  Why would I dream of things I do not know?”

“That is something only you can answer.  But don’t be too hasty to think the weight of the universe is on your shoulders.  You are still young; your fate has yet to be decided.  I will tell you that I foresee great things for you, but you are still a long way off and have much to learn.  Yet if you truly feel that this dream is the will of the Force, then meditate on it.  Everything will be revealed to you in due time.  Do not worry.”

It wasn’t the answer I had wanted, but somehow I knew it was true.  The problem was that ‘in due time’ could mean anything.  I wouldn’t necessarily have an answer anytime soon, but I guess I had no choice but to accept it.

“Thanks you, Master.  I will.”  I turned and went on my way back to the room to meet Dyn.  

I did meditate on it, though without much success.  Yet, after that day I never dreamed that dream again.

TWO


I had always thought that Dyn and I were inseparable.  We shared something that went beyond being roommates, beyond being friends.  I never could explain it, but I always felt that there was some sort of bond between us.  Dyn was more than just a friend, he was my mentor, my teacher, my partner, and I his.  I never even considered the thought of living life without him at my side; I just knew we would be together forever.


Well, forever was a lot shorter than I expected.


I got out of bed that day just like any other in the year or so since I had the dream.  Why should it have been any different?

I got dressed in my tunic and boots and headed off to class with Dyn.  Over the past year Dyn and I had both grown greatly in the Force.  Our abilities now far surpassed most of the other students in the class, who were younger and less talented.  But that didn’t mean much in terms of the entire Jedi Order.  There were many groups such as ours and surely each of them had their own standouts.  And this wasn’t, after all, a competition.  I knew that, but there was nothing wrong with wanting to be the best I could be, right?

As we got closer to the training room for our class I got a strange feeling.  I couldn’t quite place my finger on what it was, but it felt like a mixture of anticipation and dread, which seemed odd.  I tried to ignore it but with little success.  I looked over at Dyn, but if he was feeling anything wrong then he didn’t show it.

We finally made it into the Great Hall, but the feeling had only intensified.  I looked across it to the training room and saw what I thought might be the source of my worry.  A man I had never seen before stood beside Master Vinisk and was talking to him.  I first thought he might be the man from my dream, as he was very similar in appearance, but as I got a closer look at him I saw that he was not the same man.

I stretched out my senses in the Force and tried to get a feel of what the man was thinking, but all I sensed in him was happiness.  Master Vinisk was also inwardly happy, so I knew the man couldn’t be bringing bad news.  Why then did I have this bad feeling?  Was it something elsewhere?

I felt Dyn’s curiosity heighten beside me as we both approached the room.  Master Vinisk gestured gently towards Dyn when we were just a few meters away.  My heart sank as realization dawned on me.  

Dyn had been chosen.

I was torn between happiness and despair.  Part of me wanted to feel glad for Dyn.  He was finally getting his chance to become something more, he was finally going to complete his training and become a Jedi.  I knew the excitement I would feel when that same day arrived for me.  But the other half of me knew all too well what I would loose something I could never replace.  Sure, I had other friends, but they weren’t the same.  Dyn was more, more than a mentor, more than a roommate, even more than a friend.  Dyn was the kind of person of which there is only one in the universe.  All the friends, all the riches, all the power in the galaxy could not take his place.

Yet, perhaps there was still hope, I thought.  He wasn’t, after all, leaving the Temple forever.  I would still see him a little, wouldn’t I?  Wishful thinking, I knew.  It wouldn’t be the same.

I desperately tried to sort out my thoughts and feelings as two of us at last met the Jedi and Master Vinisk.  I already knew what he would say.

“Good morning, young padawans,” Master Vinisk spoke first.

“Good morning, Master,” we both replied, though in vastly different tones of voice.  I tried to keep my emotions more tightly under my control.

“Dyn, there is someone here I want you to meet.  His name is Master Delin Sarr,” he said as he turned to the Jedi and gestured toward Dyn, “And this, Master Sarr, is Dyn Enders.  He’s one of my most promising students.”

The man was fairly young by my estimation, no more than thirty standard years old.  He turned to Dyn and extended his hand for a handshake.  “Hello, Dyn.  I’ve been watching you for quite some time.  You have incredible talent, and I look forward to seeing what you make of it.”

Dyn shook his hand.  “Thank you, Master.”

The man’s stance straightened as if becoming very formal and therefore very uncomfortable.  He took a deep breath and began, “Dyn Enders, I wish for you to become my apprentice.  Do you accept?”  That was it.  There was no ceremony, no show, just a simple question.  A simple question that meant the universe to the recipient of it.

It appeared as though Dyn was trying to keep his excitement under control, but I sensed it bursting forth inside of him, and rightfully so.  This was the first big step in the path to becoming a Jedi.  Every young student dreamed of this day and anxiously awaited its coming.  I awaited the day that I would be chosen as well, but now that Dyn had finally gotten his chance, I wasn’t very happy about it at all.

“Of course I do, Master! I mean, uh, I accept,” Dyn said, his voice becoming a little shaky in his excitement.

“Excellent.  I foresee great things out of you, Dyn; we will begin today.  Now come, let us present ourselves to the Council.”

“B-but—“ I wasn’t sure exactly what I wanted to say, or if I even had the words to express what I was thinking.  I just wanted to say something, anything.  I didn’t want him to leave, not now, not ever.  

The Jedi turned to me with a look of peace, not anger, understanding, not confusion or annoyance.  “And you must be Res Fieri.  Great things are in store for you too, young one, but be patient, your time has not yet come.  Do not worry, you will find a master of your own soon enough.”

I didn’t understand what he meant by that, but at the time I didn’t really care.  All I could think about was how I was going to have my best friend stolen from me before my very eyes.  The man started to leave, but Dyn instead turned to me.  I could only lower my head, not wanting to face the truth.

“Res.  Res, look at me.  You knew this was going to happen, didn’t you?” he said.

“Yes,” I responded painfully, “but now that it actually happened I cannot accept it.  What am I going to do without you?”

“We’ve both been training for this our entire lives.  Everything we’ve done up until this point has been solely for one moment.  For me that moment is today, and soon the moment will be yours.  Don’t be sad on my account.  There will be another time, I promise, but you can’t do anything if you are always looking back at me.  You are only a step away from fulfilling your dreams; don’t let me get in the way.  There is no emotion; there is peace.”

I nodded sadly.  I knew what he was saying was true, but I still could not face the reality of what was happening.  “I guess…this is goodbye, then.”

“No.  This isn’t the end, Res.”

He turned and walked away, and he didn’t look back. 

It felt as if a part of me was being ripped apart as I stood there in silence and watched.  There were so many things I wanted to say, but I found I could not put words to any of them. I just stood speechless, my emotions racing throughout my mind.  Master Vinisk tried to console me, but it didn’t help.  I didn’t say another word the entire day.

I could not focus at all during class, and afterwards I went straight to my quarters, hoping I would find Dyn there and get one last chance to see him before he left.  But he was not there, and neither were his things.  Half the room, Dyn’s half, looked as if it had been entirely cleared out.  Nothing remained but the bare furniture, a bed, a few empty storage compartments, and a desk.  It was as if Dyn himself had been completely wiped away from my life.  And as I stood there and stared at the abandoned room, a surge of emotion overcame me.  I knew attachment was forbidden for a Jedi, and so was emotion, but nothing else mattered to me then.  I threw myself onto my bed and cried until I could not cry anymore.  Dyn was gone!  And he was gone forever.

Forever was a lot shorter than I expected. 

I sat in deep meditation in the middle of my room, a room that was completely my own.  It had been about three standard weeks since I had been abandoned, and I had not been assigned a new roommate.  I also had not even seen so much as a glimpse of Dyn in the distance.  

I was finally beginning to realize and accept the truth that I probably wasn’t going to see Dyn again, at least not for a long time.  When I was a fully-fledged Knight, I could see him whenever I pleased, but that was years away.  

For about the first week after he left I had been emotionally crushed.  I went only to class, and talked scarcely a few words to anyone the entire time.  I had hardly ever even left my room even still.  I usually just stayed in my quarters and meditated on whatever felt right at the time, and tried to keep my mind off of Dyn, which was no simple task.  

I had then started practicing constantly, trying to hone my skills to the fullest.  My only hope was that I would soon be chosen to be an apprentice.  I was about the right age, and I was a good student, so I figured it wouldn’t be too long.

I was meditating on what Dyn had said when he left.  They had been really bugging me lately and I couldn’t quite figure out what he had meant when he had said, “You are only a step away from fulfilling your dreams.”

I had talked to Dyn several times about the strange dream I had had a little over a year ago, is that what he was talking about?  Was I close to discovering what that dream meant?  I had not thought about it much, but I still remembered the images clearly.  Still, I didn’t think Dyn could possibly have any insight about it now.  After all, it was my dream, and it had been almost a year ago and I still knew absolutely nothing about it.

No, it was more likely that he had meant my aspirations of becoming an apprentice and a Jedi.  But did he know something I did not, or was he just saying that to cheer me up?  Was I really going to be chosen soon, and if so, then how would he have known?  That Jedi, Master Sarr, he had also said that I would find a master before long, hadn’t he?  

Maybe I was thinking about it too much.  Maybe they both had just said those things in order to cheer me up.  That made the most sense, but I couldn’t help from thinking that, even if it was unintentional, it meant much more than that.

As if on cue, the buzzer rang at the door.  I wondered who would have been visiting me then, and for a second a flicker of hope swelled in me as I thought it might be Dyn.  But that was quickly extinguished when I felt that it was someone completely unknown to me at the door, and someone of considerable Force ability, though that was obviously not uncommon at the Jedi Temple.  

I arose from my meditation and walked quietly to the door and opened it.  The door slid open with a hiss to reveal a middle-sized man wearing brown Jedi robes standing in the hallway.  I took a second to look at him and staggered back a few steps as realization hit me like a blaster cannon.  I couldn’t believe it, I was dumbfounded, too shocked to even speak.  

It was the man from my dream.  

“Y-y-yes,” I finally managed as he eyed me curiously but patiently.

“I wish to speak with Res Fieri,” he said.  

I collected myself and tried to stand straight up and still.  “I am Res Fieri,” I said.

“Well, hello then, Res.  My name is Vrotik Kaal, Jedi Master.  I have important business to discuss with you.  May I come in?”

My shock and surprise were replaced with excitement and anticipation as I realized what he must have wanted to talk about.  “Oh, uh, of course you may, Master Kaal.  Please do.”  I motioned for him to come inside.  He and I both went into the room and stood in the middle, facing each other.

“We’ve had our eyes on you for quite a while.  You have incredible talent, and your abilities have greatly improved,” he said.

“Thank you, Master,” I said, though I wasn’t sure whom he meant by ‘we.’  And where had I heard that said before?  I couldn’t quite put my finger on it.  

“Yes, I’ve been waiting for this for a long time,” he said more like he was talking to himself than to me.

“Master?”

“It is finally beginning, though you could not possibly understand,” he said.

He certainly got part of it right, because I had absolutely no idea what he was talking about.  I decided to ask.  “What’s beginning, Master?”

“The end,” he said sadly, then gave a short laugh and lightened his tone.  “But that is still far off, first we must attend to the matters at hand.”

I still had no idea what he was talking about, but I decided not to ask any more questions lest I become even more confused.  I simply nodded, and he continued.

“I presume that by now you know exactly why I’m here.  So, do you accept?”

I thought for a moment before answering.  “Do I really have a choice?” I said.  It was something I had been thinking about since Dyn had left.  

“You will always have a choice, Res.  Yes or no, forward or backward, right or wrong, good or evil, life or death, the choice is yours to make.  No one can answer for you but you, I can only ask the question.  You are free to leave the Jedi Order whenever you wish, but that is not your destiny, nor is it your desire.”

“Yet life seldom seems so simple as right and wrong or life and death.  Often you have many choices, and you must decide between many things.  How can you say life is so simple?”

“An interesting question, especially coming from someone who has never left Coruscant.”

“I’ve…had a lot of time to think the last three weeks.”

“I see.  The Force is life, and all life is the Force.  Life has only one choice, the Force.”

“But you just said—“ 

“What I said is that you will always have a choice, not that there is more than one.  The only choice you have is the one you make, and that choice is entirely up to you.  So what I said was true.  You will find, young Fieri, that your life is only you and the Force, and nothing more.  The Force has only one path, so if you ever find that you are lost, then I suggest you lose your self.”

“I don’t understand why are you telling me this?”

“It was you, young one, that asked the question.  But don’t worry, you will understand in time.  Just remember, your focus determines your reality; life is only as complicated as you make it.  Now, what is your choice?”

My mind was already made up long before.  “I want to be a Jedi.”

“A Jedi, hmm?  And do you know what that means?”

“More mind games?” I said.  Why did he have to make everything so difficult?  

“This is not a game, Res, it is more important than you can possibly imagine.  The fate of the universe is in our hands,” he said, his tone completely serious.  Did he mean that the fate of the universe was in his and my hands, or the Jedi as a whole?  I knew better than to ask a question like that now.

“Tell me then, Master, what is means to be a Jedi.” I said, hoping for a straight answer.

“Traditionally, the Jedi are the guardians of peace and justice in the galaxy.  But the Jedi do not need ambassadors or security forces now.  Over a hundred years ago, Exar Kun, the Dark Lord, was not defeated through negotiations.  Darth Revan and Darth Malak were not destroyed with words or defense.  

“Now an even greater evil has risen from the depths of the universe that threatens our very existence.  The Sith had retreated into Unknown Territories after Malak’s defeat and have since stuck only minor blows to the Republic.  But now we have discovered that they have healed their wounds and are stronger than ever.  They have already increased their activity, as I’m sure you have heard, and we think they are preparing for a major offensive.  What we need now is not an envoy or a guardian; we need a warrior.  You will be that warrior, and together we will destroy the Sith!”

“B-b-but what about the code?  I thought we weren’t supposed to show aggression.  Couldn’t this lead to the dark side?” I said, suddenly not feeling so excited about everything.

“Define aggression, young one.  Sometimes the only way to defend what we cherish is to attack that which threatens it. The dark side strikes in passion, but if you learn to control that passion, then the dark side cannot touch you.”

“But even so, I won’t be a Jedi for years.  You said the Sith were preparing for a major offensive, won’t we be too late?”

He sighed.  “Wars are not won in a day, Res, or a single battle.  I fear the war will be long and hard this time.  The Sith have gotten stronger, and smarter, they will not make the mistakes that they did before.  That is where you come in.  With time and training we can put an end to the war and the death it brings.  That is your destiny.”

“My…destiny?”  How in the universe would he know that?  Was he just saying that or had he actually seen something?  Either way I’m not sure I liked thinking that the fate of the universe was resting in my hands.  It couldn’t be…could it?

“Yes.  But you were not ready before now, that is why we had to wait.”

I just had to ask.  “Who is this ‘we’ you keeping talking about?”

“Well a Jedi Master I’m sure you’ve heard of, for one.  His name is Master Delin Sarr.  We will be working and training with him and his apprentice,” he said and smiled.  My heart almost skipped a beat as I recognized the name.

“You knew,” I said. It was not a question.

“Of course.  No one can take on the Sith alone, we all need help.  And we’ve had our eyes on both of you since you were young.”

“Then why didn’t he tell me?!  It could have saved me a lot of trouble,” and tears, I omitted.

“Just think of it as a test.  A large part of war is, unfortunately, losing those that are close to us.”

“So did I pass?”

“That depends on your perspective.  On one hand you shut yourself off from everyone around you, and that can be dangerous.  We need others to grow and learn, you cannot do it all yourself.  So in that respect you failed.  On the other hand you used the loss to push yourself to succeed and increase your existing abilities, so in that respect you passed.”

“So which is it?”  I didn’t like his roundabout way of dealing with everything, but I supposed I might as well get used to it.

“Res, it is not about passing or failing.  That time will come, but for now it is about learning.  No one is perfect; we all make mistakes.  But what is most important is that we learn from our mistakes, and that is something you must never forget.”  He paused for a second before starting again. “I won’t tell you it will be easy, because it won’t.  You might be killed, or worse.  You alone must decide, as we all must, whether what you value is worth fighting, and if necessary, dying, for.  Now, do you still desire to be a Jedi?”

I thought my mind was made up long ago, I thought the decision would be simple. Suddenly it didn’t feel so easy.  I had always been a part of the Jedi Order, but was I ready to risk my life for it?  I had somehow missed this fact in all my training.  I was going to have to fight in real battles verse a dangerous enemy. But I’d come to far to turn back now.  I knew I must do.  

I took a deep breath and began.  “Ever since I was child I have always dreamed of being a Jedi, and my entire life up to this point has been devoted only to that.  I cannot leave now and abandon everything for which I’ve worked.  And though I may fail, I will not back down in fear.  I will be a Jedi, no matter what it costs.”  I almost couldn’t believe what I had just said.  But I knew that it was true; there was no other purpose in life for me.  I would deal with the consequences of my decision if and when they came.

“Well said, my young apprentice.  Now come, the Council awaits.”

We both started to exit the room, but once we were in the hall I had one last question I had to ask.  “Master, I never really had any choice, did I?”

He stopped but didn’t turn to look at me.  “No, young Fieri, you only ever had one.”

THREE


I spent the next few days thinking about how stupid I had been.  I had been a fool, one unable to even see the truth, much less comprehend it.  Dyn had left, and I had broken down completely.  Yet all my sorrow and all my tears had been for nothing.  The entire thing had been merely a test, and one I had failed miserably.  

Dyn had even told me himself that we would see each other again, but I let my emotion blind me.  I let his loss and the grief it caused get in the way of my reason, and ultimately my life.  Had it not been a test I might have ended up a complete failure, never to be a Jedi.

It showed me, first and foremost, that I could not make it on my own.  I had needed Dyn, though I had never truly realized it.  And without him I, Res Fieri, was absolutely nothing.  But then I realized that Res Fieri was absolutely nothing anyway.  He was only a small boy of twelve, and his life meant nothing.  

But I had the Force.  I was special.  I had a purpose in life.  Hadn’t Master Kaal said that if I was lost then I should lose my self?  I started to understand what he meant.  Only through the Force could I accomplish anything, and without it my self, Res Fieri, was worthless.  

My self had gotten mired in emotions and feelings, attachment and passion, all things that were forbidden, and were forbidden for a reason.  I had fallen deep into my self when I should have followed the Force.  That is why I had failed.  But I would not let it happen again.  I swore, right there, that I would not feel attachment, that I would not give in to emotion, that I would not let passion conquer me ever again.   

The boy I used to be, Res Fieri, was weak, unable to survive on his own.  I no longer could afford to wear his face if I were to become a Jedi.  For a Jedi, there is no emotion; there is peace, there is no ignorance; there is knowledge, there is no passion; there is serenity, there is no death; there is the Force.  I had committed my life to the Jedi Code, but if Res no longer could, then it was time I left him behind.               

As I made the decision I felt as if a huge weight had been lifted from shoulders and a veil removed from my eyes.  I was no longer buried in feelings or worries, and I was free to see the truth.  Master Kaal had said that life was only as complicated as I made it.  Life had just gotten a lot simpler.  It had not been an easy decision to make, for I had been forced deny my old self, but I realized the truth behind Master Kaal’s words.  All it had taken was failure.  I sat and basked in my glorious revelation as I put the first small piece of life’s great puzzle into place.

So this is the Force.

I had made a decision, a promise, and I felt like I had accomplished something; only later would I learn what it truly cost.

I quickly learned that a centimeter of wire wouldn’t carry current a kilometer.  I knew I had opened a door to the Force, but what I had found inside was a hallway, and one lined with a thousand doors.  Still, my revelation had not proven totally fruitless for the moment.  In trying to let go of my self I had found a connection to the Force I had never known before.  It certainly didn’t give me all the answers, or even all the questions, but it helped.  And it opened up my possibilities in the Force.  I may have simply stepped into a hallway, but at least that meant I had more doors to choose from.  I figured I had better get started on the next one.

Master Kaal’s actual training did not begin until a few days after our discussion.  The meeting with the Jedi Council did not go well.  On the outside it had been procedural issues that stalled our start, but I could tell from listening that the issues ran much deeper than that.  It had also seemed that this was not the first such occasion in which Master Kaal and the Council had conflicted.  I wondered if it had anything to do with his position on the Sith.  Master Kaal had said that he wanted to strike against the Sith and I knew that was an extremist opinion at the time.  It really wasn’t my concern so I paid it no attention at first.  I just hoped that I wasn’t getting dragged into whatever it was they were arguing about.

In the mean time I moved into a new dormitory on the opposite side of the Temple’s base.  It was about half the size of my former living quarters and I shared it with no one.  There were, however, several other rooms in close proximity to mine.  One of the rooms, I was pleased to see, belonged to Dyn.  Master Kaal had said that we would be working with Dyn and his Master among others, and I wondered if the ‘others’ he was talking about were the remaining people on the same area.  In all there were five rooms, each with a single apprentice living within.

The room itself was a plain white, much like my other room.  It had no decorations on the walls or floor, and I knew that this was to give a sense of peace to the room and aid in meditation.  In one corner sat a small desk with a data terminal linked directly to the Jedi Archives that could be used at any time to gain practically any information necessary.  On the opposite wall rested a simple bed and a short drawer for clothing.  In the middle of the room there was a square mat that could be used for meditation.  A tiny yet bright glowlamp hung from the ceiling and could be activated by a switch on the wall or a voice command.

Dyn came by after I had unpacked what little clothing I had.  I wasn’t sure quite how I should greet him.  I never got the chance to decide, either, because he made the first move.  He came up and offered his hand, so I shook it.  “Hey Res, it’s great to see you again!  I told you you’d make it up here soon.”

“Thanks,” I replied.

“Hey, what’s wrong?  That doesn’t sound like you at all.”

“I’m just…tired,” I said, but even I could tell it didn’t sound too convincing.  It was partially true, though.

“Oh come on, Res, how long have I known you?  You can tell me what’s bothering you.” 

“I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately,” I conceded.

“Oh,” he said and then paused for a second before continuing, “about what?”

“About a lot of things,” I said. This really wasn’t something I wanted to talk a lot about, especially not then.  

“You haven’t been all upset about me leaving, have you?  That’s in the past, we’re together again, and that’s all that matters.”  He gave me a smirk.  “I told you it wasn’t the end.  From what I gather we’re going to training together more from now on.”

“Huh?  I’m not tracking.”

“Well, Master Sarr said we we’d be working in pairs, and I’ll probably be with you.”

“I still don’t get it.  How do you know you’ll be with me?”

“You’re Master is Vrotik Kaal, right?  I’ve heard Master Sarr talking and I think the two of them used to be partners back when they were both knights.  So it’d make sense for them to train us together.  Pretty awesome, huh?”

“Yeah, that’s great.  What about the others?”

“I don’t think they are going to be training with us, but I was going to take you to meet them anyway, since we’ll be practically living together and all.  Come on,” he said and started moving to the door.

“That’s alright.  I’ll just stay here.”

“What?  Why don’t you want to go?”  He said, a little shocked.

Because I didn’t want to get a attached to them the way I had to Dyn, because they would only get in the way, because in the end I couldn’t rely on them or anyone else.  There were a thousand reasons.  “I’m just tired,” I said instead.  “I think I begin tomorrow.  I’m going to get some sleep.”

“You’ve changed, Res,” he observed, obviously seeing through my excuse.  

“It’s your fault,” I mumbled inaudibly.

“What?” he said.  I didn’t answer.  After a few moments of silence he shook his head and started again.  “Whatever.  You’ll meet them soon enough anyway, I guess.  I’ll see you around, Res.”

“Yeah,” I said quietly.  He turned for the door and walked out.  Just before he was out of sight I saw him look behind him, then continue on.

Part of me wanted to feel bad about the way I had just treated my best friend, but I just couldn’t.  I didn’t want to get so attached to him and repeat my mistake all over again.  I knew that I couldn’t rely on him any longer.  It was best to end that illusion now, before I became so entangled in it that removing it ripped out a piece of heart and soul.  I had suffered that pain once, and it was more than enough for a lifetime.

My training with Maser Kaal began the next day, but it was not at all what I had expected.  He awoke me very early in the morning and instructed me to get dressed.  I did and had barely gotten on my boots when he walked out of the room and stood in the middle of the hallway.

“Follow me,” he said, “and don’t fall behind.”  Before I could ask him what we were doing he took off jogging down the hallway.  I started to protest but then hurried to catch up with him.  I had no idea where we were going, so I just jogged behind Master Kaal.  Master Kaal did not stop jogging.  For what seemed like hours we ran through the various hallways of the Jedi Temple.  People sometimes filled the hallways in which we were running, and nearly all of them turned to stare at us in curiosity.

Before long my body began to hurt and my energy began to wane.  My muscles burned, my lungs felt like they were on fire.  Sweat drenched my entire body until every centimeter of my tunic was soaked.  But I willed myself to go on.  I was not going to fail again on my first day.  

Eternity passed before Master Kaal finally entered a hallway filled with several doors.  He stopped jogging and walked into the room.  He looked as though he had not run at all.  I, on the other hand, was still drenched in sweat and my entire body ached in pain.  I dragged myself into the room that was our destination.  

I was surprised to find that when I entered the room I instantly recognized it as my own.  We had gone in at least one complete circle and were now back where we had started.  Master Kaal stood in the center of the room as I entered.  He wasn’t even breathing heavily.  

“Quite a bit different than what you are used to with the younglings, no?”  He smiled.  I didn’t take it quite as pleasantly.  “The Force is an energy field, you know that.  If you are to master the Force, you must learn to tap into its power.  That is one purpose of this exercise.  Let the Force flow through you and rejuvenate you.”

I stood dumbfounded before him.  I wondered why I had not thought of such an obvious thing before.  I pulled the Force to me and let it soothe my aching body.  I drank it deeply, and like cool, pure water it refreshed me.  I felt some of my strength return and didn’t feel quite so exhausted.  

“You did well though, regardless,” Master Kaal said, “I did not truly expect you to make it.”  I wasn’t quite sure whether to take that as an insult or a complement.

“I cannot fail,” I said, still breathing deeply despite using the Force to refresh myself.  

“But you did not succeed, either.  You still have much more training to undergo before you are in good enough condition, both mentally and physically, to succeed in anything.  But one does not climb a stairway by going from the first to last step in one leap.  Be patient, focus, take it one step at a time, and nothing will be able to stand in your way.”

A lot of times when he would lecture me as he often did I would be at a loss of what to say or do.  He was a man wise even beyond his abilities, and he always seemed to know exactly what I needed to hear, whether I knew I needed to hear it or not.  Everything he did or said had a purpose, a meaning, oftentimes several.  Or at least that’s how it seemed to me.  Much of what he said in times like that could easily have been confused for trite platitudes or sayings, but that was simply his way of teaching, and it didn’t take long before I realized that all I need do was listen and learn.  That time, I nodded.

“But the Force is only part of your training.  Yes, the Force is very important, but you can’t learn to lean on it like a crutch, or it will cripple you.  If you become dependant on the Force then when you no longer have an advantage with it you are vulnerable.  I will not lie to you now.  It is unlikely that either of us will ever be able to match a fully trained Sith in raw Force power.”

“B-but Master, the light side is stronger, isn’t it?” I interrupted him, needing to be reassured of the most basic truth I had always clung to.  

He didn’t answer right away, as if debating inwardly exactly what he should say.  I didn’t take that as a good sign, for he always seemed to have a ready answer to everything.   “That depends on your definition of strength,” he said, but I didn’t like the way he sounded.  “As I said, I won’t lie to you.  In terms of raw power, the Sith are unmatched.  The Sith’s strength, as you seem to consider it, is greater.  However, that is also there greatest weakness.” 

I didn’t understand at the time what he was saying, and, judging by the look on his face, he knew it.  “If it is power you are concerned about, young Padawan, then you need not be here.  Strength is not always what determines victory.  The Sith’s power is unbridled, and therefore it is strong, but that lack of control is their undoing.  One does not regularly take a Sith head on and live to tell about it, but that is only one way to fight.  You will be able to defeat the Sith, and good will triumph, but don’t be deceived by the allure of power or strength.  You will defeat the Sith through being faster, smarter, more prepared, and that is the second reason for our exercise today.”  

I knew it couldn’t end there, not with him.  There had to be something else behind it as well.  “And the third?” I asked.

“The third,” he replied, “discipline.  You must learn to control the Force when you are tired, when you are weak.  You must learn when to use the power you have, and when to conserve it.  Ultimately greater discipline and being able to control your passion and strength will determine your success.  So you are right in saying that you cannot fail.  For if you do, you won’t be around to regret it.”  

That sent shivers down my spine.  He previously wasn’t so direct, but I saw the cold, hard truth in his words.  There was real universe out there that I had never seen, and it was infested with evil.  I had chosen the life of a Jedi knowing full well what that meant, but I had just gotten a dose of reality.  This wasn’t going to be the easy training I was used to, it was going to long and hard, and that was one more thing I realized I needed to accept.

“Be careful about dwelling on the future, though” Master Kaal chimed in on cue, as if he knew exactly what I was thinking.  “Keep your concentration on the present, where it belongs.  If you are looking at the last step while you are still on the first then you are setting yourself up to fall.”

I knew what he said was true, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that dark times loomed ahead, both for me and for the Jedi.  I couldn’t help but wonder what would happen if the last step in my path ended in darkness.  I didn’t want to think about, but I kept getting drawn back, as if being sucked into the cold, dark void of space.

“You can only change the future in the present.  If you are worried about the future, then you had better get started changing it here and now,” he said, again as if he could read my very thoughts.  He left me with that piece of advice as he turned and walked out the door.      

Strangely enough, his words comforted me.  I could make a difference, at least for myself.  The last few weeks had been a rough time for me.  A million thoughts, doubts, even fears swirled within my mind.  I no longer knew what to think.  First I had been living in a fantasy world, a bubble in which I was insulated from the universe, and the truth.  That bubble had just been popped, and now the so-called ‘truth’ flooded in around me.  I thought I had sorted out my emotions and feelings, but all that came rushing back.  I thought I had settled the future and what it held for me, but that too had returned.  Fear, fear of the future, haunted my thoughts, and in it’s midst doubt crept in.  I didn’t know what would happen; I didn’t know whether I could handle it.  It was something I had never experienced before, and that in itself had been terrifying.

But when I heard my Master’s words everything shifted just a little into focus.  I saw some small glimmer of truth in the picture, and in Master Kaal’s words, just as I had when I made my last major decision.  The reason I was unable to see anything was because I was concerning myself with too much.  

The future was out of my reach, and so was the past for that matter.  All I could change was the present, and that was what I was going to do.  Though I couldn’t promise myself that the turmoil wouldn’t return, I had to try.

No, I told myself, I had to succeed.  

Master Kaal returned to my room later that day, but I didn’t tell him about my revelation or that his words had helped me.  It was something I wanted to do on my own.  It was my life, and Master Kaal wasn’t always going to be around to help me.  While I knew I should also listen and learn from him, I had to learn to do some things on my own as well.

I noticed immediately as he walked in that he was carrying a lightsaber in his hand.  It wasn’t unusual for a Jedi to carry his lightsaber wherever he went, but I was curious as to why he had his out now.  I was thus surprised when he flipped it around in his hand and tossed it to me.  

I caught it in my right hand and took a moment to eye the weapon.  “A lightsaber?” I said, still wondering exactly why he gave it to me.

“A training one, yes.  It’s low intensity, but much longer than the one you previously used.  A full length blade, think you can handle it?”

I thought for a second about what to say.  I had never used a blade that size before, so I didn’t know how I would do.  I wasn’t all that tall—the blade itself was probably two-thirds my height—and I had never been the best with a lightsaber.  I decided to speak with confidence and determination rather than humility.  “Yes.”  

“Good.  Now come, your real training begins now.”

He led me a short ways down the hall to a section of the Jedi Temple I had never seen.  When we arrived he opened the door to a large domed room.  The walls were a soft gray color with a rough texture, almost like it was made of stone.  Built into the wall, I noticed, were several compartments of various shapes and sizes.  In the middle was a large white mat that covered about two thirds of the room and looked to me like it could and would be used for tumbling.

The entire room was well lit by what looked like a sphere impressed into the top of the dome until only half of it showed.  The same device appeared as if it could double as a holoprojector as well.  I knew immediately that I was stepping into a multi-purpose training room not too dissimilar from the one I had used for my previous training as a youngling.

Master Kaal walked to the center of the room as I followed him onto the mat.  “This place,” he started, putting his hands out to his side as if presenting the room to me, “is where we will be spending much of our time.  It is in this very room that I learned to become a Jedi, and likewise in this room you will learn to become a Jedi.  That lightsaber you now hold in your hand was also mine once, when I was about your age.”

I held up the weapon in my hand and looked at it once more.  It was an elegant weapon, in perfect condition despite its age.

“Beautiful weapon, isn’t it?” he said, smiling.  I nodded in agreement.  “The lightsaber,” he continued, “is the weapon of a Jedi, and extension of his being, of justice, and of the Force.  However, it is also much more.  A lightsaber is a channel to the Force; for to master the weapon you must have all the Jedi powers.  You must be able to focus on your opponent, you must be able to control your mind and body, you must be able to sense everything around you, and you must be able to alter, if necessary, your environment.  It hones your mind and body, your reflexes, your will, your knowledge of the Force.  When you practice with a lightsaber all those other skills fall neatly into place, and that is why we will begin with it.”

He gently waved his hand at a wall nearby and the compartment built into it opened.  Three small remote droids I recognized from earlier experiences floated out into the room.  They were all pyramidal in shape, and I knew that they had thrusters on every face and stinger lasers on every point.  They looked slightly newer and in better condition than the ones I had used, though.  The remotes stopped midway in between my Master and me.

“You’ve used these before, have you not?” he asked.

“Yes, Master,” I replied.

“Good.  These will be different from the ones you have seen.  They will be faster, they will shoot more often, and they will not move in any perceivable patterns.  We will start with one, and then move up to several.  The trick is to extend your senses out far enough to feel the remote and your surroundings.  Don’t worry if you can’t keep track of everything for a long distance, because with time and training you will be able to see more and more simultaneously.  Now, draw your blade.”

I thumbed the ignition button on the lightsaber I had been given, and its glowing green blade burst out from the hilt.  The blade was a full meter long, much longer than I was used to.  The hilt as well was longer—measuring about thirty centimeters or so—and wider.  It felt odd in my small hands, but not too cumbersome to use effectively.  

I swung the blade around in the air a little to get a feel for it.  With the exception of the hilt being a little heavier the lightsaber felt very similar to my old one.  The energy blade itself had no weight, which, while that also made it more difficult to judge, made it easier for someone as small as I to wield it.

“Ready? Let’s begin,” Master Kaal said, as the first droid floated in closer to me.  

I brought my blade up vertically in front of me just as I had always done previously, and as I did so I felt a feeling of discontent coming from my Master.  “Did I do something wrong?” I asked him.

“That form,” he said, point at my blade.  “It may be alright for blocking what’s in front of you, but in a fight it will only get you killed.”  I frowned slightly.  It had been exactly the same ever since I touched a lightsaber, but Master Vinisk had said nothing.  I knew that the lightsaber training had been more one of focus than actual fighting technique, but I was disappointed to find that I had not been taught the correct stance regardless.  “But we will worry about that a little later.  For now what you are doing is will be sufficient.”  He took a step back and the remote floating in front of me sprang to life.

I expanded my senses several meters out in front of me, feeling both the remote and Master Kaal.  I sensed the minute waves and ripples in the Force as the remote moved to my right and I turned to keep it in front of me.  I got a premonition through the Force an instant before a bright yellow stun beam shot out of the droid’s lower left turret.  I moved my blade down and intercepted the beam before it could hit my left knee.

“Move you’re feet,” I heard my Master call out.  “You are not a youngling anymore.”

“I caught it, didn’t I?” I blurted out before I could stop myself.  I knew I had made a mistake.  The remote stopped in mid air, but I was surprised to find that I sensed no anger or annoyance in my Master despite my remark.

“It is not good enough to simply succeed, young Padawan.  Not anymore.  The difference between life and death on the battlefield is not success; it is perfection.  A single bolt that penetrates your defenses could be your last.  A single parry or block missed could cost you your life.  Nothing short of absolute perfection is acceptable, and we are not leaving this Temple until you achieve it.  Is that clear?”

“Yes, Mater,” I replied quietly.

“Good, I’d hate to lose you because I didn’t teach you well enough.  Let’s get back to the exercises.”

My first training session continued on for several hours, at the end of which I was exhausted.  I had done well enough to defend against two remotes, but any more were beyond my capacity.  Still, I didn’t think it was too bad for my first time doing it with him

“I’m impressed,” my teacher said when the remotes finally came to a halt.  “You did very well for your first time, but do not let it go to your head, you still need much more practice.  Tomorrow I will teach you to wield a lightsaber properly. For now, though, get some rest.”

I thanked him modestly for his praise and bowed to him slightly.  We then both left the room together, though he immediately bid me farewell and left for some unknown destination opposite my living quarters.  I walked back quietly until, still exhausted, and fell onto my bed, immediately going to sleep.

I was awoken early the next morning by Master Kaal and taken on another grueling run throughout the Jedi Temple.  Even with the Force helping me I found it difficult to endure.  I had been hoping that the previous day’s run had only been a sort of initiation, a test and a lesson, but now it seemed like it really was an exercise, and a daily one at that.  I sighed as I rested from the run in my room.  I didn’t like it at the moment, but I knew there was a reason he was the Master and I was the Padawan.

He returned a little later to keep his promise from the day before about teaching me to use a lightsaber.  We returned to same training room we had used for the prior lesson and got started immediately.

“The lightsaber is a unique weapon in that it is one of few that can used as both a purely defensive weapon and a purely offensive weapon,” he started, pulling out his blade.  “You have already begun to learn how to use it as a shield, but that is only half of the technique.  You must now learn to use it as a sword.  In many cases, it has been sufficient to merely block blaster bolts with our blade, and that has caused many of us to fall into complacency.  We have not needed to brandish our weapons in the face of an equal foe, so we have not learned how to properly do so.  

“However, things are changing, the Sith are rising, and the time may soon come when the only option is saber-to-saber combat.  I will not let you make the same mistake that doomed so many in the first great Sith Wars, or that so many have made since then.  I will teach you fully how to face opposition of any kind.  

“That training begins now, and it will continue until the day you die.  When fighting the Sith if you ever let your skills slip even slightly, it may be the last mistake you ever make.  I say that not to scare you into working hard, but to warn you.  In your lifetime, you will acquire and use a great number of skills and abilities, but it is wielding your lightsaber that serve you the greatest.  Indeed that is the very essence of the Jedi.  The Force is our guide and energy, but the lightsaber is our strength.  Don’t ever forget it.”

I nodded in agreement, for I knew everything he said was true.  The lightsaber was not only our strength; it was our symbol.  The initiation, the final trial, of a Jedi involved making a lightsaber, and without one it was not possible to be called a Jedi.  Countless trillions, I knew, would back down at the mere sight of a lightsaber’s fiery blade, and in the face of its menacing glow, even the most hardened criminals would have seconds thoughts.  There was nothing in the galaxy that I knew of that a lightsaber could not cut besides another lightsaber.  It was truly was an almighty device, a lasting tradition of perfection, the most powerful weapon every created.

“We will start with the basics.  Do you remember what I told you yesterday about defeating the Sith?” he asked.

I thought for a moment before replying.  “You said I would need to be faster than they are, because I could not match their power.”

“Good.  I also said you need to be smarter and more prepared, but today’s training focuses mainly on being faster.  And for now, the key to being faster is changing your stance.  Show me how you would normally stand for a fight.”

I knew what I was doing was wrong, but I knew no other way so I got in the stance I had used in my training as a youngling.  I stood on one side of the mat in the center of the room with feet shoulder width apart and my knees nearly straight.  I brought the blade up in an almost vertical position in straight out in front of me.

“That will not do,” he said bluntly.  “How can you move quickly with your feet flat like that?”  I had nothing to offer in reply so I simply stood and waited.  After a moment, he continued, “You must never be caught flat footed in a fight, it leaves you vulnerable.  Always be prepared, on your toes, where you can act or react quickly and explosively.  We will start with a simple, yet effective stance.”

He ignited his blade and dropped into a position almost completely opposite mine.  He turned his entire body to his right until his left hip, instead of his stomach, faced me.  He then dropped his right foot back slightly less than a meter and halfway opened the stance on his left foot.  His lightsaber was held just above and to the right of left hip and pointed up at roughly a forty-five degree angle in front of him.  Both his knees were bent to three-quarters height, and his entire stance gave me the distinct impression that he about to pounce on some unseen prey.

“From this position you can quickly respond to a threat from any direction by pivoting your left or right foot to the front, right, left, or rear,” he said, giving me an example of each as he said them.  “It is also very easy to attack from this position.”  

In one fluid motion he brought his lightsaber up, shifted his weight to his front foot, stepped with right foot, and brought his blade down in a powerful vertical slash.  His stance when he finished was the exact mirror opposite of his original, opening up the same options as he had before.  He proceeded to do the same to all sides, without so much as a hesitation in his movement or stance.

“Do you see the strength of the stance?  No matter what choice you make, you always have every option available to you, and thus you are never caught off guard or in bad position.  Now, you do it.”

I ran through roughly the same exercise he had just shown me, though with far less grace.  I did find it much easier than I ever had before, though I realized it was only a simple drill and not even close to what the situation would be in a real battle.

“Very good.  Now I will teach you about the levels of defense.  There are two main levels, each one consisting of four fundamental positions, and one inner sub-level consisting of two positions.  The first level is the farthest away from your body, and therefore the safest.  It consists of the following four powerful blocks: diagonally to the upper-left, the upper-right, the lower-left, and the lower-right,” he stated, again showing me each in turn.  “You may think of it as blocking on the corners of a square, and that is why I call the first level the ‘square level.’

“The second level is slightly closer to your body, but still a good position to block vertical and horizontal attacks from.  This level also involves four guards, two horizontal blocks, high and low, and two vertical blocks to your left and right.  In this level you are blocking on the corners of a diamond, so I have named it the ‘diamond level.’

“The third level is very tight and small as well as very close, so it a dangerous place to be in.  It’s not a true level, because it involves no direct blocks.  Instead, it utilizes two sweeping parry positions, one left and one right.  It normally is dangerous to let your opponents saber get this close to your body, but it does have its advantages, as it can be used to throw your enemy off balance with his own momentum.  Just make sure you always use it with extreme caution.   This level I call the ‘inner circle’ because you use the sweeping motions to deflect attacks.  Did you get all that?”

“Yes, Master, I believe so,” I said.  It wasn’t as complex as I’d figured lightsaber duels were from times when I’d watched training matches.

“These are just basic positions, and you can and will have to deviate from them in the midst of an actual battle.  However, if you use these as a guideline to defense, it will aid you greatly and make everything seem much less complicated and more manageable,“ he stated, as if could read my thoughts.  I never quite figured out how he did that; whether he actually could tell what I was thinking or he just knew what questions I was likely to have.

“Are you ready to practice with it, or do I need to explain it more elaborately?” he asked.  I nodded that I was ready, and he continued.  “The exercise will involve me choosing random attacks against you.  Try to anticipate my attack and choose the correct guard position.  I will start out slow, and you improve over time I will go faster and faster.  Later we will also incorporate counterattacks and shifting the momentum of the battle, but for now focus on the defensive side of combat.  Ready?  Let’s begin.”

We ran through the drill for the rest of the session.  At first I often became confused and fell into the wrong level of defense, but by the end of the day I had greatly improve already.  The actual levels were not hard to understand after a little practice, but the real key for me was learning to use the Force to anticipate attacks just as I had done when blocking blaster bolts from the remote.  Of course, this was only the beginning, and I had much to practice and even more to learn.  All I had to do was take it one step at a time, and I’d eventually have a stairway to the stars.  Though, it was one thing to say I was going to do it, another entirely to actually accomplish it.

As I look back now it seems that is the story of my childhood, an empty promise and inspiring thought from a long lost boy who knew not what he said, nor who he was becoming.

After the training session, when we were both preparing to leave, I had one last question that had been eating away at the back of my mind.  A question whose answer, whatever it may have been, I was not willing to accept.  It was a struggle, for while I needed desperately to know the answer I feared what it might mean for my life.  Sometimes, I had learned very quickly, a lie was much easier to hear than the truth.  In this case though, I decided I needed to know.

“Master?” I asked him.

“Yes,” he answered as a curious expression grew on his face.

“You said before that it was my destiny to defeat the Sith?  Is that true?”

His curious expression faded and took on a serious form.  “Nothing I have told you is false.  Yet not everything I have said is true.  Therefore I think that we need to define what is true and what is false.  What is true for me may be different than what is true for you.  My truth is not always your truth.  So who am I to say what is true for you?  Truth cannot be given, it cannot be spoken, it cannot be bought, and it cannot be told.  No, truth must be found, it must be discovered.  Each person must uncover for themselves what is true and what is false, I cannot say.”

I was stunned a little by his words, but my problem had not gotten any better.  “You did not answer my question,” I stated bluntly.

“My young Padawan, some questions cannot be answered.  The immortal doors of fate do open to my will, and the words sealed within are not for me to fathom.  Yet it is not fate that drives me, but the Force.  Does the Force hold some mystic key that opens the gates of time?  I do not know, but one thing I do know.  It is our sacred duty to protect the universe from all those who oppose it and seek to conquer it.  It is our duty, no, our destiny as Jedi to defeat the Sith and return peace to the galaxy.  That is why I said it is your fate to fight the Sith.  Accept it or deny it, you have only one choice.  That one choice is the one fate.  That one fate is the one truth that binds us all.  Yet fate cannot be found like other truths, it must be experienced.  If you desire to know your fate, then watch and wait; your destiny is being unraveled before your very eyes.”

I always used to hate it when he did that, as if he were some famous philosopher and I his pupil.  He would often make these seemingly outrageous statements about life or the Force that, to a boy of only twelve, made little sense.  His mind and many of his words were a constant paradox to me, a question so simple yet unanswerable, intangible.  He shattered every almost truth I held, plunging it into an abyss of thought and doubt and even that of truth itself.  I would get frustrated that he almost never answered the questions I thought important outright, painfully ignorant of their real meaning—some questions are meant only to be asked.

He was teaching me.  He did answer my questions, but by not giving me what I expected he not only tore down the barriers of perception, but he let me find my own truth in each answer.  I sometimes saw him as hurting me by not telling me what I wanted to know, but in truth, I realized later, he refused to cripple my judgment by not offering me a choice.  He always said that I only ever have one choice, but that one choice was still mine to make.  He taught me what I needed to make my own decisions, not what decisions I needed to make.  And for that, I am forever in his debt.

FOUR


My next lap around the sun consisted in large part of training with my lightsaber.  My Master and I engaged in a varied array of exercises and drills designed to hone the art of combat as well as use of the Force.  A daily run was also included, with the length and intensity increasing constantly.  At first I continued to struggle keeping up, but I soon developed a higher level of stamina augmented by the Force, an ability I knew would come in very handy later on.


Choosing a stance was one of my most important practical decisions early on in my training.  Master Kaal started with a basic form and then built variants on top of it.  I’d always heard before from Master Kaal and Master Vinisk before him that an important part of becoming a Jedi was self-realization, the pinpointing of strengths and weaknesses.  The first strength I had uncovered came to me via the basic youngling training—I had a special aptitude in the material manifestation of the Force, also known as alter. 

The second came to me whiling choosing a stance for use, but it had nothing to do with the Force at all.  I found, as I watched and imitated the styles my Master demonstrated to me, that I had an incredible knack for learning.  I easily adapted each new technique and transitioned smoothly between them.  I seldom needed to be taught something twice, and once I got the idea in my mind, though I still made mistakes, I could develop it on my own.  

It all just felt natural to me, but Master Kaal pointed out the strength of the skill.  Every Jedi needed to know all the stances he might encounter to fight effectively, he had said, but only a small number actually learned to integrate as many I had seemed to start doing.  As a result, I learned a wide variety of styles of fighting, ranging from the simple vertical guard, to the complex inverted blade stance.  

In the end I developed a hybrid sort of style that started with a basic foot position, my left in front of my right with both parallel.  Then I shifted my hands from a normal position at my hip to a position just right of my head.  The blade therefore was extended out roughly horizontal, its tip pointing at my opponent, and my hands were in a rotated hold that put one hand my left hand under the plane of the shaft and my right hand over it.  

I adopted the position because it allowed me to cover all my sides, not just three like in a basic stance, with nearly equal quickness.  If I raised my elbows and dipped my blade or dropped my hands and stood the blade straight up I could cover any attack in front of me.  I could also cover my left and right flanks equally by twisting my wrists for a quick block or pivoting on my left foot for changing my bearing entirely.  Finally, I could cover my rear by shifting my weight slightly forward and flicking of my wrist all the way around, creating an arcing swing that could quickly deflect anything attacking my backside.

That is only how my stance started, though.  It quickly filtered down into several key components after the initial attack or block, depending largely on which direction the threat approached from.  I stuck to the basic three-level guard design except for when I occasionally inverted my blade for either attacks of opportunity or for what I hoped would throw off opponents, in which I used the two-level triangle guard.  

Overall the scheme seemed rather convoluted and would probably have been impossible for even me to teach, but it felt very natural to me.  It was unique, and I had just done what felt right and developed it into a pattern from what I had learned, so I flowed in it instinctively.  Master Kaal, while he showed much interest, left me free to choose or develop my own style, for which I was thankful at the time and even more grateful for later.  He did, however, check it over to make sure there weren’t any fatal flaws, and, while he made some suggestions for improvement, he gave me the final approval to use it.

We practiced constantly, starting with drills and eventually moving to mock duels.  I never did get to be the best in my first year, but I still got very good for my age.  It was a continual process, but I took a large step towards excellence my first year, something that stayed with me and supported all my further training with the weapon in the years to come.

On the personal front, I was quite disappointed with the extent of our involvement with other Jedi.  I was excited when Master Kaal had told me that we would be working “closely” with the other students, specifically Dyn.  I obviously falsely assumed that “closely” meant “often.”  I had done a few exercises with Dyn but they happened about as often as a solar eclipse, not exactly what I had anticipated.  

We still roomed next to each other, and I occasionally talked with him, usually about our training.  I didn’t, however, have the means or desire to develop the kind of close relationship we had before.  For better or worse, the vast majority of my time was taken up by either some sort of training or some sort of sleeping, and that left me with little time for a social life.  Interacting and communicating was an important part of being a Jedi, I’d been told, but I just figured that at the time and under the circumstances I had more vital skills to learn.

In any case, I thought, I had a lifetime to be with and talk to people, but combat training and using the Force were things I needed to learn before I could go out as a Jedi.  In all honesty, I really didn’t care about not being with others—I always felt uncomfortable around people and liked working better alone or in small, familiar groups such as I was in with the younglings.  Training with Dyn would be great, but beyond that I really wasn’t sure how much I needed or wanted to mingle with the other Jedi. 

At any rate, it wasn’t something I thought about a lot.  I was just trying to stay focused on my own training; everything else could wait. 


The second phase of my training began sometime around marker seven of my thirteenth year, approximately one standard year after I apprenticeship began.  I woke up and got prepared just like any other day, and Master Kaal and I ran just like every other day, but when we returned he didn’t leave like every other day.  Instead he stayed behind to inform me of my graduation.


He and I stood in the middle of the small room I had lived in for the past year.  I was breathing deeply after the run, but was not overly exhausted.  I gently used the Force to quench my lungs and ease my muscles.  

“Is there something you wish to speak to me about, Master,” I asked Master Kaal when it became apparent he wasn’t going to leave.  

“Yes, there is, my young Padawan.  Do you remember when I said that you must approach your training one step at a time?” he asked.  I nodded.  “Well I believe you have just taken the first step of your Jedi training.  You have adequately learned the art of the lightsaber, and though you will never finish mastering it, it is time we shifted our focus to other matters.”

“Other matters?”

“Yes, young Fieri.  You have learned to wield the lightsaber will great skill, now it time you learned to wield the Force.  This is the second tier of your training, and a very important one at that.  But we can talk more about that in a in a little while.  Now it is time to begin; you do not need any rest. Come, follow me,” he said, motioning for the door and turning to leave.

“Where are we going?”  I inquired, curious and a little excited.

He looked back at me and smiled.  “The same place we always go.”

He led me back to the familiar room I had trained in every day for the past year.  The same rough gray walls and white mat greeted me as I entered, but this time they carried a new meaning.  I was at the same location, but I felt like I was at an entirely different place.  That was the nature of the room, and intentionally so, I imagined.

“So, young one,” Master Kaal started, “you have completed the first chapter in your Jedi training, well done, but much remains to be learned.  You have studied the most famous of all Jedi arts, lightsaber combat, but that is only a small part of being a Jedi.  A true Jedi requires no weapon at all, for the Force is his ally.  A Jedi’s desire is never to fight, for fighting marks a failure.  

“However, I fear that soon the time will come when we will have no choice but to battle.  Thus every weapon and tool must be utilized against this imminent threat, and the Force, not the lightsaber, is most powerful weapon of all.  Only through mastery of the Force can one prevail against evil.  The lightsaber is a mere extension of the mind and body, a training device, and a shield.  The Force is the true weapon.

“So, today we begin to actively training in using the Force.  You’ve built a foundation by training with the lightsaber, now it is time we construct the fortress.”  He paused to catch his breath for effect.

“Now, there are three kinds of abilities in the Force, as you should know.  The first is control, which is the ability to use the Force inside yourself.  The second is sense, which is the ability to use and see the Force within the universe outside yourself.  The third is alter, the ability to directly manipulate your environment.  You have touched on all three, but now it is time to take them to a new level, and because you possess a certain skill in alter, we will begin with that.”

He pulled what looked like some sort of controller device from his belt and pressed a button on it.  I looked around to see what it did and a door on the wall to my left slid open with a hiss.  

“There are blocks of various sizes and weights inside the room over there,” he said, pointing to the storage room that had just opened.  He grinned slightly, “Remove all the blocks.”

I immediately stretched out my senses to the compartment with blocks and got a feel for the mass and shape of them.  I knew instantly I didn’t want to remove them one at a time, but I also thought it would be difficult to move so many at once.  I thought for a moment about the problem before seeing the solution.  

I reached out and touched the blocks with the Force, but not all of them.  Instead I concentrated on only the rearmost blocks.  Through the Force I gave a push, gently at first and then more solidly.  Slowly the entire column of blocks began to slide forward, pushed from the rear.  When I felt confident in the technique I applied more pressure, increasing the speed of the blocks, and when they were in the middle of the room in front of Master Kaal I brought them to a gentle stop.  He looked at the blocks, and then back at me before speaking.

“Very impressive.  Not only did you show more skill than I expected, but you showed intellect.  I expected you remove them one at a time, but you thought about the problem and solved it more efficiently and effectively.  Most impressive, especially for one so young.”  I was proud of his praise, but I didn’t see it as that great an accomplishment.  I knew I could do better. “Hmm, perhaps things will go faster than planned,” he added more to himself than to me, but nevertheless it interrupted my thoughts.

“What do you mean, Master?”

“Oh, I am surprised with your talent.  It may not seem like much to you, but I assure you that you show considerable promise.  You are only beginning to recognize your full power, yet you still show great skill.  I look forward to seeing what you make of yourself.  That is all I meant.”  

That’s what he said, but I couldn’t help but think there was something else.  I got the strange feeling I was just an instrument, like some hologram on a holochess table to be moved unwillingly for some unknown cause.  It’s an ominous feeling to think someone is playing a game with your life.  I knew my Master wouldn’t do that, though.  It was natural that he decided what I learned and where I went, he wasn’t just using me.  That was just the way of things for a Jedi Apprentice, however unsettling it may be.

I just wish more of what I thought at the time were true.

In every person’s life, I imagine, there comes a time when people realize they are going to die, and that there is nothing they can do about it.  

In every person’s life there comes a time when they find that what they once held as true was a lie.  

In every person’s life there comes a time when they discover that they are fatally flawed, and permanently so.  

In every person’s life there comes a time when reality so rudely awakens them that they are changed forever.  

In every person’s life there comes a time when they encounter the Force, or they do not, and they are never quite the same.

In my life there came a time when I got face to face with myself, and my universe exploded.

The next day was one of the most difficult of all mine at the Temple—realizing one’s limitations is never an easy thing to do.  I could accept not being the best in everything, but I wasn’t prepared to admit I was bad, downright terrible, at anything.  Sure, I could say I was realizing strengths and weaknesses all the time, but deep down I always believed they were for others.  Failure of this magnitude wasn’t something I was used to, but it was something I quickly had to learn to accept.  

The usual morning run had ended about a standard hour previously.  I had spent about half an hour in a Force trance I had been taught to replenish my energy and vitality, then I started working at the data station in my room, something I had started doing more and more frequently.  As a youngling I had been taught the basics of the Jedi histories, but at the time it never particularly interested me.  Since then, though, I realized that a better understanding of the enemy and their relationship to the Jedi might be useful in an encounter later on.  So, I used my apparent talent for learning, and the complete data archives of the Jedi Temple, to study the history of the Sith.

What I found was quite interesting and much more exciting than I ever could have imagined.  I therefore started devoting more and more of what free time I had to reading the Sith’s infamous history, and it provided me a wealth of information.  I wasn’t quite sure if any of it would ever come in handy, but at least it was a little bit of fun and relaxation between training sessions.

When the time came for me to report back to the room for the first real training session of the day, I powered down the terminal and headed out the door.  Master Kaal always kept things on a strict schedule, but he left me completely free between exercises, and I hardly ever saw him during that time.  What he actually did in the intermissions I had no right idea, but I did know it wasn’t my concern.

The door to the multi-purpose training room opened with a quiet hiss, revealing my Master standing in the center as he almost always was.

“Welcome, Res,” he said as I approached him.

“Hello, Master,” I replied.

“Are you ready to begin?”

“Yes.”

“Good.  You will recall that yesterday I told you that the Force had three key aspects, as you already knew.  You excelled in the field of alter, I was most impressed.”

“Thank you, Master.”

“Well, today I will teach you more about the second component, sense.  Sense involves the ability to reach out to others around you using the Force.  It is your ability to sense your environment and interact with it mentally.  Learning the ability sense is important to a Jedi because it enables him to react quickly to his surroundings.  You have already learned in your combat training to anticipate attacks through the Force.  That skill is part of sense. 

“In addition, sometimes sense can help you avoid a battle.  A gentle touch of the mind or an appeasing suggestion can greatly influence the weak minded.  While this skill also involves a bit of alter, the most important aspect of it is sensing your target.

“Take also, for example, the ability to detect deception and deceit.  This can be an important factor in dealing with friend and foe alike, and it primarily involves the use of sense techniques.  Do you understand?”

“Yes, Master.  Without sense a Jedi is blind, and cannot function efficiently.”

“Exactly right, my young Padawan.  So, in order to demonstrate this ability, we will begin with a basic exercise.  You might even have done it before.  You will stand in the middle of the room and close your eyes.  I will then walk around you at random, and you will turn your body so that you are always facing me.  Later it will become much more complex, but for now we will just keep it simple.”

I found the exercise to be ridiculously easy, something so basic it almost came naturally.  But I knew the point was not to teach me or challenge me, but to show me how I depended so much on sense that I often forgot I was using it.  This would hopefully lay a foundation for other abilities to build upon.

“Good,” Master Kaal started when we were finished, “I told you it was simple.  What you just did was the most basic of all sense skills, yet I think you know how vital it can be only a regular basis.  That is the first step in learning to sense.  As we train and as you gain experience the range of the skill will become greater and greater.  For now, however, that is not our concern.

“The next basic skill is the ability to probe someone’s mind.  This enables you to discern what another is feeling, and sometimes even what they are thinking.  Deeper probing, such that could only be done to a willing or detained person, can sometimes reveal memories as well.  This ability also leads directly into actually influencing a mind, and can be very useful in dealing with less than cooperative individuals.

“So, what we are going to do is just a test, so that you can get a feel and idea for what the skill actually is and does.  I want you to reach out and touch my mind with your own.  I won’t try to stop you at all, so it should be simple; a challenge isn’t the purpose.  Now, give it a try.”

I reached out my mind as I had done so often in my meditations as a youngling.  I extended my influence out a few meters to bridge the gap between my Master and myself with a little extra space.  As I drew my own presence closer to Master Kaal’s I could feel the emotions emanating from his mind—patience with a touch of anticipation.  All this I had done before, and it felt like it was just a natural ability, not one I had to work hard towards.  Finally I pushed forward and gently probed the barrier that was his mind.

Nothing.

I tried again, but with similar results.  I shook my head quickly to clear my thoughts and then focused everything into my effort, but I could not even feel his mind.  This was supposed to be simple!  

“Go and ahead, Res,” Master Kaal said calmly but with a faint hint of agitation creeping in.

“How?” I asked bluntly.  That shook him, and I could feel the surprise.  

For a second he didn’t say anything.  It was the first time I recall ever having seen bewilderment on his face or coming off his presence.

“What do you mean, ‘how?’” he said, still quiet but definitely baffled.

“I…don’t know.  I can feel your emotions, what’s coming off of you, but I can’t seem to penetrate your mind.  It’s like an impenetrable wall surrounds your skull.  I tried several different things but nothing worked.  What am I doing wrong?”

“Hmm…this is most unusual.  I have never encountered such a case.  I hate to say this, but what we were doing is such a basic skill that there is really only one way to do it.  Even a youngling should be able to accomplish it.”  That didn’t make me feel any better, but it was exactly the same as what I as thinking.  It was so easy, so basic, that to have any problem at all is unheard of.  So, why couldn’t I do it!?

I caught a feeling of enlightenment suddenly arise in my Master.  “Did you figure it out, Master?”

“I have a theory, but it’s not one you are going to like.”  That couldn’t be good.  I said nothing, waiting for him to explain it.  “You’ve always been very hard to read, Res, I’ve known that since I first met you.  You don’t broadcast your emotions or thoughts like most people do, and you keep that head of yours locked up pretty tight.  On top of that, your thought processes are very complex, inordinately so at times, making it hard to tell exactly what you are thinking, even for me.  When I first met you I took it to be a strength, but I never considered that it might work in reverse.”

“Would that have changed your taking me?” I asked, more curious than truly worried.

He just laughed quietly.  “No, my apprentice, it would not have.  But it would have been nice to know so I could have planned for it.  It does seem to be the case, though, I’m sure of it.”  He looked directly down at me.  “You, my young Padawan, have an innate weakness.  All Jedi have at least one or two, but I've never seen one so severe as yours now seems.  Perhaps this is the balance to your incredible talent in manipulation.”

I felt crushed.  No, no, that can’t be, I wanted to say.  It had to just be something I was doing wrong.  I wasn’t a normal person!  I wasn’t flawed!  This can’t be right!  This can’t be happening!

But it was.  Deep down I knew that my Master was right; I just didn’t want to admit it.  There was no other explanation for it; I just couldn’t do it.  I told Master Kaal that his mind was like an impenetrable wall, but it felt more like there was nothing there at all, that no matter hard I tried I couldn’t touch it because it didn’t exist.  That terrible feeling of ineptitude, weakness, began to creep in.  Up to that point I had never felt worse about myself.

I hardly ever announced it publicly, but inside me I had a burning competitive desire, and I didn’t want to accept being inferior at anything.  An unrealistic ideal, I knew, but it was as much a part of me as my hands and feet.  I found it useful in driving me to do my best in even trivial things, but it made it hard to accept and deal with my weaknesses.  It was fault I knew I needed to address, but I hadn’t the slightest idea how to get rid of something so ingrained, another fact, perhaps ironically, that frustrated me.  But now it wasn’t just being inferior; it was being incapable, and that tore at me relentlessly.

“What I’m curious about,” Master Kaal started, interrupting my frustration, “is why you hadn’t encountered this before.”

I thought for a moment, pondering the question myself, before calming down and producing an adequate answer.  “Well, for obvious reasons they don’t teach you to read minds as a youngling, though we did practice sensing things quite often.  And after I left there, I’ve never really had any reason to touch other people’s minds.  I know everyone I talk to, mostly just Dyn, and I never need to pry anything out of anyone.  Plus, I can sense the emotions people emit, so I never really had any need to go deeper.  That’s all I can think of.”

“Hmm…a good observation.  You could tell what people were feeling, and thus you thought everything was normal and never tried any harder.  That seems plausible.” He said and then paused, contemplating who knows what.  “Are you sure you can’t just touch my mind?” he said at last.

“Yes, there is no doubt now.  It’s not simply like something is blocking me.  It’s more like it doesn’t exist at all.”

“Hmm…that is odd indeed, but it’s starting to make a little sense.”

“What do you mean by that?”

He hesitated before answering.  “Well…I can see the manifestation of this in your life outside the training room.  The question is whether your personality came from the weakness, or whether your weakness came from your personality.”

“What?” I asked.  I knew what he was talking about, but that wasn’t something I wanted to admit either.

“I know what’s going on, don’t think I don’t.  I’ve seen how you seclude yourself, spending most of your time outside this room alone.  I know you do a lot of training, but one part of being a Jedi is being able to interact and befriend others.  It’s good that you focus on your studies, but don’t think you can forget those around you.  No one can do it all alone; we need others to help us.  That’s something you need to remember, especially after I am no longer with you.”

I didn’t exactly need another lecture, but I knew he was right.  Still, there would be time for other people after I finished my training, why worry about them during it?  “But that doesn’t say anything to your question,” I said, trying to get back on the subject of solving my problem.

He shook his head slowly.  “At this point it doesn’t matter, we will just have to move on regardless.  This will call for a major change in plans.”  His mind again drifted into his thoughts and he didn’t say anything for some time.  I figured he was thinking about the best way to change his plans, as he had mentioned.  

“I think the best way to proceed,” he started again, “is to completely forget about sense.”  I was a little shocked, and dismayed, to hear that.  He was in essence giving up all hope for any progress in the entire area.  Sense was one-third of the Force arts!

“Is that wise, Master.  I may only be inept at this one skill,” I said hopefully but unconfidently.

“The Force is like a gigantic skyscraper.  The best places are in the higher levels, but without the base the entire building would collapse.  This skill is so basic that you need it for everything you would learn in relation to sense.  Thank the Force you can at least sense people’s emotions and presence, without that you would be truly blind.  Those things will improve with time and experience; there is no need for me to teach you anything further about them.

“No, instead we will devote almost all our time an training to developing your considerable talent in alter.  Hopefully, in time, you will be able to compensate for your weakness with your strengths.  That is all that is left us.”

“What about the third area, Master, control?”

“Control is something that one cannot be taught.  Rather, it must be found, much like truth.  Only through experience and meditation can you discover the Force within yourself and learn how to exploit it.  That is all I can say.  Now, head back to your room, we are finished for today.”

As I walked back to my room all hope faded.  There was no getting around it.  I was flawed.  But it wasn’t just like everyone else—mine was bigger, mine was worse.  My self-image was shattered.  

Sure, I hadn’t been perfect at everything, but that was how it went.  This wasn’t supposed to happen!  Not to me!  What made things worse was that I had no one to blame but myself.  It was my weakness, my fault, my error.  And to boy who wanted to be the best it was devastating beyond words.  No, it was more than that.  It was infuriating!  I had been frustrated at first, now I was mad.  

I knew that was wrong, but I simply couldn’t control myself, not this time.  I had been able to calm down and talk about it with my Master because I still held some vestige of hope.  That was gone.  I let my anger carry me.  I became mad at myself for being like this, mad at Master Kaal for not being able to fix it, even mad at the Force and the Jedi.  I knew I was being petty, but at the time I didn’t care.  

I don’t know if I was yelling or not, but at some point Dyn came over from his room.  I was still mad.

“What’s wrong, Res?” he asked, looking concerned.

“I…can’t,” I stumbled.

“You can’t what?”

I tried my best to collect my rage-torn pieces so I could at least speak.  “Dyn, you can touch my mind, right, if you wanted to?”

“Well…yeah, Res,” he said, now looking confused.

 “Do it,” I said, and he did.  “That was easy, right?”

“Yeah, Res, but what’s wrong?”

“I…can’t do that,” I admitted reluctantly.

“Wait, what do you mean you can’t do it?”

“I meant what I said, I can’t do it.  I can’t feel other people’s minds.”

“Well, maybe you just need practice,” he said hopefully.

“No! You don’t get it!  I can’t do it at all!” I shouted, involuntarily flashing my anger.

“Whoa!  No need for that, just calm down.  Why can’t you do it?”

“I have no idea, I just can’t.  Master Kaal isn’t even going to try to fix it.  I’m hopeless.”

“Hey, don’t say that.  There’s more to being a Jedi than just that.  I’ve seen you fight, and you’re really good,” he said, again trying to cheer me up.

“That’s not the point.  How am I ever going to be the best when I can’t even do a third of the Force skills?”

“We all have weakness, Res, accepting them is part of life.”

“How would you know?  You’ve never dealt with anything like this.”

“Sure I have, I have weakness just like you do.  We all do.”

“Not like this, you don’t.  You’ve never had anything like this, no one has.  Believe me, I’ve checked,” I said, pointing over at the data terminal in the corner.  Dyn winced slightly.

“Look, Res.  We all have weaknesses, but dealing with them is what makes us strong.  You have to believe me.  You can’t change who you are, being angry with yourself or anyone else isn’t going to get you anywhere.  If you don’t like how you are, you should actively try to solve it, not sit around sulking about it.”

“Now you’re lecturing me?” I snarled.

“It’s called advice.  Think about it,” he said and turned for the door.  Just for he reached the exit he stopped but didn’t turn around to face me.  “Oh, and I’ll keep what happened here to myself.”  With that, he left, leaving me no room for reply. 

I spent a long time that day thinking about what he said.  My anger eventually cooled into cold, hard acceptance.  He was right, there was nothing I could do to change it, so why worry about it.  That didn’t mean I liked it, but I had no other choice but to live with and press on.  From that point on, I knew, I would have to worked extra hard to compensate.  Maybe I couldn’t be the best of all Jedi, but I owed it to myself to be best I personally could be.  Didn’t I?  

I still had a mission, and there was still a ruthless enemy out there, wherever they were hiding.  I still had a purpose.  Someday I would be a Jedi, despite my weaknesses.  Wasn’t that the real reason I was training?  Wasn’t that the real reason I was living?

 The next day I had calmed down considerably, though scars of failure and doubt did remain.  I was still frustrated and a little angry—I suspected I would always be—but ever since the incident, and even before that to a lesser extent, it had never been my persona to let any emotion, good or bad, linger.  Not openly, anyway.  And it wasn’t just because I knew how dangerous it could be for a Jedi.  That’s just how it was—I had to accept my weaknesses just like everything else, as hard as that was to do.  Life went on, I couldn’t afford to fall behind.  

One of the first things that I learned as a student of the Temple was that anger didn’t solve anything, and after that it was continually pounded into me over and over.  I wasn’t going to forget that anytime soon, even though I might not always act on it instantly.  Anger was consuming, as every Jedi knew all too well.  Let it burn too long and you’re likely to get burnt yourself.  Both Master Kaal and Vinisk alike had told me that plenty of times.

Master Kaal also seemed to solve his quandary in regards to this issue.  In a single day everything he planned for had been changed, but the very next morning he had a new course plotted.  He met me in my room to explain the basics of it.

“Good morning, young Fieri, how are you feeling?” he started, looking slightly concerned.

“I am fine, Master,” I replied, and it was mostly the truth.

“Good, I don’t want you to get down just because of this.  It is a setback, true, but that’s how the Force works.  I’ve been analyzing your situation and I think it may actually be an advantage of sorts, considering your primary purpose.”  My primary purpose.   I wasn’t sure what he meant by that, but it was good to hear he had a plan that might rectify the problem.

“Here in the Temple you probably haven’t encountered a sentient who has been blind from birth, but an interesting analogy can be drawn between you and them.  When someone is blind, especially from birth, they have a most unusual trait.  To compensate for their apparent weakness their other senses improve dramatically.  Blind people have exceptional hearing and an acute sense of smell, beyond normal limits for their species.”

“So you are saying are saying that since I cannot sense well, my other skills will be that much greater?” I asked, catching on to what I thought was his point.

“Exactly.  I think that explains your phenomenal talent in alter, and with even more practice than a normal Padawan receives you could be even more than that.  So, that is our goal.  We will take what time we would have spent on sense and use it to further hone alter.  In this way, your abilities in manipulating the Force could completely overshadow any weakness you might experience by not being able to read or influence others.  Why do you need to influence someone’s mind when you can just influence their body?” he smiled.  The last statement was more just a joke than anything else, but it brought up an important point I wanted him to address.

“The only problem is that subtlety goes out the airlock.  I guess that’s not a problem against the Sith, though.”

“I see you haven’t lost sight of the enemy, that is good.  You bring up a valid point, though, that needs to be discussed.  The Force isn’t the answer to everything.  Subtlety does not mean using a mind trick instead of a lightsaber.  Sometimes a quieting word spoken in a calm manner can quell even the most vehement opposition.  I want you to rely on the Force to guide and strengthen you, but knowing when it is not necessary is important as well.  Better to prevent a brawl from starting in the first place than to end it by force after it has begun.  Understood?”  

“Yes, Master.”

“You are right, though, in that the Sith will not be quelled by anything, and direct action may oftentimes be the only option available.  In that case just be careful and try to avoid confrontation where possible.”

“Why?  Won’t we need to confront the Sith in order to repel and destroy them?”

“Discretion is the better part of valor, my young Padawan.  To fight the Sith directly could be unwise.  The day of confrontation will surely come, but a Jedi does not go looking for trouble when he can avoid it.  A true warrior outsmarts his enemy so that he does not have to overpower him.  Strength is fleeting.  Wisdom is eternal.”

“I see,” I said, nodding introspectively.  It made me glad that I was studying the Sith and their previous efforts, and I decided to continue my study of it.  It was, after all, quite interesting.  It would also be helpful, I noted, to study other war tactics and successes, especially in regards to the Jedi.  Maybe a further review of the Mandalorian Wars or the Great Sith War would be useful and entertaining.

“But, that is not the reason why we are here right now,” my Master started again, abruptly changing tone and direction.  “You’re training needs to begin, and we will start immediately.  I am planning on using some…unconventional training methods that I think you will find a pleasant change in addition to being helpful.  The emphasis will be less on actual technique and more on practical, large-scale, and protracted use.  Hopefully by the time we finish you will have forged a weapon stronger than any lightsaber, and more effective than any shield.  Now come, the first challenge awaits in the hangar.”

He led me one of the many hangars the Temple employed.  Like all the others it was on the outer extreme of the building, connected directly to the Coruscanti sky.  It was filled with a variety of different airspeeders and transport vessels available to any Jedi or Temple worker who required it.  Some of the vehicles looked brand new, others looked like they had flown through one too many stars.  Many of the vehicles I could see, however, had the same letters painted on their sides or rears: TalTrex.  I had never heard of the company, but it seemed to be of some prominence to attract so much business from either the Republic or the Jedi Order itself, whichever it was that bought those things.

The fact that I hadn’t even heard of the company of speeder we used at the Temple really made me realize how secluded I was.  I spent most of my time in my room or the training facility, besides the trips to the food distribution center, of course.  My only outside contact, besides anything my Master mentioned, was the data terminal in my room, and for obvious reasons it wasn’t very high on my priority list to keep up with the latest speeder models.  I had never even been inside a hangar before.  It really didn’t matter though.  I had always had more important things to worry about than the newest technology.  After all, the newest equipment would completely change every year, but the Force would always be the same.  I needed only concern myself with my training for the moment.

Master Kaal finally came to a stop in front of a few beaten up old speeders that looked about ready to be scraped.  “These will do.”  He turned around and surveyed the hangar, apparently looking for someone.  As I looked around again I saw dozens of mechanics scrambling around with various tools or wires or parts, trying to keep the transports in working condition, no doubt.  Master Kaal, evidently finding whom he was searching for, approached one of the technicians.  The two conversed briefly before my Master returned.

“Good, they have allowed us to use these,” he said, pointing at the run-down speeders behind him.

“Use them for what, Master?” I asked.

“We’re going to lift them, of course.  Well, you are, actually.”

“You want me to lift that,” I said, eying the beaten-up but still rather large—and decidedly heavy-looking—airspeeder.

“Yes.  Is there are problem?”

“I’ve never done anything that…big before.”

“Now you choose to doubt, my young Padawan?  You know full well the power of the Force, and you’ve had experience in using it.  Compared to the Force, that speeder is a mere spec of dust, weighing nothing.  Now, just focus.  All things can be accomplished in the Force.  Now, lift the middle one.”  There were three, and the one in the middle was the largest.

I swallowed and tried to push away my doubt.  Slowly at first, I reached out and touched the speeder in the Force, getting a grasp of its size and shape.  Then, as I had done so many times before, I started to wrap the object in Force energy.  I gave it a small tug, testing it.  The first thing I noticed was that it was heavy. Very heavy, heavier than anything I had ever lifted before.  I tried to pull and push on the vehicle, but it did not budge a centimeter.  I strained myself, pulling harder and harder, but the more I pulled the heavier it seemed to get.  The transport had moved only a fraction of a meter.

When I could pull no longer I let go of the speeder, letting out a huge gasp of breath.  I was breathing heavily from the effort, but I hadn’t gotten anywhere.  I suddenly didn’t feel so good.  I had come in expecting huge success and dreading another failure.  One my first try I had gotten only the latter.  Frustration began to grow in me.  Master Kaal must have sensed it.

“Do not worry, young one.  The task set before you is great, and I assure you that no other Padawan in your position could accomplish it.  But you can.  You do not succeed because you do not believe.  Weren’t you listening when I spoke before?  You have the power to lift that speeder, I am sure of it.  And I know the Force has the power to accomplish it.  The only thing keeping you from doing it is you.  Let go of your doubt.  I know it may be hard, but it is the only option.  Don’t think about it.  Don’t think about the speeder, don’t think about yourself, don’t think about failure or success.  There is only the Force!”

Gaining confidence from his inspirational speech, I concentrated once again on the reluctant airspeeder.  All I had to do to lift it was believe.  I didn’t need to strain, I didn’t need to work, I only needed the Force, and faith.  For a second time I wrapped the speeder in the Force, and I pulled.

Nothing.

Come on!  I have to do this.  I kept pulling, wrapping more and more of the Force around the speeder.  I reached out my hand towards the object I was desperately trying to raise.  My hand shook in deep concentration, but the speeder did not waver.  I cannot fail!  The familiar words came to mind, but now I saw them in a different light.  I strained harder and harder, unwilling to accept defeat.  My entire body shook, and I could feel the sweat dripping down my entire body.

Then something snapped inside my head under the immense pressure of effort.  At first I wanted to feel pain, but I soon realized it wasn’t physical at all.  Instead I found it strangely liberating.  Whatever it was, I couldn’t quite put my finger on it.  Giving up on my effort to lift the vehicle, I opened my eyes and looked to my Master for his reaction.

I almost jumped, however, at what I saw.  There was the speeder, hovering nearly three meters in the air!  My concentration gone, the speeder immediately tumbled back to the floor with a crash.  Every mechanic in the room turned and looked in my direction.  I felt my fast starting to turn red, but Master Kaal raised his hand calmly and the technicians went back to work.

“That was very good, Res, I am proud of you,” he said, smiling broadly.

“I’m not even sure how I did it, honestly.” 

“You let go of your doubt, I felt it.  It took some effort, but it was exactly what I wanted to see out of you.”  Doubt!  That was it.  That was what had broken inside my head.  And blazes did it feel good!  I looked up and smiled.

“Dealing with doubt,” he continued, “is every person’s battle.  Doubt hinders us.  It binds us.  It stops us.  It weakens us.  And for what?  Doubt gains us nothing.  Yet it is there inside everyone.  We see our own flaws and we wonder if there are others.  We see our weaknesses and we question our abilities.  Doubt is an inevitable part of life.  But it is all in our minds.  Doubt is only a hindrance if we allow it to be.  Breaking down that barrier is a major key to success for anyone, not just Jedi.  You can’t accomplish anything if you think you are going to fail.

“What you did today was crack that wall.  I won’t tell you your doubt will be gone forever, because it won’t.  I still doubt myself sometimes, and I have had years of training and experience.  But what you did was very important.  Even the smallest crack can entirely break a seal.  Knowing and seeing that you can accomplish something helps drive away the doubt that you can’t.  It doesn’t mean everything else we do will be easy, but it certainly helps a great deal.  And with time, maybe that wall will come crashing down and the door to the full power of the Force will be opened. Every journey begins with a single step.  Is this that step?  Only time can tell.  You’ve done well, but you still have a long way to go.”

We continued on with just the single speeder for the rest of the day.  After having done it once, simply lifting the vehicle became much easier.  By the end of the day I was actually moving it around over distances and holding it up for relatively extended periods of time.  It wasn’t easy, and required much effort on my part, but it was at least possible.  And over time, I knew, that one speeder might become two speeders, and the two might become four.  I found that knowledge the Force was like gravity—the longer it had effect, the faster the object went.  Once I had stepped across the first barrier, everything else came more easily.  And as I learned more and more, got more and more practice, the things became easier still.  That was how, I realized, knowledge as great as the Force could be suitably learned by a being in the relatively brief time of a few years.

When we had finally finished for the day I was exhausted, sweat bathing my body from the exertion, but I felt proud of myself.  I felt like I had really accomplished something great.  At the beginning of the day I didn’t think I could even move the massive airspeeder, and indeed I almost couldn’t, but by the completion of the training session I was doing much more than simply lifting it.  Master Kaal said as much, which only added to the sense.

“You did well, today, Res,” he said.

“Thank you, Master.  It was your words that enabled me to do it.”

He gave a quick laugh.  “That is why I am here, my young apprentice, but the credit is yours.  I said it before, but you’ve done something very important.  Your true training in the Force can now begin at full speed.  Which reminds me…” He paused, as if demonstrating a reluctance to reveal whatever it was he was thinking.  “I have one last directive for you today.”

That seemed odd, that a simple instruction would cause such a hesitation.  “What is it, Master?”

“I want you to make greater use of the Force in your everyday activities.”  What did he mean by that?  I already was using it everyday.  “What I mean, is that try to use it in whatever you do.  Try to push buttons with the Force, open doors with the Force, lift objects with the Force, do everything with the Force.  It may be tiring to you at times, but I think it will build not only stamina, but also a finer control.  If you can’t do it for everything then it doesn’t matter, but try to do so as much as possible.”

I saw the reason for his earlier hesitation. From what I’d heard, most Masters tried to teach their pupils not to use the Force as a simple tool for convenience.  They didn’t want students coming to rely solely on using the Force, such that they couldn’t do anything without it.  On occasion Master Kaal had even told me that as well, though apparently his views on the matter had changed.  “But…wouldn’t some people see that as an abuse?”

“It is true, young one, and I do not wish to put you in an awkward position, but I think this will be very useful.  If anyone asks you about it then you can just tell them that I told you to do so.  They are not your Masters, I am.”

“Alright Master, I will,” I responded confidently.  It may be seen as taboo by some, but maybe it really would work.  And if it did, then I would be that much closer not only to overcoming my weakness, but also to attaining my final, higher goal.  One door had been shut and sealed, but today a thousand more had slid wide open.  Such was the nature of the Force.

The next few weeks and months at the Temple I was met with the most difficult training I had thus far received.  Master Kaal’s imagination never ceased to amaze me, as he was constantly coming up with bizarre and oftentimes extremely difficult new tasks for me to accomplish.  They ranged everywhere from lifting huge transport ships to opening every door on my hall simultaneously to holding myself and every other small item he could find in midair for long periods of time.  It was not uncommon for me to totally collapse from exhaustion during the more strenuous exercises.

 While I knew Master Kaal was pushing me very hard, it never so much as occurred to me that it might be any kind of punishment or abuse.  I always felt that he genuinely wanted to see me be the best that I could be.  And the shining future that I always strove for inspired me to push my own self harder and harder everyday.  I really came to enjoy it, not because it felt good, but because I knew what it would make of me.  Hope is such a glorious companion.

In order to ensure the upkeep of my other, previously learned skills, I continued my lightsaber training regularly.  Oftentimes, new concepts were implemented into the exercises, such as using the Force to move items or even my opponent in the middle of lightsaber dueling.  Other drills included using the holoprojector to fight groups of simulated enemies.  Sometimes I would fight alone, other times my Master and I would fight concurrently.

The daily runs through the Temple halls also continued, as always.  While it didn’t exactly make me feel refreshed for the arduous Force training that followed it, I did notice a dramatic increase in my physical, if not mental, stamina.  Already I was having little trouble finishing the lengthy course, nothing that a quick sip of Force energy couldn’t resolve.

One of the most surprising exercises, however, wasn’t even a real exercise at all.  Master Kaal told me one day that instead of the normal training he had something different planned, and that he was going to take me to a place in the Temple I had never seen before.  I really didn’t find it all that exciting at first.  After all, I had visited many new places in the Temple during that last few months.  Taking a short respite from the grueling training, however, sounded more appealing.  

Yet as we descended lower and lower in the Temple via turbolift, I felt my curiosity growing.  I began to wonder whether anyone had seen this part of the temple.  I knew the Temple was at least a kilometer in height, but when the ride drew on I suspected the very base itself might be the destination.  It was not, however, and as we stepped out of the turbolift there was nothing to of significance distinguish it from the rest of the Temple.

“Master, what is this place?” I asked, failing to see the reason for our visit.

“You will see soon enough, young one.  Be patient,” he responded, beginning to grin slightly.  It was obvious he was enjoying our little sojourn from training much more than I was. He was normally very serious about most things.  That really made me suspicious.  It was all for naught, though, when we passed through the next door.

“Whoa,” I gasped, unable to hold in my surprise at the vista before me.  The room completely changed tones from the pervious one.  It was modeled out of what looked like a rough brown stone, or something meant to look like it, but that wasn’t what surprised me.  The room was huge, bigger, even, than the Great Hall.  No wonder it had to be so close to the base, it was at least a hundred meters high, a hundred wide, and who knows how many long.  It all stretched out like a tunnel, burrowing through the Temple’s lower levels.  

More interesting than that were the innumerable cliffs, platforms, walls, blocks, and other apparent obstacles that lined the walls or floated in midair on repulsorlift generators, throughout the chamber, stretching as far as I could see.  More daunting, I noticed as I finally looked down, was that there wasn’t a floor, just a hole.

“What is this place,” I repeated, though I had a good idea as to the answer.

“A training course, among other things.  I’m sure you can imagine its utility,” he replied.

“I’ve never heard of any place like this.  Why is it in the Temple?”

“For training, of course.  Though, I’m not surprised you haven’t heard of it, not many have.  This place isn’t exactly advertised, and most Jedi Masters who have heard of it consider it a waste of time.  I tend to disagree.  I find it very entertaining, as well as a good test of abilities.  Speaking of which, I don’t think anyone as young as you has ever accomplished it.  Think you can handle it?”

“I’m not even sure what it is.  What exactly do you want me to do?”

“Just make it to the end, by whatever means necessary.  Don’t worry about failing; there are tractor beams and nets to catch you.  Just go all out.  It should be a good challenge.”

“Where do I start?” I asked, getting a little nervous about the daunting task.”

“That doesn’t matter.  Just jump across the platforms, move the blocks, scale the walls, whatever you need to do.  I’ll go first.  Follow me, if you can!”  Now grinning broadly, he turned and ran to the edge of the course.  In one leap he exploded up about twenty meters, his robes trailing brilliantly behind him as he rose and fell, landing on a platform slightly higher than the edge.  

I can do that, I thought, and indeed I had in training sessions, but this was a bit different.  I knew I had to go quickly, however, or I would lose my Master.  Quickly shaking my body to loosen up, I prepared to start.  I tried to focus mentally on my training, and then I sprinted to the edge by which Master Kaal had just left.  Just before I stepped off the precipitous man-made cliff I tapped into the Force, thrusting myself upward in conjunction with my jump.

I reached about fifteen meters into the air before starting to fall again, more than enough to land on the platform for which I was aiming.  I came down hard.  I winced slightly, abruptly remembering that I needed to slow myself on the way down just as I needed to accelerate myself on the ascent.  I quickly looked around for my Master so I could make my next move.  It was only when I had searched every other direction that I saw him, falling to a platform about fifty meters almost directly below my current one.

Oh blazes, I thought, but I did not hesitate.  Immediately I dropped off the front end of the repulsorlift-held platform.  This time recalling my training, I used the Force to slow my descent just enough to not be hurt from the fall.  I kept a close eye on my Master during the few seconds of my descent, watching to see his next move.  

Just prior to me landing right on top of him, he made a short jump to his left, landing perfectly on a three-meter by three-meter square attached to the wall.  He then immediately jumped to a similar platform about five meters above, and fifteen meters in front of the one he was on.  Before I knew it he had mad several more moves, getting well ahead of me. 

I tried to stop staring at him and refocus on my own path.  Gathering the Force around me once more, I run and leapt to the platform to my left, making it easily.  I then immediately turned and made the next short jump about five meters up.  I looked up to see where Master Kaal had gone, but I could not find him anywhere.  This is not good.  I had lost my guide, and now I’d have to go it alone.  I tried not to get flustered.  If I sped up maybe I could still catch him.

Looking around, I spotted my only possible route, leading me over a series of platforms that would put me perhaps ten meters below my current position.  With nothing else to do, I sprang over to the next ledge, a medium sized rectangle just to my right front.  I landed softy but didn’t stop, immediately moving on to the next platform in the series, then the next.  

In no time I had reached the end of the path I had planned out, feeling pretty confident.  Then I ran into something I had not expected.  As I looked up to search out a new route, I looked straight into the face of a wall.  I tilted my head, eyeing the daunting precipice in front of me.  It was about thirty meters high, and I wasn’t sure I could get over it.  I quickly searched for a corridor through the wall, but saw none, and it extended across the entire chasm, leaving no possibility to go around it.  

I had to make a decision.  Every second I delayed my Master got farther ahead of me, making my situation that much worse, success that much more difficult.  I had no choice; I had to go over it.  Drawing a massive amount of energy around me, I used all my strength to hurl myself upwards.  I went higher than I thought was possible for me, clearing the wall with several meters to spare.  Still a little tired from my exertion, gravity almost got the best of me on my decline.  I managed to catch myself just before I landed on the hard surface on the opposite side of the wall.  

Now my confidence really soared.  If I had gotten by that, surely I could do anything else on the course.  Furthermore, I spotted my Master not too far ahead, still jumping quickly from block to block.  I was never going to catch up to him if I went through the middle after him, the path was too sinuous.  I quickly scanned the room for other options, and spotted one off the far right side.  It wasn’t going to be easy, but I didn’t have anything to lose.

The route consisted of a series of rectangular, four by one-half pegs jutting out from the wall.  It would take me roughly the distance I needed to go, and a quick jump could reunite me with my Master, assuming he continued his course.  The problem, I could only afford one stride on each platform, and the distance them increased each step.  

Time was of the essence, I immediately sprinted to the opposite wall and lined up for the ludicrous path I’d somehow convinced myself was worth taking.  But I didn’t have time to doubt; that wouldn’t help me.  Instead, I took a deep breath and tried to concentrate solely on the Force and the platforms.

I ran and took a small jumping, my foot landing squarely on the first peg.  And then I began to run, my stride increasing with every step.  I screamed across the course, taking huge leaps by the power of the Force.  I was almost caught up, but I didn’t notice.  There was only me and the course, and I was the Force.  My eyes closed, I relied on solely on feel to hit each block.  My feet touched the surface for mere milliseconds before I was on to the next.  I didn’t have any time to the think, but I didn’t need to.  

Sensing one last jump upahead, I opened my eyes and readied my mind for one final burst.  Perfectly in stride, I landed on the peg and launched myself forward with all my energy.

Nothing.

I looked around quickly in midair, but I saw nothing, I felt nothing.  Only dark, empty space preceded me.  Falling rapidly, my arm flailing, I was caught by one of the tractor beams intended to save idiotic or inept apprentices such as myself.

Blast it!  Where did I go wrong?  I was doing so well, how could I not notice when I needed to stop.  I must have gotten to caught up in the Force and wasn’t paying attention to where I was going.  I guess relying completely on the Force wasn’t always a good thing after all.  

I had plenty of time to lament my failure as the tractor beam slowly lifted me to the end of the course, where I saw that my Master waited, having already finished the course.  He was smiling broadly at me, more in amusement than anything else.  He seemed to be abnormally jovial, more than I could say for myself.  He was still grinning widely, an expression that had probably not left his face since we entered, when I was finally released onto the finish line.

“You were close, Res.  You did well.”

“You…saw that?” I said, a little embarrassed of my mistake.

He laughed openly, something I had never seen him do.  “Of course.  Like I said, you did quite well.  Don’t be ashamed.  Didn’t I tell you that no one as young as you had ever done it?  This wasn’t a test.  It was supposed to be fun.  Even a Jedi needs to have a little entertainment every once and a while.” 

Fun?  Now there was a word I did not often employ.  A Jedi’s training was something to be taken absolutely serious.  One did not often joke when it could ultimately mean life or death.  So what was he trying to teach me?  The run easily could be an integrated part of training, or even a test of skill.  Why, then, did he say it was for fun?  It didn’t make any sense.  

“So you’re your using me as entertainment?” I asked calmly.  I knew better than to accuse him of anything.

“Not at all.  The entertainment was meant for you.  You’ve been too serious lately.  Training to become a Jedi is not easy.  All that stress can eventually wear you down.  This may sound odd coming from me, but you need to lighten up a little sometimes.  Being a Jedi Master isn’t easy either, so every time I need to loosen up I come here.”

“But aren’t we wasting our time?  Couldn’t we have been training?”

“You really are too serious all the time.  I suppose that’s not necessarily a bad thing.”

“I just want to be the best.  Having fun can wait.”

“Can it?  I want you to be the best you can be, that’s why we’re training so hard.  But I don’t want you to become a machine.  I want you to think for yourself, find your own truth, not just blindly accept what I tell you.  I want you to show your emotions a little, have a good time, laugh.  That’s why I brought you here.”

“I didn’t think that emotions were becoming of a Jedi.”

“You’re using that as an excuse.  It is true that letting your emotions get out of control can be dangerous, but that’s not the same as simply expressing them.  Secluding yourself, however, can be dangerous itself.  Relationships are a vital part of being a Jedi, and communicating with others is essential in any profession.”

“I can communicate, you’re making the problem bigger than it is.  I simply don’t have time for social interaction with others.  And just because I don’t naturally express my emotions doesn’t mean I don’t have any.”  I knew he was the Master and I the apprentice, but I still resented his prying into my private feelings and nature.  I couldn’t change it anymore than I could read someone’s mind.  So why did he need to lecture me on it?

“I can understand that, but you have to recognize the problem.  Denying it isn’t going to get you anywhere.  I would have thought you learned that the first time.  It’s great to push yourself hard to succeed, but you shouldn’t do it at the expense of other skills.  Above being a Jedi, you’re a human.  Humans, just like every other species, need to interact with others.  Jedi don’t work solo; communication is key.  You only weaken yourself by remaining alone.  This is part of being the best.  This is part of your training.  A Jedi has compassion, a Jedi has empathy, a Jedi has a heart.  Above these three, there is no quality.  I’ve tried to mold your physical and mental skills in preparation for war, but that’s only part a Jedi’s training.  For a Jedi to fight is failure.  Success comes when a battle is avoided and lives are saved.  Don’t ever forget it, and don’t ever deny it.  Instead, strive to correct it as I’ve seen you do so often.”

The smile had completely vanished from his face.  I wasn’t quite sure how to respond.  On one hand I didn’t agree.  I knew that there was nothing I could do.  It didn’t seem like such as big of a deal as he made it out to be.  I was training, and I had time for little else.  That was partially his fault, wasn’t it?  Plus, once I became a Jedi then I could spend plenty of time with others.  It wasn’t like I couldn’t.

For all his wisdom on other things, he wasn’t me.  I just felt like he couldn’t understand.  I had to deal with my own personal issues myself, not even a Jedi Master could help me.  I would, too.  That’s how it had always happened, and I hadn’t turned out so bad thus far.  

Right?

FIVE


I was fifteen when the universe was set ablaze.


My training was going well.  Since I began working on alter, my skills had grown exponentially.  Lifting a speeder or three had become child’s play, and Master Kaal struggled to find new challenges for me.  My lightsaber skills also improved, though perhaps not as much as I would have liked.  Also included in my training, I had received lessons in martial arts and tumbling.  These skills, accelerated by the Force, offered a powerful supplement or a deadly alternative to lightsaber combat.


Everything changed, however, when one day my Master was not waiting for me in the training room as usual.  This was odd.  I had been training under him for years and not one day was he late or absent.  At first I waited for him, but he did not come.  I began searching for him, first through conventional means, then through the Force, but I could not locate him.  After waiting several more hours, I went back to my room, wondering intensely where he had gone.


Once in my room, I went into deep meditation, just as Master Kaal had advised I do regularly.  I do not know how much time passed, but it was my Master who awakened me from my trance.  He carried in his hand a lightsaber, which told me many things, the most important of which was that he had something important to say or do.  Every time he had ever come into my quarters with a lightsaber in his hand, it had marked some important change or movement in my training.  I looked forward to what beginning, if any, the conversation would designate.


“I am sorry to have missed your training today, my apprentice,” he started very apologetically.  “I was…meeting…with the Jedi Council about very important matters.  Normally I would take you along but we were discussing sensitive issues that I didn’t want you involved in just yet.”


“In other words, you were discussing me,” I stated bluntly, not fooled for a nanosecond.


He smiled.  “Very good.  Yes, we were discussing you, among other things.  But that is not important at the moment.  What is important is what is required of us.”  That got my attention.  It sounded an awful lot like a mission of some sort.  Maybe I could finally see a little real-life action.


“They have a mission for us?” I asked, excited.


“Actually, I requested it myself.”  That explained the ‘other things’ he had mentioned he discussed.  “Which reminds me, I have something for you.”  He held out the lightsaber he was carrying in his hand.  A beautiful weapon, it was.  I accepted it eagerly.


“Thank you, Master.  Is this real?”


“Indeed it is.  It also carries with it a certain importance.  You see, my Master gave it to me before my first mission, just as his Master gave it to him, just as I am giving it to you.  I trust that you will keep it safe until the time comes to give it to your own apprentice.”


After hearing that I looked at the weapon in a new light.  The lightsaber was an ancient tradition, dating back some fifteen thousand years, but this lightsaber truly was ancient.  It had a rich history, one of pride, glory, victory, and justice.  I could sense it all just holding the magnificent weapon.  

I hit the small ignition button and the luminous blade burst into existence, a brilliant green.  Perfect.  So many years and yet it still worked flawlessly.  One could hardly imagine a more ideal weapon, especially in the hands of a Jedi.

I swung the blade in the air a bit, getting a feel for its balance.  “Feels great,” I said, more to myself than anyone else.

“I’m glad you like it, you might need it on our mission.”

“And what is the mission, Master?”

“I’ll tell you on the way.”

“We’re leaving now?”

“Of course.  Unless you had other plans, my young Padawan.”

“N-no,” I responded, feeling my face start to burn a little.

“Good, then pack your things.”  With that I quickly scrambled to assemble a set of extra attire for the journey, including a spare tunic, boots, and undergarments.  I placed all of it in a standard issue traveling sack I had been given previously.  When I had finished my Master Kaal and I left the room immediately.

A not so short walk placed us at a huge hangar on the northern face of the Temple, where a wide variety of space transports, fighters, and freighters littered the docking supports.  An equally diverse group of mechanics and technicians scurried about, scanning, repairing, or refitting the starships.  

Once inside, Master Kaal led me across the hangar to a small transport docked on the bottom row.  The ship, a model unknown to me, took the basic shape of half an elongated octagon with another, smaller half-octagon cut out of the middle.  The cockpit rested between the two ‘arms’ that were formed, and was roughly cylindrical in shape.  The rear section of the craft boasted two powerful fusion drives partially covered diagonally by the outer hull.  Two small, angled guiding fins jutted from the top and bottom of the ship, forming roughly an X from the front view.

The entire thing was only a twenty-five meters or so long and about ten high, giving it more the appearance of an oversized, multi-person fighter than a true transport.  I imagined it was designed for inserting small teams that needed a faster, more agile, more lethal ship than a full-sized transport or even a small, modified freighter.  Adding to that assumption were the two large laser cannons mounted on each side of the craft.  They looked to be on turrets, but it was hard to tell by simply looking.

As we got closer I noticed that the landing bay, located directly behind and underneath the cockpit, was already open and awaiting us.  “Wait here,” Master Kaal said, indicating for me to wait just outside the ship.  He entered and returned a moment later with something in his arms, which he tossed to me.  It was a bundle of clothing.  I quickly unfolded it and realized that they were indeed as I had expected—Jedi robes.  

“Thank you, Master,” I said, genuinely grateful.  The robes were almost as much a mark of the Jedi as the lightsaber, and having them made me feel like I was one step closer.

“I had it made especially for you.  Go ahead and try it on.  You’ve more than earned the right to wear them,” he responded.  I immediately put on the robes, which were a dark brown, several shades darker than his.

“A perfect fit.”

“Good, good.  You wear them well, my young apprentice.”  He turned to leave but then stopped as if suddenly remembering something.  “Oh, yes.  There’s one more thing I haven’t showed you yet.” He walked back into the ship and again returned a moment later, this time with two others.  My heart almost skipped a beat when I recognized their faces.

It was Dyn and his Master.

“Hello, Res,” Dyn said happily as they approached.

“H-hello Dyn, Master Sarr,” I said, nodding to each in turn.

“It’s good to see you again, young Fieri,” Master Sarr replied coolly.

“Alright,” Master Kaal said, interrupting any further salutations or conversation, “let’s get going.  It’s a long flight to our destination.”

We all hurried inside and took our positions in the four-person cockpit.  Master Sarr sat in the pilot’s seat, while my own Master sat in the copilot’s chair beside him.  Dyn and I each sat behind our respective Masters.

The craft rumbled as the mighty generators powered up and the repulsorlift drives hummed to life.  Mechanics throughout the bay scurried for cover as the ship left the dock and burst into the twilight sky beyond.

“Traffic control, this is transport JO1257 requesting permission to enter orbit,” Master Sarr transmitted as soon as the cloud layer hovering about Coruscant was broken.

“Transport JO1257, this is traffic control.  Permission granted.  Alter course to 2-9-4 bearing 6-7.”

“Copy that, control.  Thanks.”

“Have a safe journey, transport.” With that the comm unit clicked off and Master Sarr made the designated course modifications.

I sat still in my seat as the ship ascended into the heavens and beyond.  A growing feeling of excitement and anticipation were growing with every meter we climbed.  I was finally going to get to use what I had learned.  I was finally going to make a difference in the universe.  I was finally going to do something important.  I was finally going to take a big step towards becoming a Jedi, fulfilling my dreams.  I imagined Dyn was feeling the same way to some degree, though I didn’t try to affirm it.

A few minutes later all of space exploded first into brilliant white starlines, then into cold, swirling colors as we entered hyperspace.

“Course is set, thrust output optimal, all systems green.  We should arrive in a day or two,” Master Sarr said, giving the standard reports.

“Excellent.  Let’s settle in a bit.  We’ll have plenty of time for other things later,” Master Kaal stated.

Dyn and I were thus led to our room, one of the two on the ship.  It was small and cramped with bunked beds—space was a limited commodity—but adequate enough for short-term living.  We only had, after all, a pair of spare clothes and a lightsaber.  Other than the beds, the room was largely empty, featuring only a few storage compartments, a refresher, and a small desk with a chrono on top.  Both bedrooms were located on the left side of the ship.  The right was given to relatively large multi-purpose room.  All other space onboard the ship was occupied by the powerful generators, drives, repulsorlifts, shields, and weapon systems.

Dyn and I both threw our things into a storage container and relaxed while waiting for our Masters to return.

“You excited?” Dyn asked at one point.

“On my first mission?  Of course.  Aren’t you?” I replied.

“Yeah, but I’m more curious.”

“Why?  I don’t see anything to out of the ordinary.  I guess I wouldn’t know what is ordinary for a mission, though, but everything feels normal.”

“Well I think it has something to do with the Sith.  That’s all Master Sarr has been talking about lately.  Something big has to be happening.  I’m just curious about what it is.”

“Now that you mention it, maybe you’re right.  Master Kaal told me he requested this mission himself, and it would make sense that Master Sarr was with him.  Master Kaal hasn’t mentioned anything about the Sith recently, but that’s not unusual.  He did, however, mention that they talked about ‘other things.’  Something to do with the Sith, maybe?”

“Probably.  It’s safe to say that the Sith haven’t done anything major—we would have heard about it—so it must be just underlying issues.  Maybe we’re doing some kind of investigation.”

“With two Jedi and their apprentices?  Unlikely.”

“This is our first mission, maybe they’re just, you know, trying to break us in.”

“Whatever.  We’ll know soon enough, anyway.  I’m going to get some sleep while I can.”

“As of right now we’re about twelve hours outside of our destination,” Master Kaal began when everyone had taken their seats.  We had all gathered in the main room of the transport for the briefing.  Master Kaal stood in the front beside a small holoprojector, the controller for which he held in his hand.  Dyn, Master Sarr, and I all took various positions throughout the room.

“What is our target, Master?” I asked from my seat.

He pushed a button on the controller and the image of a gray, barren-looking world appeared, hovering just above the projector.  “We’re heading for this world in the Outer Rim.  Aesus might have remained completely uninhabited and barren if not for the large ore deposits discovered there.  It originally started as a small mining colony around one hundred and fifty years ago.  Now it has become the major provider of droid plating in the entire sector.  Yocun Industries, a big-time company in the region, bought the plant out about one hundred years ago and has owned and operated it ever since.”

He pushed another button on his controller and the holograph zoomed in on the planet’s surface.  “Aesus has only one city, if it can even be called that.  It really isn’t much more than a few shelters for the minimal staff that maintains the site and a handful of establishments that freighter pilots and crews can relax in whiling waiting for their cargo to be loaded.  The mining complex itself takes up most of the area in the city.

“The factory itself is divided into three parts.  The first is the processing facility, where the ore is taken in, melted, and combined into the alloys needed for production.  The second is the production facility, where the actual droid husks are pounded out from the alloys.  From there a rather large spaceport loads the parts into gigantic freighters, where they are taken to other, off-world plants for further assembly.”

“So what exactly are we going to do?” Dyn asked from across the room.

“Well, we have reason to believe that the company is a front for some sort of Sith scheme.  We’re going in to discover what the scheme is or to disprove our theory.  I’ll let Master Sarr go over the details in a minute.  Any questions?”

“You said you had reason to believe the Sith were involved.  What are those?” I asked, wondering how in the universe they could manage to connect such an outlying planet to the Sith.

“Several things, the most peculiar of which is that there have been reports of large cargo freighters leaving Aesus and simply disappearing…”

“That doesn’t sound too odd,” I noted, interrupting him without realizing it.

“Into the unknown regions,” he finished.

“Oh.  I see.  So you think they are sending supplies to the Sith?”

“Supplies or credits or who knows what else.  That’s why we are going.  It may be nothing, but it’s too odd not to investigate.”

“But the Council didn’t agree?”

“The Council doesn’t see the Sith as a threat,” Master Sarr interjected.

“It is true that we haven’t seen or heard from them in nearly a hundred years, though,” Dyn retorted.

“True, but that only gives them more time to have prepared, Padawan.  The fact is, we could never truly destroy the Sith in the last conflict.  Do you really think they have forgotten about the Jedi and are content to live in peace?  The Sith seek revenge.  If they haven’t taken it out by now it is because they were not able, and that could be changing.”

“Right,” Master Kaal agreed, “and that is also why we are on this mission.  The Sith do not have an entire galaxy of resources at their disposal.  They cannot afford to play their hand openly.  Therefore, if we discover and unveil their supply lines they will either be forced to act prematurely, where victory if unlikely, or hold off an attack.  Plus, if we are able to trace back the money and supply trail, we can attack them before they can hurt us.  Now, Delin, if you will.”

Master Sarr rose from his chair and took the position my own Master had just stepped down from.  “Our primary concern is the uncovering of any kind of agreement the plant might have with the Sith, so we intend to first tour the manufacturing facility.  If there is anything suspicious we can investigate, then we’ll move onto phase two.  Ideally the tour will be granted to us.  If not then we might have to do a little convincing.  The building doesn’t have more than minimal security according to the reports we have, and the work force is mostly droids, so if it does come to a fight at any point we shouldn’t have a problem.  Hopefully it won’t.

“If phase one goes as planned, then we will proceed with interrogating staffers, whether we found anything or not.  If we happened to see anything suspicious, that will be our focus, otherwise we’ll just have to improvise.  Again, it could take a little convincing to get what we need.  Once we are satisfied we will leave just as we came.”  He paused as he finished, clearly expecting questions to be raised.  

“For a world so far into the Outer Rim, does the Republic have jurisdiction?  How do you know they will even let s land?” Dyn queried, leaning forward in his chair.

“The Republic actually does have jurisdiction out here, but it doesn’t keep a very tight grip in regulating trade simply because it can’t.  That’s how something like the deal we’re looking for could slip through, just in case you were wondering.”

“And they will let us land,” Master Kaal added.

“Even if they refuse?  How do you plan on doing that?” I asked.

“The same way we are going to do everything else, my young apprentice,” he said.  “We’ll ask them nicely.”

“One minute to reversion, starting countdown.  Prepare for realspace reentry,” came Master Sarr’s report.  We had taken our positions in the cockpit for the final minutes of the jump.

“Stay sharp everyone, this is it,” Master Kaal said, and then turned around to us.  “You two just follow our lead.  You’re done training at the Temple, but you still have much to learn, so pay attention.”  Dyn and I nodded calmly, excitement and anticipation again growing in each of us.  It was theoretically a diplomatic sort of mission, but I had a feeling we we’re going to have mix things up at some point, and I was actually looking forward to that part of it more than anything else.  I hadn’t been trained to talk.  

Master Sarr counted down the seconds to the exit.  When he reached zero the swirling tunnel receded and starlines reformed before condensing into single stars.  The nearly barren world of Aesus stood front and center in the viewport, dominating the view.  

It was only a few seconds before the comm unit cam crackling to life.  “Unidentified transport, this is AMS control, identify yourself.”

“That was quick,” Master Sarr commented, “perhaps a little too quick.”

“It doesn’t necessarily mean anything,” Master Kaal cautioned.  “Let’s not go looking for trouble where it does not exist.”

“Unidentified transport, report!” the traffic officer demanded.

“Hmm…not a good start,” Master Sarr said, pushing the comm switch.  “Control this is Republic transport JO1257, requesting permission to land.”

“On what grounds?” the officer questioned.  “The Republic can’t just barge in here without warning like this.”

“On the contrary, control.  Republic Free-Trade Charter article seventeen, paragraph five, clause eight:  ‘The Republic hereby holds the right to complete, unannounced inspection of any of the associated party’s facilities, offices, or compounds with full cooperation from the aforementioned party.  Refusal to cooperate holds the party liable to confiscation without recompense of all assets by the Republic Judiciary Committee.’”

The officer did not respond, obviously mulling over his crisis or consulting with his superior.  When a reply did come from the comm unit, the voice did not belong to the officer.

“Republic transport, sorry for the delay.  We would be more than happy to receive the delegates.  You are clear for docking bay seventy-two.  The ITD beacon has been activated, continue your present course.”

“Copy that, control,” Master Sarr said as he cut off the comm unit and brought up the beacon on the ship’s sensors.  “ETA three standard minutes to landing.”

The craft, perfectly on course, broke the atmosphere a moment later.  As our descent slowed and we broke through what little cloud cover there was the target city became visible.  The city was indeed small, merely a small dot on the gigantic sphere of Aesus.  It was especially dwarfed by the enormous production facility, which could easily have rivaled the Jedi Temple in width and length if not height.  Stretching out from the compound was a massive amount of pipelines, most likely carrying the various ores mined by the immense droids that stretched across the world, giving the entire planet at close range the appearance of a web.  The center of the web was our destination, and possibly the major hub of a Sith plot.

The docking bay our ship finally entered was far from new, and large enough to accommodate several ships our size.  Personal shuttles must have been a rarity for an exclusively industrial center such as Aesus.  The shuttle set down gently enough under Master Sarr’s guidance, and as soon as the shutdown sequence was complete we headed for the ramp, the two Jedi in the lead with their respective apprentices behind.

“Keep your eyes open, boys,” Master Sarr said as we stood in front of the last door between us and our first mission.  He reached out and pushed a button to his right and the door hissed open, revealing an empty bay save for one humanoid form.

The man—at least I assumed it was male—was of a species I had not yet encountered.  I was later told he was an Ishi Tib.  His face was marked by four jutting points to the upper left, upper right, lower left, and lower right.  The top two points housed his bulbous eyes, the bottom two his cheeks.  Two large nasal passages ran just below the intersection of the points, and a birdlike beak protruded beneath them.  The rest of his body was largely similar to humans, but his hands and feet were webbed, indicating a probable aquatic origin, and his skin color was a pale green.

I noticed a small hitch in his gait, likely because he saw his guests were Jedi.  Nevertheless, he scurried up to greet us as we descended from our shuttle.  

“Welcome, delegates of the Republic.  I am Hanab Pish, Director of this facility.  How may I be of service?” he said, his voice nasally but lacking any foreign accent.

Master Kaal stepped forward.  “Greetings, Director Pish.  I am Vrotik Kaal, and this is my associate, Delin Sarr.  We are Jedi here on behalf of the Republic.”

“I thought you were here for inspections, uh…Master Jedi,” he bumbled.  He was more than nervous, and could see why he was a manager and not a diplomat.  That didn’t necessarily imply any guilt though.  The sight of two Jedi and their apprentices would be enough to put just about anyone on edge.

“The Jedi have many uses, Director,” my Master responded.  “I am surprised, however, to see someone of your kind on such a world as Aesus.”

“The company supplies an adequate, uh, environment for me.”

“But what about the destruction of the landscape?” Master Sarr queried, stepping forward.

“Uh, uh, w-we have done nothing illegal,” he managed.  I had to smile.  If they were trying to throw him off balance it was certainly working.  Or maybe he was really just that clumsy.  Either way, it looked good for us.

“I didn’t say that, Director,” Master Sarr returned, “I was merely wondering if you were perturbed by it, given your species nature.  But that is not my business, I suppose.  We are here to inspect your facilities, and you’ve had more than enough time to hide any incriminating evidence.”

“W-we have no such thing,” Pish returned hastily, “but we would be honored to give you a tour of our production process.  I will arrange it immediately.  Please, this way.”

He led us inside the compound to the main hall.  Inside there were a series doors that most likely housed offices.  Our new friend led us to what appeared to be a waiting room.  He told us to remain there and disappeared into what must have been his office, returning several minutes later with a bronze colored protocol droid standing beside him.

“Hello, sirs.  I am H-1B3,” the droid said in greeting.  The droid looked human in basic shape, but was more squared off on the edges and, of course, completely covered in metal casings.  “I will be guiding your tour of this facility, please feel free to ask any questions you have.  Follow me.”

“No, no, no,” Master Kaal said, and then pointed at manager.  “We want you to guide the tour, Director.”

“That is, uh, not possible.  I am a busy person and I have, uh, much to do.  Uh, work, that is.”  He was clearly on edge, even more so than before.  If his species could sweat, I imagined the planet would be flooded already.  Whatever it was they were hiding, he obviously didn’t want to be around when we found it.  Not that I could blame him.

“We understand, Director.  And I’m sure the Judiciary Department would as well.”

The sentient in front of me clearly had an interesting dilemma, for he failed to produce an answer even after several seconds of silence.  “Well, I suppose I could, uh, amend my schedule for such honorable guests.  Please follow me.”

The tour of the manufacturing plant was dull, and much as I expected, nothing technical was out of the ordinary.  Our guide quite literally stumbled and bumbled the whole way, making the experience somewhat entertaining if not interesting.  By the time it was finished I had learned way more about droid plating production than one being should ever be allowed to know.  How one could stand such a boring profession I could not comprehend.  Perhaps by skirting the law and working deals the Sith?  I imagined one could find a less lethal form of excitement, even in the Outer Rim.

Two things on the excursion did catch my attention, however.  First, given the size of the compound, the tour seemed unreasonably short.  It was nearly too long for me to handle while amid it, but looking at it objectively afterwards showed its relative brevity.  The second thing, I noticed, was that our guide whispered something into his comlink when he thought no one was looking.  It could have been harmless, but it was worth noting.

At any rate, we ended up in the room at which our journey originated.  This time we sat down in the chairs provided, not because we needed to, but because he needed to.  It had been what I guessed to be several standard hours since we began, and the Aesean sun had already set.

“Thank you, Director Pish,” Master Kaal began when everyone was seated.  “That was most interesting and enlightening.  I believe an adequate inspection occurred, and I think my colleagues will agree.  We will thus return to our ship to consult.  We will inform you as soon as we have come to a conclusion.”

“You are too kind,” the Director said with a nervous sarcasm.

“Any attempt to spy on us might make us angry.  And that would not be good for either of us, I can assure you.”  The thinly veiled threat obviously got through to its target.

“I, uh, I had no such intention!” he almost shouted.

“Good.  Now, if you’ll excuse us.”  With that we all got up and left, headed straight for our ship.  We didn’t speak a word until we were in the confines of main room, the door was sealed, and the shuttles internal scanners checked for listening devices.  We sat in the same positions as we had for the briefing.  Master Kaal again stood in the front.

“I’ll ask you first, Res.  What did you see?” he asked.

I had my answer ready.  “First, that it was way too short.  Given the size of the complex, it’s possible that entire production lines were cut off.  The nature of the tour was also one that would not have taken us to every part of the facility.  It tended to be circular in fashion, rather than the erratic winding I would suspect from an assembly line.  It could just be me.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” Master Sarr commented.

“So what could that mean, Padawan,” my Master questioned in a way that made it sound like he knew the right answer.

“To me that makes it seem like they have something to hide.  A thorough tour would be to their advantage, especially if they are only sending credits or shipments to the Sith.  It would be more likely to convince us of innocence if they showed us absolutely everything they had.  The fact that they might not have, suggests, naturally, that there is something they do want us to see.”

“It could have been an oversight,” Dyn remarked.  “You saw how nervous he was.”

“Which only adds to his susceptibility.  Two Jedi with matching apprentices would make me pretty nervous if I had a deal with the Sith.  And he does manage the entire place, he would know where everything is.  That’s his job.”

“Very good, my young apprentice.  I had made the same observations myself.  Anything else?”

“No, Master,” I replied.  I kept the comlink issue to myself.  There wasn’t any context for it currently so I decided to save it for later, if given the proper opportunity.

“There is one thing I noticed,” Master Sarr announced.  “Remember in the very beginning of the tour, when we saw the huge alloy mixing vats?  There were fifteen pipes exiting the various containers, but during the tour I counted only thirteen places where the pipes emptied.  It could be nothing, or I could have missed the two somewhere along the way, but it lends itself well to the theory that there was something we did not see.”  I was amazed at his perceptiveness.  I would never have noticed something so seemingly trivial.  Not at that point, anyway. 

“So, I think it is safe to say that there was something we did not see.  What that is, we do not know, but I think we can logically assume it’s what we are searching for.  Anything else?  Dyn?”

“You said the work force was largely droids, Master Kaal?” Dyn asked.

“Yes, according to the records.”

“Well, during the tour I did not see any other sentients, but at several points I thought I could feel them.  It could just be workers, but I felt a good deal of them, and they weren’t in offices or anything.”

“I felt that also.  What do you think it means?” Dyn’s Master asked.

“Well, Master, either the plant took on some extra workers and didn’t tell anyone, or they are hiding people they didn’t want us to find.  They could even be the reason they possibly didn’t show us everything.”

My Master considered this, and quite possibly everything else we discussed, for several moments.  “Hmm,” he began at last, “I think we have enough suspicion of wrong doing at this point, but we need to do a little more investigating first.” 

“So what does that mean we’re going to do?” Dyn asked anxiously. 

“It means, young one,” his Master replied, ”that we’re going back to the factory.  And I don’t mean we’re taking another tour.”

Master Sarr, Dyn, and I made our way along the outer edge of the enormous building, trying to remain out of sight as much as possible.  My Master gone to preoccupy the clumsy Director, leaving the three of us to find whatever it was that they were hiding.  Maser Sarr was guiding us, and though I had no idea where we were going, it looked like he did, so I didn’t ask.  

“Aha!  There we go!” he said after several minutes of the exercise.  He pointed to grate, probably a vent, on the side of the building.  “That’s what I was looking for.  There’s our ticket in, boys.”  I took a look back at the vent.  It was about a square meter big.  I guessed we’d have to crawl.

The quiet hiss of a lightsaber ignition drew my attention away from the wall.  It was Master Sarr.  With four quick strokes he cut a hole were the grating had just been.  “Follow me,” he said as he bent down and entered the opening he had created.

When he could no longer be seen Dyn and I reluctantly followed.  “I hope it doesn’t lead to an incinerator,” Dyn commented dryly.  I had to agree.

The passage was cramped but short, emptying into a room about thirty meters inside the building.  What the vent was for I couldn’t tell, for there was absolutely nothing of importance in the room.  A few boxes were stacked in one corner, and a dilapidated shelf resided in another, a few small items sitting on it.  More importantly the room was dark, and there were no signs that anyone had detected our intrusion.

“Well, that worked,” Master Sarr appraised.  “Now we just have to find out where we are and where we need to go.  No problem.”

“Door’s locked,” Dyn noted, having checked the exit.

“Don’t worry,” his Master responded, “I’ve got the key.”  He ignited his lightsaber, splashing a soft blue on the poorly lit room.  A series of strikes dropped the door, making an unreasonably loud noise.  Fortunately, none of the worker droids in the room beyond seemed to notice.  They simply continued their work, completely oblivious to the world around them.

The room beyond the door was bustling with activity.  All parts of the production process seemed to be represented, and all were happening at once.  And it was loud.  Between the hum of the conveyor belt, the pounding of molding machines, the whine of containment fields, and the hiss of pressurization devices, the entire room was filled with clamor.  Easier for us to get around without being heard, I thought.

“This isn’t right,” Master Sarr commented.  “I guess we’ll just have to search the regular way.  Let’s hurry!”

We ran through the busy halls of the droid factory until we came to a door that read ‘SECTOR 7: authorized access only’ is bold letters.  I didn’t remember ever passing through the door in the tour, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything.

“It can’t be this obvious,” Dyn asked warily, “can it?”

“I don’t know.  You saw that blundering idiot they call a Director,” Master Sarr replied.  I chuckled slightly.  That was one thing that really stood out in him.  He was much more carefree than Master Kaal, even on missions.  He was just as dedicated, just as deadly, as my own Master, but far less serious most of the time.  It wasn’t what I thought of as typical for a Jedi Master.  The error, I later realized, was in my perception of what was typical.

“We could have just gone in another door,” I suggested.

“It’s worth trying at any rate, we have to go through the whole place at some point.”  He reached out to the control panel and tried to open the door.  “Locked, just as I suspected.  Back up.”  Three cuts severed the door from the wall, opening the way to the room in question.

It was set up like every other part of the plant.  Pipes shipped the raw materials where they were formed into sheets.  The sheets were carried via conveyor belt to machines that molded them into their form.  The molds were then taken, cut, and treated in chemical baths.  And finally, the various parts were assembled into the droid plates used galaxy wide.  Only they weren’t droid plates, they were battle armor.

“Are those droid shells, Master?” Dyn asked, staring at the expanse before him.

“Not unless they’re making battle droids, Padawan,” Master Sarr responded, amazed himself.

“Look at the end of the line,” I said, pointing to the back of the area, a place piled high with boxes waiting to be transported.  “Are all those full of armor?  That’s enough for an entire regiment.”

“Blazes!  The Sith are building an army?  We got get back and report.  Let’s go, now!”

“Shouldn’t we shut it down?” I argued.  “If we destroy this then the effort might be crippled.  It will at least buy us time.”

“No, young one.  The council will decide what to make of this, what’s important is that they know about it.  We’re leaving.  Come on!”  He turned to leave but didn’t get very far.

“Stop right there!” a voice rumbled from behind us, from the shadows.  It had the distinct tone of a man with a blaster in hand.  I cursed myself for not sensing him, and I was sure my comrades were doing the same.  

Simultaneously, all three of us stopped and turned slowly, our hands up.  There were actually five men with blasters, and they all wore the armor being manufactured in the very room we were standing.  It was an off-white that sparkled even in the limited light, with black lining in the cracks.  It covered their entire body, from their feet to their throats.  Apparently, the suit came with a matching helmet, which they all wore.  A black, reflective visor protected their eyes, a powerful-looking blaster carbine guarded the rest.

“Hands up,” the same soldier said.

“Uh…no!” Master Sarr said, drawing his lightsaber and igniting it.  I immediately drew mine in response, as did Dyn.  “Give up now and we might not kill you.”

They opened fire, spraying their deadly energy bolts towards us, and they didn’t stop.  I fell back on my years of training, neatly deflecting the bolts away from the group.  Master Sarr, far more experienced than either Dyn or I, actually blocked the bolts back at the enemies, downing one, the another.  The fire didn’t stop, but with only three opponents left, it became much easier to defend.

During a gap in the firestorm, I reached out and shoved one of the soldiers with the Force.  He stumbled backward, falling to the ground and accidentally throwing his blaster to the side.  He must have been knocked unconscious because he didn’t attempt to get back up.  Meanwhile, one of the remaining soldiers had been killed by his own reflected fire, leaving only one enemy.

“I got him,” I yelled over the sizzle of blasterfire and the hum of the lightsaber.  With the Force, I grabbed hold of the blaster my previous opponent had thrown aside and hurled it at the last soldier.  It hit his faceplate with a thud and the man dropped to the ground beside the others.

“Good work, Res.  Now let’s go, there might be more of them on the way.”  We sprinted out the door and turned the corner.  We decided to go out the front door.  It really didn’t matter, we had already been found, and we needed to get Master Kaal as well.  Fortunately, Sector 7 seemed to be the second to last in the loop, so we approached the main office hall in minutes.

Master Sarr ran directly to the office of Director Hanab Pish and kicked in the door.  He didn’t look happy.  Master Kaal and the unfortunate facility manager were still chatting about something, but both stopped and turned around when we arrived.  Master Sarr walked straight to the Ishi Tib and drew his lightsaber.  Activating it, he put the deadly energy blade directly in front of his face.  He suddenly didn’t seem so carefree.

“I’m going to give you one chance to tell us who you are making that armor for before I liberate your body from that hideous monkey-lizard you call a head.  Is it the Sith?  Answer me!”

“A-a-armor?  S-S-Sith?  I-I d-don’t know what you are talking about!  I-I swear!” the extremely frightened alien stammered.  Master Sarr pulled back his lightsaber, as if to strike, and the Director curled back in horrified anticipation.

“Calm down, Delin,” Master Kaal interrupted, and then turned to the manager.  “If you don’t tell us right now, we’re going to arrest you and take you back to Coruscant for interrogation.  It’s a two day flight, and I’d hate to see your skin do anything…unpleasant.”

The Sith collaborator noticeably winced at the thought.  “B-but I told you, I d-don’t know what you are talking about!”

“Wrong answer!” Master Sarr said, bringing down his lightsaber amidst the scream of the helpless alien.  But he stopped it just short.

“Alright, alright.  I’ll tell, I’ll tell!” he shouted.  “I-I just work here, but th-these guys came one day and converted a few of the lines for something.  Armor, I think, just like you said.  I d-didn’t want them to, but I was gonna lose my job if I said anything.  B-besides, they left some guys here.”

“Who are ‘these guys’?  What did they look like?  Hurry up!” Master Kaal demanded.

“Uh, uh, some bigwigs from Yocun, I think.  Oh, uh, and there was this other guy, all dressed in black.  Kinda like yours, I-I think, b-but black.”

“Do you know their names?”

“N-n-no, no, no.  I d-don’t know.”

“Maybe we’re not asking correctly,” Master Sarr said, again pointing his lightsaber in the alien’s face.  “Do you know their names?”

“W-well, I did overhear one of the guys, f-f-from Yocun, I think.  I-I think his name was Yaltas, or s-something like that.  I-I really don’t know.  P-please don’t kill me!”

“Master!  I’m sensing six beings coming our way!  They’re probably more soldiers!”  Dyn shouted.

“Blast it!” his Master shouted.  “Vrotik, we have to leave now!”

My Master seemed to consider it for a moment, looking first at the alien, the to the door, then back to the alien.  “Alright, we’ve got enough.  Let’s go!”

We sprinted out the room, leaving a relieved being behind us, but we hadn’t gotten when energy started peppering our backs.  We all turned about face and drew our lightsabers, but Master Kaal waved Dyn and Master Sarr forward.  

“You go on ahead!” he shouted, picking a nearby blaster bolt out of the air with his lightsaber.   “Get the ship ready!  We’ll handle this!”  Master Sarr seemed to consider this for a moment, but then he and Dyn turned without a word and ran.  “Res,” my Master continued, “do it!  I’ll cover you!”

I wasn’t exactly sure what he meant by that, but I could guess.  I fell back behind him and deactivated my lightsaber.  Instead, I closed by eyes and concentrated solely on the Force.  I could feel the six soldiers, running towards us at full speed in two three-man columns.  I stretched out with the Force and nudged the two front men, tripping them.  This caused both columns to fall in sequence.  Then I grabbed their blasters and threw them back down the hall the way they came.

“Good work,” my Master praised, ceasing his deflection routine and shutting down his lightsaber.  “Now we need to get back to the ship.”  Following in our comrades’ footsteps, we fled the hallway and quickly crossed the landing bay floor to ship, its engines already purring in preparation.

Our ship blasted out of the hangar as soon we set foot inside of it.  I expected to hear anti-air laserfire chasing after us, but none came.  There weren’t even any picket ships or interceptors rising from the hangar bay we just fled.  At the time I didn’t think anything of it, I was just happy to have completed the mission and gotten out safely.  It was my first success, and a major step on the path to becoming a Jedi.  I expected many such victories in the future.  But the future, I quickly learned, is never what we expect.

The initial debriefing was held immediately after our jump into hyperspace in the same area we had used before, the only one available on the ship.  We had a lot to talk about, so we wasted little time.  

I was looking forward to the debriefing for several reasons.  I had began to develop some serious doubts about the mission after I had time to catch my breath and think about it.  It had been way too easy, for one.  A few guards , a locked door, and a foolish director was all that stood in the way of finding their terrible secret.  Were the Sith really so careless?  Everything I had read suggested they were quite the opposite—ruthlessly efficient.

Secondly, the Director had said, albeit in terror, that a Sith-like figure had been seen with Yocun executives.  If that was true then the Sith reach went far beyond that one factory, and that was not a pleasant thought.  If they controlled huge corporations like Yocun Industries then who knows what kind of resources they could have collected in the past one hundred years.  And it also opened the possibility that there were other companies in league with the Sith.  Uncovering their shady alliances would not be easy, especially without any direct proof of involvement.

Thirdly, a Sith invasion was looming.  There was no doubt in my mind that the Sith were preparing for war.  If they attacked with an army at their backs, how many worlds would fall in the first day?  I clearly had no idea of how many Sith their might be, or how strong their military was, but judging by the amount of armor we saw being produced, it had to be more than enough to overwhelm what Judicial cruisers and fighters the Republic had, plus whatever local security forces could muster.  The Republic would be in dire shape in such a scenario, even beyond the Jedi’s ability to resolve.  I was thoroughly convinced that if the Sith attacked Coruscant on that very day, it would fall, and the Jedi with it.  I just hoped the Sith weren’t making the same conclusions.

I wanted to bring up all these concerns and others at the meeting, where I could hopefully get some answers from the two Jedi Masters on board.  I trusted that they had at least considered the things I was curious about, and probably a lot of others too.

“That went reasonably well,” Master Sarr started on a light note.

“Yes.  About as well as could be expected, I suppose,” Master Kaal returned thoughtfully.  He seemed preoccupied, on what I did not know, though it was likely he was brooding over the recent events on Aesus.  I hoped he was, at any rate, because I felt that things ran deeper than they appeared.  “You still haven’t given me a detailed explanation of what you saw, though.”

“As I mentioned, the plant was producing battle armor, of a fashion I know isn’t used by the Republic Security Force or the Judicial Department, and I’ve never seen it’s design anywhere else in the galaxy,” Master Sarr said.  I was fairly certain where the suits were from, but I decided to hold my tongue until he was finished.  “While it’s possible that they could be producing them for strictly commercial use, I highly doubt it.  It just doesn’t feel right.  Besides, what mercenary group could use that many armor suits?  There were thousands, hundreds of thousands in that storehouse.  And don’t forget about those missing shipments.  It’s not a stretch by any standards to believe that’s what was in those ‘missing’ transports.”

“If I may, Master,” I said at last, “I think I know where I’ve seen the armor before.  They very closely resemble Sith Trooper uniforms during the Great Sith War.”

“How can you be sure?” my Master responded.

“How can anything ever be completely sure?  I’ve done a lot study, for various reasons, on the Sith War, and these looked similar, frighteningly so, to the Sith Trooper armor used in that era.  The only real difference as far as I can see is the color.  They probably are just new models.  A hundred years has passed, after all.”

“Thank you, Padawan.  I trust your judgment.  But that is not the only issue at hand.  I am concerned about Yocun Industries.  It seems clear that the Sith are behind this armor production, but now the question is why?  And how?  Our aquatic friend Director Pish stated that he saw Yocun officials meeting with what sounded like a Sith concerning the facility.  How can the Sith move about and make deals with such large organizations with attracting Republic attention?  Yocun Industries has a powerful pull in the Outer Rim, and let’s not forget what else they manufacture.”

“That’s true,” Master Sarr agreed.  “If the Sith are making armor it’s only logical that they are making blasters, or other military equipment.  That has to come from somewhere, unless they just happened to find it floating in the Unknown Territories.”

“Exactly, but where?  Assuming Yocun has something to do with this, which facilities are supplying it?  Finding them isn’t going to be easy, and something tells me we don’t have much time.”

“What about what Pish said.  Didn’t he mention some guy named Yaltas?  Could we go straight to him for answers,” Dyn commented, entering the fray.

“Possibly.  If we do some investigation it might be worth setting up an…interview with the man,” Master Kaal said ponderously.

“The Council would never agree to that,” Master Sarr retorted forcefully.   “Besides, I don’t know if I believe that bumbling moron.  He was just trying to save his hide.  Giving us a fabricated name wouldn’t be difficult, especially since he knew we wouldn’t have time to press the issue.  I will concede that it might be worth looking into back on Coruscant.  That being said, I’m still worried about how the Sith could infiltrate a group like Yocun without being noticed in the slightest.  Our failure in that case, is more frightening in the possibilities it presents than in the reality we discovered.  It should be impossible, but clearly it’s not.”

“Unless…” I started, still thinking it through halfway.  “Unless they were in on it from the beginning.  What if Yocun wasn’t infiltrated by Sith, what if it is run by the Sith?  You said Yocun bought out the Aesus mining colony about one hundred years ago, right?  That’s right on the tail end of the Great Sith War.  The Sith could have acquired the company through force while still in the Republic, then put it out under legitimate and original names.  It would be perfect for the Sith—they would get manufacturing sites and credit flow from the production.  Plus, the likelihood of their being discovered is low since they operate in the Outer Rim, where the Republic’s control is thinner.  Without any changes, there would be nothing out of the ordinary to attract attention.”

“Now that is a stretch, Res,” Dyn rebuked.

“Indeed,” his Master agreed, “but it can’t be ruled out completely.  In the end, anything is possible.  That’s just one more theory on an endless list.  We’ll have to wait until we get back to Coruscant before taking any action at all.  Hopefully with some investigation we can uncover the truth behind the mystery before it is too late.”

“I agree,” my own Master said.  “But no matter what, we certainly need to stay on top of this.  I will meditate on it when we return.  Anything else?”

“Yes, Master,” I said.  “Didn’t you think that the security was rather lax, assuming the sight was a Sith production plant?  They only had a handful a guards and a locked door.  They didn’t have any air defenses or any security system.  They didn’t have any fighters or attack craft.  They didn’t have anything that constitutes a defense system, are the Sith that careless?”

“No, they aren’t.  You are focusing only on the obvious security measures, instead of seeing the real reasons.”

“What do you mean by that, Master?”

“Think.  Why wouldn’t the Sith place anti-air batteries on a factory?  Why wouldn’t they have laser-mines around every corner and sentry cannons in every room?  Why wouldn’t they fill it with an army enough to repel any attack?”

I had wondered why before, but now that he put it like that it was obvious, and I scolded myself for not seeing it earlier.  “Because that would draw unwanted attention to them.”

“Exactly, Padawan.  The Sith can’t afford to show their hand prematurely.  They must have been relying on the remoteness of the world and the indirect nature of the supply line to shield their efforts.  Things like that plant do not go up overnight, and the records of missing shipments date back many years.  In that time neither the Republic nor the Jedi, including myself, noticed the anomaly.  Even the Jedi Council was hesitant to approve this mission after I showed them the records.  And the only reason I found it at all was because I was looking specifically for such abnormalities in regards to the Sith.  I’ve known for years that a war was brewing; that was my one advantage.”

“How did you know, Vrotik?” Master Sarr asked, as if for the first time.

“I had a…vision.  The Force told me a war was coming; I have no doubt of that.  The problem is that I was never shown when it would come.  So I’ve spent a lot of time investigating the issue.  This was the first good lead I had.  The Sith aren’t easy to trace.  There is a reason they’ve managed to remain hidden for nearly a hundred years.  And now it seems they’ve been building an army in the meantime.  That’s not a good sign at all.”  He put his hand to his forehead, shook his head slightly, and took a deep breath.  It was like he knew he was in a tough spot, but he couldn’t easily escape it.  “That’s not the important issue here though.  We know, as far as I’m concerned, that war is coming.  I had my doubts before, but now my stand is justified.  What I’m more concerned is that all this speaks of a sneak attack.”

“That’s true,” his fellow Jedi acknowledged wearily.  “There is only one reason to secretly build an army—to secretly attack.”

“Indeed.  The Sith may strike like a thief in the night, and if they do, who knows how many worlds they might steal?”

“More importantly, Master,” I added somberly, “is how many worlds they might already have stolen.”

That night I couldn’t sleep.  Well, if we were at the Temple on Coruscant it would have been night.  I couldn’t get my mind off the conversations we had held earlier.  I had gone in hoping for reassuring answers, what I got were more serious questions.  I was convinced the Sith threat hung over the galaxy, but nothing was being done.  If my Master was right, and the Sith were planning to launch a first-strike campaign, the Republic could be in shambles before the Jedi or anyone else could respond.  I didn’t want to believe that the Jedi could be caught so off guard, but I had seen the armor, I had seen the troops, and I had taken the blasterfire.  I wasn’t naïve enough to believe it wasn’t possible, but then that left me with what I could do about it.

Everything I had heard told me the Council and my Master not of one mind.  Would the Council then react on our information?  Would they take immediate action?  Or would it be completely up to us to prove the danger and repel it?  Somehow I didn’t like the idea of taking on an army of Sith Knights and Troopers with only two Jedi and two apprentices.  No, the Council was key, that much was obvious.  We had to warn the Jedi and the Republic sufficiently before it was too late.

Convincing the Jedi Council, however, would be the easy part.  The Senate, after all, controlled the military, not the Jedi.  That is to say, they controlled the creation of a military.  There had not been a standing army since the formation of the Republic.  There had not been one when the Great Sith War broke out, and the Republic had paid for it dearly.  If there was one thing the war proved, it was that Jedi were not soldiers, they wouldn’t end the war alone.  But I knew despite this the Senate would never act until they had concrete evidence.  Many senators I had heard of were cowards, fearing war even in the face of the truth.  Politicians rarely resorted to taking action on something at a practical level.  Instead they seemed to think everything could be solved by some governmental legislation or regulation, an endless stream of committee meetings, or a tireless army of diplomatic envoys and commissions.  I had never negotiated with the Sith, but something told me I didn’t ever want to try.

The Senate would eventually have to take action, of course.  They could hardly deny the need for an army when the Sith were standing on their doorstep, but would it then be too late?  I had no idea how long it might take to raise an army.  A year?  Two years?  Three?  How many worlds would fall before the necessary defenses were in place?  We needed to start the creation of the military immediately, but the Senate would never approve it on assumption and the Force vision alone.  Back to square one.  That was the problem with bureaucracy.

I sighed deeply and sat in my bed.  At that point I resigned to being awake all night.  I could have gone into a rejuvenating trance, but I was having trouble concentrating on anything at all, even something so relatively simple.  

I decided to go get a drink of water and find a place where I could wrestle with my doubt without waking Dyn or anyone else, so I quietly slipped out of bed and started for the gathering room on the opposite end of the ship.  I was walking down the dimly lit corridor connecting the two areas when I heard voices coming from my destination.  I recognized them as Master Kaal and Master Sarr, not that I thought it could be anyone else.  

I quickly drew my presence in so I wouldn’t be detected and lightened my step, slowing making my way closer.  When I was just around the corner I sat down silently on the floor, out of sight but still where I could hear the conversation.  I honestly felt bad about eavesdropping on them, but something told me it was important.

“You can’t keep doing it to him, Vrotik.  It’s just not right,” one voice said.  It was Master Sarr, of course.

“According to whom?  The Council?  There isn’t anything in the code forbidding it,” Master Kaal’s voice answered.  

“That’s not the point, and you know it.  It’s not good for him.”

“Please, Delin.  You saw him earlier, and he did very well.  He’ll be fine, just as I told you he would.”       

“I hate to say it, but you need to think ahead, past the war.  This isn’t about war; this is about a person, no, a Jedi.  You must know you’re crippling him.”

“Crippling him?!  I’m empowering him.”

“Power isn’t something a Jedi desires.”

“You know what I mean, Delin.  Things are changing, I thought you realized that.  The Jedi need strength more than anything else right now, and they will in the future too.  You know just as well as anyone that I don’t deny the core code.  I’m just as unadulterated a Jedi as any of the Council members.  The difference between them and me is that while they see only the ideal, I see what is real.  Ideals are nice, but not if they blind you to the truth.”

“’There is no truth, only the Force.’  Isn’t that what you always say, Vrotik?”

“There is a big difference between the truth I was talking about, and the truth that is fact.  It’s an important distinction, and I would have thought a Jedi of your stature would recognize it.”

“I do, but that wasn’t the point.  You have your view, and the Council has theirs.  Who are you to say that you are right and they are wrong?  There is a reason they are on the High Council and you are not.”

“Yes, it seems being proactive isn’t desirable among those who must meditate before deciding what boots to wear.  When’s the last time any of them went on a mission?  But whose side are you on, anyway?”

“Yours, Vrotik, which is exactly why I’m telling you this.  Don’t get me wrong—you are a good friend and I support your decisions thus far—but there is a line we cannot cross, and you are very close to it.  It is my duty as your friend to warn you of the danger you face.  Do not push the Council too far, or you will suffer the consequences.  As your friend and ally, I do not want to see that happen.  You know better than anyone that the entire Jedi Order will be needed in the battles we both understand await us.  The Council is key, and you aren’t helping your effort any by defying them.  And don’t forget the Council is our only pathway to the Senate.  Isn’t that the ultimate goal?”

“Don’t bring them into this, we both know that’s not going to happen before something else does.  I appreciate your concern, I really do, but I can handle myself.  Don’t think I don’t know where I can and can’t push the Council.  The situation is delicate, but I know what I’m doing.”

“Alright, alright, I trust you.  You always did have a better grasp of politics, I suppose.  But I’m asking you to be cautious.  I’ve heard some things, and you wouldn’t like them at all.  They aren’t happy about how you handled it.”

“Don’t worry about them.  They’ll be thanking me—and you—once the war starts and they see what he can do.  This mission was nothing.  Trust me; when this war begins and the Republic is prepared because of us, we’ll be heroes, not renegades.”

“Is that what you want, Vrotik, praise?  I thought we were doing this for noble reasons.  That’s what I signed up for.”

“Don’t misunderstand, Delin.  I don’t care about the praise, I just want to be vindicated.  Peace—through war if necessary—is my primary concern.  I just don’t want people needlessly questioning my methods.”

“The ends don’t justify the means, Vrotik.  Your intentions are not what I endanger you.  I have said only one thing thus far, and that is all I will say now.  Don’t stray too far from the path, it might be worse than you think.”

“I assure you I will not, my friend, but I will also not compromise my beliefs.  I hope you can at least respect that.”

“Of course.  We are, after all, working towards the same goal.”

At that point I got up a left just as I had come.  The main part of the conversation seemed to be over.  No doubt some of what I heard was out of context, but that hardly mattered to me at that point.  I’d heard enough.  I went back to my bed, but I still could not sleep.  The burden of thought bore down on me with an even greater force after hearing the conversation.  Things were deeper than they appeared.  I had much more to consider than I initially thought.

SIX

Nothing had changed.  Mechanics still scampered busily about the bay, making repairs or inspections.   Droids still wheeled past the transports and freighters on some unknown, apparently trivial, task.  The occasional Jedi could still be seen wandering about, most likely off on some peacekeeping mission.  The universe at large seemed completely oblivious to the frightening information we had unveiled.  Though I guess I couldn’t blame them.  I hadn’t really expected anything to change.  Why would it?  For all these people knew, the Sith remained safely in history, a mere word in the Jedi Archives.  That could soon change.  The real question was whether they would recognize it or not.  Would an epiphany come too late?  Only time and the Force would tell.  Best just to do my part, and let others do theirs.

Our shuttle arrived at Coruscant and landed at the Jedi Temple without incident.  I had spent much of the return trip mulling over several issues that were plaguing me, and I knew must be doing the same for the others.

As soon as our landing skids touched the ground and the boarding ramp was lowered, Master Sarr and Dyn headed off to speak to the Jedi Council.  Master Kaal had asked his friend to take care of the meeting, and I could understand that.  It was perfectly clear that my Master and the Jedi Council were not of like minds.  His presence, our presence, probably would have only hampered the effort to convince the Council.

It was odd, but I had never been before the High Council since first coming under the tutelage of Master Kaal.  I figured he didn’t want me influenced by their passive ways and pacifist views, the exact opposite of probably every other Jedi in the universe.  I had to agree, though, that in light of current evidence, that wasn’t the path I needed to take.  The truth is, pacifism only works in times of peace.  From my point of view, it was a nice ideal—why would we want to fight if not necessary—but it was literally lethal in war.  You can’t just stand by and let an enemy attack you.  There comes a point when diplomacy fails and war begins.  For us, that point could be found on a map.  That point was planet named Korriban.

I had no doubt that if the Sith invaded, Korriban would be the first to fall.  Not that the Republic or the Jedi would bother defending it.  It was really just a rotating rock on the edge of space.  It wasn’t worth anything, except to the Sith.  The Sith, as far as I had been able to gather, ran on hatred and revenge.  Korriban was headquarters of the Sith, their ancient burial grounds, their academy, and the last planet to fall.  If they held true to their character, they would certainly first move to strike ruthlessly at the worlds taken from them, then at the Jedi themselves.  Not only that, but Korriban had been the heart of the Sith movement one hundred years ago, much as Coruscant was to the Jedi.  It was more than just a rock.  It was symbol.  The day Korriban fell would be the day the Sith rose again. 

I hoped that would be a long way off, and that when it did happen the Jedi would be poised to strike back.  That was the purpose of our mission. 

Master Sarr and Dyn returned several hours later.  I had been anxious to hear what the Council had to say, but somehow I thought I already knew what the answer was going to be.  Master Kaal and I had been waiting in one of the countless meditation chambers in the Jedi Temple, a place we had visited on various occasions, though I suspected my Master spent much more time there than I did.  

“Good evening, Vrotik, Res,” Master Sarr said as he entered the room.  His body language betrayed nothing.

“Good to see you two,” my Master replied.  I nodded to each in agreement.  “So, how did it go?”

“As well as could be expected, I suppose.”

“That bad, huh?” Master Kaal responded with a smile.

Master Sarr just shrugged.  “Oh, you know the Council.”

“That’s the problem.  What did they say?”

“Well, they aren’t going to start building an army, I’ll tell you that right now.  They think the evidence is circumstantial, and that it doesn’t really prove anything.  I can’t blame them, though.  They didn’t experience it like we did, and there just trying to be cautious.”

“We’ll see where being cautious gets them when Sith have already taken half the Outer Rim.  Not unexpected though.  Is that all?”

“Oh no.  We had some very interesting discussion about a variety of subjects.”

“Really?  Like what?”

“Well, you see, Master Numa was having a little trouble with some Ithorian Kalack bushes in his personal skyhook.  Turns out he just wasn’t using the proper soil composition and was keeping them in way too much light.  You know how it is.  So I gave him the address of this wonderful botanist in the commercial district.  He’s an expert on wild Ithorian flora, you really should talk to—”

Master Kaal shook his head slightly, and Dyn I could barely refrain from laughing aloud.  “Funny, Delin.  Now if we could get back to business.”

The Jedi Master chuckled slightly.  “Alright.  We actually discussed the account in great detail.  That’s why we were so late.  And the Council, of course, had to talk amongst themselves the whole time.  As I was saying, they aren’t going to do anything actively just yet.  I really got the impression they didn’t view the Sith as a threat anymore, and that’s why they were reluctant to accept our evidence as conclusive.”

“A hundred years of peace will make even Jedi Masters complacent, I suppose.  That’s not good for us.”

“You’ll also be interested to hear that we talked in some length about you personally.  That is to say, they talked about you.  Namely as to why you weren’t in attendance.  They had a few less that encouraging comments about you, which I will not tell you.”

“Ah, let them talk.  They’ll be listening to me when the Sith invade, I’ll guarantee that.  Did you tell them about this Yaltas figure?”

“Yeah, I told them.  You’ll be pleased to find that they have given us permission to investigate the situation further.  A small success, but one nevertheless.”

“Yes, that is a little more promising.  I suppose we’ll still have get our missions approved by them first, though?”

“Of course.”

“Well, it’s a start.  Maybe this Yaltas will provide us with some conclusive evidence.  If the Sith are in with the Yocun, and this guy was as big a figure in it as Director Pish testified, it may be an important link.”

“That’s assuming he even exists.  I’m still not convinced about that.”

“You may be right, but we’ll have to investigate it in any case.”

“I’ll leave that to you, then.  I have…other things to do,” Master Sarr said in closing.  I wondered if the ‘other things’ he had to do were somehow connected to the other things he mentioned he and the Council discussed.  

“I understand,” Master Kaal returned empathetically.  “I’ll let you know if I find anything.  And…thanks, Delin.”

“Anytime.”  With that Master Sarr and Dyn both turned and left.  I had not said a word, nor had Dyn, and the conversation was short.  That didn’t lead me to believe the meeting with the Council went well at all, despite what was said.  There certainly didn’t appear to be any cause for joy.  

The worst part was that I had nothing to do.  I wasn’t going to be investigating anything, so all I could do was sit around and practice until something was discovered.  It was a big galaxy, finding one unknown man wasn’t going to be easy, and it wasn’t going to be quick, if it was even possible.

It actually took longer than I had expected.  About six standard months passed before any leads I heard about were uncovered, and even then they were vague at best.  From what Master Kaal had told me, we weren’t going to be able to follow any of them up immediately.

The months, however, were not all for naught.  With my Master spending much of his time searching databases and archives and checking into every little hint that crossed his screen, I really didn’t see much of him.  Instead he gave me a lot of freedom to set my own schedule, with one catch.  He said there was one last thing I needed to learn before the war started, and that one thing was flight.  

Quite frankly at the time I couldn’t have driven a landspeeder without running into something.  I had had absolutely no previous experience with any type of vehicle.  Well, not in driving one, at least.  And since I didn’t have a Master around to teach me very often, at first I wasn’t quite sure what to do.

So, I just got into a simulator one day and booted up some tutorials.  I strolled through the basic flight controls exercise.  It really wasn’t all that hard, once you learned where everything was.  The controls in the simulator were easy enough, with a joystick in the middle, rudder pedals on the feet, and computer controls on the left and right, providing access to the comm unit, shield adjusters, thrust levers, and targeting interface, among other things.

At first I vividly remembered what my Master had told me about needing to learn before the war started.  Thus I logged an enormous amount of hours in the simulator, thinking the war would start soon.  I spent almost all spare time, which was a good deal of the days, training.  As the months dragged on, however, I became less and less devoted to it.  

As a result I quickly became good at flying a starfighter.  I wasn’t anywhere near many others at the Temple I sometimes practiced with randomly, but I was good enough, and with the Force on my side, I felt confident I could out fly any normal pilot.  A Sith pilot, however, was a completely different matter.  That was my main motivation for training after the first initial months.  I knew I might have to fight a Sith Knight in combat, and with the Force on his side, things may go quite so well for me.

It was something I found I didn’t really have any talent at, but I didn’t worry about it all that much.  Jedi were traditionally ground warriors, and that’s what I had been previously trained to be.  To me, flying wasn’t much more than a transportation method.  So, while I did spend a good number of hours in the simulator, it wasn’t something very high on my priority list in life.

Dyn, on the other hand, seemed to be born an ace.  I didn’t see him around much, but we dueled against each other on occasion, and he handily won nearly every time.  His Master was also an excellent pilot, so I supposed he had learned much of it from him.  My Master gave me only limited instruction, choosing to spend much of his time, even in later months, searching for clues about the Sith.

He spent so much time, in fact, that even I began to wonder if what he was searching for even existed.  I had to admit the Sith threat was real, but the source of the information could easily have been lying.  He had an ample number of reasons to do so.

He had to have known that soldiers were on the way; he could have been trying to stall us until their arrival.  Or he could have been trying to lead us a astray, hoping that if he gave us a false name we would spend months trying to trace the person, which was exactly what we were doing.  There was also the minor detail of a lightsaber being thrust into his face.  If he didn’t answer then he was going to die, or so he thought.  What if he really didn’t know anything?  Making something up wouldn’t be difficult, and he might have thought it the only way to appease us.

It also could not be ruled out that it may have run deeper than that.  The Director said that he had overheard the men talking.  How did he know it was a name being stated?  And if it were a name, why couldn’t it have been a code name?  Or maybe he just heard incorrectly, that was a possibility.  

I didn’t like the odds, and they became slimmer with each fruitless day.  Nearly six standard months!  It couldn’t possibly take that long just to search through the Yocun databases or the Archives.  Yocun was big, but not that big.  The numbers just didn’t add up.  

That only served to heighten my surprise when all my doubts were proved wrong—sort of.

Master Kaal burst into my room one afternoon, his face beaming with delight.  I had just returned from a lightsaber training duel with Dyn, and I was feeling tired and sweaty.  I wanted to hit the ‘fresher, but I figured it could wait.  I hadn’t seen the look Master Kaal now wore very often, so I imagined he had some incredible news, most likely pertaining to his seemingly eternal investigation.

“I found it!” we the first things out of his mouth.  I was surprised by his volume and the excitement in his voice; he was normally much more reserved.  His news must be joyous indeed.

“Found what?” I asked, though I knew the answer.

“Yaltas, of course.”  Of course.

“That’s great, Master.  So who is he?”

“No one.”

“Huh?” I said, very confused.  If he hadn’t found out who he was, then why was he so happy?  And what exactly had he found?

“He doesn’t exist, my young Padawan.”

“But I thought you said you found him.”  Why was this such good news again? I wanted to add.  

“I did, but there is no him.  He doesn’t exist.”

“Oh, I think I get it.  So what is it?”

“A planet,” he said matter-of-factly.  Reaching into his robes, he pulled out a small holoprojector and flipped it on.  A six-inch diameter sphere flickered into existence, hovering just over the projector.  The globe had a mottled brown, blue, and green surface, and the entire thing appeared to have a reddish tint.

“This, Padawan, is Yaltas.  It’s in the Outer Rim, I’m sure you can guess about where,” he said, smiling.  I could.

“A planet.  That’s odd.  I guess that’s why it took so long.  How did you find it?” 

“At first I was just searching for people.  I didn’t even give a thought to it being anything else but a name or a codename.  Do you know how many people in the Republic are named Yaltas?  It’s unbelievable!  But, after six months of finding and tirelessly checking an endless list of unconnected people, I became desperate and broadened the search, checking for anything else with Yaltas in it.  I received one useful reply.”

“Alright, but does it have anything to do with the Sith, or it just a coincidence?”

“Hard to say.  It’s not a remarkable world in any way.  Unimportant, really, to the Core at least.  Though it is, like many planets in the Outer Rim, part of the New Republic due to trade concerns.”

“Natives?”

“A near-human race indigenously, but now many different beings of all species call it home.  A few industries have settled there, but nothing big, though the technology is current.”

“Not really the kind of world the Sith would want, is it, Master?”

“Even the Sith have to eat, Padawan, and I’m sure the Sith would take whatever they could get.  That’s not the importance.  Remember, we were looking for a connection between the Yocun and the Sith, not directly the Sith.”

“So does Yocun have a presence there?” I inquired, still wondering why he thought this such a big deal.  I hadn’t heard anything to that point suggesting a connection at all.

“No,” he answered flatly, “though it is in the region in which they have influence.”

“So there isn’t any correlation at all besides its location.”

“Correct, my young apprentice.”  That didn’t make any sense.  He came in acting as if he had found the secret Sith base or something, and he really didn’t appear to have anything, nothing of consequence at least.  He must not have told me everything.

“What are we going to do, Master?”

“We are going to go out and investigate further.  I feel there is more happening on Yaltas than is apparent.  It is out of the way, small, and of no strategic importance, which is exactly why is seems suspicious.  That, and the fact it was mentioned by our friend, the Director.”

“But couldn’t he have just made that up to get us to leave?  Will the Council accept so little evidence?”

He could only smile at the thought of his old friends, the Jedi Council.  “You let me take care of the Council.  You just get ready for the mission.  We’ll leave as soon as possible.”

Once again I was not taken before the Council.  I was never quite sure why he kept me from them, or what he thought they were going to do to me.  I later found out, and it wasn’t pleasant at all.

Master Kaal told me enough about it, though.  The Council, as I suspected they would be, was reluctant to grant the mission, but they finally acceded, more than likely just to get rid of him for a few days, as troubling as that sounds.  Still, they did allow us to go, and we made immediate preparations, which included recruiting Master Sarr and Dyn yet again.

Unfortunately, they were not available.  They had just been assigned a trivial border dispute somewhere in the Inner Rim when we asked them.  The timing of it all seemed odd.  Sure, it might just have been a coincidence they were given the mission right when we needed them, but I always suspected it was more than that.  It seemed like the Council, upon hearing our request, anticipated that we would ask Master Sarr and assigned him a mission.  A quiet signal of disapproval?  Maybe.  But from my point of view it looked more like petty sabotage.  It was just speculation, but it certainly didn’t help my opinion of the Council.

I think it may have been then that I first began to distrust the Council for myself, and not for my Master.  They were no doubt the wisest beings in the galaxy, saturated with knowledge of the Force and life, but what good is knowledge if you aren’t willing to act on it?  What good is wisdom if it doesn’t guide you anywhere?  Knowing what to do is great, but that’s a far cry from actually doing it.

That was the problem with the Council; they never followed through personally.  They sat up in their chamber and talked about matters of galactic importance, but they never actually saw any of the problems.  They would deploy countless Jedi to the far reaches of the galaxy, but they themselves would never leave Coruscant.  They would hear reports and make decisions, but they would never actually see what happens.

That isn’t how the Council was supposed to be.  That isn’t how it should be.  A leader who does not stand beside his people is not a leader at all.  He is a ruler, a mere despotic face, uninspired and lifeless.  That was not what the Jedi required, that is not what the Jedi desired.  Guidance, not authority, is the true mandate of the Council.

Power corrupts, but that was not the problem.  They weren’t obsessed with ruling the Jedi.  They didn’t crave greater power, not from what I’d seen and heard.  The reason for their flaw, as far as I could ever tell, was their overindulgence in their own self-importance and supposed wisdom.  They thought themselves indispensable to the galaxy, and thus they locked themselves in the fortress that is the central spire, awaiting their demise in an illusionary peace.  Who would dare oppose them?

The Jedi code enumerates passion, possession, and attachment among others as forbidden, but pride is mysteriously absent.  Pride, the chain that binds us, the weight that drowns us, the trap that ensnares us, is inconsequential to the Jedi, or so we were led to believe.  Power they craved not, possessions they sought not, attachment they desired not.  

Their only crime was pride.

In times of peace, the difference is dulled, and complacency can pass the days, but in times of war the distinction is razor thin.  Battles and wars, planets and systems, and billions of people hang in the balance.  To one side, success.  The other, death.

I hoped, for their sake and mine, that future Councilors would not suffer from the same.    

“So, what do we know about Yaltas, Master?” I asked from my seat.  We were just minutes outside Yaltas in our small, two-man fighter craft assigned to us for the mission.  It was decidedly less comfortable than the freighter we had last used, but its superior speed helped offset the inconvenience.

“Not much, really.  Not in the way of anything useful, that is.  The world was discovered several millennia ago by Republic scouts, but remained largely untouched for a long time, despite the introduction of hyperspace technology to the inhabitants.  It was then stumbled upon by a mining corporation, looking for uninhabited planets and moons to loot.  It was then that they discovered large amounts of ore in the crust, so the company made a deal with the Yaltans for mining contracts,” Master Kaal replied from his own seat next to mine.

“It’s a mining world?  Could that be a connection to Aesus?”

“It doesn’t appear to be, but it’s a possibility.  There is no manufacturing—not on a large scale—on Yaltas, so it doesn’t seem too likely.  As I was saying, the world in comprised of mainly the locals, but it does have a small foreign populous, many, but not all, of which have to do with the mining.  Yaltan technology is on par with most other worlds in the region, though not quite as advanced as the inner sectors.  It has several large cities and countless mining camps that also serve as towns for workers.”

I nodded, taking it all in.  Knowing something about your target is always important, regardless of how mundane it might seem.  “Is that all?”

“I’m afraid so.  Yaltas is unremarkable in all respects, save for one: it is on the edge of the Unknown Territories.  That is the only connection I can foresee.”

I thought about that for a moment.  It seemed to me like we had no idea what we were looking for, and that we were just going to take stabs in the dark to see what we might kill.  There had to be more.  “Master,” I started, trying to think of the right words so as not to sound disrespectful, “what are our plans for the mission?”

“We’re going to investigate, Padawan,” he replied flatly.

“Investigate what, Master?”

“We will find out soon enough, will we not?”

“You’re not sure.” 

“Don’t worry, young one.  The Force will guide us,” he said confidently. 

Before I could respond a light on the control panel in front of me start blinking and making a beeping noise.  It was the navicomputer.  Our journey was nearing an end, and the counter on the display started counting down from thirty seconds.

Master Kaal pulled a lever just as the timer reached zero, and the ship jolted into realspace, the starlines collapsing into dots and a planet bursting into our viewport.

Almost the entire world was covered in a thick gray, tinted slightly red, a huge mass of a cloud punctuated by strikes of fiercely bright lightning.  The tint was due to the system’s sun, a red giant.  I knew from earlier observation that the surface had the odd geographical feature of broad oceans bridged by barren plains of rock.  The immensity of the oceans and the world’s relatively close orbit of the intensely hot sun, I figured, must have created the overbearing clouds.  It would also make it hot and humid, not a very pleasant combination. 

“Pretty,” I mumbled sarcastically as we approached.  Master Kaal said nothing in response, whether he heard me or not.

A few moments later the comm unit buzzed to life, and the voice of an edgy controller hailed us.  “Unidentified starfighter, we have you on our scopes.  State your intentions.”  He didn’t sound too happy to see us, not that I could blame him.

“We are here peacefully on personal matters.  We request permission to land.”  I wondered if what he meant about personal matters were true.  Probably not, but misleading someone is hardly a capital offense, even for a Jedi.

“Jedi on personal missions?  We don’t need you’re kind here,” he said.  I could imagine him snarling at his control station.

“What’s his problem?” I asked offline.

“Some people just aren’t going to like us, Res, or anything we stand for.  Only those who lie fear the truth,” my Master responded sagely.  I knew he wasn’t talking about truth at all, however.  It was not a good start to our mission. We had planned on keeping a low profile, but the controller had obviously looked at our registration and knew we were Jedi.  

He flicked the comm switch back on.  “So we are denied, control?”

There was pause.  “No,” he said at last.  “You’re clear for docking bay fifty-one.  Follow you’re course.  Just stay out of our affairs, and that’s not only me who’s speaking.”  I wondered what he meant by that, but then dismissed it.  It was different to see such animosity from someone we had never met and no ties with, but why should I let it bother me?  Nothing I could do to change his mind, so why waste the effort trying?

Our ship gently glided down to the surface, past the cloud layer, to the main spaceport and our assigned berth.  Not surprisingly, no one was there to greet us, so we filed out of the ship and headed for the city.  When we were about halfway to the exit a pale red-skinned mechanic finally arrived and asked if we needed repairs or fuel.  We told him we didn’t, and then continued on alone.

The capital city of Mosill was the largest on the planet, as well as the most diverse, or so I was told.  It wasn’t hard to believe either, given the amount of different species I could count along the first avenue.  Most people, however, were of the same species as the mechanic we saw earlier.  They were near human, the only noticeable difference being the slightly red tint of their skin and their burning orange eyes.  It was very distinct, unlike anything of which I had ever heard or seen.

Actually, I began to notice that everything about the planet was red, from the buildings crafted of some unknown stone to dirt on the ground to the scarce, windswept trees bending in the wind.  It was as if the entire planet had soaked up the color of the sun, straight through the cloud cover.  

That was the other thing: clouds completely filled the sky, just as I had seen from orbit.  It all served only to cast an ominous shadow over everything, making it slightly dark even on the dayside.  Lightning struck with thunderous claps on the horizon, but it didn’t seem to be raining anywhere as far I could tell.

Added to that was the heat and humidity, making the air very heavy and uncomfortable.  I began to wonder why anyone would want to live on the world, but I guess the natives didn’t ever have a choice.  Plus the chance of making millions in ore sales had to take some credit.  Greed can be a powerful shield to adversity.

My immediate concern as we entered the city, however, was our itinerary, or lack thereof.  I trusted in the Force to guide us—how could I not—but I still didn’t like the idea of just wandering around in the dark.  We were looking for a link that we weren’t even certain existed, or that we were looking on the right planet, or even in the right sector.  The Force couldn’t guide us to what didn’t exist.

“What are we going to do first, Master?  Do you have any leads?”

“First, Padawan,” he said, smiling down at me, “we are going to find someplace to eat.”

The Red Giant cantina could have been worse, if it had been inside a stomach of an enormous and particularly grotesque granite slug.  And even then it would be close; I couldn’t imagine even a granite slug would eat some of the things festering in the corners, or sitting at the tables for that matter.  To say the denizens of the bar hadn’t been in a refresher in a month would be an understatement, some looked like they had never been in one.  They didn’t even look high-class enough to have been mine workers, and that was saying a lot.

“Why did we come here, Master?” I asked, half whining.  I wanted to be there about as much as I wanted to sit in on a Senatorial session, which, needless to say, was not very much. 

“To get some lunch, of course,” he replied casually, as if we were sitting in the Twilight’s Glare on Coruscant instead.

“But why here?”

“Is this place not good enough for you, Res?” he said more sharply.

“That’s not what I said, Master?” I rebutted, though I knew it was.

“Ah, but it’s not important what you said.  Words are easily disguised.  What you think is what you mean.”

I bowed my head, slightly embarrassed at my exposure.  “Alright, Master, but certainly there are many other less…soiled places we could have eaten at little extra expense.”

“Oh, Res, my very young Padawan.  You’ve been locked up in the Temple far too long.  You need to get a taste for what the galaxy is really like.  You won’t see this in the travel holos, but it’s every much a part of the Republic as the skyhooks of Coruscant, if not more.   Not all the galaxy is decorated in the soft, smooth tones of the Jedi Temple.  The real universe is a rotten brown, a forsaken black, covered in the cloak of opulence hovering just before our eyes.  A Jedi must see beneath the veil to the heart of evil, to the pits of despair, to the depths of need, if he is to do any good at all.  It is not the healthy would need a doctor, but the sick.”  He held up his arms to the cantina around him.  “I present to you the sick.  The Jedi’s is not a mission of luxury.  Do you now cling to the things of the universe you have sworn to deny?”

“No, Master.  But should a Jedi then seek out the humblest of places where others are available.”

“Not necessarily.  I brought you here to teach you a lesson.  After all, a true warrior does not search for battles to wage, but rather defends against all those who do.”

“But a doctor does search out the sick to heal,” I offered.  When I was younger I might have just calmly accepted his lectures without response, but as I grew in body and mind I began to think more thoroughly about what he said.  I found that in doing so I learned a great deal more.

My Master smiled.  “Indeed, but only when he knows of such an ailment.  I have never seen nor heard a doctor who wandered the streets, searching for people to heal.  Likewise it is a Jedi’s duty to help all those that he is able to.  We should never turn our backs on those who need us, for all life in the same in the Force, from Jedi Masters to those around us.  That’s lesson number two.  Do not look down on anyone, just because you are in a position of strength, for you are also in a position of servitude.  We are all equal, for we are all life, and we are all in the Force, a speck in time and fate.  Who knows if our lives will become irrelevant, and the lowest among us will become our master?  Our only difference is purpose.”

“We are equal to the Sith, then?”

He hesitated.  I seemed as though he knew the answer but was debating how to say it or whether to say it at all.  “To the Force…yes.  The Force serves them just as it serves us; neither we nor them are inherently superior.  The difference lays in how we use it.  Again, our purpose.  While we exercise our strength only to know, preserve, help, and defend, they use it to deceive, maim, kill, and conquer.  While we hold above all else compassion, empathy, and knowledge, they serve only greed, power, and desire.  That is what separates us.  That is why we fight against one each other and not beside one another.  In the end, it all comes down to this,” he said solemnly, putting his fist to his heart.

He gave his words a moment to sink in, as did I.  Just before I could supply a response, however, a droid waiter approached our table.

“Hello, sirs.  May I get you anything to drink?” it asked awkwardly.  It’s plating was a rusted brown, deteriorating for years of overuse and mostly likely abuse.  Parts of it were dented.  I smiled at the probability that they came from the glasses of not so happy clients.  I had to pity the poor thing, even if it was a droid.  I knew I wouldn’t have wanted to work in a place like that.

“I’ll have some Keothin Ale if you have it,” Master Kaal said.

“And for you, sir,” the droid said, turning it’s head to me.

I had never been to a cantina before, so I had no idea what to get.  I had never even had a drink before.  “I don’t know,” I said at last, “whatever’s good.  Surprise me.”

“Very well,” the droid replied and shuffled back to the bar. 

 It returned moments later with our drinks.  Well, I think they were drinks.  The strange substance in the glass sitting on the table in front of me was a pale yellow with dark bubbles slowly oozing up from the bottom.  It seemed more like a gel than a liquid, and I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to drink it or eat it.  My Master, I saw, had no such dilemma as he calmly sipped at his cup.  

“Do people actually drink this?” I asked to no one in particular as I tilted the cup and watched the bizarre concoction gradually creep down the sides.

In the back of my mind I sensed a man approaching our table, so I set down my mug and turned my attention to him.  My Master had already done the same.

“You boys ain’t from ‘round here, is ya?” He was human, or close enough.  His dark brown face was smothered in ragged facial hair and topped with an unkempt chaos of knots and curls.  His clothes, whatever color they originally were, now featured a grisly collage of dark red and brown stains and had numerous holes with frayed edges.  He walked with an awkward hitch, probably the result of five or six too many drinks.

“No, we aren’t.  We’re from Coruscant,” my Master replied genially.

The man looked surprised and hiccupped.  Not a good sign.  The he turned his head back over his shoulder.  “Ya hear that, boys?  They’re from Coruscant.”  Several others in the bar snickered or laughed outright.  I honestly didn’t see the humor in it, in fact quite the opposite.  His tone was foreboding.  I inched my hand closer to the lightsaber on my belt.

“Ya see,” the drunk continued, “this here is our bar, and if ya’ll want to…hiccup…stay here then yur gonna have to pay the price.” He pulled out a blaster from the inside of his shirt and pointed it directly at us.  My hand jerked for my weapon but Master Kaal stayed me with a gentle motion.  He seemed utterly calm, as if he were the one pointing a blaster at the man.

“Very well then.  Let me buy you a drink,” it was completely invisible to everyone else in the room, but I clearly felt the wave of Force-guided empathy behind my Master’s words.  The Force can be very persuasive.  

Not that I would know.  

The man didn’t react at all; he just stood with the blaster still held in front of him.  I knew that the strong-minded could resist such persuasion tactics, but I highly doubted that was the case with the man.  More likely it was the drunkenness that shielded his thoughts.  A double-edged sword.

“That ain’t what I mean,” the drunk said, a grin forming in the corners of his lips.  Again, a few others in the background snickered.

My Master sighed slightly, and then said flatly, without concern, “You’re robbing us.”

“Hey…hiccup…yur smarter than you look.”  More muffled laughter.  His blaster rose slightly into firing position.  I glanced around, trying to formulate a plan.  I didn’t think it would be difficult.  That’s when I noticed that several of the others hand stood up and were closing in around us.  All of them looked as mean and ugly as their friend.  All of them carried a blaster.

This could get complicated, I thought.  There was no reason for us to fight, and I didn’t want to see anyone die, but it looked like we may not have a choice.

I didn’t sense any alarm in my Master, however, though he must have sensed the new assailants as well.  I did see him reach for his lightsaber and unclip it, however.  He pulled out his hand and placed the archaic weapon on the table in front of him, for all to see.  I wasn’t sure what he was doing, but I followed his lead and place my own saber on the table, next to his.  I kept my hand close, just in case something was to go wrong.

“Jedis!” the man exclaimed as he staggered back a step.  The word echoed through the room like a blaster bolt in a magcon field.

“We will offer you a choice,” Master Kaal said above the whispers.  Instantly everyone fell deathly silent.  “Either you can all die, which, I can assure you, neither of us wants but we will mostly certainly do if required, or you can put down your weapon, accept a drink from us, and maybe see if you can help us with our task, for which we would be exceedingly grateful.  Now, what will it be?”

The blaster in our would-be robber’s hand began to shake, stupefied.  It was clearly not the result he and his cohorts had expected.  Finally, slowly, the blaster fell and its owner holstered back inside his filthy shirt.  I took my own weapon off the table and clipped it back onto my belt, as did my Master.

Our drunken attacker, perhaps shocked or scared out of some of his intoxication, appeared to have regained a portion of his right mind.  Not much, but enough.  “Alright, Jedis, I’ll take that drink,” he said and sunk into a chair opposite ours.  The other men, I noticed, had taken their seats as well.  Some mumbled, others whispered, all looked scared or amazed.

“Hey, Cal!  Bring me another Jultian here, on them,” he shouted, and then added, ”And hurry it up already!”  When he had received the bright orange drink he turned his attention back to us.  “So, ya’ll said somethun’ ‘bout needin’ help?”

“Yes.  We’re looking for something.”

“Ain’t much out here, boys.  What was it that yur lookin’ for?”

“Information.  Information about off-world interests in this planet.”

“Outlanders?  Sorry, boys, but I can’t do nothin’ for ya there.  Me and my buddies know a lot ‘bout this ‘ere planet and the underworld, but we ain’t got nothin’ for ya ‘bout foreigners.”

“Well, then could you tell us if anything strange or unusual has been happening on world?  Has there been any massive reassignments or reallocations in the last several years, or anything else of that sort?”

“Naw, I hasn’t seen anything like that, boys.  Maybe yur lookin’ a little too far down the line. We can’t help ya here I don’t think.”

“Could you recommend to us someone who can?”

The man took a sip of his drink and smiled.  “Now that I can do.  I know just the guy yur lookin’ for, boys.”

I was told that the building standing before us was once an old storehouse and processing facility for mining shipments not being sent off world, but if that was true, it must not have been used for a very long time.  Nearly every piece of transparisteel in sight was either cracked or shattered, and the doors were in similar condition.  The entire right front corner had completely collapsed, and, if the fissures in the walls were as bad as looked, I suspected that any of the other sides could suffer the same fate at any moment.  Not the sort of place I’d pick for an information network headquarters, but that was just me.

The man recommended to us by our unlikely ally was called Delatio, though I got the impression that wasn’t his real name.  Why a person like him would need an alias I wasn’t sure, but I figured he probably had some other, more illicit business on the side.

“Do you really think this…Delatio…will be able to tell us anything, Master?” I said, voicing my misgivings.

“I think so, Padawan.  There is one of his types on more or less every civilized planet of decent size.  In the underworld, information is a commodity to be bartered.  If one wants information, they go to a broker.  One such as Delatio for example.”

“But do you think we can trust him?”

“Of course not.  But we didn’t come here for trust; we came for information.  If you’re wondering whether that information will be accurate, then don’t worry.  Delatio is probably a businessman just like any; only he deals with a less tangible good.  It’s not good business to produce a faulty product, nor is it to tell blatant lies and charge for them.  Down here, trust extends as far as the credit line.  If you’ve got enough credits, you’ll get what you want.  Now let’s get going.  The sooner we get what we need, the sooner we can get to the bottom of this.”

We slowly approached what we thought to be the front door, a rundown, smashed in, durasteel plate, whose style befitted a mining warehouse.  We tapped on it, but nothing happened.  My Master then reached for an old control panel, covered in dust, and hit a button.  The door whined as it tried to open, but it was bent so far that it could not fit into its socket.  When the noise stopped, he put both hands on one side of the door and pushed hard.  The door resisted at first, then swung open.  Most doors were fitted with a pivot as a way to make sure you could always get into a room, even when the power was down.  Most doors also had manual locks to prevent criminals from entering in such a fashion, but I was glad to see that it had either been deactivated or removed.   

The old, decrepit storage facility continued when we entered the room beyond.  We were placed immediately into what must have been the main storage room, for it was long, wide, and, more importantly, completely empty.  What little red light penetrated the clouds filtered through the broken windows, highlighting the room with bright beams of radiance in the otherwise gloomy void.  A red dust, the same color as nearly every other natural thing on the planet, filled the humid air, making the place even more uncomfortable than the rest of the world.

I was going to ask where everyone was, but then I sensed a large number of people directly below us.  Of course, I thought.  The group had set up a secret base underneath the ground.  Most observers wouldn’t want anything to do with the crumbling storehouse, and anyone stumbling into on accident wouldn’t see anything more than was advertised.  The base could operate in complete secrecy, with only those who are looking for it finding it.  That didn’t make me feel any better, however, about the lawfulness of the operation.

“We’re looking for Delatio,” Master Kaal spoke calmly but loudly into the nothingness.  “We want to make a transaction.”

We waited for a few seconds for something to happen, turning our heads in each direction, looking for any sign of a response.  

A brilliantly white aperture appeared in roughly the middle of the room.  Four armed guards exited, blasters pointed our way.  We held out our hands, palms up, to show them that we were unarmed and came in peace, just as we had said.

They approached us cautiously, never lowering their weapons.  “What are you doing here?” the man at the point asked gruffly.

“Like I said, we only seek a business deal, nothing more.”  He put a little Force persuasion behind it.

The men seemed to accept it.  We surely weren’t the first people to come into this beat up building looking to do business.  “You’re weapons,” he demanded, holding out his hand.  “You’ll get them back if everything goes well.”   

My Master hesitated, though I wasn’t sure whether it was over giving up his lightsaber—his livelihood and most important possession—or revealing that we were indeed Jedi.  “Very well,” he said at last, reaching for the lightsaber at his waist and handing it over to the guards.  I did the same.  

They seemed a bit taken aback in accepting the archaic weapons of legend, but recovered quickly.  “Alright.  Come this way.”  All four men turned to the opening from which they came, but as we started walking two fell into step behind us, escorting us down to the real headquarters hidden beneath the old mining facility.

A rather long set of stairs bridged the gap between the two levels, then drained into a narrow hallway with sleek, metallic walls one would normally expect to find on a space transport or freighter.

We then navigated what I felt to be a superfluous maze of winding passageways disturbingly lacking in activity for its size.  I thought that might be so that no thief or assassin could find his way out after having come in, at least not among the living.    

The guards finally came to halt in front of an inconspicuous door like the many others lining the corridors.  Another defense mechanism, I presumed.  

One of the guards entered a security code into a small keypad on the wall, then swiped his security card, and the door opened.  Beyond was a lavishly decorated office room.

A desk, filled with different items and papers, sat front and center in the room, above which hung a huge holograph of a beautiful mountain lake vista on world I had never seen before.  The other walls were adorned by holos of various sizes portraying a diverse assortment of scenes and people that I noticed rotated every few minutes.   A wooden trim, a foreign export for sure, lined the room and gave the room a far more comfortable feel than the harsh design of the hallways we’d just left.  

A man sat at the desk with a serious look on his face.  He had closely cut, dark hair and a sharp beard of the same color that was kept short and connected with his equally clean mustache, completely surrounding his mouth.

“Tell me, why do I have Jedi knocking on my door?  This is an odd coincidence indeed.  Or is it?”  He wore the tight smile of a man who knew more than his opponent, and knew it.   I wasn’t sure what he was talking about, but I didn’t think much of it.

“I am not sure what you mean, but we are here for information.  You came highly recommended.  You are Delatio, no?”

“The only,” he said, leaning back slightly in his partially reclining, heavily cushioned, chair.  He sat back up.  “Information is my specialty.  What exactly did you want to know?”

“We came here tracing a possible connection with Yocun Industries—“

“Yocun?” the man snorted, cutting Master Kaal off mid sentence.  “Throwing in with the big boys, aren’t you?  You have no idea what you are getting into.”

“Perhaps not, but that’s what you are for.  As I was saying, we were searching a connection between the Yocun and the Sith supply lines.”

“Oooh,” the man cooed, “You really are looking for trouble.  I don’t know if I can help you.  Around these parts, one doesn’t talk about the Sith and live to make the mistake again.  The Sith may not ever find out if I did tell you, but I don’t want to take that chance.”

“We’ll give you three thousand credits.”

“Republic credits?  Republic credits could be worthless in under a week. I want five, all in advance.”

“That’s preposterous, but…I can understand your fear.  We’ll give you two thousand now, and two thousand after if we are satisfied.  Impress me, and maybe I’ll throw in an extra five hundred.”

The man called Delatio considered this, for the first time looking genuinely nervous, which made me start to believe what he said about the information he held.  “Alright.  I’m going to enjoy this anyways, even if it is dangerous.”

My Master pulled a credit chip out of a bag on his belt, punched a few buttons on it, then through it to the dealer.  “What do you have?”

“Here’s the deal.  Yocun Industries is run by a man named Fraus, Devon Fraus.  Maybe you’ve heard of him?  Yaltas is his home planet, though his record will tell you otherwise, because that isn’t his real name.  When he lived here, he was a boy called Suri Verito.  When he was about twenty standard years old, he was involved in an assassination plot on Tib Dimirvi, a major political leader at the time.  The attempt was foiled, and the authorities traced it back to smalltime terrorist group known as ORIC, or the Outer Rim Independence Corps.  They had been fighting the charter Yaltas had made with the Republic for a few years, but the assassination was the first big thing they had tried.

“After the failed attack, ORIC was disbanded by a raid on their base, the location of which yours truly provided, for a small fee, of course.  I’m not quite as young as I look.  But there was one member that they could never catch, Suri Verito, the perpetrator.  He somehow managed to escape where others could not, and no one saw or heard anything of him for many years.  Believe me, I looked.  A huge bounty was even placed on his head, though it was withdrawn around ten years after he vanished.

“It was around that time when he resurfaced, under the new name and appearance of Devon Fraus, a businessman from Saetur VII.  The Yocun hired him as a manager of a mining colony, but over the course of a year or two he worked his way up in the command chain.  Then, in a freak accident too unfortunate to be real, all the major executive leaders were killed or lost forever.  Fraus just so happened to be the next in line, and he and several others moved in to fill the void.  That was six or seven years, and he’s been running it ever since.  A ruthless man, that Fraus, and he runs the company like he does himself.  They’ve been suspected of many shady operations ever since he took over, though no investigations ever came to fruition, sometimes because of the untimely deaths of their investigators.”

“That’s all very interesting, but it doesn’t help us at all, I’m afraid.  We already know that Yocun is corrupt,” my Master interrupted.

“I’m just getting to the good part,” the man replied and smiled thinly.  “A young Fraus, the boy Suri Verito, was rumored to have special powers, ones I’m sure you can appreciate.  He had uncanny luck and a knack for out outguessing opponents, as well as freakishly fast reflexes, especially for a human.  Sometimes, when he got angry, things around him would start to rumble and shake.  

“When he was ten someone got the idea of calling the Jedi out to investigate, and maybe take him away to become one.  Suri was ecstatic about the Jedi coming, for he had always dreamed of being one.  Temple sent two young Jedi, not unlike yourselves, to come out and look at him.  The Jedi, however, were unimpressed.  They told Suri that he was basically too old and too weak, then left, with no love lost between them.  You can imagine how he responded.  He became problematic, and a few years later he fell in with ORIC.  The rest is history.”

Master Kaal considered this, then said, “But that still doesn’t tell us anything useful to our search or give us any evidence of a connection.”

“I have yet to finish, but you are still wrong.  Suri was missing for about ten years, during which no one—and I mean no one—saw or heard of him.  Where’s the one place in the galaxy no one dares to go?  Then he comes back and rises to absolute power in Yocun, and for what?  To produce supplies for the Sith perhaps?  That doesn’t seem a little suspicious to you?”

“How did you know he was making supplies for the Sith?”

“Don’t underestimate me, Jedi.  This case has a particular…personal…appeal for me.  I don’t think it’s too hard to guess where he was hiding out during his years in exile.”

“You think he’s a Sith.”

Delatio nodded.  “Either that or he’s working directly for them.  You disagree?”

“It does seem to add up,” my Master said hesitantly, “but I still don’t see any proof.  Perhaps you do not understand my situation.  You said you had more to tell?”

“The Yocun aren’t the only ones with connections and loyalties to the Sith these days.  A politician here, Dimriv Polaski, used to work high up in the Zeltar Corporation, another fairly well known company in these regions, but only about half the size of the far-reaching Yocun.  They deal mainly in foodstuff transportation and distribution.  

“Apparently Polaski found out about some dealings with the company had with the Sith and voiced his opinion opposing them.  Not a good idea.  He was shortly thereafter fired and returned here to his home.  He now sits on the Board of Governors that makes all the important decisions for the planet.”

“If he knew, then why didn’t he tell the Republic, or the Jedi?”

“The same reason I haven’t told before now, and the same reason countless others who know have not told.  Fear.”

“I can understand that, I suppose.  Anything else?”

“That is all I am willing to say.  But go talk to Polaski, he may tell you what I dare not even whisper in my sleep.”

“Very well, then.  We thank you,” Master Kaal said, pulling another chip out of the bag at his waist and placing it on the man’s desk.  “Here’s the other twenty-five hundred we agreed to.”  Then he turned and started walking out as I followed.  

“Wait,” Delatio said, reaching into one of his desk storage spaces and pulling out a datacard.  “Take this.”

My Master retrieved it from the information dealer.  “What’s this?” he asked.

“Information, of course.  It is the complete file on Suri Verito and Devon Fraus, as well as several other pertinent articles of information, free of charge.”

“But how did you—“

“Please, do not insult me.  I prepared this as soon as I saw your ship arrive.  I knew this would be what you were looking for, even if you didn’t know it, and I figured you’d find your way to this place eventually.”

“Still, how do you know so much about everything?”

“Information, Jedi, is like a giant web, spanning the galaxy.  Let’s just say I know the spider.”

We found the address of Governor Polaski in the public information archives.  He lived in a luxurious mansion under a kilometer from the capital building in the center of the city.  A security wall guarded by armed men surrounded the entire lot, and a courtyard separated it from the house itself.

We had taken a hovercab to the front gate of the stately home, but two large gates with armed guards wearing flashy uniforms and stiff faces stopped us.

“Halt!” they shouted as we approached.  “What business do you have with the Governor?”

“We only wish to speak with him,” Master Kaal replied.

“Do you have an appointment?”

“No, but it shouldn’t take long.  It is very important.”

“I’m sure it is,” the guard said sarcastically, and I sensed his frustration and impatience, signaling to me that he was becoming fed up with us.  That wasn’t what we needed.  “The Governor is a busy man, he does not have any time to speak with every person who comes to his house uninvited.  If you wish to speak with him, then you must make an appointment like everyone else.”

“Well then if we gave you a brief message could you or someone else take it to him?”

“No.  If you wish to deliver a message to the Governor then you can send it to him office address, where he will deal with it when he is able.”

Now both my Master and the guard seemed frustrated.  “But we need to contact him now.  We have very important business to discuss and it must be done today, before we leave.”

“I am sorry, but I cannot allow you to enter without permission.  There is nothing I can do for you.  Leave now.”

“We can’t enter without permission?  Then go and tell the Governor that there are Jedi here that wish to see him, and that we are not leaving until we do so.  If he does not give us permission to enter, then we will leave immediately.”

“Jedi?” the man said, eying us up and down.  He hesitated before continuing, and then spoke in a resigned voice.  “Very well.  I will ask him.  Wait here.”

The guard then retreated a few steps back into the gate, punching a button on some sort of control panel on the wall.  He put his face up close to it, then mumbled a few inaudible words, frowned, and headed back our way.  I was very curious to see what the verdict was, but when I found out, it was neither of the possibilities I had anticipated.

“The Governor will not meet with you personally.  However, he said that he has what you’re looking for and that it will be ready shortly.  In the meantime, you may wait over there,” the guard said stiffly and pointed a small bench beside the street.

“Thank you,” my Master replied with a smile, then we both moved to take seats at the public bench.

And we waited.  

After twenty standard minutes I began to wonder what exactly it was that Governor Polaski was doing.  Of course, as soon as I thought that, a native Yaltan exited the house, passed through the gates, and approached us.  

Without speaking a word, he handed a datacard and a sheet of flimsiplast with writing on it to my Master and went back the way he came.  Still sitting on the bench, he held out the flimsiplast in front of him so we could both read it.

Jedi,

Why do you disturb us now?  You should not have come to this planet, and now we all face a frightening situation.  I cannot afford to be seen with you.  However, I do not wish to turn my back on the Jedi, the Republic, or justice itself.  Therefore I tell you this for your sake.  Leave this planet now and do not return.  What you seek will be revealed soon enough, despite my sincerest efforts.  The data card that came with this sheet contains everything you will need, but I warn you not to open it or read it until you are in hyperspace, safely away from this planet.  For your sake and mine, may the Force be with us.





Governor Dimriv Polaski

I wasn’t quite sure what to make of the letter.  It seemed serious enough, but I also couldn’t help but thinking he was overreacting.  But maybe that was just because if it he wasn’t, then it meant something bad was on the horizon.

“What do you make of it, Master?” I asked.  

“I’m not quite sure, but I see no reason to distrust him.  We’re leaving immediately.”

“But Master, what if there is some danger or plot, shouldn’t we investigate it?  There might be more to find out.”

“No, we’re leaving now.  The spaceport isn’t too far away, we’ll just walk.”

I started again to voice my protests.  If the Governor was telling the truth, then I knew we would be prudent to discover the cause behind his alarm.  I thought there might be something else buried deeper, but if we left we would never know, and the mystery surrounding the planet would never be unveiled.  “But Master—“

“I said we’re leaving, Padawan,” he chided.

“Yes, Master,” I said softly.

“Good.  Let’s hurry, we may not have much time.”

We started off down the streets of Mosill, lined with small shops, restaurants, or bars made of that odd, red material and spaced slightly apart.  The spaceport was around ten blocks, two kilometers, from our location.  The first thing I noticed as we ran was that the street was unusually barren, with only a few people of various species wandering aimlessly about them.    

At first I thought it might have been getting late—it was hard to tell instantly with the endless cloak of clouds—and that everyone had either gone inside or back to their homes, but a quick survey of the sky showed that a few streaks of pale red still filtered down from above.  In local time it was only a few hours before twilight.  The streets should have been busy, or at least more so than they were.  I pushed it out of my mind.  The dock where our ship waited was only a little farther.

Then I felt it.  A disturbance in the Force.  

I felt it as clearly as if I had seen it with my own eyes.  There was no mistaking it.  My hand reached for my lightsaber, but I did not ignite it.

“Did you feel that, Master?” I asked nervously.  Apparently he had, because he had also stopped and taken up his weapon.

“Yes.  Let’s keep moving.  Be on your guard…Wait!  Be quiet!”  

For agonizing seconds a deathly silence prevailed, foreshadowing a certain fate, capturing time itself in gruesome anticipation.

Nothing.

My blade was lit and in position before the first attack ever came.  A single red beam intersected perfectly with my blade, ricocheting it harmlessly into a wall.  

Then the entire street became flooded with the deadly light, as every crack and alley spewed forth energy.  The first bolt was merely a signal for the death to begin.  

I swallowed hard, knowing we were in a tight spot.  My Master and I lined up back to back, our lightsabers flailing wildly in a flawlessly timed effort to repel the incoming blasterfire.  But I knew we couldn’t keep it up forever.  The shear volume of the crossfire opposing us would eventually take its toll.   We had to do something.

“Master, the roofs!” I yelled over the fray, not missing a step in my intricate dance.

He nodded, and we instantly threw ourselves skyward, landing on a nearby roof that rose ten meters above the ground and our attackers.  I hadn’t checked before, but I was thankful they were flat.  The blasterfire had momentarily ceased in the absence of targets, but I knew it wouldn’t take long for them to figure out where we went.

“Should we run?” I asked hurriedly, still panting heavily.  

“No.  They know who we are, if we run they’ll just go to our ship.  Others may already be there.  We have to end this here.  We don’t have much time.  Jump to the opposite side of the street, I’ll take this one.  Drop into the alleys and take them out from behind, we need to reduce the odds against us.  Go!”  

I didn’t hesitate, I flung myself over the edge of the building, flying high in the air and landing on top of a shop on the other side.  A few of them must have seen me, for their fire pierced the air around me, but were quickly silenced by my Master, who dropped into the alley behind them and unleashed their screams.  It sent chills down my spine to see a living being, a person, extinguished so effortlessly and in such a fashion.

I didn’t have time to think, though.  I immediately plunged into an alley behind a group of three men, who remained completely unaware of my presence.  They focused only on what was ahead of them, their ambush in the streets, and all the while a horrifying death approached them from behind.  

I was their death.

I had never killed anything  before, much less hacked to pieces with an effortless strike a helpless man who would never even see me.  Yet that was exactly what I had to do.  I had to do it to save my Master.  I had to do it to save our mission.  I had to do it to save myself.  

Life or death?  That is the one question to which everyone knows the answer, but no one ever asks, and no one ever needs to.  For me, for a Jedi, for a human, for an animal, death is just a way of life.  

To kill is to live.  That is the story of my second life, my new life.

And there I was, blasterfire filling my ears, poised to kill the first of many.  I didn’t know it then, but my life began right there, at that moment, when I resigned to kill that man.  And even if it were for a just cause, the corpses wouldn’t find any consolation.  To kill is to live.  To live is to die.  That day I started to live a life in a real universe, and that day I started to die.  What life starts, death ends.  It was only a matter of time.  

For the man in front of me, time had caught him at last.  He couldn’t kill, so he had to die.

I felt a twinge of guilt as the man’s scream pierced the air, but it quickly evaporated.  I was not finished, and my Master was counting on me.  If I didn’t kill, others may have died, others that meant a lot more to me than those men.

The two others turned to see, in horror, their fallen friend, but I quickly dropped them to his side.  I didn’t have time to waste.  I leapt back up onto the roofs from which I came and fell into the next, where three more attackers awaited their doom.  

I jumped on them with a ferocity I had never known existed.  It wasn’t anger.  I wasn’t mad.  It was cold, hard, and emotionless.  And that frightened me even more.  I wondered how I could have gone from a nervous little boy to cold-blooded killer in a matter of mere minutes.  I was never really sure, but I just killed and killed and kept on killing.  That was the key.  I didn’t think about it, I didn’t think about the people, I didn’t think about their families, I didn’t think about their motives; I just killed them because I had to.  They were striking at me; I just struck back.  But at some point, the killing had to stop; it had to have a reason.  That was the line.  That was the boundary between good and evil, killing and murder, Jedi and Sith.  That was something it would take me a long time to understand.

When only a few assassins remained, they exposed themselves in the street, consolidating their firepower.  My Master and I reunited and assumed defensive postures, reflecting blaster bolts that came too close.  Our ricochets managed to strike two more of the guards before they turned and fled, accepting their own futility.  

We stood alone in the street, breathing heavily, but we did not put away our lightsabers, lest another threat arrive.  Burning corpses, pieces of corpses, corpses that weren’t actually dead, smoldered all around us, radiating the smell of death, a smell I could never forget.  It made me sick to my stomach.    

“I am impressed, Padawan.  You did very well for your first major encounter,” Master Kaal praised.  

I didn’t feel as much.  “Master,” I said, hesitating.  During battle I felt so different, so cold, so mechanical.  Now I wasn’t sure how to describe the way I felt.  It was almost like a mix of guilt, shame, grief, and fear.  It was unsettling.  “We killed those men.  We’re Jedi, yet we killed those men.”

“I know, Res.  That is the hardest part of being a Jedi.  We must kill when we have to, but every time I regret it.  It is something that will never go away, and never should go away.  When I was an apprentice, and I killed my first man, I struggled too.  I imagine I wrestled with many of the same questions you have.  This is all I could ever think of: always know you have a purpose and believe in that purpose as worth fighting for.  Killing is one of those things that is so easy to do, yet so hard to live with.  Just always remember that you are fighting in defense, of peace and justice, or the greater good.  That is all I can tell you.  Beyond that you must find your own answers.  Search the Force, and maybe you will find some guidance.”

I just nodded slightly, my head already bowed.

“But we’re not out of this yet.  I can still feel it.  I know it’s hard, but pick yourself up.  You did the right thing.”

I did the right thing? I thought.  Then why do I feel so terrible?  “Let’s just leave this graveyard we dug…and hope no one else needs to die.”

Whoever it was that wanted us dead must have been overconfident, or unprepared, or just stupid, because we reached the spaceport with any further entanglements.  I couldn’t shake that strange feeling, however, and though I didn’t want to admit it, I knew our work wasn’t done.  I stayed alert for another ambush.  We would have to fight fairly if trapped inside the bay itself.  There was almost no cover other than the ship inside it, and even fewer places to run.  I kept my lightsaber in hand.

“Do you feel anything?” I asked Master Kaal as we neared the door to docking bay fifty-one.  All seemed normal, and I couldn’t sense anyone inside the bay, but as always, I had to admit my skills in that department were a great deal less than perfect.

“Not yet, young one.  But can you not feel the disturbance in the Force?  Stay sharp,” he replied quickly and quietly, as if his attention were directed elsewhere.

We entered into absolute silence; the hiss of servomotors sliding the door shut the only sound.  

Everything looked normal.

It appeared as if no one had touched the entire area since we left it.  No mechanics, either human or droid, had left prints on the dusty red floor.  It was as though not even sun, wind, or time itself had dared approach our ship.

A cold chill ran down my spine.

The chill turned into a bite, piercing my skin, causing me to shiver.  There would never be such a chill on a world as hot and humid as Yaltas.  Not a natural one at least.

Suddenly a feeling I had never felt before slammed into my soul.  It was cold, hard, hatred so intense it almost knocked me off my feet.  It was a feeling as dark as a black hole and twice as empty.  Yet I instantly knew it was the Force, being used in a way of which I had only read.  The real thing was a thousand times worse than it sounded.

A paralyzing fear gripped my mind.  Only one thing could create such an effect. 

As if on cue, a silhouette leapt out from behind our ship, flipping high in the air and landing ten meters in front of us.  Only it wasn’t a shadow; it was a man, clad in all black robes.  Both my Master and mine’s lightsabers flashed into existence instantly. 

“Greetings, Jedi,” the man sneered.  “You’re late.  I see it took you longer to dispose of my pawns than I expected.  You Jedi are even weaker than I thought.”

“What are you doing here?” Master Kaal demanded.  

The dark man laughed.  “Isn’t it obvious?  Even with your feeble powers you should have been able to figure it out.  Not that knowing my plans will help you.  Besides,” he said, cracking a menacing smile, “this place holds a certain...sentimental…value to me.”

It was all too obvious, even without looking on those two datacards we had.  I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of it before.  “You’re Devon Fraus!”

“That’s Darth Fraus to you, boy.  I got a promotion, so to speak.”

“How many people did you have to murder for it this time?” I jeered.  

He snorted.  “I see you visited my big brother.  But you’re smarter than you look.  You might make a good underling.”

I smiled sarcastically.  “I’ll pass.”

“That’s unfortunate,” he retorted, then added, “for you.”

“Enough!” my Master shouted.

“And I thought we Sith were always anxious to fight,” the Sith Lord cackled sinisterly.  “That brings me to my second purpose.”

“What do you mean?”

“The Jedi denied me my life.  I’m here to deny you yours.”  His face turned intense, full of hatred and malice.  He flung off his outer robes and drew his lightsaber, igniting his fiery red blade.  “I will give you a taste of what’s to come!  And your death throes will serenade our triumph!”

He came in hard and fast, swinging wildly yet powerfully with his weapon.  My Master caught it easily out in front of him, halting the Sith’s momentum.  I stepped forward, then pivoted on my right foot, bringing a horizontal slash across his midsection.  He was too quick, however, and caught the blow just in time.  

He must have known that his initial estimates were mistaken, and that he couldn’t defeat us both at once, for he flipped backwards, landing a good five meters away from us.  He knew he needed to face us one at a time, but so did we, and we were determined not to let that happen.

We closed the gap to within striking distance, then rotated slowly, all three of us waiting for one to strike.  On a mental cue from my Master, I feigned a heavy diagonal cut, then jumped over the Dark Lord, twisting so that I would land facing his back, and ready to strike a lethal blow.  He was kept occupied by Master Kaal, who staged a series a quick cuts from all direction, buying me time, hopefully.

As soon as I landed, though, he pummeled me with a kick to the midsection that came as a surprise, despite the added reflexes the Force granted me.  I was knocked off my feet and slid across the bay floor.  

I took a second to regain my senses, then jumped up and prepared to reenter the fight.

I was pleased to see that Master Kaal was easily holding off the Dark Lord.  The first Sith I had ever seen was pretty good, but not nearly good enough to defeat the two of us.  Master Kaal himself could have taken the warrior, having me around made it that much easier.  It was time the battle ended.

I rushed back into the fight, thrusting my lightsaber at the warrior, who was locked in combat with my Master.  He managed to pull off his block and swing his blade around to knock my stab just wide, so I continued the motion, swinging the blade in a complete loop over my head and slashed at his head from the left.  He caught my blade with his hands over his head and blade pointing at the ground.  He immediately pivoted his foot and came at me directly with an overhead slash, which I easily blocked in the outermost shell, before turning once again to stop a quick strike from his other opponent.  

I saw the opening I was looking for.  I dropped into a lower stance and swept my blade at full extension in front of me in an attack that would have severed his legs.  As I expected, he jumped in the air slightly and brought his legs up over my slice.  

I sent a mental signal to my Master, and he executed it perfectly, Force pushing the unsuspecting Sith Knight backwards.  His feet clipped my hunched back, sending him tumbling to the floor and landing on his back with a thud.  The blazing crimson bladed died and slid across the ground, coming to a stop meters away from its master.

The dark man, with help from the Force, sprang to his feet and called the lightsaber back to his hand.  It flew through the air at his command, and he caught it, igniting it instantly only a fraction of a second later, a fraction of a second too late.

My Master had already hurled his blade with alarming speed.  It blazed through the air like an elongated blaster bolt, burying itself into the Sith’s chest, burning cleanly through, and then was immediately recalled.  

Our attacker drew his breath sharply, as if trying to gasp, but was unable to do so, his lungs punctured.  He looked down at the wound in horror, then back up at us, a pained expression on his face.  

With his last breath, blood bubbling in his mouth from internal wounds, he gurgled faintly, “I am…not alone.”  

Then, his life extinguished, he collapsed to the floor in a bloodied, lifeless heap.

Both my Master and I deactivated our lightsabers and returned them to our belts.  We had easily won our first encounter with a Sith Knight, but neither of us was celebrating.  Master Kaal wore a serious and contemplative look, and I was just happy I didn’t have to actually kill anyone else.  I’d done more than enough of that for one day, I decided.

My Master seemed to shake from his trance of thought, turning to me, his expression lightening.  “A clever trick, Padawan.”

“I learned from the best,” I smiled.  “Besides, you did all the work, Master.  I’m just thankful there was only one of him, and that he wasn’t very disciplined.  I guess that’s what you can expect from a man not trained from an early age, and who also had to act as a business executive.”

“True enough, Padawan, but beware of underestimating your enemies.  You must maintain focus at all times, not just when things become more difficult,” he said, slipping into his lecture voice, one calm and collected yet strong and sure.  “And don’t sell yourself short, for that matter.  It is alright to take confidence in your successes, so long as you don’t become arrogant.”

“Yes, Master,” I acknowledged.  “What are we to do, now?”

“We are going to leave before anyone else on this planet decides we’d look better on a funeral pyre.  But first, we must check the ship for any traps or homing devices he may have placed before we came in.  Go and check the ship’s hull, and do it thoroughly, while I examine the computer and logs.  If you find anything, don’t try to disarm or deactivate it, just come and get me right away.”

“Yes, Master,” I said, scurrying off towards the ship.  

I had checked approximately half of the hull when I found a small bag made of some sort of tough, black fabric I had never encountered.  Inside I discovered various tools—just the sort of thing you’d need to tamper with a starfighter or gain access to a docking bay—but no explosives or tracking devices.  That meant either he had already planted them or he didn’t have any, so basically it meant I’d have to continue checking the fighter.  

Also in the utility pouch was a real gem, a personal datapad.  A single datacard completed the pack.  I could only imagine what sort of useful information the two might contain, but I was thankful for the Fraus’s overconfidence in leaving his stuff behind for us to find, should we somehow have managed to best him.  

I slung the bag over my shoulder, and then completed my rounds on the ship, finding nothing, which meant he never planned to do anything to our ship in the first place.  I found that odd.  Had he merely been waiting for us at the place he knew we would return to?  Or was he just so overconfident that he didn’t think we’d ever make it that far?  Either way, it didn’t really matter.

The powerful repulsorlift engines began to whine as I jumped into the co-pilot’s seat beside my Master, who had already strapped in and begun the preflight checks.

When I had also settled in, prepared for flight, I held up the bag for him to see.  “I found this, Master, on the ground under the ship, but I saw no signs of tampering, nor did I discover any foreign objects.  We look clean.”

“Excellent.  Thank you, Padawan.  We should be ready to go in under a minute,” he said, not diverting his attention from his task.

I sat back in my chair, trying to relax for almost the first time since we had arrived.  I immediately saw the difficulty of my task, however.  A million things weighed upon my mind, not the least of which were the murders I felt I had committed.  I sighed deeply.  Those burdens would not be lifted for a long time, and right then, somehow, I knew it.

The thrust of ion drives woke me from my thoughts.  Our small, two-man starfighter angled sharply into the endlessly inclement sky, and accelerated to its limit.  

Master Kaal didn’t bother to wait for clearance; he simply punched through atmosphere and blasted into the space beyond.

A moment later, with Yaltas, its ominous cloud cover, and the broken bodies of dead behind us, we retreated into the peaceful sanctuary that is hyperspace.

I had just settled in for the lengthy journey to Coruscant when my Master diverted my attention to the main display on the control panel in front of me.

“Look at this,” he said, punching a few buttons, “and tell me what you think it means.”

Words started scrolling up on the display.  It looked like a message of some kind.  “What is it?” I asked.  

“I’m not sure, but it appears to be some sort of message left for us by Devon Fraus.  It was open when I powered up.  Take a look.”

You may have bested me this time, Jedi, but thousands more will rise in my place, all more powerful than I.  With each passing day our strength waxes while your power wanes, and our influence grows, while you loose all control.  The days of the Jedi are numbered, soon to be consumed in a new flame.  Run along and tell your masters at the temple this: the spark that lights the greatest fire always starts at the heart. 


I read and reread the message, trying to decipher its meaning.  After a long few moments of silence, I had few conclusions made, but a couple things concerned me.  “Well, that first line really makes me reconsider the entire message, and his character.  I had assumed for various reasons, that he was pompous, arrogant, and overconfident, basically exactly how I would have expected a Sith to act.  I figured that was at least one of the reasons for the ease of success.  ‘Those who flaunt their power disappear when the truly powerful arrive.’”


Master Kaal nodded slowly, adding, “Indeed.”


“But then the first line of that message changes everything.  He had accepted the fact that he might be defeated, and thus left the message for us.  Outwardly he might have been arrogant, but I think this shows that at least inwardly he thought otherwise, or at least accepted the possibility of defeat.  


“If he had said something else, maybe all of this could have been dismissed as overblown taunting by a man who thinks he is superior and doesn’t believe he or his cause can lose.  The mere existence of such a message proves it can’t be, in my opinion.

“The thing that really concerns me about this message, is the mention of thousands of others.  The number may be exaggerated, but quite frankly I don’t like the idea that thousands of Sith even possibly exist.  If all of what he is saying, or even just some of it, is true, which it may very well be, then we could find ourselves in much more trouble than we thought.  That is, of course, assuming he meant Sith, and not troopers, which is implied when he says that they are all ‘stronger than I.’  

“The other thing that bothers me is that last line.  It looks like it’s almost a threat or a warning.  I can see three possible interpretations for the sentence, but that doesn’t mean any of them has to be true.  The first is that he means a physical strike on the heart of the Jedi or the Republic.  Naturally, one would assume Coruscant to be the heart, but an attack on that doesn’t seem likely.  Coruscant has thousands of Jedi around at any particular time, as well as a large amount of security and Judicial forces.  An early attack on Coruscant would be very difficult to pull off, not ultimately decisive, and not strategically sound, considering the havoc and disarray they could first cause in the outer and middle rims at a much smaller cost.  In other words, I think it would be a waste of time and resources, the only possible advantage being that it would be a highly symbolic strike.

“The other thing he could have meant is that the Sith are going to attack the political heart of the Republic, the Senate.  By creating confusion and rebellion in the political spectrum, they may hope to slow the creation of necessary forces needed for a response to whatever attack they decide to make.  Any rift in the Senate would, like a fire, spread to the foundations of the Republic itself, creating unrest and fear if nothing else.  The Sith could then prey on that fear and lack of order or solid leadership while waging their campaign.

“The last way I can see it is to say it actually means our hearts, those of the Jedi, that is.  Maybe the Sith think to inspire Jedi with fear, greed, or anger, thereby starting a fire in their hearts that will consume them, turning them from the Jedi’s path.  If I remember correctly, most of the Sith who fought in the Sith Wars of a century ago were indeed fallen Jedi who turned to evil, trading their loyalty for a chance power by throwing in with the Sith.  This, I must admit, is the most flawed of the three, however.  It is a battle we all face every single day, so why would we need to ‘tell our masters at the temple.’”

“Good,” Master Kaal said when I had finished, “just what I wanted to hear.  I came to many of the same conclusions myself, but I wanted you to work this out on your own as a sort of test, or a sort of practice.  Always pay careful attention to everything that people you interact with do or say, especially your enemies.  You never know when something they told you, even inadvertently, will come in handy in either predicting their moves or judging their character.  By analyzing your enemy before hand, you will always have an advantage over him later on, be it in a contest of lightsabers or wits.  Most importantly, never think anything too mundane or trivial for consideration, for it may have significance elsewhere, at a different time and in a different context.  That’s something everyone would do well to remember.”

“Yes, Master,” I said, thinking it was perhaps a good time to bring up the datacard and datapad I found.  I wasn’t sure when we were going to look at the other two we received, but I knew those, as well as the Fraus’s, would be the keys to whatever secrets Yaltas and the Sith undoubtedly held.  

Master Kaal answered my question before I had even asked it.  He pulled one of the datacards from a pouch on his waist and pushed it into a slot on the main computer control panel.  “Let’s see what the kind Governor gave to us that was so dangerous we couldn’t open it until we had left the planet.”

He started typing away at the terminal, so I took the chance to reach into the back and grab the sack I’d discovered.  I dug into it with my hand and pulled out the datacard along with the datapad.  

“Master,” I said, holding up the card, “I found this among the Sith’s belongings while searching the ship’s hull.”

He turned from his work and eyed the datacard.  “Quite the collection we seem to have gathered.  Why don’t you punch it up on that datapad while I look over this other one.” 

“Alright,” I nodded, powering up the datapad and shoving the small, square disc inside.  

A relatively standard multi-task organization utility flashed on the screen, presenting me with the usual options of searching, running, or exploring.  I had no idea where to start, so I decided to take the files in order.  I clicked the explore button and opened up the first file.

Nothing.

Well, nothing relevant.  Just a few notes and such on something I had never heard of.  

I closed that down, a little disappointed, and opened up the next one.

Nothing.

I opened another, then another, then another, but I found nothing.  All I looked at the files were either notes, schedules, or other various documents, all of them dealing, as far as I could tell, with Fraus’s real life as the head of Yocun Industries.

“What was on the Polaski’s datacard, Master?” I asked casually, still opening, examining, and closing file after useless file.  

“This appears to be the full records of the Board of Governors for the year.  There is a lot of information here, including laws, acts, and appropriations proposed or passed, complete with manuscripts of the debates.  As I said: there’s a lot here.  I’m not quite sure what to search for.”

“Maybe there is evidence in there of a deal with the Yocun.”

He shook his head.  “I’ve already searched for that, but came up empty.  There’s nothing at all about the Yocun, and my search for Devon Fraus or Suri Verito has almost finished with no results thus far.”

“Hmm…What did the guard tell us Polaski had said?  Wasn’t it about him having ‘what we’re looking for,’ or something like that?”

He stroked his short beard slowly, like he sometimes did when in deep thought.  His eyes looked straight ahead, but he didn’t seem to be focusing on anything.  “Devon Fraus was originally Suri Verito, who was born on Yaltas,” he started hesitantly after a few moments, still not moving his eyes or head.  “He is forced to leave, and then becomes a Sith.  Then, when war seems eminent, he returns, saying he has a personal interest in the planet, which would seem obvious.  At the same time, one of the leaders, a Jedi sympathizer, gives us the complete records of the Yaltan government and tells us that it’s what we’re looking for, even though we had never contacted him or met him before.”

“Wouldn’t that mean that whatever he wanted to tell us, he inherently knew it was something of importance to the Jedi?”

“It would seem so, but he almost might have thought we knew something in coming to Yaltas when in fact we stumbled over the planet almost by accident.  We didn’t know what we were looking for, so how could the Governor?  And how are we supposed to find out what it is?  Manually searching through every file isn’t going to get us anywhere.”

“What about the Governor’s letter?  Did he tell us not to open the datacard until after we were off planet?  That doesn’t make sense; if we were knew what it was immediately, then maybe we could have helped solve it or fix it.”

“Quite the contrary, Padawan, he obviously didn’t want us to be caught up in whatever was happening.  Or he might have thought we would be in danger if we stayed long enough to examine the files.”

“Or he thought that us being on planet might have jeopardized him or others.  Or maybe he wanted to be sure that we didn’t know what was going on unless we were already headed back to Coruscant.  Maybe he didn’t want us to make any transmission about it from the planet, fearing they might be intercepted.”

“That’s possible, but it still doesn’t help us to figure out what to do with all this.  It all goes back to Devon Fraus.  He was coming to do something, and the Governor must have known what it was, and when he was coming.  Maybe that was why he told us to get off planet as soon as possible: so that we would avoid Devon Fraus and not start a conflict.”

“And not tip off the Sith that we were close,” I added, looking up from my fruitless searching momentarily.

“Perhaps, but regardless, all the answers in the universe aren’t going to tell us the question.  We’ll just have to keep searching.  It’s a long way back to Coruscant.”

I nodded as we both we both turned back to our work, and for several minutes there was silence, broken by only the occasional beep of a datapad, the faint whine of the air recycler, or the quiet roar of the engines. 

I began to grow frustrated with the endless stream of completely worthless and incredibly boring files crowding the datacard I had hoped would be a major key.

“That search for Suri Verito just came up empty—“

“Wait!” I said quietly, looking intently at the file I just opened.  “This file is encrypted with a password, and the name suggests Sith ties.  This could be what we’re looking for.  Now, what could the password be?”

“How bout, Fraus?  Or Devon Fraus?”

I keyed those in, but both were rejected.  “No good.  That seems too obvious anyways.”

“Try Suri Verito.”

“…Nope.”

“Yaltas?”

“…Nope.”

“Hmm…how about ORIC?”

“The name of his terrorist group?  Let’s see…nope.”

“It could take years just to sit here and guess.  Maybe we should just wait and let a professional in the Republic crack it.  After all, we’re not even sure what it contains.  It could be nothing.”

“Hold on.  I think we can get it.  What about that datacard Delatio gave us?  Wasn’t it a lot of information on Fraus?  Maybe there will be something useful in there.  Let’s not just give up now.”

“Very well, Padawan,” he said.  He pulled out the last datacard and plugged it into the computer, removing the Governor’s.  

I leaned over so that I could get a good view of the main display.  A standard list came up, showing all the filenames on the card.  Most appeared to be various pieces of background information logged under the name of both Suri Verito and Devon Fraus.  

As promised, other, miscellaneous bits existed near the bottom of the list, one of which caught my eye.  “Look,” I said, pointing to the file on the screen.  “That one that’s labeled ‘a word of advice.’  Try that one, Master.”

He punched up the file, and one line of text appeared.

A word of advice: my name is Socie.  
“Odd advice,” I commented.

My Master seemed considered this.  “Maybe not,” he said at last.  “For the password, try ‘Socie Verito.’”

I was a little confused, but I just shrugged and punched it in.

ACCESS…GRANTED.

“Hey!  It worked!  We’re in,” I nearly shouted, completely amazed.  “How did you know?”

“Remember what I told you about always paying attention to what people say?”

“Yes.”

“Then I will leave it at this: most people logically choose passwords that are the least obvious thing they will never forget.”

“Huh?”

“Think back, Padawan, if you wish to know.  For now, go ahead and see what is in that file.”

“Yes, Master,” I nodded, looking into the file.  

I smiled as I read them.  “Master, this is his mission profile.”

“Well what does it say?” he asked eagerly.

“Let’s see,” I mumbled, reading hurriedly over the document.  “It appears that Yaltas wasn’t the only stop on his itinerary, but I think it was the first—”

“And last, thanks to us.  What else?”

“Hmm…it says here that he was to finish or force something referred to as ‘the deal,’ but I’m not seeing anything on what that might be.  It could be something of a business deal, like the one Yocun and Aesus have with the Sith.  Fraus would be the perfect candidate to arrange that sort of thing, given his position.”

“Hold on, young one.  This time we don’t have to assume or guess at all.  Now I understand not only what use the Governor’s datapad has, but also the reason why he knew to give it to us.”

“Oh, I get it now, too.  Even though we didn’t know about the deal, whatever it is, he did.  Thus, when we came by looking for him, he immediately assumed we were seeking information about the deal, which, unknowingly, we were.  And, since a Jedi sympathizer like Polaski knew about it, it must have been a legitimate proposal, relying on distance, rather than stealth, to keep it hidden from us, just as the Aesus operation did.  That means it would be in the archive of records, even though it has, hopefully, yet to be passed.”

“Exactly.  So, if we search for files only relating to off world interests, we should be able to narrow it down considerably.  After that, finding the deal shouldn’t take long, even if it is logged under an alias.”

He started typing away at the control panel serving as his data display.

I waited in quiet anticipation as information poured across the main display.

Then it hit me.  Oh, I get it, I thought with an inward grin.  Delatio was Fraus’s brother.  Delatio was the one who turned in the ORIC group, of which Fraus was a member.  They must have hated each other.  No one would have known they were even brothers, much less Delatio’s real name.  It was perfect.  It required someone to know several separate pieces of information that very few, if any, would know.

It all made sense.  

I felt relieved; not being able to figure something like that out had always bugged me.

“Oh no,” my Master said breathlessly, jerking my mind back into realspace.

“What?” I said anxiously.

“It’s worse than we thought, and far less clandestine.”

“You mean they didn’t try to hide the deal?”

“They didn’t need to.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean we’d all know as soon as it passed.”

“Huh?  What kind of deal did Yaltas make with the Sith?”

“Oh, it’s not just Yaltas, there are thousands of other planets making the same deal as we speak.”

I was suddenly gripped with dread.  If the Sith had a network of thousands of planets then who knows what kind of attack they would be capable of.  Thousands of Sith Knights and Masters, backed by countless hordes of Sith Troopers, all joined in the combined galactic resources of thousands of worlds.  

The thought shook me to the core, and biting cold seized my back.  “Master, we have to get back and tell the Council and the Senate.  If this is real, the galaxy is in unimaginable danger.”

“Oh, they’ll know by the time we get back, Res.  This document was set to be voted upon at twelve hundred GST.  That’s three standard hours from now, and believe me, when this hits, the entire galaxy will know.”

“Why?  How?  What exactly does that document say?”

His face was slightly pale.  His expression, stunned.  In all my years of knowing him I had never seen him look so distraught, and I never would again.  He spoke in a hushed, dazed tone, more to himself that to me.  “I can’t believe I didn’t see this coming!  I can’t believe the entire combined intelligence of the Republic and the Jedi could have overlooked this!”

“Master, please,” I begged, unable to quash the growing sense of terror ripping through the pit of my stomach.  “What does it say?!”

“This document is the formal withdrawal of Yaltas from the Republic.”

The unspoken “and thousands more are to follow” rang clearly in my mind.

The spark that lights the greatest fire always starts at the heart.

“Oh no.”

SEVEN

I never truly believe anything would happen, but even so, I was relieved when I finally saw Coruscant again.  No warships flooded the skies, no burning lances of energy tour through the clouds, and no gigantic pillars of fire streamed from the endless pattern of skyscrapers etched into the world.  

Everything seemed normal.  I didn’t sense any alarm at all.  Even the indomitable sense of dread that once smothered me had vanished.

I let out a heavy sigh.  We were home, a little rattled, but otherwise unscathed.  

It was odd.  When I was young and in training at the Temple, I had always wanted to go out into the universe and prove myself worthy of becoming a Jedi.  But now that I had gone out and accomplished a mission, uncovered a secret plot, fought, and killed, nothing could have pleased me more than seeing my home planet again, safe and sound.

The comm unit crackled to life as soon as we approached an orbit.  “Jedi Starfighter JO8521, this is traffic control, you have immediate permission to land in Bay Twelve on the north face, copy?”

My Master and I exchanged surprised looks.  He just shrugged and pushed the transmit key on the panel in front of him.  “We copy, control.  We’re preparing for reentry now.  Thanks.”

“Just doing my job, Jedi.  Welcome back.  Control, out.”

“Somebody’s glad to see us,” I commented casually.

“More likely they’re after our report,” he retorted cynically.  “I suppose by now they have seen their error.”

“I wonder how everyone is responding, if what we found is indeed true?”

“Oh, I have no doubt it is, Padawan.  The Senate is probably calm on the surface, but in disarray underneath, scrambling to keep the news hidden as long as possible.  Hopefully, the Council is formulating some sort of response, though most likely not the one I’d like, but I must admit it really isn’t about what I’d like.”

“And what would you like, Master?”

He seemed to think for a moment, then said, “I’d start forming an army, and building fighters and cruisers.  I’d organize the Jedi into fighting divisions and wait to see how the Sith move.”

“But that’s not what the Council or the Senate would do.”

“Not likely, no.”  He sighed.  “But we will know for sure soon enough, won’t we?”

He grabbed the controls and angled our fighter sharply downward, toward the planet, and fired up the main drives for the reentry.

As our small ship dove down upon the dayside of the massive planet, an endless sea of duracrete gray greeted us.  

Within moments the smooth, dull landscape sharpened, revealing massive skyscrapers and other buildings rising into the blue-white sky.

The closer we got, the more details surfaced.  Before long, the gigantic landing platforms floating between the towering obelisks.  Then the continuous stream of hovertraffic materialized, stretching across the horizon in every direction, crisscrossing the city on a thousand vectors.

Our destination, the Jedi Temple, was among the first visible objects.  It was so large that it was almost visible from orbit.  It’s huge base and crown of five towers far overshadowed any other building in its sector.  It was, in fact, one of the largest single buildings on the planet.  As far as I knew, only the Galactic Senate was larger.

“Look at that,” Master Kaal said, pointing out the viewport.

A small ship of some sort had broken away from the skylanes and was heading for the Temple.  Actually, it was more like it was falling toward the Temple. 

“Is he out of control?” I asked curiously.  Repulsorlift failure wasn’t an uncommon incident in the skies of Coruscant, especially given the unreal amounts of repulsorlift traffic.

“I don’t know.”

Then the ship exploded, shattering into a million pieces, with a blinding flash of light.

“Poor guy,” I said, truly a little sad, even if I didn’t know the pilot.  Death is always an unfortunate event.

Most of the burning remains of the craft were falling harmlessly to the ground, caught in gravity’s grip, and leaving trails of smoke in their wake.  One large piece, however, continued on the same course, and it wasn’t trailing the thick smoke of the others.

“Look at that large piece of debris, Master.  I think it might hit the Temple.”

He leaned forward, as if trying to get a better look at the wreckage, then he jerked back quickly, sitting up straight.  “That’s no piece of debris, Padawan,” he said, his words trying a knot in my stomach.  “That’s a starfighter!”

“Wait!  It’s a wh—“

My answer came in the form of blistering red laser blasters, streaking from the errant fighter.  The energy bolts bore into one of the four spires on the perimeters, the ones that housed the four council chambers, melting transparisteel and duracrete, opening large holes in the tower.

The spark that lights the greatest fire always starts at the heart.
“Oh no!  Master!” I screamed in absolute shock.

“I know, I know!  We have to stop it!”

“Too late!” I yelled, pointing out the viewport as the fighter slammed into the council chamber.  

A huge fireball expanded outward from the peak on the spire in all directions, spraying massive amounts of debris into the air.

Then the tower began to collapse in on itself, the sides deteriorated.  The domed canopy sank straight down, crushing whatever charred remains of the council chambers still lingered, then it toppled over and fell to the base, crashing loudly in an enormous cloud of smoke, dust, and pulverized shards of duracrete.

All that remained of the once grand chamber of the Jedi High Council was a battered stub, billowing thick, black clouds of smoke, floating to the stars.  

It was the most devastating sight I had ever seen, made even more so by the false assurance I had held that nothing could strike so close to home.  Wars were for foreign planets, distant arenas, not the very building in which I lived.

I could only stare, in horrified astonishment, my mouth hanging open as though I wanted to say something, but couldn’t find the words.  I, a Jedi-in-training, taught for years to resist emotions, cold, hardened, and impersonal, a destined warrior, was on the verge of tears.  I just couldn’t believe it, yet there it was, before my very eyes, mocking me.

My Master said nothing, did nothing.  He just stared and stared, as if trying to see through the dream and into reality, into a Temple undamaged, a tower unbroken, into a peace intact.

“M-master, what just happened?”

“I don’t know,” he replied stonily, dazed, his eyes unfocused, just staring at the smoking effigy of war.

I didn’t think I knew, but in reality, I just didn’t want to admit it.

I did know.

The spark that lights the greatest fire always starts at the heart.
I watched the fighter slam into the tower in horrifying slow motion.  Then I watched it again.  

And again.

The image of the burning post was plastered onto every newsvid on the planet.  They kept playing the same scene over and over again, from all different angles.  Every once in a while they would switch over to a live view, to show the most recent damage and updates.

The entire area was swarming with floating holodroids working for the major news stations, all trying to get the best shot of the biggest story in decades.  

Meanwhile, the Jedi as well as the Coruscant security forces were trying to keep the pressing tide at bay, wary of another attack.  

The Galactic Senate, the reporters said, had also been place on high alert, as had several other prominent sites.  I even heard they declared entire sectors of the city no-fly zones.

The one piece of good news, hardly a consolation under the circumstances and greater meaning of the event, was that no one had been killed in the incident, though some had been seriously injured by falling pieces of debris.  The Jedi Council had not been convened at the time.

That was far from my mind, though, and as the ever-repeating tragedy scorched itself onto my retinas in painful fashion.

All I could do was sit and stare at the terminal in my room.  I wanted to look away, I wanted to turn it off, but somehow I couldn’t, I couldn’t tear my eyes from the screen.

Maybe I just didn’t want to believe it, even though I had seen it myself.  Maybe I was waiting for someone to tell me it was only a dream, for the screen to suddenly change and the show the Jedi Temple intact, the fighter nonexistent.

Maybe I just wanted to be sure.  I’d never know.

It was so odd.  I had known, I had been told, for a long time that the Sith were our enemies, that they would try to attack us, and they would have to fight us, and we them, but I guess an attack on my very home was never part of my dream about glorious victories and heroic triumphs.

In reality, the only dream I ever remembered was about death.  

Yet somehow, no matter how far in advance the warning, death always seems a surprise when it happens close to you.

The hiss of the door shook me from the infinite loop.  I thought it was my Master, coming to tell me what we were going to be doing, but it was Dyn that entered moments later instead.

“How are you feeling, Res?” he asked genuinely. 

“I’m a little rattled, but I’ll be fine.  You?”  

“The same.”

“It’s more of a mental thing, you know?”

“Yeah, but at least no one got hurt.  The death of the Council would be a huge loss, not to mention the psychological damage already done multiplied by ten.”

“True,” I said distantly, and so the conversation stalled.  An awkward silence ensued.  That always seemed to happen between him and me.  Actually, between anyone and me.

“Hey, I heard about what happened on Yaltas.  Sorry I couldn’t be there with you, man,” Dyn resumed.

“Don’t worry about it,” I said, giving a weak shrug.  “It wasn’t your fault; there was nothing you could have done.”

“Thanks, but I still wish I could have been there.”

“Why?  So you could share in the slaughter?” I blurted, burying my hands in my face.  

He didn’t say anything.

“Look, I’m sorry, Dyn,” I apologized with a sigh.  “I’m just a little stressed, what with the fighting, and the Sith, and the tower…”

“Hey, I understand, man.  Don’t worry about it.”

“Thanks.” I hesitated.  “Dyn…have you ever killed something?  I mean, something sentient?”

“No,” he replied after a brief pause.  “It’s something we’ll all regrettably have to do, though.  I can imagine what it feels like.”

“No you can’t,” I said.  “I don’t intend to be mean, but you have no idea.  I stood behind a man and slaughtered him.  He didn’t even have a chance; he didn’t even know I was there.  I murdered him, Dyn.  Is that the call of a Jedi, protector of peace and justice in the galaxy?”

“Wait.  Don’t say that.  He was trying to kill you, right?  You only did what you had to in order to get back to us alive, with the valuable information you obtained.  Maybe you haven’t realized, but if what Master Sarr told me is true, then that could save a lot of lives.  It’s the intent that matters, Res.  You didn’t want to kill them.  You didn’t take pleasure in killing them.  You just did what you had to do for the good of the galaxy.  Lift you’re head up; you did the right thing.”

I sighed again.  “Maybe you’re right; Master Kaal said the same thing.  But that doesn’t make me feel any better.  You still have no idea what it’s like to feel a life extinguished before your very eyes.”

“Not yet, Res, not yet.  We’re all going to have to fight a lot more from now on.  I won’t try to tell you how to feel, but just remember you’re fighting for a cause.”

Again, silence.  I didn’t know quite what to say.  He was right, of course, but that didn’t help me release any of my guilt or pain at the way I killed.

“Anyway, we’d better get going, Res.”

I gave him a confused look.  “Where to?”

“To Master Kaal’s quarters.  He and my own Master are waiting there for us.  They sent me to get you.”

“What do they want?”

“I don’t know, but we’ll find out soon enough.”  

Dyn and I walked quietly to Master Kaal’s room, which I had, oddly enough, seen only a few times in the several years I had spent with him.

In contrast to our own pace, many of the Temple denizens were scampering about on some unknown task.  Not that I could blame them—the attack had happened only about an hour or so earlier.  No doubt they were scrambling to find someone who could tell them what to do, or where to go, or how to help, or maybe even just what was going on.  

That too, was odd.  The warning signs for a Sith attack had been obvious to my Master and me, and we had not kept them secret by any means.  I must admit that neither I nor Master Kaal nor anyone else anticipated the strike, but we did know some sort of attack was coming.  I had just thought it would have been something a little further away, and a little less personal.

It was only a brief walk that separated our two rooms, perhaps intentionally so, such that we arrived within a few minutes of departing.  

My Master’s room, while larger, was no less ordinary than my own.  It was the same dull, yet strangely peaceful white that seemed to dominate that particular section of the Temple.  For furniture he had only a data terminal similar to the one in my room, a neatly made bed, and a small case of storage compartments that also appeared to serve as a tabletop for various items.  All of the furniture was pushed to the extremes of the room, leaving a very large space in the center for which he must have used to meditate, though I wondered why, given the countless meditation chambers made available to anyone at the Temple.

Master Kaal and Master Sarr were conversing as we entered, but they didn’t look too serious, not given the circumstances.  

That all changed when they noticed our arrival, however.

Master Sarr‘s expression flatlined.  He immediately started, “Alright, you two are back.  I want you all to see this.”  

He pulled what looked like a small holoprojector from inside his cloak, complete with a remote controller, and placed it only to the floor.  “We’ll get back to that in a second,” he commented, standing back up.  Then he continued, “I haven’t seen your reports, Vrotik, but the official numbers are in for the resignation of systems.  Interestingly enough, they all happened at the same time: twelve hundred Galactic Standard Time, even on worlds where their respective Capitals were on the night side.”

“Guess they wanted their first punch to be a big one,” Dyn thought aloud.

“Yes,” Master Kaal confirmed, “and their second one a jab to the face.”

“Actually,” Master Sarr continued, “they haven’t officially joined the Sith.  They’re independent.  They call themselves the Federation of Outer Rim Territories, or FORT.  It is strongly suspected that they have ties to the Sith, and if I heard you correctly earlier, then your information verifies that.  We expect the Sith to officially enter the scene in a few days at most.  Probably in extraordinarily flamboyant an inordinately arrogant fashion.”

“Like taking over a Republic world by force,” I noted.

“Don’t get ahead of me, Res,” Master Sarr chastised ominously. 

“We’ve had our own numbers, but how many are there actually?” Master Kaal interrupted. 

He grimaced.  “Maybe it’s better just to show you,” he said, clicking a button on his remote and activating the holoprojector he had set on the floor.  

A huge map that filled the entire room appeared in the air before us.  Using the Force, I flicked the light switch near the door so that the lights dimmed almost completely, making the map more clearly visible.

“Thank you, Res,” Master Sarr said, nodding in my direction.  He then pushed another key on his remote and large number of the planets lit up a bright red.  “These” he explained pointing out the large section of red dots on the map, “are the planets that joined FORT.”

Master Kaal swore softly yet sharply.  “I didn’t know it was that many.  I was thinking a couple thousand.  That’s a couple thousand sectors!”

I was completely amazed myself.  It looked as though about a fourth of the entire outer rim territories, just above the core planets on the map, and one of its borders on the large blank area designating the Unknown Territories.

“That’s a lot of systems!” I exclaimed.

“Yes, but fortunately for us, there aren’t a great deal of industrial or manufacturing resources out there, nor an incredible amount of civilization,” Dyn commented.

“But they’ll have all the raw materials they need, and there are manufacturing resources out there, just not as many as in the Core,” I countered.

“Whatever the case,” Master Sarr said, breaking up our debate, “it is troubling information.  However, that’s not the important event here.  Having worlds drop out of the Republic is a loss, but it’s certainly not crippling.  And it’s perfectly legal too, mind you.  No one forced them out.  Not these, anyways.”

“I don’t like how you said that Delin,” Master Kaal said anxiously.  “What do you mean?”

He grimaced again.  “I told you that at twelve hundred GST all these planets dropped out, right?”

“Yes.”

“Well, these are the planets in the area that didn’t,” he said, activating another feature of the holoprojector, this time highlighting a small number of planets in blue mixed among the sea of red.  “Instead, they joined the movement approximately five standard hours later, perhaps coincidentally, the same time as the attack on the Jedi Temple.  Any thoughts on why they were late?”

“I don’t know what it is, Delin, but something tells me I’m not going to like it.  It wasn’t coincidence, was it?”

“Hmm…not likely.  Everyone one of these systems was taken over by what’s classified as an ‘unknown force.’”

“Every one of them?!” I nearly shouted.  “At the same time?!”

“That sure is what it looks like,” Master Sarr replied.

“But how?” Master Kaal questioned.

“That’s what’s so disturbing about it.  Even if only small forces were used to take each system and force it to secede, it would still require an army of incredible proportions.  Plus, the sheer fact that they accomplished this in near unison suggests a high level of efficiency and organization.  Not the best combination for us be it anyone’s army, much less the Sith’s.”

“So what are we going to do about it?” Master Kaal demanded.

Master Sarr managed a weak smile.  “That seems to be the question of the day.  Incidentally, that’s also why I’m showing you all this.”

“What?” Master Kaal asked, looking profoundly confused.

“That’s why I came here.  Or rather, why I was sent here.”

“What, to tell me what we’re going to do?”

“No, to ask you what we’re going to do.”

My Master tried to get a few words out, but was too flabbergasted to speak.  

“What that’s suppose to mean?” I asked in his stead.

“Perhaps I misspoke,” Master Sarr apologized.  “I was sent here to present to you this information, then to order you, or ask you—whichever you prefer—to draft a speech for the declaration of war.  Then, after they approve it of course, they want you to give in front of the full Senate.”

If Master Kaal was surprised, then he didn’t show it.  Rather, he looked sort of disgusted.  “So know they admit I was right, huh?  Only they can’t do it too my face.  Delin, why didn’t they just summon me?”

Master Sarr considered that for a few moments before continuing.  “They didn’t make a point of it, but I think it must have been because of all the confusion around the attack they just called me in as the fastest way, not to mention they know I have good relations with you.  After I met with them, I came straight here.”

Master Kaal snorted.  “A nice excuse.  They thought I would be more receptive to hear it from you.”

“Possibly.  You’ve done the same thing to them.  With the same middleman too, I might add.”

“True,” he conceded.  “Argh…whatever.  It doesn’t matter.  I will, of course, accept.”

“Good, should I go tell them?”

“No,” Master Kaal said, cracking a smile, “I think I’ll go tell them myself.”

My three comrades recognized the end of the conversation and continued to leave, but one question remained in my mind.

“Wait!” I called abruptly.  “Why would they chose you to give a speech when there are more eloquent speaker in the Order?  Just because you were right doesn’t make you more qualified to stand before the Senate then some others might be.  Why, then, does the Council ask you, over whom they have much less control and influence, to give what could be the start of biggest conflict in one hundred years.  The Council places the future and course of the Jedi—things over which you’ve always disagreed—in your hands.  That doesn’t make sense.”

“Sure it does, my young Padawan,” my Master said, still smiling.  “It’s quite simple really.  Because everyone but a small few has been following the direct orders of the Council for so long, they were all blinded to the future about this war.  Even the Council did not foresee this in their mediations.”

“Oh, I get it,” I said, having a sudden epiphany.  “They chose you because we are the only ones who know anything about this war.”

“Exactly.  Everyone else was ignorant, wandering around in the dark while the Sith wove their insidious plot on our own worlds.  Only now have they realized that the reason they couldn’t see was because they had their eyes closed.”

The Galactic Senate’s Grand Hall was an impressive architectural accomplishment, even to someone who had lived in the Jedi Temple his entire life.

The main chamber was a gigantic cylinder, with the thousands of Senators arrayed in an alternating pattern of detachable repulsorlift pods.  The Supreme Chancellor was situated on a rising dais, jutting from the base of the cylinder and about a fourth of the way up it.  Four walkways allowed access to the platform, where several other bureaucrats were also stationed, and it was designed such that the leader of the Senate could be clearly seen form any angle.

If a Senator was recognized to speak, they could detach their pod, float it down or up respectively, and speak face to face with the Chancellor.  They could also choose to merely talk to him through the holocom unit placed in every pod and fed by the small droids constantly hovering about the Hall.  Idle yet interested Senators could also view the conversations of their compatriots in a similar fashion.

I was told that the design was an ancient tradition, designed to symbolize the nature of the Republic itself, where all systems and species are equal.

I was sitting in one of the pods on the middle level, one used for guests.  Master Sarr and Dyn sat beside me, as did several other Jedi Masters and their students.  The Jedi Council was somewhere in the building, though I knew not where.  It almost seemed like they were trying to hide from people’s site.  I guessed that the attack had been what made them so cagey so suddenly.

I listened patiently if not anxiously while the Supreme Chancellor announced Master Kaal.  The entire Senate seemed to erupt with applause at his very name.  I wondered if the outburst from such a stately crowd was at least partially caused by the tension even I could feel rippling through the room.  It also seemed that the attack had inspired a new sense of Republic patriotism among both the people and the leaders, something that I hoped would ultimately be to our advantage.    

The Senate Hall was practically full, and I assumed that it normally would not have been save for the graveness of the current situation in which they found themselves and the Republic.  There were, however, several empty seats, which I soon came to realize must have been from the worlds that had withdrawn from the Republic only a few days earlier.

The gravity the Senators felt might also have explained the high attendance of Jedi in the guest areas.  My Master was not known for his particularly charismatic speeches, but given the way he often lectured me, I was anticipating quite an event.  

He had never actually let me read the speech, I imagine so in order to foster just that sort of reaction.  The Jedi Council did approve it, however, so I knew not to expect anything too radical or revolutionary.  

Actually, I came to learn that my Master was quite conservative and peace loving, contrary to my early and probably somewhat hasty assessment.  The only difference was that he recognized when he needed to act and took the appropriate steps, whether others agreed with him or not.   

This particular night, however, everyone could agree: the Sith were back, and they brought an army.  Reconnaissance missions by Jedi already in the area had revealed that it was indeed the Sith that had conquered the dissenting planets, and had set up garrisons on the rest.  They had not officially declared allegiance to the Sith, even though the Sith seemed to be turning their name into more than just a word.  They had set up a fortress of planets in the Outer Rim.  I wasn’t sure why they hadn’t tried anything else, but I knew it would only be a matter of time.  Something had to be done, and that was the topic of Master Kaal’s speech.

He raised his hand from atop the rostrum and the entire audience fell silent instantly.  When he spoke it was in a strong and passionate voice amplified a hundred times over by the comm system built into the stage.

“Representatives of the Republic, I come before you tonight on the edge of a crisis!  Look around you and you may see empty spaces in our midst, but I see the tides of aggression.  Look at the battered form of the Jedi Temple and you may see a terrorist attack, but I see the tides of hatred.  Look at the worlds in the Outer Rim snatched from beneath us, and you may see a coalition of the willing, but I see the tides of fear.  Look around the whole of the galaxy and you may see the fruits of peace and democracy, but I see the tides of war!”  The crowd roared in applause, though I was never quite sure why. 

Again he quieted them with the palm of his hand.  “Nearly one hundred years ago, as some of you may remember, Ulic Qel-Droma stood in this very room, on this very platform, in front of this very body.  He came to face the consequences of his evil deeds.  One hundred years ago Exar Kun, Dark Lord of the Sith, also came to this very stage.  He made a declaration, killing his own Master and inciting the murder of countless others.

“Now, one hundred years later, a new evil has risen in the galaxy, and I come before you to make a new declaration, not one founded in death, but one founded in hope.  I come before you today not to destroy or kill, but to protect and warn.

“I tell you all this not to terrify or discourage you, but to enlighten you, so that you can decide.  When Exar Kun threatened the whole of the galaxy, this body was forced to make a decision.  When Malak and Revan turned our armies against us, this body was forced to make a decision.  This body, using the Jedi as their sword, chose to act, to decide their own destiny, and together we defeated the evil that stood before us.

“Now a new threat has risen.  Now our worlds are being snatched from our peaceful union.  Now our symbols of justice are being struck by unknown enemies.  Now an army has assembled at our doorstep, waiting to strike down all for which we have fought.

“One hundred years ago, every day since then and every day before, we have all had to choose.  Would we surrender to our fear and let it conquer our ideals?  No!  We stood strong for that which we desired, and the fruit has been a union twenty thousand years and counting!” 

More thundering applause filled the chamber, but he quickly silenced it.

“Now then, will we cower before this trial, or will we overcome it and restore peace to all the people of our galaxy?!  Will we forget our ideals and let them drown in a sea of apathy, or will we open our eyes to the truth and repel it?!

“The Republic, and the Jedi, have always desired peace, and our labors of past ages afforded us one hundred years of it.  Let us not forget what we so rightfully enjoy, but even more so, let us not forget why we enjoy it!

“The Jedi have always sought peace and justice, and thus we have taken on the role of warriors, as protectors and judges, sacrificing ourselves for our values and for yours.  But the Jedi are not always enough, and the threat is sometimes too great.  Such is now, and we require a new group of heroes to rise up and be willing to sacrifice their own lives for the galaxy’s sake!

“Senators of the Republic, we all want peace, but that is not the question before us tonight.  Nothing in this universe comes without sacrifice, and sometimes peace can only be bought with death!

 His voice rose steadily until he spoke in a majestic cry, raising his hands in triumphant fists.  “People of the Republic, we are at war!  Now only one question remains.  Will we acquiesce to destruction, or will we stand up and fight for the peace we believe in?!”

The Senate Hall erupted into cheers, many Senators rising to their feet and shouting a call to arms.  This time, he didn’t stop them, and it continued on for several minutes.

I look at my fellow Jedi, Dyn in particular, and as his eyes caught mine, we smiled.

Entering into war is halfway to winning it.

The Senate passed the Military Reorganization Act the next day, though not unanimously.  There were some on the Senate so ardently pacifistic that I doubted they would support the bill if the Sith personally killed their mothers.  

I guess I really couldn’t blame them completely, though.  I had run straight into the terrors of fighting and death on my last mission, and it wasn’t fun at all.  The refusal to accept fighting under any circumstances, however, was, in my opinion, extremely shortsighted.

One of the points I liked so much in Master Kaal’s speech was his repeated emphasis of the necessity of war to protect peace.  It seemed paradoxical, but sometimes the only way to have peace is to fight those who oppose it.  

The only other alternative would be to have peace through letting ourselves be completely dominated, and that was something we certainly weren’t willing to accept.  A rule by the Sith, a group so relentlessly despotic and lustfully ambitious, could never truly be peaceful.  After all, freedom, not subjugation, is the ultimate prerequisite for peace.

Thankfully, enough of the Senators, inspired my Master’s rousing speech, realized this and took action, passing the bill.

All that remained for the Republic was the recruitment of volunteers and the conversion of shipyards that used to turn out freighters into ones that produced cruisers, frigates, and fighters.  But that would take time, and it was all too scarce with the Sith already massing their armies within their new fortress.

“How long before Kuat and Corellia and the rest of the docks can make the transition, Master?” I asked him when he called me to his room the same day the bill was passed.  I was hoping it was about our future plans, but I had some questions for him too.

He considered this, rubbing his fingers through is close-cut beard.  “Hard to say.  The docks themselves should be ready within the month, but the first capital ships most likely won’t be ready for another four after that, if they rush.  And they will.  We may get some smaller fighters and such before then, but nothing significant.  And then there’s the matter of training recruits to operate the gigantic war machine.  That’ll take at least as long as the actual construction if not longer.”

“But at least we have more than enough volunteers, Master.  Thanks to you.”  

The Republic had broadcast the speech of the previous day to all corners of the galaxy still under its control.  It obviously had a profound impact on people, for the newly reformed Republic military was already flooded with volunteer applications, even though it had been only a single day.

“It is the cause that inspires them, Padawan.  I merely put it into words.  You are right, though.  If we keep up the recruitment rate we have now, then we should be fully staffed and trained by the time the fleet is ready.”

“That’s five or six months away at least, though, right?”

“That’s a fair estimate,” he said, giving a half shrug. 

“Then what are we going to do until then?”

“Until then, we’re going to have our work cut out for us.”

That wasn’t a pleasant thought at all.  “But will the Jedi be enough?”

“Probably not.  But the Republic is temporarily consolidating our security forces and the Judicial Department.  That’ll give us a small army, but with the support of large numbers of Jedi, we should be able to last six months without loosing too much ground.”

“Won’t that leave planets undefended, though?  And what about crime?  I don’t think it will be put on hold for the war.”

He smiled down at me in a look that unmistakably said: relax.  “All the forces are giving what they can afford to do without.  Some supplies may have to be skimped, but such is the nature of war.”

I still had some doubts, but I let them remain unvoiced.  He obviously knew what he and everyone else was doing.  My doubts and questions weren’t going to change or solve anything, so why should I bother?

He must have sensed my lingering uncertainty, for he continued talking.  “Look, we really don’t have to stop them at all.  We succeed as long as we slow them down enough to keep them from reaching the Core before our armies are ready.  If we can make them retreat or even hesitate, then we will have won.”

“Alright,” I said uncertainly.  “I understand.”

“Good, and now on to why I brought you here.  This is appropriate to what we were talking about as well.  The Jedi are diving up into squads for better efficiency on the battlefield.  We will be largely independent, but we will still answer ultimately to the Council.”

“So how many in a group?”

“Six.  In our case, three Masters and three apprentices.  Understand though, that while we will work alone sometimes, we will also work in conjunction with larger forces, in which case we will join with other squads to form a full fighter and ground based squadron.  Understood?”

“Yes, Master.”  It seemed simple enough, and if I remembered correctly, forming groups was one of the things my Master had enumerated as his desires for war preparations.  I wondered if his influence in the Council had grown considerably, or if there were simply others who thought along similar lines as he.  Or maybe he had bypassed the Council altogether.  

“Good.  I asked the others to meet us here.  They should arrive shortly.”

He was right.  Not long after the door to the room hissed open.  True to Master Kaal’s word, four people entered in tandem.

The first was Master Sarr, followed closely, as always, by Dyn.  I had to smile.  It was no surprise those two were in our squad.  Master Kaal and Master Sarr were old friends and brothers in arms, though from where I did not know.

The next two Jedi were both decidedly less male, and a lot less human.  They were Twi’leks.  

The first one, apparently the elder and Master of the duo, had a deep green complexion with matching eyes.  Her face and posture portrayed age and experience, though her features denied it.  Her lekku, or braintails as they were commonly called, were hidden behind the dark brown robes she wore.  A tight-fitting tunic of similar color was slightly visible underneath.

The other Twi’lek, slightly shorter and far more impetuous-looking than her Master, had dark, rich purple skin, which stood out not only for its uniqueness, but also its splendor.  Perhaps my age or a little older, she looked young and vigorous, if not impatient, and was attractive by any humanoid’s standards.  I wondered if that was perhaps a trait that would come in handy sometime.

“Res,” Master Kaal started when everyone was inside, “I hope you are familiar with Master Sarr and Dyn by this point.”

I smiled and bowed slightly towards them, “Of course.”

“I don’t believe, however, that you’ve met our two female friends.”  He pointed to the older one with the green skin.  “This is Jedi Master Sela Nasill.”

She bowed first at me, then to Master Kaal.  “Good to be working with you again, Vrotik.”

“Always a treat,” he returned, half grinning.  Then he pointed to the purple skinned Twi’lek girl, “And this is her Padawan, Syra Kilsa.”

“I’ve heard about you, Res,” she said casually, “but you’re quite the rare sight around here.  It’s nice to finally meet you.”

Something about that comment disturbed me, but I let it pass.  “It’s, uh, nice to meet you too.  And you, Master Nasill.”

“The pleasure is all mine, young Fieri,” Master Nasill said with a toothy smile.

“Alright,” Master Kaal continued.  “You two I know have already met Master Sarr and Dyn, so let’s get down to business.  I have procured four Jedi Starfighters and one military class shuttle.  I chose this configuration because it gives us more versatility, if a little less comfort.  Delin, Dyn, Res, and I will fly the fighters, and Sela and Syra will take the shuttle.  Any objections?”

There were none.  I was just glad I got a fighter, and not the shuttle.  Sure, long hyperspace jumps would be a little unpleasant, but the advantages in battle the fighters constituted more than made up for it.

“Good.  I’ve decided to name our group Vanguard Squadron.”

“May I ask why, Master Kaal?” Dyn asked.  I was also curious, though I thought I knew the answer.

“Because I want us to be at the forefront of the conflict.  I want us to be the people who are in the right place to make a difference in this war, and who are not afraid to advance forward in order to do so.”

“So we are going to the front lines?”

“In a sense, yes.  But confronting something head on isn’t the only way to fight it.  I’m not, after all, suicidal.”

“Let’s hope,” Master Sarr said, grinning.  “So when do we leave?”

“We don’t have any time to waste; every day the Jedi don’t respond could be another planet lost.  We’re leaving immediately.  I’ll fill you in on the way.”

My starfighter streaked through the swirling blue and purple tunnel that is hyperspace.  I was all alone in the cramped cockpit, but I felt fine.  I’d done it a thousand times in the simulators, but it still felt good to be experiencing the real thing.  

It hadn’t been that long, but Master Kaal hadn’t told us what we were doing, just where we were doing it, via the hyperspace coordinates.  It was a good ways away, on the edge of the FORT coalition territory.  That meant we were either scouting, attacking, or moving into a defensive position.

The nature and timing of our departure didn’t seem to indicate that we were planning to unite with other Jedi or URS forces in the area, though it was possible, however unlikely, that other groups had made it there before us.  

I was just about to go into a Jedi hibernation trance for the remainder of the journey or until the debriefing started when Master Kaal’s somewhat distorted voice came in over the comm.  I turned up the volume and adjusted the comm settings in attempt to get a little more clarity.  

“Alright everyone,” he started, “now that we’re in hyperspace we can go over the mission details.”

“Why didn’t we do this back on Coruscant, Master?” I asked, punching up transmitter on my own comm unit.

“Well, I don’t like to think there might be security leaks in our system, but it’s not inconceivable.  Besides, there’s no real reason why we shouldn’t do it out here, just in case,” he replied.

“I take it this is a secret mission then?” 

“Relatively speaking, yes.  Though in a worst-case scenario it won’t matter.  But I’ll get to all that later.

“Right now, we’re headed to the third planet of the Raemus system, as you probably already know.  It’s in the direct line of the presumed march to the Core by the Sith, so we’ve identified it as a possible target for Sith aggression.”

A new voice crackled over the comm.  “So the Sith don’t already have a presence there?”  It was Master Sarr.

“There haven’t been any distress signals or calls for assistance, but that doesn’t mean the Sith aren’t there, or that they won’t be there by the time we arrive.  Large-scale troop and navy deployments, however, are very unlikely.  Of course, we can’t be certain until we ascertain the whereabouts of their main divisions.  That’s a secondary objective of this mission.”

“And one we do not hope to achieve unexpectedly,” Master Nasill’s voice chimed rather merrily, given that the six of us were barreling faster than the speed of light towards a possible major confrontation with the most dangerous enemy the galaxy ever produced.  “So what is the primary objective?”

“Officially we’re scouting.  We’re going to land on Raemus Three, undetected if possible, and determine the extent of the Sith presence as well as the likelihood of future involvement, if none currently exists.”

“And if any does?” Master Sarr asked.

“Well, if there’s a manageable force already in system, then, in the name of peace and justice, we’re going to wreak some serious havoc.”  I could almost see my Master smiling.  

“Just checking,” Master Sarr half chuckled.  

“So how exactly are you planning on doing that?” Master Nasill inquired, this time a little more seriously.

“I see you haven’t checked you’re cargo manifest, Sela.  You’re carrying enough explosives to turn any base we’re likely to find into a nicely sized crater.  If we find a base, we’ll infiltrate, plant our explosives, and then get out before the base goes nova.  Shouldn’t be too hard for Jedi.”

“And what if there are Sith Knights or Masters there?” she continued. 

“Then we’ll just have to deal with that when we get there.  I don’t think a few Sith should be a problem.  There are six of us, after all.  If there are more than we can handle though, then we’ll just run.  Remember, information is really our mandate.  If there are is a substantial threat, then we’ll flee and return to Coruscant or another outpost.  From there we can work up a plan to invade with the necessary forces.”

“Great, now that we’ve covered every possible situation, what about the planet itself?”

“I’ll send you all the file on it after we’re done so you can look at it more closely, but I’ll give you the basics now.  Raemus Three, or just Raemus—it’s the only habitable planet in the system—is a largely backwater planet, true to its location.  The economy there is mainly agrarian and independent.  It has to be, because it’s not near any of the major trade routes.  

“There are a couple hundred medium sized cities, though, and they house the spaceports and markets that handle what trade there is.  The capital city, Kirtuk, is also the most populous and prosperous.  If the Sith have any presence, then that is where it will most likely be headquartered.”

“So what is it exactly that the Sith would want with the place, Master Kaal?” Dyn asked, entering the conversation.

“We’re not sure.  Their behavior, especially the way they usurped every single planet in the FORT territories, seems to indicate they will try to take everything they can get, even relatively unimportant ones.”

“That is also in accordance of their inherent nature, Master,” I added.  “That is, lust for power and control.  Plus, the more planets they take the greater the message of supremacy they send to Coruscant, even if they are insignificant.”

“Very true, Padawan.  At any rate, we aren’t sure if they will pass over any worlds on their way to the Core, but that is just one more thing we will have to determine.  Anything else?”

“Yes,” Master Sarr said.  “What kind of geographical and demographical information do we have?  That could be important in formulating our movements, especially if we need to remain hidden.”

There was a slight pause before he replied, probably from having to look up some of the information on his datafile.  “The population is largely human with the usual assortment of others, mostly concentrated around the cities.  About seventy percent of the world is water, and most of the landmass is taken up by large, flat plains and light forests.  There’s more detailed information here, so you can look at it more closely later.  Any other questions?”

There were none.

“Good, just one last thing, then.  I don’t think there will be any air or space combat, but just in case we need to set our designations.  I’ll be Vanguard One.  Res, you’ll be on my wing as Vanguard Two.”

“Yes, Master.”

“Delin, you’ll be Vanguard Three—”

“Got it.”

“With Dyn on your wing as Vanguard Four.”

“Understood.”

“Sela and Syra will be piloting the shuttle.  Do you ladies have a name for it yet?”

It was Master Nasill’s voice that replied.  “Yes.  We’ve decided to name her the Adegan.  I’ll handle the piloting while Syra takes the turret.”

“Excellent.  I’m sending everyone the file we just discussed and a few others now.  Go over them if you need to, and then try to get some rest.  Depending on how things go, we may need it more than we think.”

We dropped out of hyperspace a mere light-year from Raemus.  From there it looked like just another dot in a field of billions, only slightly larger and brighter.  

The plan was to drop out just short of the system, find the best point of entry for stealth, and short-jump in, hopefully undetected.  On some worlds that would be next to impossible, but on a backwater planet like Raemus Three, I doubted we would have a problem with that phase.

“Delin, you have that entry vector yet?” Master Kaal spoke over the comm.

“Yep.  I’ll send you the coordinates now,” Master Sarr replied.  A notice flashed onto my main display indicating I’d received a file, but I ignored them for the moment.

“Master, they’re on the dayside?” Dyn’s voice replied.

“Yes, Padawan.  The sun will shield our entry from visual searches on the ground.  It shouldn’t be a problem, though; we’re entering in the middle of the largest ocean on the planet.  There isn’t a city within a two thousand kilometer radius.”

“Great,” Master Kaal said.  “After we enter we’ll stay low to the surface to avoid sensors.  It seems like Kirtuk is a few thousand klicks northwest of the entry point, so we’ll make our way up there, skirting the cities.  Hopefully we’ll be able to find a place to hide our ships a few kilometers from the city and hike in, but if not we’ll just have to deal with it when we get there and know more about our situation.  Just keep it safe and simple until we find out what we’re dealing with.  Understood?”

Everyone in the group acknowledged that they did.

“Good,” he continued.  “I want complete comm silence from here on out.  Just follow my lead, and try to keep up.”

My Master’s maneuvering jets flared as he readjusted his course.  I quickly entered the coordinates into my navicomputer and follow him into hyperspace.  

Seconds later I was yanked back into realspace by Raemus’s mass shadow, its blue-green surface dominating my vision. 

I breathed a sigh of relief.  No Sith cruiser awaited us, nor did any defense platforms or patrol craft.  No explosions shook the landscape.  No laserfire scorched the atmosphere.  Nothing was happening at all.  Not even any civilian craft adulterated the view.  It looked normal, peaceful even.

Looks can be deceiving, I told myself.  Who knows what kind of armies a hundred thousand kilometers could be hiding?
A quick glance at my sensors showed that everyone else had also completed the jump and was in position.  Master Kaal was already accelerating towards the planet along the planned vector.  I fired up my ion drives and pulled in closely behind him.

An uneventful entry ensued.  With the comm silence in effect, all I could do was follow the glowing blue exhaust vents of my Master’s ship and stare into the boundless blue mass of the ocean.

A few minutes later we were at surface level.  We have received no scanner queries or any sensor activity at all.  We seemed to have made it.  Of course, we were in the middle of a gigantic ocean.  Things would undoubtedly get more complicated as we approached the land and even more so as we approached the cities.

Master Kaal didn’t waste any time.  As soon as we had dropped within a few hundred meters of the water, he altered his course and rocketed off.

I flicked on my repulsorlift drives to make things a little easier, then followed after him.  A look over my shoulder told me that the others were doing the same.  So far so good.

We followed a winding, terrain-hugging, and somewhat slow route to our target.  We could have gone faster, but as with the previous leg of our journey, we had to match our speeds with the shuttle.  The Adegan’s hyperdrive engines were our equal, but her sublights were no match for our much nimbler and faster starfighters.

Even so, it hadn’t taken more than thirty standard minutes to reach the area surrounding Kirtuk, and we still had not been, to our knowledge, located by the city’s scanners.  I did find that a little suspicious, but I wasn’t complaining.

Master Kaal finally set us down in a forested area several kilometers outside Kirtuk.  It was light enough for us to fit our fighters and even the shuttle in, but at the same time dense enough to hide our ships from anyone outside the forest itself.

I powered down my fighter and opened the hatch, climbed out onto the hull, and jumped down.  

Master Kaal, Master Sarr, and Dyn had gathered in the middle of our parked ship formation, and Master Nasill and Syra were descending their shuttle’s boarding ramp, heading in their direction.  

It was dusk and night was fast approaching.  It seemed that the axial rotation of Raemus was a good deal faster than Coruscant’s.  Gravity didn’t seem too bad, though, maybe a little stronger than normal.

When we had finally all gathered, Master Kaal was the first to speak, his voice quiet and somewhat hushed.  “Looks like we’re clear for the moment.”

Master Sarr reciprocated my Master’s tone.  “It could just mean there isn’t anyone out there to spot us.”

“True.”  Master Kaal shrugged.  “I guess we’ll just have to find out.”

“So what are we going to do?” Master Nasill said, then added, “I think we should split up.”

“I agree,” Master Sarr noted.  “Two are far less conspicuous than six.”

“Alright then, we’ll split up and search independently.  Meet back here in…what, six standard hours?” Master Kaal asked.

“That’s fine.”

“Perfect.”

“Good,” he continued.  “If you find anything, don’t do anything stupid, just come back here and wait for us.  We don’t want to start any trouble…yet.  Oh, and keep yourself close, if there are any Sith around that would alert them as sure as if you called them in advance.  And unless you’re in trouble, stay off the comlink.  Got it?”

They apparently did, because Master Nasill nodded slightly and Master Sarr gave his old friend a mock glare.

“Then may the Force be with us.”  He turned and then waved his hand for me to follow.  “Come on, Res.”

He didn’t head off towards the city, though.  Instead he leapt back up on his nearby starfighter and opened the hatch.  He spent a few seconds rummaging through something up there, then reappeared carrying a wad of clothing.

He unraveled the ball, then shook out the clothes and threw one of them to me.  It was a plain brown traveler’s cloak, the kind one could find almost anywhere in the galaxy.  They were very genetic and nondescript, which must have been exactly the point.

“It may not matter, but I don’t want to walk around on a world possibly occupied by the Sith in Jedi robes,” he commented.

I shrugged.  The types of robes Jedi wore were far from unique, but they were something every Jedi typically wore.  It wasn’t necessary, but taking extra precautions is rarely ever a liability.

I shed my robes and threw them into the cockpit of my fighter, then I put on the new cloak over my tunic.  It was a little big—obviously made for a full-grown human—but not uncomfortable.  

“Hey, not too bad,” my Master said, smiling as he observed me.  He had put on a cloak similar to my own.  “You look like a regular simpleton.  You might make a good farmer.”

I gave him a weird look.  “How boring.”

He shrugged.  “It can be better than dying.”

I wasn’t so sure about that, but I didn’t say anything.  I was just happy my fate was among the stars.

“Well, we should get going.  It’s a big city, and we only have six hours.  Not to mention it’s several kilometers from here.”  Coming from Coruscant, the term ‘big city’ wasn’t exactly the one I would use to describe Kirtuk, but I saw his point.  It would still take a good while to search.  Then again, if the Sith were occupying the planet, how hard could it be to find them?

“Let’s go then,” I said.

We both turned and trotted off with a casual, deliberate step, just as if we actually were travelers or tourists or whatever passed for foreigners on Raemus.  

We were, for all anyone knew, simply a father and son enjoying a nice, relaxing stroll in the country.

Kirtuk was deserted.  

We walked through the narrow streets of the capital completely alone.  There was not another soul in sight.

It’s wasn’t like they had all left—the glowlamps still illuminated the roads, trash and other debris still littered the sidewalks, and various goods were still shelved on vendor booths and carts—it was just like they weren’t around, like they had all taken some pilgrimage or holiday at the same time.  

And it was eerily quiet.  Even nature itself seemed to hold its breath.  Over what, I did not know.

“Master, what happened here?  Do you think there might be some kind of predator out at nights that would keep people away?” I asked, confused.

“Not likely,” he said.  “But don’t call me ‘Master’ around here, son.”

“Yes, father.  What do you think it could be?”

“I don’t know, but one thing is certain: getting around unnoticed will be a lot harder.”

“I’d say so,” I mumbled under my breath.  Anyone that saw us outdoors would know we weren’t part of the community, otherwise we would know not to be around for whatever reason.

We really didn’t have any other choice, though, so we wandered around for a few more minutes, but still didn’t see anyone on the streets.  I began to wonder what the others were thinking about this strange phenomenon.

We were about ready to knock on some random person’s door when we heard faint footsteps in the distance.  It sounded like three or four people, but without using the Force, it was difficult to tell.  It didn’t really matter, though; we needed someone, anyone, to tell us what was going on.

Four white figures marched neatly around the corner in perfect formation. 

I heard my Master let off a curse under his breath.  “This is not what we needed.”

“At least we answered the question of whether the Sith are here or not.”

He just sighed, trying, no doubt, to release any tension.  “Just pretend like we don’t know what we’re doing and we just got here,” he said quietly out of the corner of his mouth.

“Shouldn’t be to hard,” I mumbled.  Why do we need to pretend?
He either didn’t hear me or simply ignored my remark.  “Just follow my lead, and let me do all the talking.”

“Yes, father,” I smiled, trying to hide my nervousness.  In a fight against the four we could easily and quickly kill all of them with no injury to ourselves, but that wasn’t the point.  We didn’t need to be found out, and killing four troops in the middle of a lit street wouldn’t help our chances.  The mission would be compromised if they reported us, and that would only take a second, especially considering they probably had comlinks built into their helmets.

I tried to look dazed, confused, and a little afraid as the four soldiers approached.  When confronted with an enemy that assumes himself superior, it’s always best to further that impression.

It was impossible to tell what species the soldiers were, but they all looked exactly the same, as if they were clones.  I didn’t get that impression though, which was good, because that would have complicated things immeasurably.

They all wore the same armor: glistening white plating with space black lining and a matching helmet completed by a one-way transparisteel sheet for a faceplate that acted as a mirror on our side.  The armor sparkled under the various light sources, making it seem like the troopers glowed.  They were fully armed and dangerous looking, menacingly so.   

I had to admit they looked very intimidating, and I could see why they chose the design.  The Sith fed off their enemy’s fear, so it was only appropriate that the very sight of their shock troopers inspired an impending dread, to civilians at the very least.

“You two!” the lead soldier yelled as soon as they were within a few meters.  “What are you doing out after curfew?”

My Master did his best to look shocked, as if the news was new information to him, which it was.  “Curfew?  Since when?”

“There’s always been a curfew, you idiot!” the trooper said, sounding angry.

“Oh, I’m sorry, my son and I just got in today.  This is our first night.”

“Well get back to your lodgings, now!”

“Uh, well, we don’t really have a place to stay yet, uh, sir.”

“I don’t care.  Get back to your ship, then.”

“It left, I think.  I mean, uh, we took a charter and he left this morning.  Please don’t hurt me.”

I wish I could have seen the man’s face, if he looked as angry and frustrated as he sounded, it might have been funny.  He leveled his rifle.  “We don’t have time for this, just get off the streets now!”

Keeping with the show, Master Kaal’s face became a little pallid and shaky, and I winced a little at his outburst.  “P-please n-no, I didn’t do anything.  I mean, uh, uh, we don’t have a place to stay.  I-I t-told you that already.”

The soldier let loose an exasperated smile, made a bit awkward helmet’s speaker.  “Fine,” he said, shoving Master Kaal over to the side of the street, next to one of the doors.  I followed.  “You can stay here!”

He pounded on the door several times, and I thought I heard someone scream from within.  After a few seconds the door finally did open, and the Sith Trooper threw us both inside, then shut the door.

A human boy, perhaps my age, stood a few feet inside the door trying to resist the frightful look on his face.  A woman, most likely his mother, and a young girl were huddled on the floor.  The girl’s face was buried in her mother’s chest, and the woman held her tightly.

They all seemed to relax, though, when they saw we were not soldiers and were not coming for them.  The woman hesitantly loosed her on the child and approached us.

I wasn’t really sure what to think or say—it was a somewhat embarrassing situation—so I just did nothing.

“I apologize for this, ma’am,” Master Kaal said genuinely.  “This wasn’t exactly what we had in mind when we got here.”

“It’s alright,” she replied.  “I thought they might be coming to take us.  But, may I ask who you are?”

“Of course, forgive me.  I am Vrotik Kaal, and this is Res Fieri.  We’re Jedi with the Republic.”

That got a reaction out of both the mother and the son.

“Oh thank goodness you’re here!” she exclaimed.  “We’ve lived in constant fear these past few days.  Are you here to liberate us?”

“We’ll do what we can, ma’am, but we didn’t exactly bring an army, though we might be able to soon.  Please, tell us what is going on.”

“Well, a few—“ she began, then suddenly stopped.  “Excuse me, I seem to have forgotten my manners.  My name is Trista.  This is my son, Ean, and my daughter, Kayla.  Please have a seat.”  She motioned towards a living area connected to the foyer where we were standing.  A couch and a few chairs were set up in some semblance of a circle, and there was a low-sitting table in the middle of it all.

Master Kaal sat down in one of the chairs, so I took a seat to the right of his.  Our hostess put her daughter on the couch, and Ean took the final chair opposite us.

“Would ya’ll like anything to eat or drink?” she asked.

“No, thank you,” Master Kaal replied.

“I’m fine, thanks,” I said.  I was a little hungry, but I decided not to hassle with it.  And she didn’t need to do anything for us; we were the ones imposed upon her.

“Ya’ll sure?  We’ve got plenty.”

“Yes.  Actually, we are anxious to hear what you have to say.”

“Alright, then, though I’m not sure how much help I’ll be.”  She took her seat on the couch next to her daughter.  “I don’t really know where to start.”

“Why don’t you tell us when all this started and work from there?”

“Well, it was couple of days ago, maybe three or four.  Not long.  The troops came and took over everything.  They threatened to kill us if we didn’t follow their orders, and we believed them.  T-t-they killed our neighbor.  All he did was ask them a question.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s a-alright,” she said.  I thought she might start to cry, but I got the feeling it wasn’t over her dead neighbor.  “They gave us a curfew, and wouldn’t let us go our at night.  They also took over the spaceport and wouldn’t let anyone leave.  They said if they caught anyone trying to leave or anyone out at night then they would kill us, and they started patrolling the streets with armed soldiers.”

Hearing that made me happy that the Sith outside had bought my Master’s lie, given that no charter ships would have been able to land or depart.  Maybe he was just too annoyed to think, or maybe Master Kaal had risked it and put a little Force behind his tale. 

“Do you know how many of them came?  Was it an entire army?”

She shook her head.  “No, it was just a few.  I’m not sure how many, but we’re a peaceful place.  We only have a small police force.  We didn’t dare oppose them.  There was nothing we could do.”

“I know, it’s ok.  No one was ready for this to happen.  Do you have any idea why they invaded here?”

She sniffled her nose, wiping it with her hand, still trying to hold back tears.  She nodded.  “I-I think so.  The first day they came and took a lot of supplied and loaded them onto their ships.  T-then they came and t-t-took away all the young men.”

“Conscription?” Master Kaal and I exchanged a puzzled and somewhat troubled look.

She again nodded, unable to hold her tears any longer.  “I-I thought they were coming to t-take Ean away.”  She buried her hands in her face.

I could feel the wave of empathy my Master sent towards her.  “Don’t worry, they won’t take him.  What about you’re husband, did they take him?”

She just shook her bowed head, her face still hidden.  “No,” she sniffled, “h-he’s…he’s dead.”

How sad.  Her husband was dead and now they were threatening to take her only son.  But the Sith wouldn’t care, just so long as they got one more soldier, one more instrument of evil and death.  It was things like these that made me want to fight the Sith.  They destroyed people’s lives without even thinking, and for what, personal power?  Revenge?  It was the kind of thing that made me glad to fighting on the right side, on the good side, for the sake of the galaxy.  Having a noble cause to fight for, I found, is one of the most rewarding feelings in life.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to bring it up.”

She took a minute to regain her composure and wipe her eyes.  “I’m ok.  I mean, it’s not your fault.”

“Well thank you very much, Trista, I’m sorry we intruded on you,” my Master said, standing.  “Come on, Res, we had better get going.  It’s been long enough, and we need to get back before long.”

“Yes, Master.”

“You don’t have to leave.  What if the soldiers find you?”

He gave a weak smile.  “That won’t be a problem.  But I must ask you if there is anything we can do for you.  You have done much for us at great risk.”

He was silent for a moment.  “Are you going to fight the Sith?” she asked at last.

“We’ll do what we can, but there are only six of us, so I’m not sure if we can save the whole city, much less the planet.”

“Ok,” she said softly, maybe a little despairingly.

“We will rid the universe of the Sith, and free this place and every other.  It may be some time later, but I will do whatever it takes.  I promise you.”

She tried to speak, but no words came.  “Thank you,” she finally managed faintly.

We both smiled, then turned and walked to the door

Just as we were about to exit, a voice called after us.  “Wait!”  It was Ean.

We turned to face him.  He looked a little frightened and nervous, but resolute.  “Let me go with you.  I want to join the Republic and fight against the Sith.”

“Ean, no!” his mother begged.  

He spun around and looked straight at her.  “Mom, please, I know what I’m doing.  They’ve taken our planet, our lives, our freedom, and soon they may even take me too.  I want to go and stop all that, and make life actually mean something.  I don’t want to stay here and waste my life because I feared losing it.  What good is that?  Now is the time we all must give something for the sake of the universe, and this is what I can give.  Or would you have some other family have their sons and fathers and husbands taken away or killed?”  He spoke with passion and empathy blazing in his eyes.  It was clear his mind was set, and likely he wasn’t making as hasty a decision as it first appeared.

His mother said nothing, only bowing her head in resignation.

Master Kaal, though, did not seem shaken.  He walked over to the boy and placed his right hand on Ean’s shoulder.

“You are very brave, and I admire that, but it is not you’re place to fight.  You are young and courageous, but you know nothing of war.  You do not want to fight, believe me.  War is a horrible thing that I wish would never occur and that no one ever had to see.  I don’t want to be responsible for your death; I’ve seen too much of it already.  But you are still important.  Stay here and protect your mother and sister.  They are the ones who need you; the galaxy can take care of itself.  Keep those whom you care about safe at all costs.  That is the mark of a true hero.”

He started to argue but then stopped, seeing the futility.

“Life, especially in the company of family, is something that should never be regretted.  Preserve that first, always.”  He took down his hand and smiled at them one last time.  “Again, thank you.  And may the Force be with you all.”

We managed to make it back to the landing zone without being seen by any of the patrols.  There actually weren’t all that many, which was surprising.  I hoped that it was telling of the size of the force in the city.  

We arrived about an hour before we were supposed to be back, so we took the extra time to get changed and grab a bite to eat from our supplies onboard the Adegan.

The other two groups arrived not much longer after that, just before the six hours were up.  It was late in the night by then, so we decided to meet inside the Adegan, where we could have ample light without risking detection.

The shuttle’s interior was designed more towards the goal of carrying troops than anything else.  Even so, half of the main bay was crammed with provisions, probably to make room for the much more delicate and dangerous explosives in the cargo hold.  It wasn’t space we normally needed, as only two people ever occupied the shuttle for any period of time, and it could still seat half a dozen or so people comfortably, even with the added cargo.

I was anxious to hear what everyone else had to say.  Master Kaal and I hadn’t really gotten any useful information, so I was hoping that either Master Sarr or Master Nasill had discovered something more relevant.

“It’s good to see you all made it back in one piece,” Master Kaal started as soon as everyone was seated.

Master Sarr snorted.

“I assume that means you didn’t find anything, Delin?”

Master Sarr was slouched in his chair, his hands behind his and his elbows sticking out to the side.  “Oh we found plenty of troop patrols, but we weren’t able to track any of them back to a base or barracks or anything.  Didn’t see any of civilians out, either.  That was odd.”

“It’s because they had a curfew,” I said.

“Huh?  How do you know?”

My Master answered for me.  “We had a very interesting, if somewhat sad, conversation with a widow in the city.  We were walking the streets when we ran into a patrol and they threw us in her house.  We didn’t get a lot of solid information, but we did learn a few things.

“First, she said that they never sent a huge army, so I assume that means there isn’t one here now.  Of course, she wouldn’t really have any idea on numbers or troops and such except what she see around the city, so I’m not sure how reliable a source she is.

“Second, there main reason for being here appears to be twofold at least.  She told us that they were loading up supplies onto their ships.  That makes sense, as Raemus is agrarian, and there really is only one other good reason to invade.  That is, conscription.”

“No,” Master Sarr said, jerking out of his position and sitting up in his chair.  

“That’s what she said, and I think she’d know.  She had a son and was afraid he would be taken.”

“Well, that opens up a whole new realm of problems,” Master Nasill noted.  “Their army could grow exponentially if they conscript or recruit people from every world they’ve captured.” 

“Indeed.  Luckily, they’ll still have to train them, so it isn’t an immediate concern.  We’ll definitely have to make sure we report it when we get back, though.  Sela, I sure hope you found something.”

She grinned.  “Leave it to the females to get the job done.  Of course we found it.  We happened to come across a garrison on the far western edge of the city.  It’s not very big or sophisticated—it doesn’t need to be on a world like this.  I estimate that there are a couple hundred troops, with half or so out in the city at any given time.  That doesn’t include staff, of course, or security, which is light.  

“As far as that goes, there’s a restraining wall with a few watch points and I imagine holocams, though it was hard to see clearly.  It was dark.  There are probably more guards inside, but I don’t see how there could be more than twenty or so unless they are overly paranoid.  Shouldn’t be a problem getting in.”

“Thanks.  It will work to our advantage that they just arrived; their system probably still won’t be running as smoothly as it should, we’ll have to exploit that.”

“Right,” Master Sarr said.  He had relaxed back into his seat again.  “So do you have some sort of plan?”

Master Kaal laughed nervously.  “Well, uh, without any kind of intel other than what Sela just told us, we can’t really get very specific.  Basically, though, we’re going to infiltrate in whatever way possible, plant explosives, then leave before they go off.  Sela will lead us in.  If there aren’t any big surprises, then we really shouldn’t have a problem.”

“Like I said,” Master Nasill commented.  “When do we leave?”

“I want to do this at night and get off this rock as soon as possible, so we’ll head out as soon as we assemble the charges.  Let’s get going.”

Just as Master Nasill had said, the base was small, obviously a prefab unit, perhaps temporary.  Which was perfect, because it was only going to last a few more minutes.

It was roughly square, with a four meter retraining wall and twenty meters of buffer space inside of that.  The base was two stories, but overall not very tall, and it didn’t look like it was made of duracrete or durasteel, though it was dark so it was hard to tell.  There was an entrance on the eastern side, guarded by two soldiers.  They didn’t look very alert, but that was probably because they hadn’t seen any action since they had arrived.  I could feel that a few others were inside the courtyard, but they didn’t seem any more attentive. 

“That’s it?” Dyn blurted softly when Master Nasill pointed it out to us.

“Quiet, Padawan,” Master Sarr said sternly, if quietly.  “Looks can be deceiving.  It would only take one Sith Knight or Master inside of there to make things much more complicated.”

“But, Master, I don’t sense a presence like that inside, just a lot of regular troops.”

“And do you always sense everything correctly, without making any errors, young one?”

“Well...no, Master, but—“

“Please, you two, not now,” Master Kaal interrupted.  “It ultimately doesn’t matter; we’re going in regardless, and we should always be prepared for the worst.  Now come on, let’s move while the sun is still on the other side.”

“I’ve located a possible point of entry,” Master Nasill whispered, pointing to a section of the wall thirty meters to our left.  “That’s the back of the building and it doesn’t seem to have a guard nearby.”

“They may just be switching the shifts.  Let’s hurry.  Sela, Syra, I want you two to stay here and guard our exit.  Try to stay hidden.  If anything big happens call us on the comm.”

They both nodded.

Master Kaal waved us forward and we all started off to the unguarded section of the barricade.  “Have your saber ready but don’t activate them.  We want to get in undetected if possible.”

I unclipped my lightsaber and followed the others over the wall in one short leap, leaving the two female Jedi behind.  

We landed without a noise, and there were no guards in sight.  We easily crossed the buffer zone between the base and the wall without being seen or heard.

That left us on a wall, and empty wall.  There was no door or vents or anything, just a flat wall rising fifteen meters to the roof.

“So much for doing this quietly,” my Master mumbled.  He pressed his lightsaber flat against the wall so that the blade would have been piercing it.  Then he activated it with a muffled snap-hiss and hum, painstakingly loud in the silence.  

The blade of energy sliced effortlessly through the relatively thin wall, leaving a glowing orange trail of molten matter in its wake.

When the last cut was made, the piece began fall inwards, but I quickly caught it with the Force before it could hit the floor and possibly reveal our presence to those in the vicinity.

We looked around to see if anyone had seen or heard us, then, when it appeared no one had, we stepped inside.

The interior was about as simple as the exterior.  Straight hallways of plain design filled the base, intersecting with other, perpendicular corridors every ten or twenty meters, creating a series of square blocks throughout the area.  It all looked very uniform, the mark of a prefab unit.  Every block of the building had at least one door, presumably leading to troops quarters or supply rooms, though we didn’t check.

The one problem: they were all lit, even late at night.

Thankfully, the corridor in which we stood was completely deserted, though even I could sense life all around us.  Most of it seemed to be sleeping, though a few guards appeared to be patrolling the halls.

“I don’t see any holocams,” Master Sarr observed, still whispering.  

“Doesn’t necessarily mean they haven’t seen or heard us,” my Master replied. “Let’s get going.  We need to hurry up and find a good place to plant these explosives.”

I nervously checked the charges strapped to my belt.  I was carrying enough Dirum-7 to blow us all to our constituent atoms.  So were they.  Supposedly it was impossible for anything to set them off without first activating them, but that hardly made me feel any better.  I was still strapped to several ridiculously powerful bombs.

“Would it really matter were we put them, Master?  We should have enough to blow up the entire thing and enough of the surrounding area, shouldn’t we?  Couldn’t we just drop them here,” Dyn asked.

It was my Master who replied.  “No.  We don’t just want to destroy the base, we want to incinerate it, to end the Sith threat to this city and send them a clear message.  We might be able to destroy the entire base from here, but parts of it would only be damaged, and some people would still live.  No, we need a place in the center to do the job well.”

We started off down the corridor at a jog, doing our best to keep our footsteps silent.  I tried to remember where we turned and how far we had traveled, but everything was so similar that I found it nearly impossible.  

It wasn’t long before we came across one of the few guard patrols in the area.  There were two soldiers, fully armed, just around one of the corners.

We could have easily just killed them—we were eventually going to anyway—but that might have made more noise and left more of a trail than we would have liked.  We decided instead to just cloud their minds while we walked right by, a simple task for a Jedi, or at least any Jedi except me.  

A ping a frustration returned at not being able to do such a simple skill, but I had long since learned to push it aside.  Mental discipline, after all, was almost as much a part of being a Jedi as using the Force or wielding a lightsaber.

Shortly after that we came up what they must have figured to be a place near the center of the base, for Master Kaal stopped in front of the sole door on the block.  I didn’t see anything of note about it, but what I felt was the key.  It was empty.  There was no life inside the room.  I figured that made it a storage area or mechanical room.

“This place should do,” he said.  “It’s hard to tell, but I think this is close enough to the center.  And—“ The comlink on his belt beeped.  He pulled it out and flipped it on.  “Sela, is that you?  What is it?”

“Vrotik, a shuttle just landed on the roof.  I can’t tell who’s in it, but you may have some company soon.”  It was Master Nasill from her outside post.

“Thanks, we’re almost finished.”  He shut off the comlink and turned back to us.  “Let’s go ahead and place them here.  Everyone set your timers for ten standard minutes.  Delin, if you’ll get the door.”

“Of course.” 

I took out my charges and set the timers for ten minutes, but I didn’t activate them, just in case something unexpected were to happen.  The others did likewise while Master Sarr fidgeted with the door controls.  

He punched in a few more buttons and the door slid open with an unusual sounding beep.  

“Uh-oh.”

“What?” Master Kaal demanded. 

No one needed reply.  An alarm suddenly started blaring from all around us.

“Alert!  Alert!” a digitized voice screamed monotonously.  “Security breach in Sector 3.  All troops report to designated areas.  Repeat—”

“Blast it!  Of all the—“

“I don’t care!  We can still do this,” Master Kaal shouted over the alarm.  “Everyone throw their charges in now!”

I activated mine and tossed them into the dark room beyond the door, as did the three others.  When they were all in he closed the door, lit his blade, and shoved it through the control panel. 

“That will hold them long enough,” he said.  “Now let’s straightline it out of here.  This way!”

We sprinted down the hall we were on, not even trying to find our way to where we entered.  The important thing was that we got out in less than ten minutes.

Then I remember something important.  Syra and Master Nasill would be waiting for us outside but we wouldn’t be coming back out there.  I grabbed my comlink on the run and shouted into it over the wail of the alarm.  “Master Nasill, this is Res.  We’re not coming out near you anymore.  We’ve got nine and a half minutes until the fireworks start, I suggest you leave.”

“I copy, Res, thanks.  We’ll meet you back at the rendezvous.  And may the Force be with you.”  The transmission ended, and I clipped the comlink back onto my belt just in time to keep from running into Dyn, who had suddenly stopped.  “What’s wrong?” I yelled.

“We’ve got soldiers headed this way,” Master Sarr replied.  “They should be coming around that corner right about…now!”

Six soldiers in two-line formation appeared from an intersecting hallway a few meters down, clad in the shimmering white battle armor of the Sith, weapons drawn, but they didn’t seem to know where we were.

I shoved the first soldier with the Force, knocking him and the one behind him to the floor, where their heads snapped against the floor with a hard smack.  They didn’t get up.  That left four.

By that time they had seen us, and spread out to offer each a clear line of fire.  Dyn, Master Sarr, and Master Kaal, their lightsabers blazing, advanced through the shower of fire alarmingly fast, deflecting blasterbolts as they went.  

Feeling it through the Force, I grabbed one of the fallen man’s blaster and hurled it at the remaining soldier in the middle and to the right.  It hit him squarely in the back of the head, sending him tumbling forward to the ground.  The other soldiers looked at their friend, then behind them, as if to see where the attack had come from.

And in that time the three Jedi quickly pounced on them.  Master Sarr skewered the first one, thrusting his blade right through the chest armor of the unfortunate trooper.  Dyn took the next one, coming in with a heavy slash that took the soldiers forearm off, then continued down on a slant to separate his right leg from his hip.  

Master Kaal handled the last two.  A broad whirlwind swing decapitated the first.  Hew then continued to spin, inverting his blade in a loop, and then, dropping to one knee, he drove it down into the stumbled trooper’s back until the blade could no longer be seen at all.  He pulled it out and stood up, surveying the area for more troops.  

There were none.

“Good work,” he said, checking his chrono.  We’ve less than eight minutes to get out of here.  Hurry!”

We sprinted off down the hall once more, leaving the smoldering bodies in our wake.

We didn’t pass any more groups of soldiers—they seemed to have trouble getting organized quickly, which was perhaps excusable, given that they were inside their own base.  A few more men did appear from behind their doors, a few of them armed, but we just ran right past them.  They were already dead anyway.

When we finally ran into a dead end my Master wasted no time in cutting a section of the wall out with his lightsaber and kicking it to the ground.

Out side searchlight now roamed about the buffer zone and beyond, searching for anything of danger.  A lone guard, scanning the area around him, stood about halfway to the wall.

We didn’t stop.  On the run, Master Kaal threw his lit lightsaber, cutting the man in two at the torso.

Whoever was manning the light obviously saw the saber attack, an easy task in the darkness, and tried to track it.  

We didn’t care.  In six minutes they would all be gone.

Still in mid-dash, Master Kaal retrieved his lightsaber and leapt over the wall, the rest of us following closely behind.  We took a moment to catch our breath, but we couldn’t stop.  Even outside the retaining wall, the blast would supposedly kill us.  And regardless, the huge concussion wave that would accompany it certainly wouldn’t be good for our health.  

We deactivated our lightsabers to make us less visible, then headed off to the rendezvous point, a small patch of trees a half-kilometer off where I hoped Master Nasill and her Padawan would be waiting.

We arrived minutes later, just in time to sit back and watch the show.  Lights already streamed into the night sky from the base in a frantic search for airborne threats.  Red warring lights also throbbed in the distance, as did ground searchlights.

I watched as the chrono counted down.  

5…4…3…2…1…a brilliant orange flame towered into the sky, lighting up the night.  A fraction of a second later followed an overwhelming boom and a wave of compressed air so powerful, even at half a kilometer, that it almost knocked me over.

The flame mushroomed and started expanding outward then started to wane until it was completely replaced by a smoke invisible in the night air.

It was a clear shot from our position to the base, or rather, the smoking ashes of it.  It was a base no more.  

Hundreds dead, yet I thought nothing of it this time.  Killing seemed to so harsh, so cruel, so agonizing, so personal before, this time it was just mission accomplished.  What had changed?  I killed them with a bomb, rather than a lightsaber.  Would that somehow ease my guilt?  Or maybe that was just war, maybe it was because I was fighting for something, and not just myself.  Maybe it was because I hadn’t been there to see them all die myself at my hands.  Maybe it was because I couldn’t smell their burning flesh, or hear their excruciating death throes.  Maybe it was because I had to kill them.  Maybe it was because I wanted kill them.

Maybe it was because of her.

That lady we had met in the city, she had been about to lose everything at the hands of those people.  Her husband was dead, they were going to take her son, and they had already taken her freedom.  That really reminded me why I was fighting.  

I wasn’t fighting ultimately for myself, or my friends, or my Master, or the Jedi, or anyone.  I was fighting for everyone.  We all were.  

The Sith would kill and steal and deceive to get what they wanted.  They would do it at the expense of others if they had to.  No, they took pleasure in doing it, in lording over others, and in conquering them.  They embodied selfishness and greed and deceit.  And they threatened to cover the galaxy itself with such darkness.

In my book at least, that meant they and those who served them had to die, even if I had to do it with my own hands.  

Sometimes, death is the price of life.

As a member of the Jedi Order, it was my duty to uphold three things: peace, justice, and life.  The Sith sought to depose all three.  That was why I fought.  That was why I killed.

And I would not stop until they were all dead, and the universe was free of their evil, even if it meant dying.

Yet now, I only wish that could have been the case.

EIGHT

We wasted no time in leaving Raemus Three behind us, blasting off into space as soon as we reached our ships.  If the Sith had any air defenses in place on the planet, then they didn’t bother with us, nor did anyone else.  It made me wonder if we had really needed to sneak onto the planet in the first place.  If they weren’t going to do anything, then a flyby scouting pass and a few strafing runs would have accomplished almost exactly the same thing.

That hardly mattered, though.  Our mission was to ascertain whether the Sith had a presence in the system and cause some havoc for them if they did.  We accomplished just that, albeit a little less discretely than we would have liked.  Even that was irrelevant, though, because anyone who could have possibly seen us was dead, and anyone with half a sentient brain could be conclude the Jedi or the Republic were the only ones capable of such an attack.

I just hoped that nothing would be done to the locals on our account.  That didn’t seem like a thing that would happen, especially given the lack of evidence in the event, but when your enemy is the Sith, you never quite know exactly what they will and won’t do, and that made them especially dangerous.

That, however, wasn’t my concern at the moment.  Living and training at the Jedi Temple had pounded into my mind to always remain focused.  

Living and training with Master Kaal had taught me to do so in the present.

My main concern was to stay in formation with the group, prepare for the hyperspace transit, and await orders from my Master, nothing more.  It seemed trivial and routine, but that didn’t mean I could let my concentration down.  In my lifestyle, you never know when something is going to go wrong, and that clearly was demonstrated by the raid we had almost just botched.

“Well, it looks like we’re in the clear again,” Master Kaal’s voice crackled over the comm unit when we were a good distance away from the planet.

“Are you concerned that they didn’t have any air defenses?” Master Sarr asked.  “Wasn’t all that a little inadequate?” 

“If you were guarding an important planet, then yes,” my Master replied quickly, as if he anticipated the question.  “This world really isn’t of any consequence to either the Republic or the Sith.  If they take, it’s a small loss for us, and if we take it back they really don’t loose anything.  Plus, the people didn’t really look like the rebellious type that you would really need to defend against.”

“Yeah, but nothing?  Not even a single starfighter?” 

“Not one that we saw.  And remember of course, that we took out what I suspect was their main base, at least in that area.”  He paused, perhaps expecting a reply, but then resumed when nothing came.  “But that’s not our problem.  If the Sith want to leave any worlds inadequately defended, then so much the better for us.  We’ll have to take advantage of that oversight.

“For now,” he continued, “we’re going to head back to Talus to resupply and work out another mission.  Hopefully we can also get some updates and intelligence while we are there.  I’m sending you the—”

“Wait!” Master Nasill’s voice cried over the comm.  “Is anyone else picking this up?”

“Picking what up?” I asked, my communications board reading only the open channel conversation with the other four ships.  “I don’t have anything other than us talking.”

“It’s not surprising,” Master Kaal said.  “The shuttle has more sophisticated comm equipment than these starfighters.  What is it, Sela?”

“Here, I’ll play it back on the open channel from the beginning.”

A new voice suddenly fizzled into my cockpit, a little faint with some static, but clear enough to hear.  The speaker was someone I had never heard before, but I could tell it was a human male with a slightly gruff voice, probably in his mid forties or fifties.  And he sounded alarmed.

“Hailing all Republic ships, this is Captain Evin of the URS Cruiser Liberator.  We are stranded in space outside the Earo system and being pursued by Sith forces!  Requesting immediate assistance!  Current location: S625423 X246235 Y985122 Z785353.  Repeat, we are being pursued by and unknown number of Sith forces and request immediate assistance!  It was an—“ Then static overtook his voice and the transmission cut.

“Vrotik,” Master Sarr said quickly, “I just ran the coordinates, and they’re less than a parsec away.”

“Alright,” he replied.  “Everyone plot a straightline to those coordinates and jump on my mark.  And prepare for immediate combat upon entry.”

“May the Force be with us,” Master Nasill said softly, almost under her breath.

“And them,” Master Kaal added.  “Mark.”

I punched the hyperdrives and the stars elongated around me, streaming past before giving way to a perfectly peaceful swirl of incandescent blue.  

The calm before the storm.

What actually lied at the hyperspace tunnel was not inclement at all.  In fact, it was nothing, only the small silhouette of the ill-fated Liberator in the distance.  Even from our position several clicks out, it didn’t look good.  

Visual scanners showed significant hull damage on the port side, which featured the huge black scorch marks unique to a turbolaser bombardment.  Portions of the hull covered with what appeared to be makeshift patches of durasteel plating, probably where the turbolaser blasts had been a little too intense for the ship to handle.  Hopefully she wasn’t venting atmosphere.  If she were, we might as well have turned around and gone home.

“URS Cruiser Liberator, this is Jedi Master Vrotik Kaal, are you there?”  He waited for a reply, but seconds passed without one.  “I repeat.  This is Jedi Master Vrotik—”

“Jedi?!  Thank the Force you’re here,” a voice came that sounded nothing like the man form the distress call.

“Whom am I speaking with?  Are you Captain Evin?”

“No, sir.  This is Lieutenant Harvin.  Our comm was malfunctioning, I wasn’t sure if our distress signal even got out.”

“The Captain, Lieutenant,” my Master said sternly.

“Oh, uh, right away, sir.”

There was a brief pause before the Captain came on the channel.  “This is Captain Evin.”

“Captain, I am Vrotik Kaal, Jedi Master.  My squadron and I received your signal and came here immediately.  What’s your situation?”

I couldn’t see him, but over the comm it sounded like he winced  “Not good.  Our hyperdrives are gone and our sublights are failing.  We’re only getting about twenty five percent power in them and even that is dropping.  Maneuverability is next nothing.  We might as well be dead in space.  And when the Sith get here we will be!”

“No need to panic, Captain,” Master Kaal replied calmly.  “Tell me what happened.”

“Well, we were making a hit-and-fade attack on the Sith outpost at Earo.  We’d had reports that it wasn’t anything big, but when we exited hyperspace an entire task force awaited us.  We couldn’t just run, because we’d used Earo’s gravity well to pull us outside of hyperspace instead of the navicomputer.  We reatreated, but the Sith were on us too fast.  I don’t know if they were expecting us or not, but it didn’t matter; they were ready for us.  We deployed our fighters and made a run for it, but they were on us too quickly.  We just barely made it out, but the frigate Light of Ormicon didn’t make it.  It started venting atmosphere, and then the power cells failed, so we had to leave it behind.  Our engines took a hit, but we managed to short jump to here, where the hyperdrives nearly exploded, and most of the sublight thrusters lost power.”

“So where are the Sith now?”

“I don’t know,” he replied warily, and perhaps a little nervously.  “They’re probably searching for us now.  We didn’t go very far; it won’t take them long to find us.  We can’t go anywhere like this, though.  Our hyperdrives need a complete overhaul.  And even assuming we could find enough part to fix it, we’d all be dead by the time they got it working.  It could take days, or weeks.”

I guess I couldn’t blame the guy, but all his whining was starting to upset me.  The guy sounded like we had no chance in the universe.  It made wonder just exactly what was chasing him.

“Captain, please,” Master Kaal said, contrastingly placid.  “No need to be so fatalistic.  We don’t know whether or when they will find us; we aren’t even sure if they are looking for us.  Now, what kind of force did you face?”

“Uh…three frigates, several small ships, a carrier, and lots of fighters.  We took out one of their frigates and few of the smaller ships and fighters while we retreated, but like I said, we also lost our only other capital ship.”

“I see.  Have your techs work on repairing the sublight engines first, and have everyone else prepare for combat against the enemies you just described.  You said you’re comm system was malfunctioning?  We’ll send out a long-range tra—“

“Wait!” someone from the Liberator yelled over an open channel.  It was impossible to tell who it was.  “Long-range scanners picking up enemy contacts at one-hundred clicks bearing 117-26!  They’ve spotted us and are moving to intercept now!  ETA seven minutes and closing.  IFF readings identify them as the same group that chased us away from Earo!”

“Captain, quickly, your armaments?” Master Kaal asked more hurriedly but no more alarmed than before.

“We still have most of our turbolasers and cannons except on the port side.  Shields at seventy percent but climbing.  We have just over a squadron of fighters left after the battle over Earo.  I’m launching them now.”

“Good.  Send a third of them with us.  We’ll take care of the fighters.  The rest of the quadroon should keep the picket ships busy, and you’ll have to deal with the frigates for now.  See if you can turn you’re starboard side to face them, and we’ll make sure to keep your port safe from the others.”

“Alright, good luck,” the Captain said before cutting the comm channel.  

“Delin,” Master Kaal continued, “we’ll take the point; you make sure to keep Sela’s tail clean.”

“That won’t be necessary,” she immediate rebutted.  “Syra and I can handle ourselves just fine.  You just worry about yourself.”

“ETA two minutes, Master” I added.

“Ok, then.  Delin, you two take the lead.  Knife through their formation and cause a little havoc.  The usual.”

“You got it,” he replied confidently.  “Let’s go, Dyn.”  Their two fighters arc away on a steep intercept for the incoming craft.  They were our best pilots by far.  Sending them single handedly against half a squadron wouldn’t even have been a fair fight.  The Sith fighters wouldn’t know what hit them.

“Alright, everyone.  Let’s get to it.”

I veered sharply off to the vector Master Sarr and Dyn had just taken, and punched the thrusters up to combat levels.  Shields and weapons were all at full, and I set the lasers for linked blasts, so that both would fire simultaneously.  They wouldn’t fire as quickly, but each shot would pack a greater punch.  It was a fair compromise, for with the Force on my side, I hardly ever needed a second chance.

“Where are those other fighters?” Master Kaal demanded over an open channel.  

“Right here, sir,” a new voice answered.  “This is Blue Nine, Ten, Eleven, and Twelve.  How can we help?”

“Join us in our first run, then fall back and protect the Liberator’s backside.  Don’t’ let any fighters get through.”

“Yessir.”

I checked the sensors and sure enough, four green blips were moving to join us at full speed.  Ten other green blips also appeared, but they were heading straight towards the Sith from the cruiser.  

Even with them, red dots still heavily outnumbered the green.  It looked like the Sith had at least two full squadrons of fighters to go with their two frigates and about six other light assault craft.  It didn’t look good for us.  Our only chance was to quickly level the odds in our first run and then hope to separate and destroy them individually.  Together, they far outnumbered us, but we were the far superior pilots with an intangible edge.

The fighters we could handle, and maybe the picket ships too, but the frigates were another matter entirely.  It would be solely up to the cruiser to destroy them, especially in the early portions of the engagement.  If the cruiser could take down, or at the very least stall the frigates long enough, we could win the battle.  

A lot of ifs.  

It wasn’t the time for questioning or doubting, though.  All I could do was fight.  All I could ever do was fight.  

Peace had had its reign; this was war.

All we could do was fight.

And so I pushed all else out of my mind.  Only the battle at hand was important.  

I checked the target range: just over three klicks, and, at full intercept speed, closing fast.  Dyn and his Maser would soon be in firing range, and a skirmish only death could end would begin. 

The Sith formation meanwhile plowed its way straight ahead, bent on quickly finishing what they began.  

I could see in the open space ahead of me two brilliant orange streaks skirt across the gap separating the two sides.  Our two point men had fired their missiles.

For an instant nothing happened, no one responded.  The missiles plumed into fireballs, overtaking two of the Sith starfighters, but no one did anything.  It was almost as if it had been planned all along, expected by both sides.  

Then chaos broke loose.  Blazing red energy clashed with an opposing green as both sides opened fire.  Starfighters poured their lances into each other’s shields, and the frigates added their own massive beams to the mix.

All space was ablaze, a magnificently lethal display of green and red and orange.  On my own control panel green intermixed with red until it was impossible to tell what side was where and which was gaining the upper hand.

Suddenly it ceased almost as quickly as it had begun.  The two opposing starfighter fronts passed each other, each taking losses, each looping around for another run.  

The frigates pressed on and began exchanging heavy blows with the Republic’s cruiser.  The Liberator concentrated all its fire one of the frigates, trying to even the numbers and hopefully lengthen the engagement for the better.  A sound strategy.

Then it was upon us, and our team of seven opened fire, taking advantage of the confusion exactly as we had planned to.  My Master and I both scored hits, as did Syra and one lucky pilot from Blue Squadron.

I quickly checked my sensor screen to get a feel for what we were facing.  Of the original twenty-four, only fifteen remained.  The rest of blue squadron had also taken damage, though, and were down to only eight.  The identifiers only indicated whether a ship’s IFF transponder was working, but I imagined several others on both sides had taken damage of some sort.

“Good shooting, now everyone take your targets and go,” Master Kaal commanded over the comm.  “Blues, keep those pickets away from the Liberator, she’s got her hands full as it is.”

“Yes, sir,” one voice replied, probably belonging to Blue Leader.

“We’re on it, sir.  Heading to designated area.”  That was the voice of Blue Nine, no doubt the leader of the flight assigned to us.  The four sleek starfighters vectored off in the direction of the cruiser and its various opponents.  

“Good.  Vanguard Squadron, break in pairs.  Five, you’re on your own.  Engage to the enemy in ones and twos.”

“This is Three, about time.”

“Four here.  Yes, sir.”

“Five, no worries, One.  We might even save a few for you.”

My Master turned sharply to the port, chasing after a trio of Sith fighters preparing to make a run on the Liberator.  He dove sharply upon them, destroying one with a quick burst before either of them knew he was there.  

The other two split, one going port, the other starboard.

“Stay on him, two,” my Master commanded.

“I got it,” I reply.  

He stuck closely on the trail of the first fighter, so I veered off to port after the second.  

The Sith pilot executed a tight loop, attempting to use his craft’s slightly superior agility to loose me as I followed him.

Instead I cut my thrust to a third and jammed hard on the rudder, almost pivoting my ship on a central axis.  The g-forces nearly overwhelmed me, but, on impulse from the Force, I managed to fire and was rewarded with a bright orange fireball where my enemy’s ship had been.  

I took a moment to recover from the maneuver, and then another to locate my Master’s ship.  It was easier doing so through the Force than on the scanners, as his was a presence I knew extraordinarily well.

The battlefield, I noticed, was filled with anger and aggression, the last place a Jedi should be.  It was covered in fear and anxiety, hope and despair.  It wasn’t pretty or pleasant at all.  It was one of those rare times when I was glad that I could not sense anything deeper than that.

I turned hard to port, just in time to see red beams of light streak past my viewport.

I let out a short sigh at the close call, then reached immediately to see who was behind me.  I felt two presences, not a good sign.  Two ships would be harder to shake than one.  

I considered calling for aid from my Master, but I knew he wasn’t close enough to do anything.  I had to handle it myself.  

Not an impossible task, just a difficult one.

I juked again as more energy poured past my fighter.  There really wasn’t a possibly that they could hit me on purpose, just as there wasn’t a chance someone with a blaster could get past my lightsaber, but it would only take one lucky shot.

I quickly snap-rolled, corkscrewing out of it as I came around, but the two Sith pilots stayed on my tail, spraying a steady stream of laserfire in my direction.  

Suddenly one of the presences just disappeared.  I turned around to see what had happened, but I didn’t need to.  

“You can thank me for that later, Two,” Dyn laughed in a jokingly superior tone.

“You missed one,” I countered, dodging more energy from my sole remaining pursuer.  

The Sith on my tail, perhaps angry at his wingman’s death, turned almost instantly overaggressive, pouring off a near endless stream of laserfire.  

I smiled.  I had him.  Aggression, especially when unchecked, was easy to take advantage of, one of the main reasons why it was dangerous for a Jedi.

He kept up his cascade of fire, but I easily evaded it.  I quickly killed my thrust to next to nothing and pointed the nose of my craft downward.  My tail was completely exposed for a brief second, but in his recklessness he failed to capitalize on it, instead roaring over my head and diving down to follow me where I no longer was going: right into my sights.

He seemed to notice his mistake as he tried to stop an pull back up, but it was just a moment to late.  I squeezed the trigger and my own energy sliced straight through his engines.

The power generator exploded violently from the sudden surge of lethal energy and tore the ship apart, scattering its pieces across the endless depths of space.

I checked my control board for new target, but I found that no starfighters remained.  At first I didn’t think that was possible, given the odds, but I couldn’t deny that it was true.  I had underestimated our own skills and superiority as Jedi.

The battle wasn’t over though; I was still picking up plenty of red on my scopes.

“Three,” Master Kaal said, “What’s the battle status?”

“Good and bad.  I’m reading all starfighters destroyed, thanks to our third of Blue Squadron and an errant shot from the Liberator.  Blues are reporting heavy losses, though.  We lost Ten and Eleven, as well as half of the others, a full five.  Visual scanners are showing two of the five picket ships are gone, with a third about as bad off as the surface of Sullust.”

“And the frigates,” Master Nasill inquired.

“Both still at large, I’m afraid.  Not much we can do about that, though,” he replied.

“Thanks,” Master Kaal said.  “All Republic fighters concentrate your fire on taking out those two smaller ships.  Liberator, what’s your status?”

“Shields holding for now,” came a voice that sounded like Lieutenant Harvin’s, but it was difficult to tell, “but I don’t know how much more we can take.  We’ve almost got one of the frigates, but I don’t know if we’ll live to see the other one go.  He’s trying to maneuver onto our port side, and there isn’t anything we can do to stop him.”

“Alright, calm down, we’ll think of something.  Just keep up the attack.”

As if on cue, the frigate taking the brunt of the cruiser’s fire rumbled violently, then started belching fire from its rear sections.  A shot had made it through to its fusion generator.  The ship was good as dead.  

It stopped its deadly rain of energy and, still belching fire, split into parts.  The aft section exploded, and tiny specks of escape pods started jetting off in all directions from the relatively intact front half.  Then it too died and started to drift powerlessly and helplessly into space.

I joined up with the others, and then we all swooped down in on the two remaining picket ships.  The five Republic fighters were still furiously exchanging laser cannon for turbolaser blasts, and they weren’t faring well.  We came to their aid from the underside of the cruiser, firing freely on the unsuspecting enemy vessel.  

I dropped a pair of missiles into the ship as we darted past, but they impacted harmlessly on the shields.  On my way out a turbolaser blast rocked my ship violently but did no real damage.  Just in case, I quickly glanced at the diagnostics: everything checked out green.

I looked over my shoulder just in time to see two more missiles pound the picket ship.  The shields took care of the first, but the second one got through, scorching a large black dot into the side of the hull but not penetrating it.

Up ahead of me I saw Master Kaal beginning to circle around for another pass, so I hit the rudder and threw my fighter into a lazy arc that would line up the battered enemy ship dead in my sights.  

Weaving in and out of the deadly turbolaser currents, I raked laserfire across the badly damaged broadside of the hull, my blasts boiling small portions of hull wherever they hit.  I had two missiles left, but I decided to save them.  The ship was as good as gone already.

I watched on my sensor board as all four of the others complete their strafing runs with similar results.  Two of Blue Squadron’s fighters also joined the mix, adding their fire to ours, and finally the lone red dot, surrounded by a swarm of green, winked out of existence.

That left only one more and the frigate.  Our chances were looking a lot better.  I had to wonder, though, why they bothered to stick around.  Surely they didn’t think they would win the battle, not with only two ships left.

Finally I flipped on my comm and asked, “Master, why aren’t they retreating?  They’ve clearly lost.”

“It may be clear to you, Padawan,” he replied.  “Do not presume anything, ever.”

For some reason, his words sent a cold chill down my spine, where it worked its way into the pit of my stomach.  I’d felt it all to often to ignore it, but nothing seemed to be wrong.  We’d almost completely finished off the task force that the Captain had described to—

Then it hit me.

“All Republic ships, prepare for incoming—“

A huge, black knife lanced into realspace almost right on top of us, only two kilometers away.  It dominated the battlefield outside my viewport, but, just as I expected, it didn’t fire off any giant red beams.  Instead little black specks began pouring out of its forward hull.

“Blast it!  That’s a carrier!” someone shouted.

“They must have called for it as soon as they saw us!” another yelled.  

“I’m reading three—no, four—squadrons incoming at two klicks!  ETA…fifteen seconds!” a third reported fretfully.

“We are SO dead.”

“Everyone, calm down,” Master Kaal said in his usual manner, quieting the panic.  “We can still win, but only if we believe so.”

The way he said it almost made me believe it was true.  

Almost.

The truth was, that barring a miracle none of us were going to survive so long as we stayed.  But we could not run and abandon everyone onboard the cruiser to their deaths or worse.  

To fight meant that we died.  To run meant that they died.  

To anyone else the decision might have been simple, but we were Jedi.  We could not leave anyone to their deaths, even if it meant risking our own.

No, we couldn’t run.  We had to stay.  We had to depend on the Force to save us.

Yet for every Jedi ship we had there were nearly ten enemy fighters, not the best of odds, even given our advantage in the Force.  Then, if we somehow managed to take out the fighters without dying, we would have to destroy and entire frigate and a picket ship with only our lasers.  And in all that time the cruiser would probably be destroyed and we would lose regardless.  

It is said that nothing is impossible through the Force, but being out in the real universe, not the one back at the Jedi Temple, really makes it clear what a nice illusion that really is.  It is a teaching tool, a maxim, an inspiring phrase.  

The truth is that the Force is not all-powerful, and it never will be.  It will always be bound by the people who use it, and those people will never be perfect.  Sure, it’s nice to think that with the Force as your ally you cannot be defeated, but in the end we all die.  No one has ever been or ever will be powerful enough to avoid that fate.  

Certainly not I.

Maybe the Force could have won the battle, but we couldn’t.  What we needed was a miracle.  

We got one.

A new knife, this on the soft gray of the URS navy, pierced the battlefield, exiting hyperspace inside the formation of enemy fighters.  A few crashed against the gigantic ship’s shields, vaporizing them instantly.  The rest were scattered and most quickly wilted under sustained fire from Republic frigate’s numerous turbolasers.  The remaining few were easily mopped up by our own forces, as was the suddenly defenseless transport carrier.

Four squadrons gone just like that.  That was the bane of having unshielded snubfighters.

The picket ship moved to intercept, but the frigate retargeted its sights and punched a hole big in it enough to fly a starfighter through.  It lazily rolled off course, flames pouring out its new blowhole.  

The Republic frigate then angled in towards its counterpart, catching the Sith in a deadly crossfire.  Sensing its impending doom, the wounded frigate tried to flee, but that only served to get its engines destroyed, and moments later, its power generator.  

A flurry of escape pods jetted from the dying frigate before a massive explosion turned it to small chucks of space debris.

“Liberator, this is the frigate Redeemer,” a voice boomed over the comm, “looks like we made it to the party just in time.”

That was an understatement.

“Redeemer, this is Captain Evin of the Liberator, thanks for the assist.  We thought we were going to die out here,” a familiar voice said on an open channel.  It had the distinct tone of a man pulled from the jaws of death.

“We were in the area, Liberator,” someone replied.  “I am Captain Krisevic of the frigate Redeemer.  We were just looking for a good fight.  Too bad this was more of a massacre.”  He genuinely sounded disappointed, almost sad.  I doubted he would have felt the same had he been on our side of the conflict, or the Liberator’s for that matter.  “We received your distress call and came here immediately.  What’s your status?”

“Not good, I’m afraid.  Hyperdrives are gone, sublights are gone, shields are failing, we lost several starboard batteries in the fighting, comm gear is malfunctioning, sensor systems are damaged, maneuvering is zero.  In other words, she’s not going to be able to move again, much less fight, for a long time.”

“Are your landing bays intact?  I’ll send over my techs immediately with our spare parts.  Between yours and ours we should be able to patch something together.  With any luck, we’ll all make it back at least to Talus for some real repairs.”

“Thank you, yes, your people can land, and they’ll all get a round on me.”

Captain Krisevic chuckled.  “That’s not necessary.  But if you’re willing I’d like to meet with you to discuss our plans.”

“Of course.  I’ll take a shuttle over within the hour.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” Captain Krisevic said and cut his connection.

I wondered whether they wanted everyone to hear their little conversation, but I decided that they ultimately didn’t care.  Sadly, there were barely a handful of other people that could hear it.

Captain Evin stayed on the channel.  “Republic fighters, return to ship.  You have downtime until further notice, but stay alert, the Sith may have called for reinforcements before we destroyed them.”

The seven remaining pilots acknowledged and vectored back towards the underside of the massive cruiser.

“Jedi,” the Captain continued, “you may dock with us for the time being.  And I would be honored if you would attend the conference.  Your wisdom would be greatly appreciated.”

It was Master Kaal, as always, who spoke for us.  “Thank you, Captain.  We’ll see you shortly.”

It was barely an hour later when our shuttle carrying the seven us—our original group plus Captain Evin—touched down on the perfectly clean and shimmering landing bay of the Redeemer.  It was the exact opposite of those located onboard the Liberator, which were strewn with debris from concussive blasts and less-than-safe emergency hyperspace jumps.

It was also much more crowded.  The frigate carried a single squadron of security space patrol fighters, probably cobbled together from various planetary security forces.  They look used but well kept and were polished to match the rest of the interior.

Spaces were also left for shuttles and other transport vehicles, but those craft had already left for the Liberator full of spare parts and technicians that would hopefully fix the hyperdrives enough to make it further into Republic space.

Consequently there was little to no activity in the bay, just a single male Bith in an officer’s uniform waiting for us to land.  I couldn’t recall ever hearing a Bith speak, but the Captain’s voice had sounded distinctly human, so I assumed they were not the same man.

We approached him in formation as we descended the boarding ramp of the shuttle, with Captain Evin and Master Kaal in the lead and the rest of us following closely behind.

The Bith introduced himself as Lieutenant Nanor, offering a sharp salute to the midsection of his enormous skull.  “The Captain is waiting for you in the briefing room.  Please follow me.”

The Lieutenant led us through a series of hallways and up a few turbolifts to a rather large, circular room complete with a roundtable easily suited for twenty and a ceiling mounted holoprojector.  Tiered seating surrounded the circumference of the room to allow for larger scale briefings.

There was only one man waiting for us inside, whom I assumed was the Captain.  He was a human of greater than average height and build and wore a neatly trimmed soft brown uniform festooned with a variety of multi-colored stripes and medals.

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” he said with a nod when we had all entered.  The bulbous-head Bith promptly turned and fled the room, leaving us alone with Captain Krisevic, who turned to us.

“Gentlemen, welcome,” he said, bowing slightly towards us.  Then he seemed to notice Master Sela and Syra and quickly added, “and ladies, my apologies.  I am Captain Krisevic.  It’s good to finally meet you all.”

“I can assure you the pleasure is all mine,” Captain Evin said, extending his hand, which Krisevic shook.  “You really saved our hides out there.”

“It’s just my duty, Captain.  We can’t afford to abandon each other in space, especially given the disparity between our forces and the enemy’s.”

“I’m glad you think so,” Captain Evin said dryly.

Master Kaal stepped forward and bowed slightly, his hands clasped beneath the following folds of his cloak.  “I am Jedi Master Vrotik Kaal, and this is my Padawan, Res Fieri.  These two are Master Delin Sarr and his Padawan Dyn Enders.  The beautiful ones back there are Master Sela Nasill and her Padawan Syra Kilsa.”

Master Nasill just gave that toothy smile that looked menacing but was really just a natural feature of Twi’leks.  Syra did nothing, one hand still resting on her hip the way it always did when she was impatient or bored.  

Captain Krisevic laughed politely.  “It is an honor to finally meet you Jedi, my childhood heroes, especially such an esteemed one as yourself, Master Kaal.  I have great respect and admiration for your kind.  That is why I signed up for this post.  I look forward to working with you and others.”

I’m not sure if he was expecting a reply, but there wasn’t one.  “Oh, excuse me,” he considered, “take a seat, all of you, and we’ll get down to business.”

We arced out across the table, sitting in our usual order with Captain Evin to the left of Master Kaal and Captain Krisevic to the left of him.  The holoprojector on the ceiling also started humming to life, though it displayed no image.

“You know, Master Kaal, when Evin first told me that Jedi had helped him and that you were among them I almost didn’t believe it,” Krisevic remarked casually as he took his seat.  “I was assured it was the truth and I see now that you are indeed the same man.  So I took the liberty of calling the Admiral.  He had wanted to speak to you, but you’re now notoriously difficult to reach.”  I wasn’t sure what he meant by that.  How many people would want to reach him?  And why?  “He’s going to be joining us at any moment.”

It was hard to tell if Krisevic had pushed any buttons, but nevertheless, as soon as he said that, the holoprojector spat forth a half-scale three-dimensional image of a human man.  The image had the usual distortion inherent in long-range communications, but I could tell that he was older, at least in his mid-fifties and looked it, even in static-laden blue transparency.  His image was standing in the middle of the table, such that we had to look up to see his face.  I imagined it wasn’t exactly how they had intended to use the holoprojector.  

The pint-sized holograph’s name was Admiral Oannus, and he was the supreme commander of all United Republic Security forces.

“So you’re the Jedi that started this war,” he commented when Master Kaal introduced himself.

“I wouldn’t exactly say I started it, Admiral.  Discovered it, perhaps.”

“One and the same, Jedi, one and the same.  I saw that speech of yours.  You started this war.”  

“That seems a bit unfair, sir.  I don’t doubt that were it not for me we wouldn’t be here, but do you object?  You think we should have allowed everything to happen?”

“I don’t see why not.”

There had to be a point to this, but I struggled to grasp it.  Why would the Admiral even care?  Why harass the Jedi who revealed the Sith threat and mobilized the Republic against it?

“They attacked us.  They struck first.  Have you forgotten what happened at the Temple, or out in the Outer Rim?”  Master Kaal didn’t sound angry.  Perplexed, perhaps, exasperated, but not angry, despite the Admiral’s seemingly boorish prying.

“So they crashed into one of our buildings and got a few systems to join their movement.  Those aren’t things one normally goes to war over.  Should we go to war with every other independent party who makes a single act of aggression against us?  That’s a long list.”

“You forget they also built up a huge arsenal of weapons with which to attack us.  Weapons I witnessed with my own eyes.”

“Yet you didn’t know that they were going to attack anyone.  And constructing a personal security forces is hardly an act of war.  Or do you think they needed Senatorial approval first?  They were independent, after all.”

“No, sir, I knew they were going to attack without a doubt.”

The image cocked its miniature eyebrow.  “Oh, and how is that?”

“Because that is the nature of the Sith.  That is the nature of power.  One doesn’t obtain power to remain idle, especially not those filled with hatred and revenge.  Especially not the Sith.  They were building an army for the only reason an army can exist: to kill, to destroy, to conquer.”

“An army can also defend, Master Jedi.”

“Perhaps, but this is not a question of motive.  Any army, for any reason, exists only to kill.  Do we not kill in defense?  Do we not try to conquer our enemies regardless of what we hope to obtain?  Do we not obtain peace through the destruction of those who oppose it?  That is, in fact, how we keep the law.”

“Perhaps they foresaw our preemptive aggression and sought to counteract it.”

“That is not their way, Admiral, and even if it were, their methods are not sound.  One does not avoid conflict by starting it.  The Sith are our mortal enemies, and revenge is their constant ally.  They seek only to destroy us, as they have tried in ages past.”

“Maybe they don’t want to fight any more, but they built an army knowing that as soon as you discovered them you would spring into action against them.  Can you completely forgo the possibility that they had a change of heart?  How are you sure?”

“I have no answer for that that you would understand, sir.”

The conversation seemed to reach an impasse at last.  I still had not found an answer to my question, though.  I knew what the Sith were doing and why, and I suspected the Admiral did as well, but why ask?  Why was it even relevant?  All the discussion and debate and possibilities couldn’t avoid the simple fact that what happened, and nothing could change it.  We were at war; initial motives were irrelevant.  We were doing the right thing for the present, for the current conditions, and we were fighting evil.  

Questioning what started the war was like questioning what started the universe itself.  That is, it didn’t matter, it just happened, and we had to deal with it.  Knowing what started the universe wouldn’t help us deal with the problems we were facing in it.  

Everything happens in the present.  Looking to the past only makes us blind to the future.  Looking to the future only makes us stumble on the way.  

My Master told me very early on that if I wanted to change the future or accept the past, I should focus the present.  The past has already slipped by us, and the future is ever looming on the horizon, not quite within our grasp.

The present is before us.  It is in our hands for us to shape and mold, if we have the will and the vision to do so.  

Wars can only be fought in the present.  That was something the Admiral didn’t seem to understand.  Or was there something else behind it all?

It was Master Sarr who decided to find out.  “Excuse me for interrupting you two, Admiral,” he said, “but I am wondering why you are asking this.  You are an Admiral; it is your job to fight, no?”

The translucent holograph of Admiral Oannus turned slightly.  “It’s not my job to fight.  It’s my job to win.  Winning, you realize, is much easier when you don’t have an opponent.”

“So is losing,” Master Nasill decided to add.  It would be a while before I understood what se meant by that.

The Admiral just snorted. 

“Even so,” Master Sarr continued, “that is not why you are interrogating us this way.  Tell us the truth.”

“Humph.  Ever the Jedi.  You shouldn’t be concerned with as fickle a mistress as truth.  Or justice for that matter.  That’s the flaw I’ve always seen in your kind.  I still do.”

“You did not call us here to criticize our purpose, Admiral, I know,” Master Kaal stated, “though I will tell you that you are wrong not in your analysis, but in what you analyzed.  Truth is not our purpose, nor ultimately justice, or peace.  We follow the Force, nothing else, pure and simple.  Concepts like justice and peace are offspring of such knowledge and servitude.  And truth?  Well, truth is simply our perception of reality.  We were wondering: what is yours?”

Admiral Oannus chuckled slightly to himself.  “Very well then, you want to know what I see?  I see six warriors sitting before me.  I see them on the front, risking their own lives, and, more importantly, those of their enemies.  I see them killing and conquering, destroying, maybe even protecting.  Fighting, to be sure.

“I see Jedi.  I see them standing beside my Captains, fighting along side my troops.  I see them at war.  But I only see six.  It is no secret, despite whatever you may say, that your kind is committed to peace.  A noble cause?  Perhaps, but a sure one.  

“I see a galaxy at war, and thus I see a conflict.  Not one between opposing powers, but in the very nature of the heroes.  The Jedi say they stand for peace, yet I see you here.  This perplexes me.  I see you making calls to war for the Republic, but I see only six of you here.  Others of your nature there may very well be, but I see none.  Instead I see a Jedi Temple full of mediators, peacemakers.  They do nothing, even as their most sacred precipices burn.

“I see delay.  I see anxiety.  I see inaction and apathy.  But I do not fault them; it is their nature.  One hundred years without a single war will do that to you.  And then we return.  I see you.  Six Jedi dare to cast down their tradition and fight.  Why?”

“But other Jedi are doing things.  They are joining our cause,” Master Kaal countered, ignoring the final question for the moment.

“Leadership is what defines a group.  The leaders speak for everyone under them, and the Jedi Council has made their message clear, though they have said nothing.  Which brings me back to my original question.  Why do you fight?  If you don’t have an answer, you don’t belong on the battlefield.”

Master Kaal considered this for a second, and I imagine the others did as well.  I did.

“I want to make it clear, Admiral, that I do not throw down tradition.  I fight for it.  Nor does the Council speak for me.  I am a Jedi, and that means I know only one master, and that is the Force.  The Council organizes and trains, but they cannot control, and they will not lead.

“I can’t speak for the others, but as for me, I fight for you.  I fight for Res, I fight for Delin and Dyn, and Sela, and Syra.  You see, I fight for everyone.  I fight for life.  There are those among us who would seek to destroy it, and thus I seek to destroy them.  For all life is the Force, and the Force is all life.  I serve the Force, and therefore I serve all life.  Yet unlike some other among the Jedi, I realize that sometimes life can only be bought with death.  And that is a price I am willing to pay, even if it is my own.”

“Most interesting,” Captain Krisevic mused from his seated, more to himself than anyone else.

“Do other Jedi think like you?” Admiral Oannus asked.  He seemed a bit taken aback.  That was clearly not an answer he was expecting, especially the last part.

“If you are asking, Admiral, then you already have an answer.”  He sighed heavily.  “Most Jedi have a natural aversion to fighting in any capacity.  It is a trait pounded into them almost from birth.  For a Jedi to fight is for a Jedi to fail.  What many Jedi, the Council in particular, refuse to accept is that we have failed.  War has begun, and fighting is now necessary for our and the Republic’s survival.  

“But don’t get me wrong.  The Jedi are, as we speak, mobilizing for war, of this I have made sure.  I doubt the Council will do anything directly—they hardly ever do—but plenty of Jedi will join our cause and fight beside us regardless.  It just may take a little time to build the will to fight.  You see, this is not a normal war.  The Republic alone cannot win.  I think—I hope—we all realize this.  The Jedi will come because they have to come.  This is our war with our enemy that only we can defeat.  This is our play.  The Republic is just the stage.”

“But you are different,” the half-sized hologram stated from his tabled perch.

“The only difference is that I have known about this war for many years, and I do not let anything get in my way of doing what I know is right.”

“What is right for you, or what is right for the Republic?”

“Let us hope, Admiral, for your sake, that they are one and the same.”

The discussion did, after quite a while, return to its original purpose.  Captain Krisevic had sat and listened to the entire thing, enthralled by the friendly debate, but Captain Evin seemed to grow restless and annoyed with it.

It was he who finally said, “Gentlemen, perhaps we could continue this conversation later?  I need to get back to check on my crew and we still have our future strategy to discuss.”

The image of Admiral Oannus glared down at the Captain.  “I’m sorry, have we taken up too much of your time, Captain?” he said harshly.

Captain Evin appeared flustered by the outburst.  “Uh, no sir, well…I mean, uh, its just that I—“

Master Kaal reached out his hand and touched the Captain on the shoulder gently.  “I think Captain Evin is right,” he pronounced.  “I know we all have important things to do, myself included, and the war won’t wait for us.  Admiral, if you’ll please fill us all in on the current situation of the galaxy at large.”

The Admiral slowly peeled his fierce gaze from Captain Evin and turned a much more calm facade to Master Kaal.

“Honestly, it’s hard to say,” he admitted.  I took it as a sign of trust and respect that he did so.  It seemed to be a signal that he thought we belonged on the battlefield and he trusted us to fight with them in a real war, or at least accepted it.  And judging from his previous conversation with us, that would have been a change of heart.  Or maybe he thought Jedi would be able to see through any half-truths he told to lighten the situation.  I hoped it was the former.

“You may have noticed,” he continued dryly, “that the Sith have penetrated as far as the Earo system.  We also have reports that they’ve taken the Siralis Cluster and are moving on the Edorin Sector, but both of those, like almost everything we have, are unconfirmed.  We’ve had a handful of skirmishes in a few other areas, but beyond that, it’s difficult to know.”

“Any indication of how far they’ve pressed into the Outer Rim?” Master Nasill asked.

“Right now our top priority is halting the advance on the Core, Master Jedi.”

“So you’re just going to let those worlds fall to the tyranny of the Sith?”

“Yes, for the moment.  We hardly have enough forces to hold our ground on one front, much less two.  To overextend ourselves now would not only result in the loss of the Rim, but also the Core.”

“But do you realize what that means?” Master Nasill protested.  “Those people could be killed, enslaved, or worse, conscripted.  Those people are as much citizens of the Republic as those in the Core.  Just bec—”

Master Kaal reached out his hand towards Master Nasill, as if to touch her gently despite being more than a meter away.  “Sela, please, this is not the time for that.  The Admiral is just doing what he believes will save the most lives and be the most successful.”

Admiral Oannus gave a short nod that seemed to say, thank you.
“Isn’t possible, though, Admiral,” he continued, “that ignoring the Outer Rim could stretch the front along the Core?”

“It is certainly possible,” the hologram on the table confessed.  “I didn’t say we liked every part about the strategy, though, Master Jedi, just that it was the best available.  We have to stop advance Coreward, and right now we only have to resources to fight on one front, so that’s what we are doing.  I like it about as much as she does, but we don’t have any other options when our armies are in the training academies and our starships are in the construction yards.”

“And how is the construction coming, Sir?” Captain Krisevic asked almost casually.  “Pardon me for stating the obvious, but we could really use those ships out here.”

The Admiral sighed deeply, and I could empathize with his completely.  It wasn’t fun or easy to have to list all your shortcoming and weaknesses the way the Admiral was being asked to.  It was, however, all too often necessary.

“I’ve just been told that early estimates were a little optimistic.  They’re now saying that the first pilots and crewmen won’t be fully trained and battle ready for more than half a standard year, and army troopers another month or two after that.  But even that sounds rushed to me.  We’ll have to send totally green troops and pilots to the front lines, and the effects could be devastating, to say the least.

“Manufacturing, on the other hands, is supposedly transitioning smoothly.  Talus was already manufacturing both Judicial and Jedi craft, so they were ready when this whole mess started.  They’ve converted nearly all their docks over to producing the Jedi Starfighter and the Judicial Lancer.  Those are already starting to trickle in, with the first big wave projected to be completed in a few months.  Without enough trained pilots to fly them, though, that doesn’t make a very big difference.

“Other places such Corellia and Kuat, both of which were making largely commercial spacecraft, are having a much harder time.  Corellia is shifting their focus to turning out cruisers and other capital chips, while Kuat is working on smaller, lighter pickets.  Both are having more trouble than anticipated transitioning, as are the countless other places where commercial and security ships are built.”

“So what does that mean for us?” my Master asked.

“Impossible to say so early.”

“In your opinion, Admiral.”

He let out another heavy sigh before replying.  “Six months at least, and quite frankly I think that would be a miracle.  The Senate has even tried creating new shipyards and manufacturing plants—Sullust, for example—but they will take even longer to get started than the others.”

“So what you’re saying,” Master Nasill began, “is that we can win this war if we hold out for six months?”

“No.  What I’m saying is that we are going to lose in the first six months.  That can’t be stopped, even by all the Jedi in the Republic.  All that’s important right now is finding a way in which to delay the inevitable.”

“We don’t have to win,” Master Kaal said, “We just have to fight.”

“Exactly.”

“Right, I’ll make sure not to put that on any recruitment posters,” Master Sarr said dryly, and I could see where he was coming from.  

Knowing you couldn’t win wasn’t exactly a large morale booster.  Not that it mattered to me.  Fighting wasn’t a choice.

“So, Admiral,” Master Sarr continued in the same fashion, “how exactly were you planning on losing?”

The tiny face of the hologram stared at him incredulously, a gaze that distinctly said, you’re a Jedi?  Though not all Jedi were serious all the time, it was certainly a well-deserved stereotype.  Years of intense mental training will do that.

After several moments of silence the Admiral shook his head in resignation.  “The overall strategy is simple, in theory at least.  Our main problem is that we have too few true military units to protect them all.  According to estimates, any target the Sith really want to take, they can, no matter what we do.  Well, anything in the Rim.  We can’t defend all of them, so we’ll defend none of them.”

“Excuse me, Admiral,” Master Nasill started, “but please explain to me how leaving worlds defenseless is going to keep the Sith from advancing to the Core?”

“Let him finish, Sela” Master Kaal interrupted.  “I think I know where he’s going with this.”

“Thank you,” Admiral Oannus continued with a nod.  “What we have to do is make the Sith defend their own worlds.  By staging constant hit-and-run strikes, we can force the Sith to either pull back ships from the advance to protect their worlds, or sacrifice their resource and supply lines.  At best we significantly delay their assault, and at worst we disperse their fleets in attempts to engage or stop us.”

“And what if they do choose to sacrifice some of their resources and take advantage of the situation?  Who knows how far they could get before we would muster the forces to stop them?”

“We plan on stationing small defense teams on the border systems, and then keeping our main fleets nearby.  Any minor threat can be driven off by those security craft, and anything larger will be subject to ambush by our fleets.  This not only presents us with the opportunity from surprise attacks, but it also will make the Sith commit large battle groups to take single targets, which we can then decide not to engage.  That’s the key: to accomplish this we must only engage when we have equal or superior numbers.  If we let the Sith dictate our battles, then we’ve already lost.  Oh, and it also makes our fleets literally impossible to find and confront.”

“And what if they do strike with overwhelming force, or they attack multiple targets?”

“Then we sacrifice a few worlds.  We can’t get caught up in protecting planets when we have an entire galaxy to defend.  Of course, I hope that we will be in a position to take and hold those planets shortly.  Until then we can only hope that our own strikes prevent that sort of actions, and that we can harass any of those taken worlds after the fleet has moved on.  It’s not perfect, I know, but it’s the only chance we’ve got.”

The conversation stopped momentarily as everyone seemed to take it all in.  It was a sound strategy, though it more befitted a terrorist or rebel group than a galaxy-spanning government.  I was a little concerned about the potential loss of planets uncontested, but in the grand scheme of things a single planet, or even a thousand, meant almost nothing, with a few notable exceptions.  And after all, if the Admiral was right then the entire thing would only have to work for six standard months.

There was only one significant flaw that I could perceive.  I didn’t say anything, though.  I never truly felt it was my place to speak at these sorts of events unless directly asked or called upon.  My duty was simply to follow and support my Master, and to listen and learn whatever I could.  If I had questions, then I could ask my Master later, in private.  

In this case I felt comfortable that everyone else at—and on—the table recognized the same fault, and hopefully at least one of them was addressing it in some way.  

Master Kaal confirmed my suspicion.  “It seems to me, Admiral, that such an operation will require large amounts of precise intelligence.  Is such a system in place?  I think we have witnessed that it is not.”

The aged Admiral sighed.  He was expecting the question, and I could tell even he didn’t like his answer.  “I must admit that at the moment we have no truly reliable source of information on the enemy.  What little we do have is coming from refugee security forces and civilians fleeing their captured systems.  So, what we have is unreliable, often outdated, and irregular.

“However, steps have been taken to establish such a service.  The Senate has already approved the creation of the Intergalactic Republic Intelligence Service, or IRIS.  They’ve already sent out teams to numerous worlds, but they’re still in the infant stages and it will take time to develop the networks and resources needed for a successful operation.  I’m afraid for the time being we’re not going to be able to rely on timely information from them.”

Master Sarr shook his head from his seat.  “So let me see if I’ve got this straight, Admiral.  We’re choosing not to defend our worlds directly from the Sith, and instead are planning to stop their advance by launching intelligence-based pinpoint attacks for which we have no reliable intelligence.”

“That just about sums it up.”

“And you actually think we can win?”

“No,” the Admiral replied bluntly, “I thought I made that clear.”

“What is that guy’s problem?” Master Sarr nearly shouted as soon as the door slid closed behind him.  

We had been given two different quarters onboard the Redeemer to rest before we left, so Master Nasill and Syra took one while the rest of us shared the other.  It was an entirely unremarkable room that wasn’t much more than a bunk, a few chairs, and a table.  There were probably a hundred or more others exactly like it, even onboard relatively small frigate.

“Who?” Master Kaal asked.

“You know.  The Admiral.”

“I should be asking you the same question, then.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Please, Delin, don’t give me that.  Look, you can say whatever you please around me or Sela or any other Jedi, but remarks like yours don’t reflect well on any of us.  I don’t think you would have made such quips were you in front of the Council.”  My Master’s tone was not stern or chastising, but rather his usual calm and casual.

“Well, I dare say the Council wouldn’t have said anything so outrageous.”

“I wouldn’t put it past them.  But I don’t know.  I’ll admit the strategy is a little unorthodox and risky, but it’s tactically sound, given our capacities.  I wouldn’t call it outrageous.”

Master Sarr shook his head.  “No, no, no.  I wasn’t talking about that.  I mean the first part.  It sounded like he didn’t even want our help.”

My Master chuckled.  “Oh, I assure you he does…or he will.  Just forget about it.  There will always be people who question our methods and motives—that’s life.”

“Maybe, but that was definitely not the right forum.”

“Perhaps.  He did have some valid points, though.  The Council really isn’t doing anything noticeable at all, nor are a lot of the other Jedi.  And though I’d like to believe what I said about them, I really can’t know.  When you’re a military officer, you can’t rely on intangible things like we can.  The only thing he can count on is what he can see and use, and right now he doesn’t see any Jedi out here fighting with him.  Can you blame him?”

For the first time since entering the room, Master Sarr cracked a smile.  Actually, it was more of a grin.  “Of course I can!  I do see what you mean, though.  And at any rate, I think you impressed him with all your babble.  You always were good at that.”

Master Kaal shook his head.  “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

 “Phew…So, what’ve we got?”

My Master reached into his cloak and pulled out a datacard, then tossed it on the table.  “They gave us this,” he said, “but I’m sure why.  I was looking at it on the way over here, and it really doesn’t seem like a six-person mission.”

“Must have been all they had the intel for.  What is it?”

“Well, if I’m reading this correctly, then I think they want us to make a hit and run on a production facility.”

“So why not send a fleet?”

“It’s inside FORT.”

“Yeah, that’ll do it.”

“Anyway, it’s on a planet named Gignin Ky.  Ever heard of it?”

“Nope.”

“Neither have I.  Apparently there was a rather large and relatively important commercial landspeeder assembly plant there before the war, and someone on up the line thought that made it a good target.  Naturally, they don’t know anything else about it.”

Master Sarr bowed his head and shook it, laughing softly.  “Naturally.”

“So we’ll go out there, investigate the scene, and then, uh…neutralize it.”

“You make it sound so easy.”

“It’s not?”

“Aha, funny.  I think I’m starting to wear off on you.  So why don’t they send that new eye-whatever team.  Sounds more up their alley than ours.”

“It’s called IRIS.  Don’t you ever listen?  And at the moment we’re far better equipped to do the job than they are.”

“Good point.  I suppose we can do just about anything better than they can at the moment.  So when are we leaving?”

“We,” Master Kaal said, waving his index finger back and forth between himself and where I had sat down, “are leaving as soon as we get a little rest.  You are staying here and making the runs with the Redeemer, unless you have something else you want to do.”

“What?  Why aren’t we all going?”

“Why?  Because sneaking two people onto a planet in enemy space is a whole lot easier than six.  And there’s nothing for six people to do there.  Besides, I already said it didn’t look like a six-person mission.  Don’t you ever listen?”

“I’ll pretend you didn’t just ask that again.”

Master Kaal wiped both palms across his face and half-yawned, half-sighed.  “Thanks, I guess I’m just tired.  I can’t remember the last time I slept.”

“Yeah, I can tell.”

My Master just shook his head.

NINE

We actually first headed to Talus, and not Gignin Ky, after leaving the frigate Redeemer and the battle-scarred shell of the Liberator.  

We were, as planned, going alone, while the other four were remaining onboard the Redeemer to assist in its runs.  

Apparently while I was sleeping, Master Kaal hammered out the details with Captain Krisevic.  Additional help had been summoned for the wounded cruiser, so as soon as they arrived the Redeemer was scheduled to head out, rendezvous with a small task force, and assail one—possibly two—targets along the known boarder, all in accordance with the plan the Admiral had laid out.  They would then return to the chief assembly point for the URS 3rd Battle Group, codename: Doldrums.  It was really only a random point in space, which made finding it nearly impossible without knowing the exact coordinates.

A quick chat with the quartermaster of the Redeemer had also gotten us in touch with the equipment director for the Talus shipyards, who, along with an officer of the fledging IRIS organization, arranged for some useful, not to mention experimental, goodies to be allocated to our mission.  The biggest of those included our transportation, which is why we headed for Talus first.

When we got there, we put our fighters in dry dock, but we learned that the ‘experimental intrusion transport’ wouldn’t be ready for at least another day, so that left us with nothing to do except review the details of the mission and check our equipment, neither of which was a particularly lengthy task.

Things quickly changed, however, with the arrival of a very surprising guest, and seventy-one of his friends.

Master Kaal was literally flabbergasted at the sight of Jedi Master Numa underneath the transparisteel canopy of a docking starfighter.

Numa Pompil, a tall, deep blue-skinned, humanoid with a large, fin-like appendage jutting from the back of his angular head, was a member of the Jedi High Council.

He was.

He told us he had become disillusioned with the Council and its ways starting with the attack on the Temple and the ineptitude or utter apathy of the members in dealing with the problem.  Finally, he said, he stepped down from his position on the Council and organized the group that accompanied him: seventy-two Jedi Starfighters, a full wing, six squadrons, twelve Jedi squads.

More significant to our cause than even the extra Jedi, though, were the subtle hints he made in conversation that there were others in the Council of similar leanings.  This was important because the Council itself was a major obstacle in the recruitment of the remaining Jedi, and while it was hardly the only factor in their decision, if a few members of the Council folded then it might be enough to push many of them over the edge.  If the entire Council crumbled, then very few Jedi at all would refuse our call for help.

I knew that would never happen, though.  The Jedi were too deeply rooted in tradition to give up the Council, even temporarily.  There would always be a few hard-line pacifists to retain their seats.  It was more likely that the seceding members would simply be replaced with even more Masters strictly opposed to open war, Masters content to tell themselves the Republic could handle it alone, and that the threat was not as big as others predicted.

It was unfortunate.  The Jedi, and the Republic as a whole, could use the organization and unity only the Council was capable of delivering.  Instead everything was being organized under a military heading, and Jedi were not soldiers by any means.  While the URS could do as well a job as anyone fighting the Sith armies, the war, I knew, would ultimately be decided by the battles between the Jedi Masters and the Sith Lords.

One or two Sith Lords could stand in the way of an entire platoon of Republic troops.  They could foil any intrusion or espionage mission as soon as the spy or commando entered the area.  And there really wasn’t a way to kill a highly trained Sith Knight with a blaster, or any other kind of traditional weaponry, especially on the ground.  Of course, a Jedi could do the same to their forces, and that added an element of strategy that had to be taken into account and couldn’t truly be comprehended by normal people.  

The Jedi had to work within the military, but there would also be situations in which we would be forced to transcend military convention.

And above all, one unavoidable truth remained: no one in the army or security had been around to fight the last war, so no one knew exactly how to go about it.  A century was a very long time, even for species with greater longevity than humans, and the history files only taught so much.

Fortunately, Master Pompil also hinted that more Jedi were on the way, which could only help our situation, especially since we had no way of knowing how many Sith Lords there actually were, and no way of finding out.  Devon Fraus had mentioned ‘thousands of others’ like him, but I didn’t trust him, or at least I didn’t want to.  

The Jedi we did have, those under Master Numa, were splitting up into two groups.  The first was heading out to the rendezvous point called Counterpoint to help out with the surgical strikes and ambush-style defense screen they were planning.  The second group, smaller than the first, was being scattered to various worlds on armed reconnaissance missions on border systems.  There was also talk, Maser Pompil had mentioned, that Jedi would later be sent to the same worlds undercover in an attempt to form loyalist underground resistance movements.

Both groups had only been stopping at Talus to refuel and resupply before separating and beginning their assignments, which they somewhat surprisingly accepted from URS Fleet Command.  They left later that day, around the same time our own ship was made available.

We departed soon after, wishing to waste no time in proceeding with our mission.  I had an uneasy feeling about the whole thing, starting with the intrusion vessel—if it could even be called that—but I never had a choice in the matter.  

Yet, when unknown hundreds of Sith roamed the galaxy with their enormous armies bent on destroying the Republic and the Jedi, there was never a shortage of bad feelings.   

“Do you think this will actually work, Master?” I asked, sitting in the rightmost of the two chairs comprising the cockpit of our custom freighter.

“You mean this mission, Padawan?  The disguise?  There are many variables, all of which must ‘actually work,’” he replied calmly.

“I mean this ship, Master.  It looks like a giant, rusty bucket of bolts.”  It was true; I’d seen nicer looking public refresher stations, and they were probably more space worthy.

“Looks can be deceiving.  What’s inside is what matters, no?”  He was referring—at least on the surface—to the dual nature of our ship.  On the outside it was an old, beat up TalTrex stock light freighter, but inside was a brand new, top-of-the-line, two-seat starfighter.  If need be, we could explode the outer shell and escape in the faster, more maneuverable fighter.  

Still, the outer shell still had to get us to the planet in one piece: our disguise was hinging on it.  The freighter officially belonged to Debin Caster, an average industrial mechanic, native of Chabek, and alias of Master Kaal.  And I was his son, Lan.  Together we were moving to FORT in order to find safety, security, protection, and, of course, a job.

Or so it went.  I was just going to keep my mouth shut and let Master Kaal do all the talking.  The only thing we really needed false identification for was landing our ship; once we were planetside we could slip safely into obscurity.  No one would care about two guys walking on the street, but anyone in a ship could pose a threat.

“Well…yes, Master,” I said, “but can’t appearances also have a powerful impact?”

“They can, indeed.  That is why we are not wearing our normal clothes, and that is why this ship looks shabby.  No one would suspect an old freighter such as this to be dangerous, and thus we may be greeted more warmly.”  He smiled thinly.  “Don’t worry, I have been assured it meets all Republic safety standards.”

“Alright, Master, I’m sorry.  I guess…I just don’t have a very good feeling about this.”

“We don’t know what is going to happen.  There is a saying that no plan survives contact with the enemy.  We don’t know what they are doing; we only know what we are doing, and we have to focus on that.  Things aren’t always going to go our way, but we have to succeed anyway.  That is the nature of war.  Now don’t be worrying about the future; keep your concentration on the current situation.”

“Yes, Master.”  That wasn’t what I wanted to hear.  I was hoping he’d say he had a good feeling, and that I was mistaken.  Instead I’d gotten what I already knew.  At least he hadn’t agreed with me; that left some hope alive it might go as expected.  I shook my head.  Perhaps I was being too fatalistic, a bad feeling didn’t necessarily mean we weren’t going to succeed.  “How long until the exit?”

“Just over five minutes.  Go run a check on the starfighter.  I want to make sure it is ready, just in case things get hot a little early.”

That wasn’t exactly the vote of confidence in the mission I was looking for.  I had to wonder if he also thought something was wrong.  Then again, it could have been nothing.  We were, after all, going into enemy territory in a ship just slightly more maneuverable than your average dejarik board, and it probably had less shielding as well.

It was way to late for any doubts, though, so I pulled myself from my seat and headed back to check on the fighter cleverly hidden in the cargo bay.

“Everything’s in the green, Master,” I reported as I threw myself back into the copilot’s chair.

“Thank you.  Now strap yourself in, we’ve less than thirty seconds until reentry,” Master Kaal replied.

I buckled in my restraining strap.  Hyperspace entries and exits in general weren’t very dangerous or turbulent, but there was always a chance something could happen, either in the exit itself or the ensuing flight.

The counter on the navicomputer started counting slowly down from thirty as our exit point just outside Gignin Ky’s mass shadow approached.

When the timer finally reached zero, my Master pulled a lever, focusing the spiraling waves into cascading lines, then glittering dots.

“Oh…blazes,” I muttered as I stared into the blue and green sphere of Gignin Ky.  I was actually more concerned about the dark gray silhouettes in its foreground.  An entire Sith fleet was docked on our approach vector.  My first instinct was that they were waiting for, that it was a trap.  It certainly looked that way.  But how would they have known?  And why a whole fleet?  

“Just calm down,” My Master said quickly.  “They could be here for any reason.  Let’s just go about our business like nothing is unusual.  They can’t possibly know already who we are.  Let’s not give them a reason to find out.”

“Yes, Master.  Why do you think they are here?”

“Probably just to pick up supplies.  Don’t worry about that, it’s not important.”

“But won’t that make it difficult for us to leave?”

“They should be gone by then.  If not, we’ll just have to wait.”

“But…do you think there are any Sith with them?”

He sighed, tired of my questions.  No doubt he wasn’t feeling completely confident either.  “Hopefully, we’ll never know.”

Several moments of silent anticipation ensued.  I held my breath, just waiting for one of the massive warships to blast us into oblivion, or worse, capture us in a tractor beam.

But none of the ships so much as flinched.  None of them moved to intercept us, and none of their turrets turned to target us.  Our ship just glided gently between their ranks without a second’s glance.

We both let out a sigh of relief, though mine was more evident and drawn out.

The comm unit crackled to life as we breached the final line of ships.  I had counted several dozen at least when we slipped between them.  The raw power of it all amazed me, and I couldn’t help but think how many lives might be lost if such a power were unleashed upon an undefended Republic world.  It was times like those when I had serious doubts about the Admiral’s strategy.  The whole thing made me shudder in my seat.  And being so close to a quick and painful death didn’t exactly help things either.

A harsh male voice jolted me back into reality.  “This is traffic controller FH-233 of Sephin Ky Spaceport, identify and state your business!”

“Showtime,” Master Kaal said before flipping on the transmitter.  “Control, this is Captain Debin Caster in the Quick Fix.  I’ve come to FORT to live and work.  The Republic is falling apart and the Jedi have always been worthless pacifists.  The way I see it, I had better get on the right side of the fence before it’s too late.”

“Passengers?”

“Just my son here.  Wife’s one of them blasted loyalists.  Women, I’ll tell ya, they won’t listen to reason one bit.  You know how it is.  I’m just trying to make a good life for myself and boy, ya know, but that crazy women, she just kept on rambling about how she didn’t want to leave and that the time wasn’t right, whatever the blazes that means.  So—”

“Alright, sir, I understand,” the controller interrupted.  I had to smile.  The best way to get through traffic inquiries quickly was to annoy the officer with pointless details and stories until he wanted you to get you through quickly.  “Do you have any cargo?”

“No…well, not commercial anyways.  I got my tools in the bay, and some supplied, ‘course.  I’m a mechanic, ya see, and I heard there was some, uh…industrial opportunity in this area, so I headed on over here.  This ship here isn’t part of my business.  Nah, I picked her up real cheap at one of those used ship lots.  It was a real steal, and she flies like a dream, I tell ya.  If you want I can—“

“No, sir, I’ve heard enough,” the man again interrupted firmly.  “You are clear for Bay 71 in the northern quadrant.  I’m turning on the beacon now; just follow it in.  There will be armed inspection teams waiting for you when you arrive.  Have all identification ready.  Control, out.”

The comm clicked off before my Master had a chance to reply.  “Well, he sure was a nice fellow,” he said to me instead.

“Yes, very helpful,” I commented.  I was sure we had made it through without any flags being raised.  All we had to do was make it past those inspection teams and we were in the clear.

“You still have you ID with you?” Maser Kaal asked.

I felt the pocket on the casual vest I was wearing where I had placed my forged identification card.  “Yes.”

“Good, and remember, from here on out keep yourself shut down.  Do not, under any circumstances, actively use the Force on planet or do anything inhuman.  We are just regular people, let’s make sure no one finds out otherwise.”

“You mean no one finds out prematurely.”

“Of course.”

They weren’t kidding when they said ‘armed inspection teams.’  As soon as our feet touched the durasteel flooring of the bay we were greeted by two fierce-looking Sith Troopers in their intimidating white armor flanking a young officer wearing an all black officer’s uniform, complete with several shimmering decorations, though in what conflict he could possibly have gotten them was beyond me.

They all carried blasters, two of which were raised at our chests, and they didn’t seem to be the particularly patient or gracious types, not mention lax.

Thankfully, they weren’t the type that wanted to listen to some old mechanic’s life story either.  Master Kaal just threw in a few lines cursing the loyalists and saying how he thought the Sith were going to win and the young officer shuffled us along without giving our ID cards so much as a second scan.

The Republic’s forgery was flawless, but it ultimately didn’t matter.  The Sith couldn’t have had a large-scale database of people like the Republic did, so they couldn’t have scanned for suspicious foreigners if they had wanted to.  Rather, their idea of security was placing soldiers out on patrols, the kind of thing that, while it keeps the public peace, is essentially worthless in stopping any sort of efficient intrusion or espionage plot.  

It was a loophole I hoped the new IRIS teams would take advantage of before the Sith could establish a better system.

It also meant a much easier time for us.  All we had to do was keep from doing anything stupid around the patrols and we were free to roam the city as we pleased.

At the moment however, we were more concerned with finding a place to stay.  We needed something that could be permanent, fitting to people actually moving to the planet, and not simply staying.  Cost was irrelevant—we weren’t planning on staying long enough to pay.  We would be gone in few days at most, a week if things got complicated.  

We also needed to find out where the plant actually was, and then study it for a day or so to find the best point and time of entry and exit, as well as to work out all the variables.

My Master and I had sort of debate over the issue of how to obtain the information.  I, being the person I am, thought that it would have been best to buy or borrow some sort of map or brochure of the place, rather than asking someone.  I figured that a map was far less obvious as to our intentions, and that simply asking someone might raise suspicions, or at least reveal our target.  And as far as I was concerned, the less people that knew where we were going, even if they were insignificant strangers completely oblivious to our plans, the better.

Master Kaal insisted that more detailed information could be obtained from a person.  He said that he was sure plenty of people asked for such information, and that no suspicion would be raised with anyone so long as we kept up our façade.  He also added that the likelihood of such information being reported or even remembered was miniscule, saying that I shouldn’t be so instinctively distrustful of people.

“Most people,” he said, “are not naturally suspicious of others, not in the sort of way you are talking.  The average person would be more frightened of reporting anything to the Sith than they would be of giving commonplace information to strangers.  They might be wary that we are criminals, but not they we are Jedi or with the Republic.”

He being the Master, and I the Padawan, his argument naturally won over.

We waited until we were a good ways from the spaceport before seeking someone to ask.  Meanwhile we got a good look at the city.  

Sephin Ky was not a small city by Rim standards.  I estimated it had around twenty million inhabitants.  Insignificant next to Coruscant’s some five trillion, but still large in its own right.

In contrast with the verdant land surrounding it, Sephin Ky was a composite of grays, blacks, whites, and a whole host of other colors.  Most buildings seemed to be made out of duracrete or a similar material, and it was as advanced as any city in the Republic.  In some parts the massive duracrete obelisks of high-rise towers seemed to touch the clouds, while in other, mainly residential areas the structures barely left the ground.

The streets were completely paved, stamping out whatever beautiful flora might have grown there, and were full of landspeeder traffic.  The skylanes were also busy, though not so much as the near-riotous ground level.

It was mid-day where we were, and pedestrian traffic was in no short supply.  Hundreds of people littered the walkways on the sides of the street.  Small vendors with their cluttered carts lined the walls, trying to entice people with amazing deals on valuable and rare items.  Others street side entrepreneurs were offering a variety of cuisines, filling the street with an aroma that might have been pleasant were it not mixed with the fumes from the busy boulevard and the ever-present stink of sweat and pheromones from the wide realm of species represented along the thoroughfare.

Master Kaal wasted no time in finding a suitable prospect for his inquiries.  He had plenty of people to choose from, and he never seemed to have a problem confronting anyone about anything, even if they were complete strangers.

He strolled right up to a man standing on the side of the street and staring in a datacard, possibly waiting for something.

“Excuse me, sir,” he said, gently tapping the man on the shoulder.

The man turned around quickly, a look of surprise—or perhaps guilt—on his face.  Master Kaal just smiled warmly.  “Huh?  What the hell do you want?”  I was a bit taken aback by the response, but my Master just seemed ignored it.

“Could you tell me where I could find…” he pulled up a piece of flimsi out of his pocket, as if he couldn’t remember the name, though he knew exactly what it was “…the Alseb Industrial Engineering and Production facility is?”

The man wrinkled his face.  “Eh?  The what?”


“The Alseb Industrial Engineering and Production facility,” Master Kaal repeated, a little louder and with more emphasis.

“Oh,” the stranger snorted.  “Never heard of it.  Now go away.”  He shooed us away with a wave of his hand and returned to staring his datapad.

My Master looked at me.  I just shrugged, trying to get the point across that we should have just bought a map.

He shook his head and turned around to find another person.

And bumped straight into a human lady and her daughter.

“Oh, I’m sorry!” he said automatically.

She laughed lightly.  “It’s alright.  It was my fault, really.  I was…well…I just happened to overhear that you were looking for the Alseb plant.”  She was a very merry lady, almost too much so.  She always seemed on the verge of laughing, and she always was smiling.

“Yes, that’s true.  We just arrived here and thought there might be some positions available.”

“Yeah, I figured that.  You’re a little off.”

“How’s that?”

“Well, this is Sephin Ky, the largest city, but the place you’re looking for is in Mnyon Ky, a smaller city just west of here.”

Master Kaal bowed slightly.  “Ah, thank you, Miss…”

“Fossin.  Lara Fossin.  My daughter’s name is Kara.”

“And I’m Debin Caster,” he replied, smiling at her warmly.  Then he motioned over to me.  “This is my son, Lan.  Pleased to meet you both.  We don’t really know our way around.  Would you mind pointing us in the direction of some transportation?”

“Not at all.  We were just heading to Mynon Ky ourselves, that’s kinda why I brought it up.  It’s not too far, but we’ll have to take the MOT.”

“I’m sorry…the what?”

She chuckled lightly.  “Oh, I’m sorry, I keep forgetting you’re not from around here.  A MOT.  Magnetic On-track Transport.  They run from city to city.  The government built them a while back to encourage commerce and all, but they never really caught on.  We can ride them for free; there’s a station a few blocks down.”

“I see.  Then lead the way.”

“You weren’t kidding,” I blurted as we stepped into a completely vacant MOT.  It wasn’t a comment I would normally make, but I thought Lan might, so I went ahead.  I knew I probably couldn’t get away with pretending to be a normal boy without talking candidly on at least a few occasions.  

My observation was still true, however, as there were four of us with room for twenty or more in our particular segment of the transport.  The MOT was constructed of a large number of linked, horizontal cylinders each capable, it seemed, of being outfitted to carry either passengers or cargo.  Ours had around ten rows of booths, with a path down the center that split them into single seats wide enough to support the extensively disparate physiques of the galaxy’s infinite spectrum of species.

I was glad to see my comment on the transport’s situation taken in good humor, as Mrs. Fossin cordially replied with a laugh, “Yeah, it sometimes seems like we’re the only ones who ever use this thing.  Respulsor vehicles have become so popular and accessible that these tracked transports have almost become outdated.”

“Yeah, sometimes I wonder why the government even bothers keeping them up so well,” Kara said, then quickly added, “Not that I’m complaining.”

“Well that’s what governments do best, isn’t it, spending money?” I added, trying to smile a little, though I only succeeded marginally.  I hadn’t exactly had a lot of practice in that regard.

“That’s all too true, son,” Master Kaal said, then turning to Mrs. Fossin asked, “You mentioned you use this a lot?”

Before she had time to reply, a mechanical voice notified us in basic that the transport was departing soon and that we should take our seats.  It then repeated the same message in several different languages.  I was just glad I didn’t know any of the languages lest I had to hear the same thing more times than once.

Being the only people, I was convinced, within a hundred meters of the MOT, we had no trouble choosing a seat close to the front, near the door.  

Master Kaal chose a seat a few rows back so I took the one directly behind him.  Mrs. Fossin smiled as she sat herself down opposite him, and her daughter thus took the one across the aisle from me.

After a few moments the droll of the multilingual alert came to a stop, the doors slipped shut, and the magnetic transport crawled to a start.  

Nothing we could do now until we reached our destination.

Master Kaal took the opportunity to resume his conversation with our newest acquaintance.

“Well, this looks very nice and convenient,” he commented.  “You said you ride this often, Mrs. Fossin.”

“Yes.  Several times a week, I would say, “ she replied from her seat.

“Not much company, huh?”

She chuckled, an action she seemed increasingly fond of.  “There are normally more than this.  One or two at least.  With things like they are now it’s not always easy to talk to strangers.”

“You seemed comfortable enough a little while ago.”

She blushed a little, though she clearly tried not to.  “Yeah, well…” she responded bashfully, “you just looked so nice and friendly, and like you needed help.  I’m not sure why, I just got that feeling, you know?”

“Indeed I do,” he said, cracking a smile she couldn’t possibly have understood.  He then moved to change the subject.  “So, why do you make so many trips?  Do you live in Mynon Ky?”

“Yes.  But we come to Sephin Ky to do some shopping.  Things are so much nicer over here and cheaper too.  It’s not a very far journey and it’s free, you know, so why not?  Besides, it’s kinda fun to see the big city.  About the only thing in Mynon is the plant, and that’s not fun at all.”

“Oh, then does your husband work at the facility?  Maybe he could hook me up.”

She became immediately sullen.  Her broad smile fell into a dropping frown, as she weekly replied, “No.  I…don’t have a husband…anymore.”

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” Master Kaal said gently.  “Pardon my indiscretion.”

“No, it’s alright,” she assured him, trying to suppress a sniffle.  “I’m alright.”

He quickly tried to switch the topic.  “Well…then perhaps you could tell me a little about the place.  I’m planning on living and working there, so I’d really a appreciate it.”

She complied, and I listened for a while they conversed on that and other issues, but I eventually became bored with it.  

I shifted my body so that my head leaned against the transparisteel viewport that lined the side of the cylinder’s face and stuck my feet out into the aisle, effectively reclining.  I wasn’t tired, but I did have a lot to think about.

My eyes lost focus as my pupils seemed to sink into my skull.  The buildings screaming past the viewport become only a blurred backdrop in my mind’s eye.

A face rose immediately from the depths of my consciousness.  It was a familiar face.  It was a face I’d see a millions times or more.  But it was the instance, not the ownership, of the face that troubled me.  I had first seen the face before I’d ever seen the man to whom it belonged.

The face, though I had seen it everyday for nearly five years, had always been hidden in the back of my mind.  At first the face had been a constant source of anxiety and even a little fear in my life.  The face had haunted my mind, and I every day the memory was refreshed anew.

Eventually, the overwhelming drive to complete my training and become a Jedi had conquered such fears.  And Master Kaal’s teaching helped me learn to stay focused on the reality of the present, and not the ever-changing faces of the future.

For years I forgot about the face, and thoughts of being a Jedi consumed me.  That was my sure fate.

The advent of open war rekindled my ancient doubts, dragging from the depths the horrific scenes of childhood dreams.  

It had not been long since I remembered the face, and I quickly resolved not to share the face with its owner.  Yet I often could not shake it from my mind.  Every day I wondered whether the face might soon find its match in reality and my worst nightmare come true.

The feeling intensified with time.  I had only been a few weeks, but sitting on that empty transport, blankly staring as the city faded and the endless fields of green opened up into a cloudless sky, the world already felt as if it were closing in around me.

It was as if I was trapped by the face, unable to escape its terrifying stare.

I tried not to stop looking towards the future, but it was always looking towards me.  

I cursed myself mentally.  Haven’t you learned anything? I asked.  I didn’t know it was the future.  I was just a little kid, and I was scared, and maybe amazed.  It was all in my mind.

The future is only as real as you make it, I quoted my Master’s words.  The present, not the future, determines reality.
Yet I couldn’t shake the shake the invincible glare of the face, even with the Force and years of mental training on my side.

Maybe that’s because I’m trying to use the source of the face to eradicate it?  I started to wonder.  
No!  Stop!  I almost yelled out loud.  Of course, trying not to think about it made me think about it even more.

My eyesight sharpened as I tried to occupy my mind with something else.  

Kara Fossin immediately entered my view, sitting quietly in the seat next to me happily occupied with her mother’s conversation.  

She looked a few years older than I, with mature features and a strong build for a female.  She had mid-length, blonde hair tied at the back center of her head so that pulled the hair tightly at the top and sides of her head and flowed down in a single, thick strand.  It was probably one of many styles she used, but it was clearly suited for being active, not showcasing it.  Her face was spotted with brown freckles, giving her and soft and innocent, almost playful, look.  Like her mother, she always seemed to be smiling, an expression punctuated by large dimples.

She was at least as tall as I was, though I was not very tall for an average human male, and fairly slender, though noticeably muscular in both her arms and legs.

Her attire was simple, consisting of only a pair of rough blue shorts and a not-quite-form-fitting, short-sleeved, white shirt.  She also displayed a few simple accessories on her wrists and ankles, as well as a nice-looking black utility belt with a few places for supplies and possessions.  

All around she looked like a simple, perfectly innocent native.

And for some reason that made me suspicious.  

It wasn’t for any reason I could pin down.  I’m not even really sure what it was, but it was something.

I glanced over at Lara Fossin in her seat, talking amiably with my Master.  She had much the same build as her daughter, though her features were much sharper, especially on her face, and she had wavy brown hair that fell to her shoulders.  

There wasn’t any discrepancy in their appearances that could have made me doubt.  They looked different, for sure, but not such that I doubted their relation.  I didn’t really have any reason to doubt that they were natives.  They knew the place well enough, as well as a little history about the MOTs.

But I could still feel a twinge I the back of my mind.  Something didn’t feel right.  Maybe it wasn’t about them at all.  Maybe it was about the mission in general, and I was just having a problem understanding what it meant.

I shook head my head while letting out a heavy sigh.  As usual, the questions far outnumbered the answers.

And then, amidst all my uncertainty, the face returned.

I just wanted to know what it was.  No, I knew what it was.  As much as it pained me to think about, I knew I could never escape the truth behind the face.  It was one of those piercing feelings right in my heart, like I was being stabbed with a vibroblade, and then reminded constantly that the blade was still there, writhing in my chest, sucking away my life.  That’s what it was: the cold, hard, spike of impending doom being driven into my mind.   

No.  I really wanted to know why it was.  Was it the Force that kept the face ever-present in my mind?  Was the Force trying to warn me?  Or scare me?

Was it trying to teach me?  That didn’t make sense, though lessons seldom do till they are fully taught.

Or was the Force simply an impartial painter of yet unknown tales?  That went against everything I had been ever been taught.  

Actually, Master Kaal had never taught me anything on the topic.  The more I thought about it, the more it seemed he avoided the subject altogether, like he was hiding something, though not in a malicious way.  

I tried to shake off the thought.  I didn’t need any more questions without answers.  One thing was certain though; I would never talk to him about this problem.

The real question, I eventually sorted, was whether or not it was a certainty.  I was resigned to the fact that it had some meaning in some way, but I could I change that meaning?  Could I sculpt the image into my own reality, or even change it completely?  I didn’t know.  And while all my feelings and logic and training screamed that it was as good as done, I didn’t want to give up hope.  
The future is always in motion, Master Vinisk would say, but he spoke nothing of fate.  All possible means can still collide at a single end.  Does the means ever truly change the end?  No, it just—

“Res!” a voice suddenly called.  I didn’t recognize it.  I was too lost in thought to even register what was happening beyond my mind.  

“Res!” it said again, a little louder.  I was shaken from my daze and suddenly remembered I was still on the MOT, undercover, heading for Mynon Ky.  

My eyes quickly shifted into focus, and I found myself looking straight into the face of Kara.  

I must have jumped or something.  She smiled and said, “Lan?  Are you alright?”

Wait, I thought, did she just call me—no, forget it.  I must be hallucinating.  I’m so confused.  I managed a weak smile.  “Wha—oh, yeah, I’m…fine.”

Her smile, as always, was decidedly bigger and probably more genuine than mine.  “What were you doing?”

“Uh…just looking out the viewport.  But it’s odd.”

She glanced over her shoulder, as if to check whether there was something unusual in the fields beyond the transparisteel behind her.  “Huh?  How so?”

“Oh,” I laughed weakly.  I hadn’t expected her to ask.  “Well, it’s just that viewports are made to see what’s outside, right?  But whenever I look into one I can’t help but get lost in my thoughts.”

Her expression changed as she thought about it for a second.  “So it that what you were doing,” she finally asked, “thinking?  Trying to figure out the meaning of life?”  She laughed.  

It was meant to be a joke, but I didn’t find it very funny.  

Mrs. Fossin assured us that it was perfectly fine for us to stay with her until we could get ‘settled in,’ despite Master Kaal’s insistence that we would be fine on our own.  She was clearly resolved not to accept no for an answer, so we were obliged.

She led us from the station to her home on the other side of the area.  The city itself actually wasn’t much more than the colossal Alseb plant and a few rings of intermixed housing and small commercial buildings.

We got a good look at the facility as we wound our way about the buildings.  It was viewable from just about any open space.  Standing perhaps a fourth of a kilometer tall and at least several more across.  It appeared to be in the shape of an enormous rectangle, though our vantage point made it impossible to tell for certain.

Throughout the trip Master Kaal and Mrs. Fossin talked incessantly about seemingly everything, while Kara and I walked quietly behind them both, scarcely exchanging a word.  I had never developed a taste for small talk, though I never quite realized just how adept my Master was at it.

He managed to bring up the plant, our intended target, innocuously.  Mrs. Fossin seemed quite proud of it.  She couldn’t stop talking about how big it was, when it got started, and how it was the largest of it’s kind within five sectors.  She explained that it was the headquarters and main manufacturing facility for the entire planet, and that the plants in other cities were only a fraction of its size and not nearly as important.  

I listened carefully to everything she said, uncertain whether it would be useful when it came time to carry out our mission.

The Fossin home was only a few kilometers away, such that we reached it in less than half a standard hour.

It was small, perfectly sized for a two or three person family.  Our hostess told us that there was an extra bedroom we could sleep in.  We gratefully accepted and, as it was getting late and we were tired from our journey, retired for the night.

It was nearly a local week before we started to get nervous.  The situation wasn’t changing to our satisfaction.  

Under the guise of looking for prospective housing, we made several trips alone to the Alseb plant.  It was heavily guarded, with no noticeably weak points and even less places not viewable from the streets.  

And it was massive, even larger than I had thought.  It was divided into five sections of varying shape and size, encompassing around fifteen kilometers in the heart of Mynon Ky.  The ubiquitous Sith Troopers in their shiny white armor stood at all conventional entrances as well as intervals that eliminated virtually all hope of an intrusion without passing within sight of one or more pairs of guards.  

They also had security holocams and what appeared to be unmanned repeating rifle turrets on the roof.

All those things could feasibly be dealt with, however.  The bigger problem was the fleet lingering in space just outside the atmosphere.  

Even if we did manage to sneak in and blow up the plant, we would never be able to make it past the fleet on our way out.  Not without getting turned into dissociated atoms by turbolaser fire, that it.

I also privately worried about outstaying our welcome.  Mrs. Fossin didn’t show any outward signs of her wishing we were gone, but hers was not the personality to be disagreeable about anything.  

I brought all this to the attention of my Master that night, well after the two ladies had gone to sleep.

“Master,” I said in a hushed voice, “what are we going to do?”

“Don’t call me that,” he scolded quietly, “and what are you talking about?”

“About everything.  Do you think it is even possible to do what we came for?”

“Of course.  It’s just gotten more complicated.  We’ll have to be patient and wait for our chance.”

“And what if we can’t?  We aren’t going to be able to stay here forever.  That fleet could be a here a month or more.  I don’t think we have that kind of time.  I don’t know what’s going on out there but I’d wager that the URS could really use us right about now.”

“Please, Lan, calm down.  We couldn’t leave now even if we wanted to.  We can’t afford to do anything that might raise suspicions.”

“But wouldn’t that include hanging around here and doing nothing for the past week?  We can’t stay here forever, can we?”

“Oh, I think we can stay as long as necessary.  There’s something…special…about these two.  Can’t you feel it?”

“No.  That was never my strong suit.  But even so, wouldn’t it be safer just to move into a hotel or something for however long it takes?”

“Possibly, but I don’t believe so.  And I don’t want to discuss it any more, understood?”

“Yes.”

“Good.  Now, if you want to ask me a question about the mission itself, the go ahead.”

I had a lot of questions of course, but I wasn’t inclined to ask all of them.  I chose one I had been tackling in particular.  “Alright.  Assuming the fleet leaves and we don’t get ourselves found out before then, how can we get inside undetected?  You might be able to trick the guards momentarily, but the security cameras and turrets won’t be so easy.  We could take out any one of these, possibly two, but not all three.”  

I had what I thought to be the answer, but I was curious to see what he thought.

He thought for a moment, then started, “The hard part, naturally, is getting inside.  Once inside, we shouldn’t have too much of a problem.”

“So how do you suggest we get inside?”

“Simple.  We’ll walk.”

“What, right past the guards and the holocams?”

“Sure, why would they stop us?”

“Why wouldn’t they?”

“Lan, you are thinking of this too much like a battle and not enough like a war.  They won’t stop us because they have people, civilians, who work there.  They have people trying to find jobs there, and probably even people who are just visiting there.  Even if this is a war, it is still a business.  They’ll have security, no doubt, but there’s no set of security guards in this galaxy that could take either of us down.”

“But wouldn’t they still see us on the holocams when we were inside.  If they lockdown on us then we’re going to have to fight our way out.”

“Oh, we’re going to fight.  That’s a given.  At least everyone we might have to kill is our enemy.”

“B-but, isn’t that just making things hard on ourselves?” I stammered.  It almost sounded like he wanted to fight.  Almost.

“I suppose that depends on your definition of ‘hard.’”

I wasn’t sure what to say to that.  I didn’t find it very practical or efficient.  It involved a lot of fighting and a far too much risk.  Though I guess it wasn’t as if I had anything a whole lot better.

A sudden knock at our door deepened the silence.  My breath caught in my throat as my hand flashed to my hip for my lightsaber.  It wasn’t there, of course; it was carefully hidden in my pack near my bed, which we had retrieved from the ship on the morning of the second day.  I cursed myself for not having sensed her coming.

“Come in,” my Master finally managed to say with an even voice after several moments deafening silence.  

I tried to put on some semblance of a smile as the door quietly slipped open, revealing a somewhat embarrassed-looking Mrs. Fossin clad in only her night gown.  I wasn’t sure if the look was from hearing us or not, but she was noticeably nervous.  I guess finding out you have two enemy saboteurs in your house will do that to you.

“Excuse me,” she said timidly.

“Oh…Lara, come in,” Master Kaal replied.  She stepped slowly inside the door, but not much farther.  “I…this may be a good time to talk.  There’s something I should tell you, well…warn you about.”

“No, don’t bother…I already know.”  So she had heard.  That was unfortunate, but I got the feeling that wasn’t what my Master was talking about.

“Maybe you do, but I doubt it.  You—”

“I heard you both speaking, but…I knew even before that.”  There was a surprise, though it did offer a glimmer of hope.  She willingly let us stay knowing we were endangering her.  Then again, she could just be afraid.  It was difficult to say either way.

“Oh, then that makes sense,” Master Kaal said as if he had a sudden epiphany.  I sure didn’t get it.  “Still,” he continued, “you shouldn’t be here.  They may come after you.  We could offer you asylum, though I imagine it may be too late.”

She sighed.  “I know, but this is my home; my life is here.  And…” she hesitated, whatever resolve she had previously built up wavering, “there’s something I need to do first.  I think that’s really why I stayed, though I can’t say I understand it.  It’s almost like I just…knew it was just supposed to happen.  Do you ever feel like that?”  

I knew what she was talking about all too well, though I wished my feeling could have been as benign as hers.

“I do indeed, “ Master Kaal agreed, sagely nodding his head.

“Then I guess this isn’t a mistake.  I hope it isn’t.”  She reached down to her side and pulled an object from her garment pocket.  It was a long, silver cylinder nearly thirty centimeters in length with several areas coated in a black material.  

A lightsaber.

That made her one of four people, and two of the choices didn’t exactly sit well on my stomach.

“Blazes, Lara!  Is that yours?” Master Kaal shouted with a whisper.

She shook her head no.  That was reassuring.  

“It’s my brother’s.  He was a Jedi.  I…didn’t really know him, but he came here one day several years ago and gave this to me.  I wasn’t really sure why…until now, perhaps.”  That was interesting thought, can’t say I agreed with it, though.  She sought us out; that was clear, but how would either of them know?  And why would they care?

“I see,” Master Kaal responded, ”but you shouldn’t have kept it.  You know that if they found this you’d be killed, right?  Or if we were actually Sith.”

She seemed flustered at the thought.  “I-I trust you.  I can usually tell.”  She shoved the lightsaber into Master Kaal’s stomach.  “Here, take this.  I think you can make better use of it.”

I could tell he didn’t want to say we had absolutely no use for it.  Still, the fact that she was offering it to us went a long way.  “Alright, you’ll be safer if I take it.”

Several moments of silence precipitated, though I was unsure if it was because they had no more to say or if they both were considering what they had just done.

Master Kaal was the first to speak.  “You should get back to bed.  And we’ll be leaving tomorrow.  You’ve done enough for us already, and I can’t stay here knowing I’m putting you in danger.”

“But I can help you, I know it.  That’s…why I’m here.”

“We’ll be fine on our own,” he chuckled softly, “we always are.”

Mrs. Fossin turned and began to leave.  

“Wait,” My Master called after her quietly.  “Does Kara know?”

There was a long pause. 

“Yes.”

Master Kaal waited several seconds after the door shut before he turned to me and said in a low whisper, “Res, get your things together.  We’re leaving in the morning.”

We did leave early the next morning, and Mrs. Fossin was up slightly earlier than usual in order to greet us.

She offered us a hot breakfast, which we gratefully accepted, then we prepared to leave, thanking our hostess profusely for her kindness.  We each carried with us only a small bag that contained a few ersatz belongings, several changes of clothes, and our carefully concealed lightsabers.

“I suppose you didn’t hear,” she said casually as we rose from the table.  

“Hear what”?  I asked.

“The fleet moved out last night.  It’s all over the newsvids.  I thought you’d like to hear.”

My Master and I exchanged a quick glance.  His was decidedly skeptical.  “All of it?” he questioned.

“I think they left a few patrol ships or something like that, but most of it’s gone if I heard correctly.”

“Hmh.  Do they always let them report on ship movements?”

“They can’t stop them, well…I guess they could, but you can’t keep people from noticing.  And there will always be soldiers talking about when leave ends and where they are heading, you know?  There are so many places for leaks in such a big organization.  Can’t hold on to anything forever.”

That’s for sure, I thought to myself.  Everything is fleeting, above all, life.  I snorted at the thought, but no one seemed to notice.

“Well, thank you for that piece of news, and for everything, but we need to get going.”

“It was my pleasure,” she replied, smiling cordially, as she always seemed to be.  “But are you sure I can’t be of any help?  I know a lot about the city and the factory, and I’d gladly tell you anything you want to know.”  It struck me as odd that she could offer to collaborate with enemy spies and still be wearing a smile.  It almost seemed that she was wearing a mask with the expression painted on it.  It bordered on irking me, though that was probably the cynic in me saying that.  There hadn’t been a great deal of smiling at the Jedi Temple, certainly not from me.

“No, no,” my Master responded quickly, shaking his head.  “You’ve done more than enough for us already, and I regret not being able to repay you for that.”

“Really, it’s not a problem.  I haven’t been doing all this just for you.  I’ve been doing it for myself, and for Kara.  I want to help.  Anything I can do to end the war more quickly is good for all of us.”

“I agree, but you’re not coming with us, and we’re not staying here.  We’ve put you two in more than enough danger as it is.  Come on Res, we’re leaving.”

And so without another word, we left.

“We’re going tonight,” Master Kaal said before we were ten meters out the door.

I was going to ask why, but I suddenly realized that was irrelevant.  I think we both wanted to get out of the city and back to our fleet and friends as soon as possible.  The opportunity arose, so we were taking it.  That’s how things worked in a war.

“It’s not gonna be easy,” I commented instead.

“Since when is anything?” he retorted.

“True enough,” I conceded.  “How are you planning to get inside at night?”

“And you’re asking me that as we walk down a crowded street?”

“Yes, father.”

He shook his head.  “It’s not going to be a problem.  Well…not really.”

I wanted to ask him what that meant, but I thought better of it.  He didn’t seem all too happy.  He probably would have just told me to trust him or something along those lines.

He took the occasion to stop at a street-side cart selling datacards containing the latest news reports.  It had a built in datapad so that prospective customers could preview the day’s headline.  

Sure enough, the first screen was covered in large letters declaring large-scale ship movements.  Details were scarce but surprisingly precise.  

“Alright, I guess this really is true,” my Master mumbled.  “Let’s get going, Lan.  We’ve got a lot to do before the big show tonight.”

I could hardly disagree.

Depending on how you looked at it we were either very lucky or very unlucky.

The guards at the plant were at nearly half the strength they were the previous week, which seemed odd, given the departure of the fleet.  One would think that the fleet itself, just in being present above, would provide security and reduce the number of necessary guards.  Obviously someone thought otherwise.  That could either mean they were stupid or brilliant.  I wanted to believe the former, but naturally accepted the latter.  

Optimism gets people killed.

They must have had something we couldn’t see, and were using the lax security to present a pretense of vulnerability.

Then it occurred to me: they couldn’t do anything about it anyway.  They were going to find out we were there eventually, there was not much we could do about that.  The key was how long we could go unnoticed, and how strong the reply was when it did come.  Yet, even if they started now, we would be able to handle it—I was confident of that—it would only become a little more complicated.

“Can you see anything?” I asked Master Kaal quietly from my prone position next to him.  We were lying on the roof of some unknown stranger’s house, peering at the northeastern quadrant of the Alseb Industrial Manufacturing and Production facility through a pair of ultra-light sensitive macrobinoculars.  The only exterior lights operating on the entire complex focused on the main entrances, and we certainly weren’t getting near those.

“There’s definitely a gap in the security perimeter near that opening to the bottom right.  Looks like just one holocam and a pair of guards within viewing range.  Seems odd.”

“Do you think there is something there we can’t detect?”

“I don’t know” he replied, still staring through the binoculars.  “It’s definitely possible, though.  I can’t get any kind of feeling about this one.”

He pulled the binoculars from his eyes and tossed them on top of our bags, which we had set down beside us.  He sighed, then shook his head.  “Alright,” he said at last, “get your lightsaber, we’re going in.  Even if something isn’t right, we still have to accomplish our mission.  We can’t let this opportunity pass.”

I had already removed my lightsaber from the secret pouch in my bag and clipped it to my belt.  I drew it to my hand and thumbed the activation trigger but didn’t press it.  I wasn’t going to turn it on unless I absolutely had to.  The less people that saw us at all the better, and carrying around an oversized green glowrod wasn’t exactly the best way to keep from being noticed.

“Take care of that holocam, Res.”

“Yes, Master.”  Extending my mind with the Force, I sought out and found the small security cam, a rectangular box only a few centimeters in length.  It was pretty far away, but I had a fairly good grasp on it.  Touching it ever so slightly with the invisible hand of the Force, I pushed it slowly out of line.  It resisted at first, then gradually began to rotate.  I turned it ninety degrees before releasing my grip.  If everything went as I hoped, then it would still be operational and viewing the perimeter of the complex, just not the one that we were about to cross.  

If not, well, then no harm done.  

“Did you do it?” my Master asked.  My eyes shifted suddenly back into focus.  I hadn’t realized he’d been looking at me.

“Yes.”

“Alright, let’s go.”

Lightsaber in hand, he jumped down from the roof of the home we’d be borrowing and landed quietly in the alley below, less than twenty meters from the small retaining wall surrounding the plant.  He quickly surveyed the area around him, but apparently saw nothing.

I was right behind him.  

As soon as I hit the ground he took off running, quickly but silently, to the wall.  I ran after him and we both arrived at nearly the same time.

The wall was only a few meters tall, but sharp spikes curved outward so as to keep anyone from trying to scale it.  I also imagined they had electricity running through them, though I wasn’t about to find out.

Propelling myself upwards with the Force, I vaulted over the wall and the spikes, landing on the opposite side a second after my Master.

The ground in the buffer zone was unadulterated by synthetic flooring, which was fortunate for us.  It was much easier to walk quietly on the soft dirt and grass than on hard duracrete.  

We instantly spotted the two guards in their white armor, clearly visible even in the nearly total darkness.  They hadn’t seemed to have spotted us.  Yet.  That would change though, as they likely had thermal visors on their helmets.  

Suddenly one of the soldiers pointed at something off to his right, and both guards starting moving slowly in that direction.  

Weak-minded fools.  But at least they did made good enemies.

I glanced over at towards my Master, but he had already taken off for the spot the soldiers had just moments before been guarding.  I quickly followed, gaining a burst of speed from the Force.

“They think they saw something,” Master Kaal explained, then pointed in the air directly above him.  “Now get this grate off before they find out anything is wrong.”

I nodded and looked at the grate a meter or so above my head.  I shoved the grate out from the inside gently, so as not to make too much noise.  

Actually, It made none as it popped out of its socket and glided, with my help, slowly to the ground.  It must have been loose, or very poorly made.  I shrugged.

Master Kaal went first, jumping up and grabbing the ledge with his hands.  He then pulled himself up and into the tunnel beyond, laying flat on his stomach.  After a few seconds I followed, and when my feet were no longer visible from the outside, I lifted the grate off the ground and slid it back into place.

The tunnel turned out to be a simple vent, one not even attached to a generator, that was probably used for venting fumes of some kind, which must have been ever-present in such a large industrial factory.

The end of the vent was closed, but that was nothing that wasn’t easily remedied once we determined that no one was in the room below.

We landed in a dimly lit room that hummed with the sound of machines running steadily, though not so much as I had expected.  

We didn’t take time to investigate.  Master Kaal marched straight over to the door and punched a button on the keypad, breathing a sigh of relief when the door opened without the accompaniment of flashing lights and wailing sirens.  It made me wonder where all the security was.

 We traveled along the barren and dimly lit corridors for several minutes without encountering any resistance of any kind.  We were supposedly following a layout of the plant we had obtained very innocently the previous week, but I had no idea where we were going, so I hoped my Master did.  

Then one of the doors opened into not a cramped hallway, but a large room, the dimensions of which it was impossible to tell in the dark, except to say that it was huge.  It appeared to be a storage facility, but could just as easily have been a hundred different things.   

Master Kaal stopped momentarily, and I took advantage of the situation to voice some of my increasingly pertinent concerns.

“Master, wait.” I said quietly.  “Don’t you think this is all wrong?  Shouldn’t there be some kind a security or something?”

“Yes,” he responded contemplatively.  “I was wondering the same thing.  I thought at least there would be some more soldiers.  And I expected more people to actually be working.  This is place is completely abandoned.”

“It’s almost as if—“

A blazing red pillar of light pierced the darkness.

“Ah sithspit.”

The owner of the ancient weapon laughed, her voice echoing in the darkness.  It was a woman, and it sounded frighteningly familiar.  No longer masked, a wave of evil, cold and dark, washed over me like a tsunami.

No, two waves.    

My stomach sank even further as the lights rose to half power.  

She was wearing black robes, and her blonde hair was pulled back tightly, but there was no mistaking her.  

Kara Fossin.

I couldn’t believe it.  I was utterly flabbergasted.  I had been living in the home a Sith Warrior for a week, completely oblivious to their true identity while they had pierced ours from the very beginning.  They could have killed us at any point, but they were toying with us, looking for a fight.

That was one mistake they’d never make twice.

“Kara!  If you’re here, then I suppose this—” he reached to his side and produced the lightsaber Mrs. Fossin had given him.  

“—is mine!” the distinct voice of our former hostess proclaimed as she materialized from the shadows behind her student.

The lightsaber flew from his hand directly into hers.  

“I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist bringing it with you.  What a fool, what a fool.  They told me the Jedi would eventually be here, but I must admit I didn’t expect such distinguished idiots.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.  I had already expected it was some sort trap, though not this scale, but I wondered what she meant by ‘distinguished.’

She ignored my question, but she did turn begin to look at me.  “So, you’re the boy.  Hmm, you don’t look like a trained killer.”

What was that supposed to mean?  I had the sudden urge to fight.  They were Sith, conceived in deception.  I didn’t want to listen to any more of their lies.  

“Why don’t you come and see for yourself?” I yelled.

“Oooo, feisty,” she said, “Perfect, perfect.  I’m sure he would like talk to you.  A pity we’re going to have to kill you.”

“Who’s he?” my Master interrupted before I had a chance to reply.

“Why, our vainglorious leader, of course, Darth Pavan.  He would probably enjoy talking to you as well.”

“But why didn’t you just kill us during the week when we were defenseless?”  

“Killing helpless Jedi?  Now where’s the fun in that?  Besides, we’d be remiss if we didn’t get a chance to thank you before we killed you.”

I shot a glance at my Master, who noticeably recoiled at the Sith’s words.  “Thank me for what?” he demanded.

“Thank you for all you have done for us, Vrotik Kaal.  Who knew we had such a willing accomplice inside the walls of the Jedi Temple?”

That wasn’t true.  That couldn’t be true.  I knew it couldn’t be true.  It was another trick.  It had to be.

“That’s not true!” I yelled.  “You’re lying!  My Master would never help you!”

Judging from her laugh, she seemed to enjoy my reaction a bit more than she should have.  “Oh, poor boy, has he not told you?  You don’t even know who your Master is, do you?  You’re beloved Master is one of the greatest heretics of his time.”

No.  No.  That’s not true.  Don’t listen to her.

“While we slaved under a shroud of secrecy, trying to spread our ideology, dear old Vrotik here pronounced it openly for all to hear.”

No.  I don’t believe it.  She lied before she’s lying now.  

“Ah yes, creating distrust among the Jedi, causing them to question their ways and traditions, their point of view, their very purpose.  I couldn’t have done it better myself.”

No, he wouldn’t do that.  I know him.  

“Then a war began to brew, and the esteemed Jedi Master Kaal again furthered our cause.  He did for us what we failed to accomplish on our own.  He divided the Jedi and struck out on his own.”

He didn’t mean it like that.  There wouldn’t be any Jedi out here if it weren’t for him.  

“Even now some Jedi wait at the Temple or go about on their ridiculous quest for the so-called ‘peace and justice,’ when they should rightly be opposing us.  You even did what our suicide bomber could not: divide the Council.  The Jedi our now without adequate leadership, and a pitiful band of rogue Jedi and Republic forces attempt to stem the insuperable tide of impending doom.  And are failing pathetically, I might add.”

Argh, what does she know?  I’m sick of her lies!  

“Coruscant will be ours soon, and once we crush the Jedi Temple the search will begin.  We’ll hunt down and slaughter every Jedi in the galaxy until the last one lies a smoking corpse at our feet.  And it’s all thanks to you.  We couldn’t have done it alone.”  

She laughed again, but didn’t stop until the entire room was echoing back the horrors of her voice.

Why isn’t he saying anything?  Why isn’t he stopping this?  Unless…

“M-master,” I said wearily, “this…this is all a lie, right?…right?”

“I never helped them, Res, you know that.  Let them twist it however they want.  I just did what I knew was right.”

“Oh, this is special,” she said with mock sincerity.  “I hate to break up such a…touching scene, but we have better things to do.”

“Like murdering innocents?” I yelled.

“Res,” my Master cautioned.

She slapped her hand against her chest, near the spot where whatever she had left a heart resided.  Then in mock grief she said, “I’m just doing what I think is right.”  She found this hilarious.

I ignited my lightsaber, splashing a green glow onto the half-lit room.

“I suppose you’re going to kill me now, young one.  For exposing your precious Master for who he is?”

“That’s the idea.”

“Well, even if you are as good as they say, you’re not going to survive this.”  She brought the hilt of her blade up, but for some reason she did not ignite it.

Seconds passed as she frantically tried to thumb the trigger, but it would not ignite.  Kara—or whatever her name really was—risked a glance in her teacher’s direction remained silent.

She stared at it as if it had betrayed her, then looked up at Master Kaal and snarled.  “You!”

My Master smiled faintly and said, “So, how am I helping you in this situation?”

She growled something unintelligible, then yelled, “We’re done here yet!  You’ll be that smoking corpse the night is done!” 

With that, the two Sith turned and fled out a door on the other side of the room.

I almost collapsed in shock once the adrenaline stopped and it all hit me.  I still didn’t want to believe it was true.  But he had all but admitted it.

I looked up at him.  His face was impassive and I could tell he was thinking.  About what, I don’t know.  It didn’t seem to matter.  

“M-master…” I began weakly

“Not now, Res.”

“But…”

“Not now.  I promise I’ll explain everything later, but we have a mission to accomplish.  Let’s go.  And stay alert.”

I took a deep breath to regain focus.  He was right.  We still had a mission.  And I still had a battle to fight with our two sworn enemies.  

They were going to regret ever having crossed paths with us.

We started in off in a dead run to the doors on the far side of the room, but didn’t get to them before we were peppered with blasterfire from a half squad of Sith Troopers, lined up in spread formation in front of the door.

That would be the security detail, trying to buy time for their leaders by sacrificing themselves.  

A valiant—if not stupid—effort.

Not slowing down, I whipped up my lightsaber and began deflecting any blasts that came too close.  Beside me, my Master did the same, gaining a little ground on me as he charged at the wall of attackers.

When I was only twenty meters away, I jumped high into the air, almost touching the fifteen-meter ceiling.  One of the troopers tried to adjust his fire to my trajectory, but all of his shots missed.

Mere seconds later I collided with the luckless soldier, my knee connecting with his chest plate and driving him to the ground as my lightsaber pierced his throat.  I ended up kneeling on top of the man with lightsaber going through his neck and into the duracrete flooring.

I didn’t have time to admire my work.  I pulled my blade out of the floor and whirled it around to my right as I lifted myself from the ground, slashing the soldier beside me before he had a chance to realize what happened.  He crumpled to the ground, smoke seeping from the instantly cauterized wound on his chest.  

The third soldier turned to me and fired at point blank range, but I saw it coming and sidestepped so that it sizzled past my left shoulder.  Sweeping my blade, I sliced through the barrel of his blaster carbine as if it had been made out of flimsiplast.

As the helpless so stood before me I almost felt pity for him.  

Almost.  He was still my enemy and would kill me in a heartbeat if he could.  And every time I killed one of his kind I saved an unknown number of innocent lives from being destroyed.  It was an ugly game, but somebody had to play.  

I brought my blade down on top of the man, separating him from left shoulder to right hip.

I looked around for the next target, but I saw only the imposing figure of Master Kaal and his own green blade.  He had dispatched his own set of opponents just as easily as I had mine.

He waved me forward and we once again took off towards the fleeing Sith and the facility’s main generators.

The trap having been dissolved, pairs and squads of Sith Troopers started appearing in the corridors as we sprinted.  

We avoided what patrols we could and fought all the rest.  They must have known where were heading.  Many of the hallways around the central power station were swarming with troops ordered to shoot us on sight.  

Not that they could actually hit us.  We were far too quick for that.  With lightning speed granted by the Force, simply running was the only defense we needed, and seeing a man fall to the ground in pieces before they even knew where we were was enough to discourage all but the most suicidal of soldiers from pursuing us.  

Within a few minutes we were standing in front of the door to the main generator, with only the silent eyes of fallen foes to witness.  

I was exhausted, but I drew once more on the Force for strength.  I wasn’t about to stop.  There would time for resting later.  

“Can you feel it, Res?” my Master said softly, the sound of sirens wailing in the distant background.  “They’re in there.”

“I know,” I replied solemnly.

“They’re strong.  Stronger than anything we’ve faced.  Can you handle her?”

“The Force can.  That’s all that matters.”

“Are you ready?”

At first I thought I might want to kill them both for betraying us, but now that I was about to have the chance I realized it wasn’t about that at all.  It wasn’t about personal revenge.  All they wanted to do was gain power, and they didn't care whom they had to kill to get it.  The Sith, they were about revenge and selfishness, and I wasn’t going to stoop to their level.  The Sith had the Force, but rather than using their gift to help others, they used it for themselves.  They were a perversion, a threat to the Force itself.  And I was charged with stopping them.  They were going to pay for their crimes.  I was going to make sure of it.

“Yes.”

“Alright.  Don’t hold anything back.”

“I never do.”

He reached out and pushed a key on the control panel in front of him.  The door slid sideways into its slot.

The room beyond was dark, but we stepped in confidently, our lightsabers ignited.

“I was beginning to think you wouldn’t you make it, Jedi!” a familiar voice mocked.  “Were my little pawns giving you are hard time?”  Her voice echoed in the large room, making it impossible to tell where it was coming from.

“More than you will I’m sure,” Master Kaal retorted to the darkness.

“HA!  You honestly think you have a chance don’t you?”

“You obviously don’t, hiding like this.”

The lights flashed on to full power, revealing to two malevolent ladies standing in front of a large piece door, arms spread wide into the air.

“I don’t hide from anyone,” the women we knew as Lara Fossin said.

“But you will run it seems,” I added.

She growled with visible fury and pointed at me.

Lightning sizzled from the tip of her finger, arcing its way to my chest.  I brought up my blade caught the lightning, absorbing it into the energy loop.  The handle got warm from the extra power, but the attack did nothing more.

She screamed out loud, throwing her hands to the side and tilting back her head.  I could almost feel the ground shake under my feet.  “Stefi, take of that brat!”

Both Sith ignited their crimson blades and charge forward.  

Master Kaal and I exchanged a quick glance that through the Force was worth a thousand words, then I dove off to the left as he dove to the right.  

I rolled once, fifteen meters forward and left of my position, and popped up on two feet, lightsaber in guard position.  I checked for my opponent, and saw that Kara—or Stefi, or whatever her name was—running towards me while her Master went to the right after Master Kaal.  

Good, we split them up.  Less than a second till she gets here, be ready.  Looks like she’s using an offensive style.  Probably heavy sweeps and overhead slashes.  Be ready.  Don’t get too close.  Try to catch her off-balance.  Speed is more valuable than strength here, so keep moving.  If you can—
Then she came, striking with a high diagonal slash from her upper right to lower left.  

I let the Force fill me, consume me, control me.  I let go of my self and became only a shell filled with the power that sustains the universe.  That was the true nature of a Jedi.  

I brought my saber up high to block.  Our weapon clashed in a flurry of sparks and shrills.  I had to fight to keep her from forcing my blade down on top of my head.  

She was strong, for sure, but not strong enough to save her.

I sidestepped and loosened my arms, letting ours lightsaber fall to my left.  Then I snapped my wrists, whirling the blade in a vertical loop that would have split her from head to groin had she not recovered just in time to stop it.  

She was faster than I had given her credit for.  No worry.  She wasn’t going to beat me at my own game.

I launched a quick strike at her left shoulder, then swept back at her head.  As expected, she blocked both easily, but neither was meant to land.  I was just testing her, seeing how she reacted and where.

I dropped back, letting her take the offensive.  She obliged, feinting a sweep that would decapitate me.  I played along, moving to block, then rolled to my right as she came with her true intention, a powerful diagonal slash.  

But I wasn’t there.  I was a good two meters behind her right shoulder by the time she realized it.  I came up from my roll in a defensive stance, just waiting for her.  I cracked a smile.  It was all part of the plan.  

She snarled back at me, closing the short distance in an overwhelmingly powerful jump attack.  Perfect.

Her body fully extended with both hands on her lightsaber and over her head, she prepared to slice me into two equal halves as she descended back to the ground.  I just kept on smiling.  She may have realized what was about to happen to her at the last second, judging from the look on her face. 

An instant before she connected, I shoved her backwards with a Force-powered wave of kinetic energy.  She wasn’t expecting that.

As if punched in midair by an enormous invisible fist her body whipped backwards, landing ten meters away and then tumbling in all sorts of unnatural ways.

I was almost surprised when a few seconds later she started to stand up.  I knew it wouldn’t be so easy.  Time for Plan B.

When people become angry they loose control.  They can’t operate normally.  They can’t focus or concentrate.  And when they can’t concentrate, they can’t use the Force properly.  Their rage affords them great power, yet they can’t properly harness that energy.  They become unwieldy, unleashing their power in great bursts of fury.  That’s why anger is so deadly for a Jedi.  Sometimes power is all one needs to survive, and power is addicting.  No one ever has enough power.  So they become even angrier, and more unwieldy.  Yet power is not always a strength.  That is the Sith’s weakness.  And I meant to exploit it.

The young Sith before me surely had a great deal anger, but not nearly enough.

“I hope your Master is more powerful than you are.  I wouldn’t want my Master to be as bored as I am,” I shouted to the girl rising slowly from the ground.  Provocation was the name of the game.  Perhaps a little out of character for me, but I could manage.  

“You!” she shouted back, wiping something—probably blood—from her lips with the back of her hand.  “We don’t have to fight.  You’re strong enough to join us.  Master Pavan wants to talk with you.”

I laughed.  “Oh, that’s funny, because I want to shove a lightsaber down his throat.  It is good to know your going easy so you don’t kill me, though.  I’d hate to think you were actually this pathetic.”

She growled through gritted teeth.  “You…!  You…!  I’ll take you back to him in pieces!”

“Then let’s dance, sweetheart.”

She came hard and fast, thrusting at my abdomen.  I again let the Force direct my thoughts and actions as I parried it off to my side.  

She swung her weapon back around at my other flank, but I intercepted it early, in the square level of my defense, forcing her to abbreviate her next strike, a quick flick at my ear.  

I simply ducked as the attack flew by over my head, then thrust my lightsaber straight up into the air to block the return attempt she made after realizing her error.

I could have taken the offensive, but I decided to wait for a better opportunity to counterpunch.

I spun out of the position, sweeping my blade around to pick up a horizontal slash from her, then continuing it up to stop a snap-strike at my chest.

Settling back into a more standard defensive position, I let her wear off some energy with a series of quick but easily countered strikes, all aimed to my left flank.  She kept up the attack with another flurry of powerful blows designed to push me back, but I took them early and held my ground, refusing to be backed into a corner.

She soon grew impatient with this and, letting off of diversionary sweep to my legs, jumped over my head.  While in the middle of doing a full flip and a half twist, she struck down on me from above as her head passed just a dozen or so centimeters above my own.  It was a flashy move that might have looked good in a holodrama but was completely useless in combat.  

I spun on my toes as he landed facing me again but form the opposite side.  Just as her feet touched the floor I thrust my blade at her right hip with just my left hand, leaving my right one free.

She easily parried it off to the side, just as I hoped she would.  

Striking instantly, I launched a devastating right hook directly at her face.  She saw it coming a nanosecond before it arrived, and was only able to move slightly before my hand connected with her left cheek.

The blow—powered more by the Force than any strength of mine—knocked her off balance and sent her stumbling a few steps backwards.  Her hand flew to her injured jaw.  Then she looked up, staring at me a gaze of pure passion, an unadulterated rage.  I could almost feel her glare boring into my chest.  

I had her right where I wanted her.

She charged me like never before, swinging wildly and screaming fiercely with every blow.  They were faster too, and more accurate.  A cut to my feet, then a rollover strike at my chest, followed by a series of attacks to my head: they all came so fast.  It threatened to overwhelm me.  

Yet the Force never waned, so neither did I.  With the skill and precision that only a Jedi trained from birth could manage, I blocked or parried or evaded every attack, one by one, waiting for my opportunity to arise.   

 She came high, feinting once.  I dropped my blade to intercept the next strike, another sweep at my midsection, but she feinted that too, returning high.  I couldn’t bring my blade up in time, so I tilted my head sharply to the left and watched at he deadly weapon missed taking off my ear by mere centimeters.

I was off-balance, and she knew it.  Her blade already low from her previous attack, she slid it down across my ankles, forcing me to jump in the air to miss it.  By the time I landed, she had already swung again.  I tried to bring my blade across the block it, but it was too late.  Her blade knocked mine out of the way.

I quickly recoiled, sucking in my stomach and trying to jump back.  

Her lightsaber whizzed past, burning a slit in the clothes across my stomach.  It just singed my skin.  Another millimeter and I would have been in need of some new internal organs.

That’s what you get, I yelled at myself.  Stop messing around!  Just finish her!
“First blood, I’ll give you that,” I said, an edge creeping into my voice.

She just gave me menacing smile that I suppose I deserved.  

“Too bad I’ll get the last,” I finished.  I brought up my blade once again in a defensive position, inviting and attack from her.

She did attack, stepping in with another flood of quick cuts.  I tightened my resolve, concentrating intently on deflecting each strike.

Blocking an attack in the diamond level to my right, I pressed my attack, flashing out at her chest with a feint and then dropping my saber to her knees at the last seconds.  Stepped back, so that the strike passed in front of her knees, missing her completely.

Perfect.  She cut at my head but I knocked it aside with ease, and then pulled back for a strong horizontal sweep at her stomach.  I took a small step closer to here and swung.  As I expected, she saw it coming early to and moved to block it far outside so she could take the power out of it.

I continued with the strike anyway, but at the last second I punched the power switch on my lightsaber and the blade disappeared instantly.  My momentum kept my hands going though, and I stopped them just as the end of the hilt pointed directly into her chest.  I fully extended my arm so that the handle of my lightsaber was just centimeters from her skin.

“Oh,” she said blankly, her eyes wide with surprise.    

I ignited the blade.

The cascading column of pure energy dove into her chest, ripping through her lungs and incinerating a piece of her spinal cord before appearing on the other side.

I pulled the blade out neatly.  The damage had been done; there was no need to mangle the body.

She inhaled sharply, gasping for air as her lungs failed her.  Then, paralyzed and asphyxiating she sank to her knees and then to the floor, blood still bubbling forth from her mouth as her lungs struggled with the last bit her body’s energy.

Then it was over.

I rubbed my hand across the scorch mark on my stomach, and for the first time felt a twinge of pain.  It was pain well deserved.  I had been overconfident.  I had attempted to use her weaknesses against her, but I hadn’t been ready for what I unleashed.  Against another opponent I might not have been so fortunate.  I would have to keep that in mind.

I suddenly became acutely aware of the sound of other lightsabers clashing as the battle between the Sith Lord and Jedi Master raged on.

I exhausted, breathing heavily with sweat dripping down my forehead from the tips of my wavy blond locks.  I just stood there bent over, hands on my knees, watching the mortal combat from less than a dozen meters away.  Before I could do anything I had to catch my breath.

As I watched My Master clash sabers with the Sith I started to gain a real appreciation for his style.  It wasn’t fancy or intricate, as mine tended to be.  It was simple and methodical, a grinding style that seemed indomitable, truly an art form.  I had seen it many times before, of course, and had even fought against it, but I had never been able to really admire it.

Surely he didn’t need me, but I felt compelled to enter the battle and ensure its quick termination.

Using the Force I drew the fallen apprentice’s weapon to my hand and ignited it, adding a fiery red blade to my own green one.  Then I marched off towards the conflict, analyzing and preparing as I went.  

Meters before I arrived, however, the Sith Master turned her head as she recognized my entrance into the plane of battle.  Her head flashed between me and the dead body I had left in my trail, then to the lightsaber in my left hand, and then back to the dead body.

In a wave of pure agony and hatred she screamed something unintelligible into the air.  I had to brace myself to keep from collapsing under the sheer force of it all.

Then the words became clear, as though it was being forced straight through my skull and into my mind.  

I’m taking you with me!
“RES!”

I recoiled, spinning my back to the Sith and dropping to one knee, hands covering my stooped head.  I hastily worked to put up a barrier with the Force.

And then it hit me.  A surge of pure darkness packing enough kinetic energy to crumble the duracrete walls washed over me.  A cold, piercing feeling gripped my heart as something of colossal power ripped through my defenses.  I felt a prickly feeling across my back as lightning added its arcing blaze to the flurry.  

I couldn’t stand any more of it.  The dark tide swept me away, hurling me across the room filled with dust and smoke.  

Darkness prevailed.

I woke up some time later staring Master Kaal straight in the face.  The room was still filled with smoke, and I could see several small fires burning in the background.  I felt terrible, and no doubt had countless cuts and bruises from whatever had just happened.  I didn’t take the time to check.

“How long have I been out?” I asked, probably a little dazed from the way he looked at me.

“Not long.  We’ve got to get out of here.  Can you stand?”

“I’m fine,” I said, getting up slowly and checking myself out.  There wasn’t too much pain.  “Nothing broken.  What happened to the Sith?”

“Gone,” he said flatly.   

“She escaped?” I said, frustrated.  It didn’t make sense.

“No, she’s just…gone.  I don’t think her body was able to bear the amount of force energy she summoned.”  

“Hmph, and the generator?”

He looked at his chrono.  “I’d guess about five minutes.”

“Alright,” I said, shaking my head quickly in attempt to regain a clear mind.  “Lead the way.”

He led me out of the room the same way we entered.  Even in the hallways it was hazy and several portions of the walls looked like they were ready collapse.  He quickly made our way up several flights of stairs and out onto the roof.  There were no troops either in the halls or on the roof.  Maybe they’d gotten the warning about the power core going nova and decided to leave.  I didn’t care, regardless the reason it was better for us.  

There was one thing I didn’t quite understand, though.

“Master, why are we on the roof?  Shouldn’t we be getting away from here?”

“We are,” he said, again looking at his chrono and looking into the sky.  “Yes, we should have plenty of time.”  From inside his garment he produced a small rectangular box.  Save for a few glowing buttons I couldn’t see much in the darkness of early morning.  

“What’s that for?” I asked, intrigued as well as concerned for our safety.

“This is a beckon call, a pretty handy device, given our current situation.”  He punched one of the buttons. 

“What did you do?”

“I activated the retrieval feature.  It will automatically bring our ship right here.  The inner ship, that is.  I detonated the outer one to throw off any guards and free up the fighter.  It should be here momentarily.”

Useful indeed.

Surely enough, several moments later streams of energy could be seen spraying into the night far off in the distance, presumably trying to down our eccentric starfighter.

The distant pair of lights steadily grew in the horizon to a glistening starfighter that came to rest gently on the roof beside us, respulsorlifts humming.

We both leapt up on top of the wedge-shaped craft as the canopy popped on command from Master Kaal’s remote.  It was two-seater, with one chair directly behind and slightly above the other.  Other than that it was almost impossible to tell it from a standard Jedi Starfighter.  I just hoped it had the speed and agility of the ship it resembled.

I took the rear seat while my Master settled in to the front seat where the piloting controls were.  The canopy just had time to seal shut before we blasted at full power into the dark air.

It’s not over yet, I reminded myself as I checked the senor panel.  “Master,” I shouted, “we have incoming fighters!  Two…three…no, four hostiles.  Looks like atmospheric types but I can’t be sure.  Ten klicks and closing.”

“Alright, strap yourself in,” he replied.  “We’ll make a run for it.  Any orbital defenses?”

“Hold on.”  I frantically pulled up the long-range scan data.  “Wait!  We have ships exiting hyperspace!  Five…six…ten!”  My eyes bulged as the numbers of red dots blinked into existence on the screen.  They didn’t stop.  Red seemed to fill the entire and more were coming.  “Fifty, repeat, fifty ships on sensors at point oh-seven-one.  Cruisers on down.  Oh, blast!”

“What, all this for us?”

“You’ve got to be kidding me!”

“Calm down, Res.  Plot us the fastest course out of here.”

“We’re on it!” I exclaimed, eyes glued to the ship’s readout.  “More ships incoming in quadrant thirty-two!  Fighters deployed!”

“Alright, alright!  I’m bearing oh-five-six-four; get us a jump on that route.  I don’t care where!”

I checked those coordinates.  It didn’t look good.  “Master, those aren’t good enough.  They’ll just skirt the atmosphere and come up on top of us.”

“Too late now, just do it!”

The fighters behind us weren’t getting any further away, but they weren’t my primary concern.  A few more minutes and we’d be out in space.  And most likely right in the middle of an entire Sith flotilla.

The sea of red dots on my screen began to shift and flow in accordance with our new heading.  “The fleet’s moving!” I yelled.  “Time until intersection: three minutes twenty-eight seconds!”  I glanced back at the navicomputer data.  “That’s almost two minutes before we can jump, if—”

An enormous shockwave shook our small fighter, throwing me forward in my seat.

“Now what?” I said, exasperated.

“The plant just went up in flames.”

“Mission accomplished,” I quipped sarcastically.

“Focus, Res.”

I did, and I didn’t like what I saw.  The capital ships were just few kilometers away with the starfighters just ahead of them.  It wasn’t going to be pretty.

“Res, transfer all energy from the lasers to the engines.”

I complied, and then watched nervously as the range meter slowly wound down to what seemed like certain doom.  One starfighter against an entire fleet.  Of course, all we had to do was get past them, not destroy them.  Still, easier said than done.

At two klicks they opened fire.

“Hang on!” Master Kaal yelled as he banked hard to avoid the incoming salvo, which shot past at a safe distance.  

Then the sky opened up, laserfire pouring at us from all directions as we crossed the boundary from air to space.  That meant we had over a standard minute left at full speed before we breached the gravity well of Gignin Ky.

Master Kaal threw the ship into a series of complex spins and loops that the inertial compensator couldn’t quite make up for.  My stomach felt like it was being tied in a knot, but I figured that would feel a lot better than have it cremated by a turbolaser blast.

Our fighter rattled hard on more than one occasion as a laser blast the size of a hovercab came within centimeters of incinerating the side of our hull.

Lasers converged on us from all sides, but even their incredible might seemed as nothing before the power of the Force.  I could almost feel it as my Master soaked himself in the protecting tide of Force energy, letting it move his very hands on the yoke.  The sustaining flow of the universe wouldn’t fall before the devices of men.  It was an awe-aspiring display as death flashed a glorious red all around us but did not destroy us.  

And then it was over.  The navicomputer beeped, indicating we were no longer in the mass shadow of the planet.  I pulled back the lever to my right and watched the stars unfold with a sigh of relief.

TEN

In the spiraling tunnel Talus laid twelve hours ahead us, and behind the jaws death from which we miraculously escaped furiously gritted their teeth in frustration at having missed their prey.  But where we were there was nothing but boundless space and the endless tunnel that connected the universe.

Yet one question still nagged my mind.  Actually, it felt more like a fusion cutter.

A Sith Lord, our mortal enemy, trained in deceit, lustful of power, with hatred towards all, said my Master was a heretic, not a true Jedi, and even unknowingly helped the Sith rise again.  I would have been quick to reject it all as lies, intended to create distrust and confusion, until he admitted it.

What had he done?  He told me he just did what he thought was right, but there was so much I didn’t know.  And only one way to find out.  

“Master,” I said hesitantly perhaps thirty minutes into our long journey, “I think its time you told me the truth…all of it.”

“Truth, eh?” he replied with a sigh.  “Now there’s an interesting way to describe it.”  

“Master, please.”

He continued, “The faint echoes of the past have little meaning in the present.  Does what one has become outweigh what he has been?  Or do the chains of memory forever bind us to ourselves?  I once hoped the former, does that make it any more true, or reality any less?  I don’t know.  Such is truth.”

“Master, I don’t seek to judge, but I must know.”

“Judge me?  It’s not your judgment I fear, young one, but my own.  I have forever clung to the past; yet I have always given it up.  I have forgotten what I have done; yet it has not forgotten me.  I am still bound by the past to this very day in a way you couldn’t comprehend.  Perhaps that’s one more thing that connects us.”

What did he mean by that?  There was no use in asking.  Was he saying that I also was bound past, unable to let go although I had moved on?  Or maybe…

“I’m not embarrassed of what I have done, mind you, but some things are best left untold.  Truth is rarely what we want to hear.  Reality is rarely an event we wish to occur.”

“Master, please stop avoiding the question.  Nothing you can say will change my loyalty or respect for you.  But I cannot rest until I know.”

“Oh, Res, Res, you are indeed young yet.  Knowledge is only half of understanding.  I know what your going through better than perhaps even you do, yet, will the broken shards of yesterday’s sorrow calm your weary heart?”

Something about that last comment stuck in my mind.  What did he really know?  That bothered me for more reasons than one.

I said nothing.

He sighed at length.  “It’s a long story.”

“We’ve got plenty of time.”

I saw his shoulders sink slightly from behind the pilot’s seat.

“Very well, then.  This is the story of my life…”

“There exists within each of the us the capacity for both good and evil.  Through no will of his own, each man must decide which path to take.  Being alone, every one of us chooses evil, the quick and easy path to fill the temporal cravings of corrupt soul.  There are some, however, through intense training, who can overcome these desires and choose willingly to follow what is ‘good’ and what is ‘right.’  

“We call these people Jedi, protectors of peace and justice in the galaxy.  They call themselves guardians of the light, following what they see as a purer and holier form of the Force.  They call this exclusive Force of theirs the ‘light side.’  

“But all of them were deceived, blinded from birth by those who claimed to guide them.  

“In this fashion I was conceived, as were you, and we both fought to champion this quantified Force we had created within ourselves.  We saw the Force not as one, but two, somehow completely different yet undeniably the same.  One false step on our part and light would become dark, consuming our hapless souls like sad, innocent victims before a mighty rancor, plunging us into the depths of evil from which there is no return.  Were you not taught that once the dark side takes hold it never lets you go?

“I don’t deny this completely, but several things are intrinsically wrong.  We both believe that the Force is energy, from which we can freely draw, and that, in some way not entirely understood even by us, it has a will.  Is this ‘will’ any different for the dark side than it is for the light?  Does the dark side somehow compel evil acts upon unwilling hearts through its malicious will?  Does the light side of the Force tell us to use our power for good while the dark whispers murderous thoughts in the minds of its own followers?

“If it is so, as some seem to claim, then are there not two Forces, one evil one bad, somehow vying for ultimate control of the universe unseen?  

“By our very beliefs the Force penetrates all, created by all living things, binding the universe together.  Do evil things create the dark side while the pure create the light?  Truly then there would be no light.

“No, there is only one Force that unifies us all, crossing the bounds of both good and evil.  What is right and what is wrong are mere perceptions, interpreted by no one, and at the same time, everyone.  All people do what they feel is right at given time, otherwise they would not do it.  Guilt is simply a reluctance of to accept the consequences.  But if you feel they are wrong, then who decides who is right?  The answer is no one, for you are both right and both wrong.  That is the nature of all things.  What is right is therefore decided by those who have power and those who have numbers.  We believe the Sith are wrong in conquering peaceful worlds, and as long as we win then we are right in saying that.  But what if we loose?  Our opinion is still valid, if we are alive to express it, but only as an opinion, as we have no means to enforce it.  Would this make us wrong?  No, but it does not make them wrong either, just different and in a position to impose their opinion on others.  Therefore we are both still right in our own eyes, but their right can overrule ours and therefore theirs means more.  However, if a large number of people rise in opposition to this definition of what is right then it can no longer be said to be what is right if those people are willing to fight and destroy for their beliefs.  If, by gaining power, these people can defeat their opponent, then they become right and the defeated wrong, so long as they can maintain power and exert this opinion.  Understand?”

“I think so.”

“Good, because I’m just getting started.  The Force works in a similar fashion.  What is good and what is evil are not defined by higher, universal standards, but by individuals and their ability to prove and impose this opinion.  The Sith, therefore, while they most likely do not consider themselves good, also probably do not consider themselves evil, and they certainly don’t consider themselves wrong.  There is, however, one important distinction that is made between simple definition of right and wrong and the more complex definition of good and evil.  Good cannot be misconstrued to mean ‘right,’ for it surely does not.  Rather, good is a quantification of a certain set of qualities, not intrinsically right or wrong, just different, and with a different name that has happened to take on a positive connotation in the minds of many.  This list of qualities is what some people may know as the ‘light side.’  It is not an actual part of the Force, just those characteristics that prevent the spiraling of what we call ‘evil’ in the sentient heart.  They are non-addictive, non-dangerous traits.  

“The so-called ‘dark side’ is completely the opposite.  It is the list of all entangling and destructive traits such as fear, anger, aggression, and every other unJedi-like attribute you’ve been warn against.  Greed, as I’m sure you’ve heard, is one such trait.  Greed does not stop; it continues to tumble out of control until it consumes everyone and everything in its path.  For the greedy, attaining an amount power is never enough.  There will always be more to conquer, more to destroy, more to control.  This sort of thinking leads hearts down the path of ruin, sound familiar?  It’s exactly what is said of the dark side, which leads me to my point.

“There is no light and dark, not in the Force, not in nature, not in anything save for those who can comprehend it.  You see, there would be no dark without a sentient mind to understand it.  Darkness—or purity for that matter—exists not in itself but in intelligent species who sought to quantify the dangers and corruptions within themselves.  Yes.  Light and dark have only one source: us.  What evil is committed is no work of the Force, but of us alone, and thus every man is wholly responsible for every act he commits.  There is no innocence, only ignorance.  The only dark that tempts us is that of our own amoral selves.  The Force simply provides us with the means of producing this evil—or good—within ourselves in significant quantity.  It amplifies both vice and virtue; it does not create either.  

“And thus, to enable us to better identify and avert these deadly trends of ours, the concepts of light and dark—good and evil—were created about the Jedi and taught as truth.  They are a lie, totally unnecessary.  Must we deceive our young in order to save them?  They can be made to see and repress their dark feelings without being placed in ignorance.  Knowledge is the basis of function, and to not know is to not be able to function as we were intended.

“Who knows the will of the Force?  If we were commanded by the Force to follow what we saw as evil would we do it?  I dare say we would not, hypocrites that we are.  We say we follow the Force, but really we follow our predecessors and ourselves.  I do not advocate evil, but at the same time I do not draw a line between two sides that do not exist.  No action is fundamentally dangerous as long as you can harness the evil within yourself.  It’s better, perhaps, not to take the risk, but if it is necessary then there is nothing taboo about it.  Even man must balance the risks with the rewards, and only then make a decision.  Why should we let those who came before decide for us today?  That is the true danger.  

“With the Force came greater power, and so followed great responsibility.  Responsibility not simply to avoid the destructive nature of evil, but also to preserve the purity of what is good.  However, what if, to secure what is good, what is evil must be used?  Do the ends justify the means?  In response to that question a generalization is too often made, and it is clearly a ‘no.’ However, the evil of actions is not consuming in itself, as I have pointed out, so to evil there are no means, only ends.  Each person must choose for himself what path to follow.  A taste of power is dangerous indeed, but only to those who have chosen evil.  Therefore to use great power is dangerous only to those who choose to do great evil.  Temptation is simply a cloak that shields the lies of a crooked heart.  To those who are pure, power is simply a means to good.  To those who are corrupt, power is a means to evil.

“Why not then should Jedi use the full extent of their power to bring about what they desire: peace and justice?  Don’t get me wrong, shooting lightning and choking living things to death is by no means justifiable, but what I contend is that no true Jedi would ever use such a power, and anyone who does is not a real follower of good and protector of life.

“Despite what anyone says, this not what the Sith believe.  They are the evil and hold no qualms with amplifying the destructive nature of their hearts with the incredible power of the Force.  You see, anger and aggression and passion breed power, and this feeds the abyss of greed deep inside them.  The only way to gain more power is to attain a stronger passion, a stronger hatred, a stronger brutality.  This spirals helplessly out of their control and leads them to their own demise, but until that point that are incredibly volatile and extremely powerful.  I know not what truly compels them.  Perhaps their lust of power outweighs their reason, or perhaps they do not think at all.  Sometimes, in the face of great reward, risk is an afterthought.  And once they have started they can never let themselves go.”

I wasn’t quite sure what to say.  He had just shattered everything I had ever believed about the Force.  I was torn.  Did I believe the teaching of my childhood or what my beloved Master, a known heretic, had just told?  My head was pounding.  I tried to form words but not much came.

“Wha…Why…How do you…know this?  How can you be sure?”

“Patience, Res.  My story has not yet begun.”

“I started my life like any number of thousands before me, obscured in the sacred halls of the Jedi Temple.  I knew not how or when, but I, unworthy of any blessing, was given the most valuable and dangerous of all traits: power.  The Force was the single best and worst gift I ever received.  I was ‘chosen,’ as they say, to a higher existence, and so I unwittingly found myself alive among my peers, denied any choice of a normal reality.

“It was then that I first began to become who I am today.  It was in the Temple that choice was first revealed to be an illusion.  My life had no choice.  I could no more choose my life than I could choose to have the Force.  No, my life was a series of orders and obligations, an endless stream of one-way lanes that tried to turn my destiny onto the straight and narrow path.

“As I grew older and more mature I began to see that we never had a choice.  Everything was decided for us, not by those above us, but by the very nature of all things.  While scenarios may be theoretically possible, there can only be one future, and therefore there is only one path that we may choose.  Choice is bred only in the sentient mind.  It thinks, with all its knowledge and power that it can decide its own fate, but that is a lie.  We see and can understand what may happen, and thus we gain the illusion that more than one outcome is possible when it is not.  This sort of thinking is the kind that can only be understood after the fact.  The present always seems to have more than one option, but the past has only one: the one that happened.  If you can accept this then there is no regret.  And that is how I lived my life for a very long time.   

“But I don’t want to get too far ahead of myself.  

“I grew up probably much like you did, attending class, eating, attending more class, studying, practicing, sleeping, and so on for years upon years.  I was a good student, a hard worker, but nothing special by Jedi standards.

“One day however I met a Jedi who changed everything.  He became very dear to me.  His name was Master Calen Biorn.  He said he that I was very special, and that he wanted to teach me how to be a real Jedi.  Being just a boy at the time, the universe looked very different to me.  His simple, kind words seemed to lift me out of obscurity and into light of my own.  That meant everything to me, a child whose head swirled with thoughts equally bright and appalling, though even I couldn’t understand them at the time.  I had always felt trapped among the crowd, unsure of my true place and identity, but my Master seemed to give me that place, and I was eternally grateful—or so I thought.  I didn’t know at the time what a universe of tragedy it would also unfurl.  

“Master Biorn was a skilled saberist, and it was he who taught me the finer points of combat, drilling them into my mind and body.  He always was fond of saying that a Jedi with a lightsaber could not be beaten as long as he did not attack.  Ironic really, if you think about it.  And so I spent the next several years of my life learning to fight and control the Force, just like ever other Padawan before me had.  

“When I was about fifteen standard years or so old we started getting assigned to serious offworld missions.  Master Biorn and I made a great team, and we earned distinction for our high success rate no matter what the mission profile.  We were equally adept at diplomacy and combat, protecting and destroying.  We were thus assigned many missions to the far corners of the galaxy.  

“And then…it was my fault, really.  I was only a few years older than you are.  My Master and I were deployed to quell a small insurgent force that rose against a local population.  While we were there they ambushed us.  They knew we were coming, and they were well prepared.  We defeated the first wave, but they didn’t stop.  The second wave came harder and better equipped.  They overwhelmed us.  Even if we were Jedi, we were only two men.  We fought as hard as we could, but were backed into a corner and under heavy fire from a trio of repeaters and immeasurable small-arms fire.  My Master took one in the shoulder, and his defense fell.  He took another and another until his body crumpled to the ground.  It was the next minute that the local militia arrived, breaking up the fight with mounted stungrenade-launchers.  

“Obviously, I was devastated.  Like the naïve and troubled little child I was, I thought it was my fault.  I thought if I had been better then he would have lived.  Overcome by this grief, I refused to face the present.  I ran from the scene and took my ship far away.  I didn’t care where, as long as I could be by myself.  I ended up on a planet near the Outer Rim called Ithor.  

“Ah, Ithor, the untouched planet.  It is quite possibly the one place in the galaxy where nature is completely pure, unaffected by the destructive whims of sentience.  The natives there live in colossal floating cities that meander capriciously kilometers above the landscape.     

“It was Ithor where I unlocked the mysteries I kept inside.  I’m not sure exactly how long I was there, but I spent a majority of my time studying the ecosystem of the exotic planet.  In nature all the secrets of the Force can be found, for in nature there is life, and all life is in the Force.  The duracrete jungles and optical vineyards of Coruscant are no place to study the Force compared to the forests and plains and oceans of majestic Ithor.

“I studied and I meditated, and that was all.  Days past without me seeing another soul, so entrenched in my routine was I.  The Ithorians, worshipping the planet itself, had large museums and exhibits that people from all over could go to in order to study the environment.  I spent hours at a time walking through the vast number of these places on the floating city, and the information I gained there was enlightening.

  “At one point I convinced some local officials to allow me to go down to the land in an airspeeder.  It’s taboo to touch the surface, but they do let tourists view the forests up close from the air.  On this visit, and countless others, I carefully watched the inner workings of nature in all their splendor and horror.  Then I would go back and meditate.

“Slowly, piece by piece, things started to fit into place in my mind.  It all came together so perfectly that I knew it had to be true.

“Yet, I had one more obstacle before I see the truth clearly: myself.  I had been carrying around an immense amount of regret from my previous life.  That had been what drove me into my isolation.  Filled with grief and guilt after the loss of my Master, I had rejected who I was and refused to return to reality.  As I meditated, however, and examined the past as I had never dared before, I came to discover a crucial fact.  What had happened was over, and it couldn’t be undone.

“You may think this a simple observation, but for me, at that time, it was groundbreaking, more than a simple platitude.  I had finally unfolded the words and unpacked the wisdom within.  From the present I realized that in the past I had only one option.  I had done what I had done and, looking from the future, realized that that was all I could have done to lead me to this point.  So long as I was in the present, the future in the past had been set.  I hadn’t had an option, and while it may still have been my fault, I couldn’t have done anything differently.  As soon as I turned that thought over in my mind I felt a wave of tension roll off of me, washing away both regret and doubt.  That day I learned to face the future not with fear, but confidence, for the outcome was already decided.  All I had to do was play my part.  Depressing at times?  Maybe, but for such liberty there is no price too great.

“With a new self unclouded by the chaos of guilt and shame, I was ready to see the unadulterated truth.  I had been an idealist, working constantly towards perfection and championing the light side of the Force.  That was, after all, what I thought a true Jedi was supposed to be.   

“But on Ithor I became a realist, seeing for the first time what the real Force was like.

“On one of my visits to the surface I sat in the same place for hours, watching a single plant.  It was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen.  I had studied a holo of it in one of the museums up above.  In basic it was called the Ithorian Princess Proserpine.  I just sat and admired the little thing all day.  That was the kind of activity I did during those times.

“But then, when it was almost dark, a strange thing happened that shocked me.  A big, brown, hideous mammal named the Hyrssht came along and ate the flower, roots and all.  I thought I was outraged at such a heinous deed, that ugly mammal destroying a perfectly beautiful flower.  

“But somehow, I caught myself.  I had wanted to be angry with the Hyrssht, but I couldn’t find a reason to.  What had it really done wrong?  I couldn’t say.

“It had to feed itself somehow, and the flower carried a wide range of nutrients perfectly suited to its needs.  When I thought of it like that, without attaching images, I couldn’t see anything wrong at all.

“That’s when I made a very important observation: nature doesn’t discriminate.  Beauty was a product of sentience.  Nature was all function and no form, while sentience seemed to think the opposite.  That is what had caused my reaction, not anything natural.

“Nature, I saw then, was all life, and all life is the Force.  I had been told that a million times, but somehow I had never gotten it.  Therefore, I figured, the Force also does not discriminate.

“Was it ‘wrong’ for the mammal to destroy the flower?  I had thought so at first, but I realized how crazy that assumption was when I analyzed it objectively.  Nature was cruel, killing all the time for selfish gains, but how could anyone call it evil?  After all, life is simply the process of dying.  No, nature wasn’t evil in itself, and that meant the Force could not be evil in itself.  No, I realized that good and evil must also be figments of the sentient mind.  Good and evil were in us alone.  The Force no more distinguished between good and evil than nature did between beauty and beast.

“I spent days without end meditating on this, hammering out the smallest details of the true Force.  I lost track of time; it was insignificant.  Food and sleep became worthless in the face of such joy and understanding.  I let the Force fill me, and for once I did not try to draw a line where one did not exist.  I was filled completely, sustained completely, in its awesome power.  Its wonderful glow washed all traces of evil from my heart.  They would return again, as always, when I let go and returned to my normal self, but that was not the point.  I had let the full power of the Force consume me and it cleansed my corruption; it didn’t create it as I had been told.  Power wasn’t inherently dangerous, people were.

“It was hard to give up basking in this glory, but I ultimately knew I needed to go back and face who I was, or at least who I had been.  And so, free of regret and armed with truth, I got in my ship and went back to Coruscant, expecting a gloriously triumphant victory.

“I marched, head held high, through the Jedi Temple straight to the High Council, where they shot me down.

“They told me I was wrong, and that I was misguided and confused after the loss of my Master.  I could tell they were surprised to see that I was even alive.  I had been gone longer than I had realized.  

“The strangest thing, though, was that I could feel a genuine sense of fear behind their carefully modulated tones as they explained to me how I was wrong.  What did they fear?  The ‘wrong’ ideas of a young Padawan?  No, it was then I realized just how true I was and just how fake they were.  Their teachings were a farce, cautiously crafted to restrict and limit the Jedi.  Sure they had known the truth, but feared that it would be dangerous for ‘normal’ Jedi to hear.  Those hypocrites!  Concerned more about tradition than truth, more about ancient customs than the Force.  To think that they could still call themselves Jedi.  Or maybe…being a Jedi isn’t about the Force at all.  Maybe it really is simply tradition.  I thought I wanted to quit the Order, refusing to be led by such a group.  

“But then something very unexpected happened.  They didn’t try to punish me—they weren’t even angry.  Instead, they told me that they wanted to make me a Jedi Knight, saying I had already completed enough trials.

“Being still so young, I mistook this for a sign of good faith and accepted their offer readily.  It wasn’t till later that I realized all they ever wanted to do was keep a leash on me.  If they let me go or kicked me out then they couldn’t control me, but so long as I was within the Order I had to do what they said.  Or so they figured.  After I discovered this I began to resent the Council for what they had tried to do to me, someone who would have been undyingly loyal.”

I had just about recovered from my initial shock when he paused.  I had been listening intently, not wanting to interrupt him.  But I took the time the pause as cue to comment.  “I guess that explains why you don’t get along with the Council,” I said.  I wanted to many questions, of course, but I wasn’t so sure I wanted to hear many of the answers.

“Partially,” he replied.  “It was one of those ongoing conflicts.  Even early on I didn’t try to hide my discoveries.  I shared them with anyone who asked.  The Council must have seen this as a threat and was constantly trying to repress me, usually to the tune of sending me out on long missions.”

A sudden thought hit me.  “Wait, does that mean Master Nasill and Master Sarr were with you in all this?”

“No.  On one of the missions I was sent on I was accompanied by two other young Knights, a human male a few years my lesser and a female Twi’lek close to my age.  I didn’t even know Delin or Sela until about two years after I returned.  I actually never told them the details of what some call my ‘heresy.’  They didn’t ask the questions so I never told them the answers.  I figured they must have known something about it, though; word had been widespread, if what I was told was true.  I didn’t much care for publicity.  Mine was a personal issue.

“Anyway, after the mission I kept close ties with Delin, and somewhat looser ties with Sela.  Many people in the Temple seemed to alienate me for what I believed, one more thing I perhaps falsely blamed on the High Council.  Either way, when they saw Delin and I had become companions they started to send us out on more missions together, perhaps thinking he would have a ‘positive’ influence on me.  Delin wasn’t like that, though.  He respected my opinions even though he didn’t hold them himself.  Sela also came with us on occasion, though she was the first to take on a Padawan and go off on her own business.”

There was long pause when I could think of nothing else I wanted to say.  Actually, I wanted to say several things but I could not find the courage.

“Well,” he said at last, “I suppose that’s just about everything I want to say on this subject.  Now that you know who I am, does that change your opinion of me?”

I was struck silent.  My Master had almost never seemed unsure of anything in all the time I had been with him, but now he appeared different.  And as I reflected back on his story, he had seemed vulnerable then, too, like he didn’t know everything.  His last question had been almost weary sounding, an emotion he never expressed.  Then, more than any other moment, I saw him for he truly was: a normal man who had faced his trials and risen far above them.  Maybe, I thought, it was about time I did the same.  

“Of course not, Master,” I said.  “You will forever have my admiration and respect…and gratitude.”

“Thanks, Res.  You truly are a wonderful apprentice.”  His voice sounded a little more vigorous than before.  I felt good too.      

“But…why?” I suddenly found the nerve to ask.  “Why didn’t you tell me what you believed before?  If it was the truth then why did you hide it from me?”

He sighed again as he titled his head back and stared into the depths of hyperspace beyond the canopy.  “When I came to about the time that a Knight takes on a Padawan I was called before the Council.  They must have feared I would take on a Padawan and then indoctrinate him with this ‘heresy’ of mine.  So they told me that I was forbidden to teach anyone what I believed.  I refused, of course, though I never understood why they hadn’t tried that approach before.  I knew they wouldn’t kick me out for fear of me falling, so I had no reason to do as they said.  They must have expected this, because when I turned to walk out on them they offered me a deal that came as quite a surprise.  

“I’ve told you this before, but some time before I took you on I had a very strange vision in which I saw a war coming.  I started devoting a large amount of my efforts towards discovering the meaning behind the vision and trying to stop war from happening.  After that I began searching for a Padawan whom I could train to be a major factor in the war effort, or at least, that was the idea.

“The Council knew who I was looking at, so they made a very interesting proposition.  They told me that if I agreed to not teach him my ‘heresy,’ then they would approve of my taking on of one of the Temple’s most promising young students, a boy by the name of Res Fieri.”

I had suspected something such as that as soon as he started, but it astonished me to actually hear it.  “I was part of some deal?  No, it was more like a bribe.”

“Call it what you want, Res, it doesn’t matter.  The only thing that does is that you became my apprentice and surpassed my expectations.  Now you’re making a big impact in the war, which is exactly what I intended.”

“But you didn’t care about teaching me what you believed?”

“I am a man of my word, Res.  But I wasn’t going to teach you all that anyway.  It was something I wanted you to figure out on your own.  Or at least figure out enough to ask me.  No, if I tried to force you to believe as I did then I wouldn’t be any better than the Council.  You and I don’t have to believe the same thing, Res, as long as we both believe what we think is right.  And that is something you must decide for yourself.  If I had told you then you would have believed me, so I purposefully did not tell you until you explicitly asked, and even now I’m still not sure it is a good thing.  

“Look, Res, this is important.  I don’t want you to blindly believe what I have told you like you and countless others have blindly believed the traditions of the Jedi.  Be who you want to be and you’ll never have to regret what you could have been.”

I struggled to grasp that concept.  I understood what he was saying, but it didn’t seem to fit.  Here he was, after teaching me what to do my entire life, telling me that I shouldn’t just do as he said.  In the same way everything else had been, it was entirely opposite of what I had always known and expected.

Yet despite not wanting to ask any further questions for fear of being even more confused, I had one more thing I needed to know.

“Master,” I started.

“Yes, Res.”

“You…you said that you lived for a long time without regret.  Is that true?  Is it even possible?”

“I once thought it was, for I truly did live without regret.  But now I see that it was only because I cared solely for myself.  After my Master died I became withdrawn, even though I never realized it.  You’ve heard things today that I’ve never told anyone before in my life.  But that’s only because I never cared enough to tell other people about myself.  That…and maybe I was a little scared.  It did make sense to me that I couldn’t do anything to change what happens—it still does—but I think the real reason is I was just selfish.  

“But you, Res, have shown me what a lie I lived.  I finally care about someone, and so now I regret what I’ve done.  I regret having to explain all this.  I regret having to confuse you.  I regret having not told you the truth, even if it meant breaking my word.  I regret letting you believe I was something better than the fool I am.  I regret letting you down.  I regret alienating you from everyone else.  I regret pulling you into my feud with the Council.  And most of all I regret trying to force you become what I wanted and not what you wanted.  Despite all my ineptitude, you have excelled.  You have great strength, and even greater convictions.  You want to remain loyal—something I know nothing about—but you are always willing to fight for what you believe.  And that is something I could never regret.”

I knew in my heart I was unworthy of such praise, but his words echoed deep within me, casting me into the boundless space of thought.  I was more selfish and prideful than he could ever claimed to be.  Or was that the point?  Such self-degradation was uncharacteristic—he was always brimming with confidence.  Maybe that just meant I never really knew him.        

I sank back into my seat.  If he said anything further I didn’t hear it.

I had a lot of things to think about.

ELEVEN


“You promised us six months!” Admiral Oannus yelled, slamming his fist onto his desk.  His face was red and his voice harsh.  With good reason, too.

“I’m aware of that, Admiral,” an impossibly calm hologram replied from millions of light-years away.  Biths were known for their calm demeanor, something that couldn’t be said of the Admiral.  “But like I said, we’re going to need a little more time.”

“Well then you better have damn good reason for it!”  I recoiled slightly at his abrasiveness, feeling glad I wasn’t on the receiving end. I was beginning to wonder why he even asked Master Kaal and I to come.  Surely it wasn’t to listen in on his tirade.

“Six months was simply an estimate, sir, and a very optimistic one at that.  The fleet is on the way, but I’m afraid there’s nothing else we can do.  I don’t think you would find half-built ships of any value.”

“That’s not good enough!  We need those cruisers now!  Maybe way on the other side of the galaxy you hadn’t noticed, but we’re fighting a war over here!  The Sith are bearing down on Talus, and if they break through then they have an open run to the Core.  I’m sure even you can understand what would happen to your business then!”

“Believe me when I say that we are working as fast as we can, Admiral.  We’re doing everything possible to get these ships to the front line.”

“No you’re not!  Kuat and Talus have had no such delays, and the recruits from the Academies are just a few days from battle-ready.  The only thing holding us back is you, Chief Meiego!  I guess the Corellian tradition isn’t what it used to be.”

If the not so subtle slap in the face had any affect on the Chief Engineer at the Corellian Engineering Corporation then he didn’t show it—another thing Biths excelled at.  “The First Fleet will arrive in under a week,” he said, for the first time letting a hint of emotion creep into his voice.  “They are the finest ships in the galaxy.  You will get the rest in due time.  Meiego, out.”

With that the hologram dissipated into to thin air, leaving Master Kaal and I standing in somewhat shocked silence.  The Admiral was breathing deeply, trying to let off some steam and regain his natural color.

Then he looked up suddenly, as if he had just remembered we were in the room.

“Sorry about that,” he said cordially as he stood to greet us.

“Not a problem, sir,” Master Kaal said, shaking the Admiral’s hand when he offered it.

“Here, please have a seat,” he said, motioning to two chairs in front of his large desk.  “Can I get you something to drink?”

“No, thank you, we’re fine,” Master Kaal answered for us.

“Suit yourself, then.”  He made his way over to his own chair and sat down.

“Was there something you wanted to talk about, Admiral?”

“Yes, of course, always right to business with you Jedi.  All the better, I suppose.”  We both gave him a blank look.  “As you may have heard,” he continued,” the Senate just voted to officially declare the new fleets operational.”

“So what exactly does that mean?” I asked, wondering why he was wasting our time, though I tried not to let it show.

“Basically nothing,” he said flatly.  “The fleets are almost in order, though some of them, as you heard, are running behind schedule.  And we get a new name.  No longer are we United Republic Security.  Now we are the Republic Emergency Naval Operations Corps, otherwise known as the Republic Navy.  Oh, and some of the Security forces will be going back to their previous assignments when more ships arrive.”

Did he bring us here just to tell us that? I wondered.

“But,” he continued, “that’s not what I need to speak with you about.  Jedi Master Vrotik Kaal, I’d like to offer you a commission as a General in the newly christened Republic Navy.”

That got my attention.  He wanted to make a Jedi a general?  I shot my Master a wary look, as if to say, shouldn’t we get the Council’s approval?  I wouldn’t have dared say that aloud, though.  I wasn’t even sure I agreed with it myself.

The Admiral went on while we both thought in silence.  “You certainly deserved it well before now, I know.  And this has nothing to do with the Jedi.  I want you to accept this because you’re a great leader and we need you.  You’ve always had influence over people, I just want to make it official.”

It was several seconds before Master Kaal answered.  “Alright, Admiral, I’ll accept, but with one condition.  I’m going to keep flying.  I can’t stand on some bridge an order my companions around when I could be out fighting beside them.”

Admiral Oannus opened a wide smile.  “Of course!  That’s what I always loved about you.  Welcome to fleet command, General.”

“Thank you, sir.”

He then turned his gaze upon me.  “Now, how about this exceptional young man?  He’s earned at least a Lieutenancy in that starfighter of his.  Maybe a little authority will do him some good, eh General?”

I again shot Master Kaal a wary look.  I didn’t want any authority, much less responsibility.  

“Someday, hopefully, but not yet,” he replied.

“Oh, too bad…but that reminds me: I have something for him regardless.”  

He held up between his index finger and his thumb a standard datacard, then he put in on his desk and slid it to me.  I picked it up and examined the covering.

“What’s this?” I asked.

“A message from the Jedi Council.  I’m not sure why they sent it to me, but they wanted me to talk to only you about it.  I figured Master Vrotik here would find out anyway, so I’m giving it to you now.  Besides, I never much liked that bunch.”

We both stood, thanked the General, saluted sharply, and then left the office, anxious to see what the Jedi Council had to tell me and not my Master.

At first I thought it was funny.  Then I denied it completely.  And then I became…maybe a little angry.  I trusted that it was from the Council—that wasn’t hard—given the outrageous contents of the message.  No, I just couldn’t believe they were the Jedi Council in this time of war.

Master Kaal must have noticed the strange looks sweeping across my face as I stared at the datapad in disbelief.  “What does it say, Res?” he asked.  “What do they want from you?”

“Uh…well, uh, I think it is a summons to the Council at the Temple on Coruscant.”

“What?” he said abruptly, his jaw dropping slightly and his eyes bulging.  “Are you sure?”

I offered him the datapad, and he snatched it from my hand.  “If that’s Basic,” I said.

His eyes quickly flashed from left to right as he scanned the words on screen.  When he was finished he spun on his heels so that his back faced me.  He stared at the ceiling in apparent frustration.  At one point I heard him mumble, “Don’t they know there’s a war going on here?”  Then he shook his head at the floor and turned back around.  

“What are we going to do?” I asked hesitantly.

“We’re going to do exactly as it says.”

“Huh?  B-but the war.  I’m needed here.  Right?”

“We can spare you for a few days…I hope.  That’s not important right now.  Look, I don’t like it, but…I think this is something that is important for you.  You’re ready to go before them alone, and I know you’ll do whatever is right for you.  I just wish the timing was little different.”

“It can be,” I protested.  “I don’t have to go now.  We’re busy fighting.  We can get the Admiral to write back saying I can’t leave.”

“You know what they’ll think of that, Res.”

“I know, but…I mean, it’s not like I’m afraid to face them, I just…I wonder their purpose was in doing this.  What could want to talk about with me, now?”

“Plenty of things, Res, believe me.  They’ll probably at least want to know whether you think as I do.  And also how the war is going, but only to reaffirm what ‘atrocities’ we are committing and gain further excuse to stay out of war.”

“So what should I do?”

“Tell the truth, of course.  You have nothing to hide.  Just be yourself.  Trust me, they won’t touch you.”

“Alright, I won’t let you down.”

“I know,” he said, smiling gently.  “Now get what you need together.  I’ll go get preparations on your starfighter ready.  Meet me at the hangar in twenty minutes.”

Then he left, leaving me to my thoughts: the normal confusion, the agonizing sense of dread that had covered me for several days, and the mystery of what the Council wanted.  I had to collect my thoughts before I went before them.  I had to know exactly what I believed and why or else it would all look forced.  

I sighed.  Now wasn’t the time for that; I had to get ready.

I picked up a light travel bag out of the corner of our room and started filling it with all the essentials of four or five say trip.

If I was smart, it would be even less than that.

The starfighter hangar was even busier than usual when I entered.  Swarms of mechanics and pilots and droids rushed from ship to ship doing inspections, making repairs, or checking on their beloved vehicles.  

There were many more ships in the room than it had ever been intended to hold.  We had consolidated the majority of our defense fleet at Talus, calling in the five rendezvous points.  That left other systems relatively undefended, but it didn’t matter.  Talus was the base of operations for the entire front line as well as a major player in the war manufacturing effort.  If the Sith wanted to advance, they would have to destroy Talus.

They didn’t make any attempt to hide the fact that they were going to do just that, either.  IRIS reports had recently come in saying that fleets were massing along several planets just outside Republic space.  They had already attacked and taken Kilomin, a planet we knew would be a prime staging ground for a strike at Talus, and word was that a known Sith flagship was stationed there.

The only unknowns were when and with what would they attack.  We had managed to muster a sizable fleet with the recent additions of capital ships from Kuat and the lighter craft from Talus itself, but our personnel was going to be tight until more recruits arrived from the Academies.  And even with all that, it would be a costly battle if the Sith concentrated their forces, which they appeared to be doing.

We didn’t have a choice though.  We had already pulled our lines back several times over the last six months, and we couldn’t afford to give up any more territory, especially the productive shipyards of Talus.  We had to make a stand, and this was it.

And I was possibly going to miss it.  That’s what frustrated me so badly with the Council.  We needed every person, much less Jedi, we could get if we were going to win.  Yet they were sitting back there in their lofty chamber completely oblivious to everything that was going on.  And they called themselves leaders.  Cowards, more like it.  They had their reasons for it, I knew that, but just because they could justify it to themselves didn’t change what they were doing.

I would have plenty of time to brood on all that during the flight, however.  I didn’t have time to waste.  I walked briskly to the far end of the massive bay and greeted my Master, who was waiting for me.

“You’re all ready to go, Res.  I’ve already gotten clearance for you.”

“Thank you, Master,” I said normally enough.  Or maybe not.  

“You nervous,” he asked.

“…A little,” I admitted.

“Well, don’t be.  I already told you they won’t do anything.  And may the Force help anyone who tries to stop you from coming back.”  He chuckled lightly.  I suppose it was intended to be a compliment.  It was certainly true that I wasn’t going to let anyone hinder me, but they’d need more than the Force to help them if they tried.

“It’s not about that, Master.  What if there’s a battle while I’m gone and something happens?  I couldn’t live with myself knowing I was gone when everyone needed me the most.  We both realize the next battle could be the war.”

He vent down slightly and looked me straight in the eyes.  “Res, you know there isn’t anyone I’d rather have fighting beside me, but I’ll be able to survive without you.  If there is a battle.  Hurry back and you won’t mss anything.”

I nodded my head.  “Alright.  I’ll be back as soon as I can.”  And I won’t let you die, I wanted to add but didn’t have the courage.

I climbed up into the cockpit via a boarding ladder and started running through the pre-flight checklist.

“And remember, Res,” Master Kaal yelled over the whine of my repulsorlifts, “you can’t change who you are, only what you do with yourself.”

Then the canopy closed, blocking out everything but the engine’s steady hum.

The landing bay floor cleared as I goosed the repulsors, gliding my ship gently through the mag-con field and into space.  Cutting in the ion drives, I weaved through some of the scaffolding hanging off the orbital shipyard and set a vector away from the system.

I watched as Talus disappeared into a cascade of stars, wondering if the mighty warships and massive docks would await my arrival, or whether I would return instead to ashes.

Things had changed so much in the past six months.

It was a long ride to Coruscant, the kind I especially hated.  Because on long trips there were only two things to do: sleep and think, my two worst enemies.

I dared not sleep.  Fear and sorrow haunted my dreams.  Deadly visions filled my nightmares, tearing down everything for which I fought.  And these dark apparitions found true form all around me, leading me down a path which knows no end, or for which no end is known.  And that’s what scared me the most.  What if the next time I had the dream I did not wake?  What if this sinister trail I traveled alone suddenly stopped?  What if on that final step I reached the end, and the beginning?  What if I was not sleeping the next time that I slept?  I wasn’t going to find out.  

I dared not sleep.

That left me thought, a warrior’s mightiest foe.  To think was to question; to question was to doubt; to doubt…to die.  It wasn’t any enemy that could be fought and conquered.  It was omnipresent, eternal, dying only with its host.  I was powerless before it.  But thought is never a cause; it is always an effect, the all-too-common combination of reason and ignorance, knowing too much about too little.  That’s the problem with the past: there is only one of it.  And what is the past but a former future?  Is the future already set?  That is the one question that inevitably draws everyone into reflection.   

Things had changed so much in the past six months.

Everything went well at first.  Sure, we lost many battles, but we never really intended to win at all.  And we did complete several missions, each more dangerous than the pervious.  

Then people started dying.  People who weren’t supposed to die.  Jedi.  As time went on even more people died, some as I stood and watched.  But I had always been able to bear it, because that’s what happened sometimes.  It wasn’t nice, but it was real.  That’s how life worked.  That’s how the Force worked.  All life is meant only to die.  No point in grieving.  The Jedi had forbidden attachment for a reason, and war taught me precisely why.  In peace, love, attachment, possession, they are irrelevant, but in war they are everything.  Because war is not about any one person, but everyone, and above all, the mission, the cause.  Sacrifice is not a virtue; it is a necessity.

I never made friends because I knew that at some point they might have to sacrifice themselves or I may have to sacrifice them, and when that happened I wanted to make the most of their gift, not drown it in tears of sorrow.

But there was one man with whom I was inexorably attached, and that is why I had a problem.  It was the beginning and the end of all my faults.  Because of it I was afraid, I was angry, I was confused.

Attachment is a trap, luring its prey with sweet promises of eternal bliss and then ripping away everything most dear when it is least expected.

That was what I feared, but that just made me hold on tighter.  I knew what was going to happen, and now I knew the means.

The Jedi Council was going to get more out of me than they ever expected, and they weren’t going to like it.

The new High Council Chamber was an exact replica of the old, right down to the marbleized floor with etched motifs radiating from a solid center.

Twelve aged Jedi Masters encircled the room, and beyond them was pure transparisteel, affording a magnificent view of the endless city skyline in all directions.  

I wasn’t looking to see the sights, though.  I was focused entirely on the one, small room.  I recognized everyone present, but I was most concerned with the two senior members of the group: a pale-skinned human male whose white hair and wrinkled face that betrayed his elderly status and an equally old Cerean with his hairless cranium jutting into the air a good half-meter.

Yet despite their combined experience and supposed wisdom I stood before them all without fear or resignation.  I was determined not to waver even the slightest amount, no matter what onslaught they unleashed against Master Kaal and me.

“So you’re the boy of whom we’ve heard so much and seen so little” started Master Jik-Aran Fe, the white human at the head of the Council, at length, after they had all thoroughly examined my mind and body.

It wasn’t a question.  I said nothing.

“You keep your thoughts well guarded, young Fieri,” the Cerean Master, Soll Tirandi, commented.

I had to smile at that, just to give them something to think about.  “Some things aren’t meant to be shared, Master.”

“And some things must be,” a member of the bird-like Hafin species said.

“Is that why I am here?  Is there something you need me to tell you?  You don’t need to pry it from my mind.”

“No, you’re not here because we require anything,” replied Master Fe.

“Then pardon me, Master, but you are wasting my time.”

“And what would you be doing?” shot a female Councilor from the opposite side of the room.  “Fighting?  Killing?  That’s all you’re good for.”

That last statement caught me off-guard, but I was resolved not to be aggravated or offended.  “I prefer to see it as defending.”

“Defending what?  Yourself?” she continued.

“The Republic, Councilor.  Isn’t that our first concern?  Then there is life to consider.  People are dying out there, it’s a war.  Every battle I am absent from means that many more our good men die.  To save these lives, isn’t that worth fighting for?”

“Enough,” Master Fe cut in, silencing any reply.

“You’re here because of what we have to give you, little one,” said Master Soll.

“And what is that?  Are you going to punish me for protecting the galaxy?”

Master Fe spoke as if in disbelief that I would suggest such a thing.  “Punish you?  No, we clearly disagree, and I do not deny that I would stop you and that rogue Master of yours if I could, but why would we punish you?  We’re trying to help you here.”

“I don’t need your help, Master.  Unless it implies getting me back to Talus as soon as possible.”

He chuckled lightly.  “So sure you are, young Padawan, but everything has not been revealed to you.  You are still blind to the true nature of things.”

I was fairly certain I knew where he was going with that.  “I can accept who he was, because I can see with my own eyes and feel with my own heart that he is a better man than any of you.  He is willing to stand up for what he believes, even if others think he is wrong.”

The old Jedi Master looked genuinely surprised.  “You do know, then?”

“Knowledge is only half of understanding” a vaguely familiar voice added sagely from my left.

“Yes, indeed,” Master Tirandi agreed.  “He surely could not have told you everything.  He would not.”

“Why don’t you enlighten me then, wise Masters?”

Master Fe smiled broadly underneath his long, pale beard.  “That, young Fieri, is why we brought you here.”

“It is something you deserve to know.”

“Yes, it is vital.”

I didn’t like the sound of that.  They were no doubt going to tell me something about my Master I did not want to hear.  Whatever it was, it was probably true, but in the worst possible light.  I wasn’t afraid of it, though; nothing could change how I felt.  It would be my responsibility to refute what they said for his sake and mine.

“Vital for me or vital for you?” I asked.

This too, he found amusing.  “For us both, I think.  It is our responsibility to care for you and to protect you from wrong.”

“But not to protect those Jedi out there fighting right now?”

“They know what they are doing, and they have chosen to do it freely.  You, on the other hand, have not.”

“I did choose.  I am choosing now: I want to be out there.”

“But you don’t know what you are doing.  For you there is no why.  You fight because you are required to, because you were intended to.”

“What do you mean by that?  I am free to do as I please.”

“No, you are not.  You are here, no?  You’ve been trained since birth not to be free.  If ever there was a shackled race then it is we, the Jedi.  Bound by codes and precepts, legacy and tradition, expectations, the Force itself, there are none among us who are free.  Except perhaps one.  He seeks to deny our purpose, to go against our very nature.  It is a man you are quite familiar with, I think, but one you do not know.”

Despite my best efforts, I was beginning to become annoyed.  Master Kaal had been right: they were just trying to slander him.  “Is this your idea of helping me?” I asked.  “You’re certainly not helping yourself any.”

“You cannot even begin to imagine.”

“Then tell me.  I do not fear the past, his or mine.”

The white Jedi Master cracked another seemingly menacing smile, the kind I thought might stem from satisfaction in a perceived superiority.  “I was waiting for you to ask.  We’ve had our eyes on you for a very long time.  Res Fieri.  I first heard that name almost seventeen years ago, on a planet far from this temple.  Even as a young child you showed great potential.  That was why it pained me to give you over to that radical Vrotik Kaal.”

“Don’t say that.  I know what you did.  You used me to get at him.”

“Please, we wanted to protect you from his delusions.  The man is dangerous, but he is still a Jedi.  We couldn’t stop him, but we made him promise not to corrupt you with his teachings.  We knew he would keep his word.  Or we thought he would.  Obviously he couldn’t do it forever.”

“That’s ridiculous!  If you really wanted to protect me like you claim, you never would have given me to him.  You would have realized that I would eventually find out, or at least that I would learn from him by example.  You’re twisting what really happened.  But it didn’t matter anyway.  He trained me like anyone else.  He never said anything about his past or his beliefs until I asked him directly less than half a year ago.”

“That just shows how blind you are.”

“Yes, to think that you are normal when you are anything but,” Master Soll reentered the discussion.

“It wasn’t training at all,” another voice added, “it was a forging.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked, confused by what they meant.  

Master Fe continued, “You’re training wasn’t normal at all, young Padawan Learner.”

“I know that, but it was only because I wasn’t like other students.  I couldn’t do everything they could.”

  “No, it’s more than that.  Think back.  How much time did you spend with others, learning how to work with them, learning from them?  How much time did you spend in skills training with other Masters?  How much time did you commit to the histories?  How much of diplomacy did you learn?”

“Those things are not what make a Jedi,” I contended.

“Nor is fighting on the battlefield where we do not belong.”

“Do we not belong there?  Do we not have a duty to protect peace by any means?”

“No, not when those means are as dangerous as this, and I don’t mean physically.  The Jedi have to carefully consider every encounter before they approach it.  Fighting is a last resort in all cases, and there is a good reason for that.”

“Have you not had time to consider this?  Is destroying an enemy that threatens our very existence not worth a risk?”

“We have had time to consider this, young one, and that is why we do not fight.  There is no indication that we are needed, so why tread too close when crossing the line carries greater consequences than the potential rewards?  You are the one who needs to consider it.  Though I can’t blame you for fighting: it is all you know.”

I knew they were hypocrites.  I knew they were cowards.  This all confirmed what my Master had told me about them.  They were too weak to act on their own ideals, to weak even to send others in their stead.  Rather, they made excuses, twisting tradition to suit their needs and blindly ignoring it when they could not.  Had they forgotten we fought a similar war less than a century ago with none of the cataclysmic consequences they proposed?  What was different, besides the waning constitution of the leadership?

I unclipped my lightsaber from my belt, garnering the strange looks of several Councilors.  

I extended my hand a short ways in front of me.  Using the Force I floated the lightsaber to a point in the center of my hand.  Facing upwards on end, the pommel rested gently on my open palm.  There I held it for a moment so that everyone could see it.  

I kept my gaze fixed upon the weapon as I began to speak.  “Ah, the lightsaber, a Jedi’s most important possession.  A marvel of ancient technology perfected over the course of untold millennia.  But it is much more than that.  It is the very essence of what the Jedi are.”

I removed my hand from underneath the lightsaber, but it remained where it was.  Then I ignited it, splashing green light across the stunned faces of Jedi Masters.  Did they really think I was going to attack them?

I continued, “You all know the nature of this magnificent blade.  It is entirely weightless yet supremely powerful.  Just like the Force.  And like the Force its nature is two-fold.  Not light and dark, right and wrong, for the Force cannot be labeled as inherently good or evil, just like this blade cannot.  No, both possess two powers: the power to attack and the power to defend.  That is the beauty of the blade.  The lightsaber is undeniably a weapon of offense, yet at the same time it provides impenetrable defense.”

“Yes, young Fieri, you are indeed correct in saying that the lightsaber can both destroy and protect, just as the Jedi can, and just as the Force can.”

“Excuse me, Councilor, but that is not what I am saying at all.  This is not about power.  It’s not about possibility or potential; it’s about purpose.  The lightsaber was intended to be both a shield and sword.  That is what defines it.  And like the lightsaber, the Jedi are defined by the sword and shield we wield.  You see, defending and attacking are one and the same, two means to a common end: peace.  The lightsaber was made for combat, just as we were.  That’s why we call it the weapon of the Jedi.”

“But don’t you get it, boy?” the Hafin Master raged, “you’re no different than that weapon, an instrument of war.”

I turned and stared at him stonily.  I took satisfaction in seeing he had the distinct look of one who was wrong and knew it but could never admit it.

Without so much as blinking I ripped the lightsaber his belt and held it in front of his face.  I could feel mind tugging against it but I held firm.

“This is your instrument of war, Councilor.  I’ll presume you stopping running and used it at least once.  I control this, just as you did.  It is nothing but a medium, capable only of what it is used for.  Its owner decides what application it holds, whether it is an instrument of war or opener of doors.  It cannot do either of its own accord, nor can it resist doing both if so required.”  I released my hold on the lightsaber, dropping it into his lap.

“Yet you are both the same,” Master Fe started before his comrade could reply.  “You do not realize it, but you are bound in the same way it is.  That Master of yours, he used you for this very purpose.  He crafted you into what you are today.  You were created to fight this war and that is all.  Did he not tell you what he intended?  Why do you think you went through such rigorous combat training at the expense of the peacetime arts?  And now you do fight, just as intended.”

“But I choose to fight,” I retorted.

“Do you?  Did you choose the Master you had?  Did you choose the missions you ran?  No, that was all decided for you.  It always has been.”

“But I chose what to make of it.  I choose now to fight of my own accord.”

“It is too late to decide now.  You are already connected in ways that cannot be undone.  You chose to fight because you’ve fought before.  You chose to fight you have been given reason to when you had none before.  Do you contend that had you been my student you still would have fought?”

For the first time I wasn’t sure what to say.  Was I created only to fight?

“He forged you to his design, to fulfill his purposes…”

Master Kaal and I had both given our lives and more to the war effort.  Or had he given us both?

“He predicted this war a long time ago.  So what did he do?  He sought out the perfect candidate to fight in it, starting early so that he had time to train his new student in the art of war…”

Hadn’t he told me that the Jedi needed warriors when I first met him?  He told me then.  But I was so young.  And he was in my dreams.  What was I to do?  Did I have a choice?  Would it have mattered?

“He came across a boy named Res Fieri, a student with great potential…”  

Great potential?  I was flawed, helplessly inept and emotionally unstable.  He didn’t know.  That’s why he chose me.

“Instead of coming to us, he went first to you.  When it became apparent that he would not let you go, we made him promise to keep his history and beliefs a secret, fearing it might lead you astray…”

Promise?  They made him lie to me, keep things from me.  They used me, not Master Kaal.  Master Kaal gave me purpose; he gave me drive and determination.  Without him I would probably have been some mediocre student with a debilitating weakness.  But Master Kaal turned my weakness into strength.  He accepted me for what I was and turned me into something great.

“We didn’t realize at the time just what he would—“

“Stop it!” I yelled.  I’d heard enough.

“What?” the old human Jedi said with pompous indignation that rose from years of never having been questioned.

“Stop it!” I repeated.  “I don’t care what happened!  I don’t care if I’m a weapon!  At least that means I have a purpose!  Because of him I can make a difference in the galaxy, and that is more than you can claim!  All you’ve ever done it sat here and ordered others around because you’re too weak and cowardly to do anything yourself!  Now you bring me here to insult my Master to my face, seeking to turn me against him!  What hypocrisy!  I’m ashamed to call you Master!  Such duplicity and hatred belongs with the Sith!  It was clear from the first day that you hated him!  His teachings were true, but they were a threat to your order, so you tried to shut him up, and you used me to do it!  And now you come here claiming to be helping me?!  Well, you can forget it!  I never completely shared my Master’s opinion of you, but now I do!  So go ahead, give me your anger as you gave it to him!  But rest assured, you will NEVER shut ME up!”

The Council sat in stunned silence as I took quick breaths, exhaling sharply each time.  My face was hot from shouting.  Master Fe’s white tone had turned a violent red.

Before anyone could say another word I snatched my lightsaber from the air and turned to leave.  

I didn’t wait for the doors to open.  Without missing a stride I unleashed a powerful blast, ripping the doors from their sockets and hurling them down the hallway.

I headed directly to the hangar where I had docked my fighter, eager to get back to Talus.  

They had wasted my time, and if my Master died because of it then my next visit would cost them much more than a door.

TWELVE

TEN SECONDS TO REALSPACE REVERSION flashed my main display, and then it began to countdown slowly.

All of my heart hoped that I would come out of hyperspace to the peaceful scene from which I left, but my gut and my mind wouldn’t let me expect it.  I had a bad feeling.  It had started before I had even met with the Council, but it still lingered.

I wasn’t even sure whether I would be able to tell if my Master died, given my general lack of Force connection with others.  

He could be dead, I thought.  I could already be too late.  And the worst part was, I wouldn’t know until I entered.  I could be walking into the ruins of Talus and the remnants of a massive Sith fleet.  In four—three—seconds I could be dead as well.

I didn’t care.  I was willing to risk my own life for the sake of his, even if I was doomed to fail.  I was determined to take my Master back, even from the clutches of so-called fate.  An entire Sith fleet wouldn’t be able to stand in the way of my indomitable will, and if they attempted to, then I would crush them all by any means possible.  I wasn’t going to lose him no matter what, and I pitied anyone who dared get in my way.

I watched silently as the seconds ticked off the monitor until they at last ran out and my starfighter left the swirling walls of hyperspace behind.  Starlines condensed and the dark blue-gray planet of Talus screamed into view.

Red, green, and blue lasers filled the void of space in front of me as might warships and swarming fighters staged an epic duel.  

I was only a few clicks away, but the battle all played out on my front viewport, growing larger as I approached.  I had to wonder as I watched the tangled mass of starfighters if Master Kaal might be among the horde engaged in lethal combat.  I hoped not.  Even a Jedi Master couldn’t survive for long in there.

I checked the power of my shields and weapons as my range meter wound down.  No one had seen me yet, but that would soon change.

Before I could do anything else my comm unit crackled to life.  I felt a slight twinge of hope at the thought that it could be Master Kaal, awaiting my arrival.

“Res, Res Fieri?  Is that you?” a vaguely familiar voice said as my heart sank.  

“Yes, what is it?” I replied.

“Res?  You have to hurry, Res.  You have to get to the ground, we’ll hold them here.”

“Where’s my Master?” I demanded from the voice.

“He’s down there…but its swarming with—“ static.  I tried my query again, and then again, even ore franticly, but to no avail.

I allowed myself a quick curse and plotted the fastest point to the Talus ground headquarters, the place where the Republic had set up a command center and most likely a primary target for the Sith.

As I approached low orbit near the point indicated on my display I could see only a dark, ominous cloud surrounding the area within a fifty hundred kilometer radius.  I thought I could see a few muffled red lights through the clouds, but everything else was hidden.  At random intervals large white flashes of lightning would filter through the haze, illuminating briefly small portions of the atmosphere.  An ominous sign indeed.  

Then bright red laser bolts streaked past my starfighter, shaking it violently just as I was entering the atmosphere.

I shot a look over my shoulder and then down at my targeting computer.  I cursed again.  Three fighters had taken up position on my tail and I hadn’t noticed.  

Even as I tried desperately to formulate a strategy more laserfire screamed past, further rocking my ship and depleting my rear shields.

You picked the wrong ship to fight, boys.  All right then, let’s see how well you fly blind.  
I sent my fighter into a steep dive, disappearing into the massive storm cloud within seconds.  As expected, my pursuers followed closely, spouting crimson packets of energy all the way.

Visibility was almost zero inside the condensed mass of water vapor, and to make it worse water droplets immediately began to form on the outside of the forward viewport.  

I didn’t care, though.  That had been the plan.  If I was blind then they were too.  Only I wasn’t really blind.

I opened my self up to the Force, expanding my perceptions out further and further until I could sense the three Sith fighters with my mind.  My plan had worked: they appeared to be lost and flying only by sensors.

Taking advantage, I launched into a high loop, gaining altitude.  When I felt that I was high enough, I sharply angled back towards the formation of fighters.  

They turned in my direction, but I knew they couldn’t yet see me with their eyes.

As I closed they opened fire, but there aim was off and I stood little chance of being hit, especially with the Force as my guide.  

I stayed my trigger until I couldn’t miss, then let loose on the lead fighter, tearing his craft to pieces as I flew through his expanding fireball, splitting the two others.  

They each broke to their respective sides.  I chose the one on the left and cut sharply, a maneuver that was a little too much fore my inertial compensator to handle and slammed me temporarily into the back of my seat.  Then I was out of it, and hot on the tail of one-half the remaining foes.

He jinked and juked, but I wasted no time in tearing off one of his daggered solar arrays, sending him plummeting down towards the ground in a flatspin.

The last fighter has settled in on my six, but I easily anticipated and dodged all of his shots.  He couldn’t touch me.  Not on purpose.  

I threw the fighter into a turn to the right and then dove so that my fighter was upside-down relative to the ground, wherever it was.  But as soon as I felt him try to follow I aborted it and jerked upward for a brief second and then continued the dive.  

My efforts were rewarded as I saw the Sith fighter dart past before he could realize he was not longer following me.

I carefully lined up a shot as the Sith, recognizing it was I who was following him, and not the other way around, jerked and spun in all directions in a vain attempt to evade me.

Then a bright flash tore through the clouds, turning everything from dark gray to brilliant white, then fading instantly.  Just ahead of me I could see the starfighter I had never shot at trailing a thick black smoke from both engines as he drove towards the planet’s surface.

Warning lights began to flash all across my main board.  I looked frantically for the cause, trying to shut off the alarms.

What I found was more than alarming.  Shields offline.  Ions drives offline.  Stabilizers offline.  Lateral maneuvering jets offline.  Navicomputer offline.  Weapon systems offline.  Targeting computer offline.  Repusorlifts offline.  My ship was literally falling apart as I too descended from the heavens.

I broke the cloud plain in seconds, my brain rattling in my skull as the craft shook vehemently.  I tried to pull out of the dive but the controls were sluggish and I continued to pick up speed, managing to pull up only slightly.

Through the pounding rain I could just barely make out the searchlights on the roof of the colossal headquarters building.  Given my course, I would fall relatively close to it.  Not that it would matter, because if something didn’t change soon then nothing in the universe would be able to separate me from the burning wreckage of my ship.

Looking around desperately, I reached over and punched the eject button.  Nothing happened.  

I yelled furiously and punched it again even harder, but still nothing.  

I had only one choice left, and I wasn’t even sure if it was possible, but I had to try.

Immersing myself in the unadulterated Force, I used its energy to pop off the canopy and release my harnesses.  I didn’t move anywhere at first, as I was traveling at the same speed as the ship.  Slowly—carefully—I stood up and jumped out so that I fell independently of my ship but right beside it.  I had to close my eyes as rain falling straight down beat upwards upon my face.  I estimated around thirty seconds to impact.

Spreading myself out so as to have the greatest possible air resistance and angling my body so as not to land too close to the ruined starfighter when it exploded, I pushed with all my mind against myself, trying to slow my descent.

At first I couldn’t feel any difference, but I kept pushing and eventually I began to slow.  

Still, I could see the ground approaching at an alarming rate, more than enough to flatten every bone in my body.

I pushed harder and harder, pouring every ounce of energy into it.  The ground got closer and closer every moment, but I didn’t see, so involved was I in the task.

When I finally felt the ground so close that I could almost reach out and touch it from my position in the sky I braced for impact—for death—but it never came.

I slowly opened my eyes in wide surprise.  I saw the clearly, drenched from the rain, but it wasn’t moving, nor was I.  I hovered in place just a few short meters in the air. 

I had done it.  

I almost couldn’t believe it.  I had been prepared to face any enemy, but I never expected lightning and gravity to be among their ranks.  Still, I had conquered them both, and that gave me hope enough to press on.  Or so I thought.  

Releasing my Force hold, I fell the rest of the distance to the planet, landing on my feet but immediately collapsing to one knee.  

I was mentally and physically exhausted, and my chest beat heavily as it rested upon my on propped-up thigh.

Clap.  Clap.  Clap.  

What’s that noise, I thought nervously, quickly looking around.  My eyes soon lifted upon a huge retaining wall and the vertical cascade of searchlights.  I had fallen closer to my target than I had expected.

Clap.  Clap.  Clap.  

The noise continued in the darkness.  Was it the rain?

“Most impressive, boy.” A voice said, startling me.  My glance shot to left, and then to the right, but I saw nothing, only rain and darkness.

“Who are you?” I shouted in no particular direction.

That’s when he appeared directly in front of me.  A man clothed in black from hooded head to booted toe.  He was clapping with hands covered by black gloves.  He seemed to spawn from the night itself.

“That’s irrelevant, really, isn’t it?” he mused.

“You’re a Sith!”

The dark man shrugged.  “Like I said, that’s completely irrelevant.  All that matters is that I am the gatekeeper, and this is the gate.  All who wish to enter must first pass through me.”

“Get out of my way,” I mumbled, pulling myself up from my knees.

“Hmm?”

“I said, get out of my way!” I raged, whipping out my lightsaber and thrusting it at the dark man.

His own blade instantly flashed into existence as he parried the attack, locking our weapons just left of his hip.

“Ambitious little boy,” he snarled.  “You’re completely oblivious.  We all know why you’re here.”

“Good, then you can save me the trouble and just die now.”

He cackled slowly.  “We’ll see.  I am the gatekeeper, and this is the gate.  You shall not pass.”

He rolled his flaming red lightsaber over, and I let him drive mine momentarily toward the ground before spinning it out and taking a step back.

I lashed out with a Force strike that knocked him off his feet, but he went with it and flipped backwards, landing on his feet a meter away.  

I didn’t give time to think, leaping forwards and thrusting my blade high at his head.  He instinctively moved to parry it off above him, deflecting it easily, but that wasn’t the point.

With my right foot I kicked at his knees, buckling them.  As he began to fall I pushed him again with the Force, this time sending him flailing awkwardly several meters.  He landed with a flop on the rain soaked ground, just within my limited range of sight.  

I could feel the anger radiating from his body as he rose and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.  He took off his muddy cloak and threw it to the ground.

“You know what you’re problem is, boy!” he started, yelling furiously.

“Right now?  You,” I retorted mockingly, “but that’s about to end.”

“This is futile!  It’s already over!”

“Only for you.”

I again charged, this time coming in with a high diagonal slice.  He blocked high and swung his blade down and around.

I let it go, instead stepping to the side and came with a heavy horizontal sweep at his midsection, but he jumped backed just out of my reach and thrust in at me.

Instead of moving to I let my momentum spin me around as I raised my elbows, swinging my lightsaber perpendicular to the ground on a plane parallel to my back.  Our weapons exchanged glancing blows before I swooped down in on his opposite side, catching him by surprise.  

He didn’t quite manage to get out of the way and my blade seared a narrow slit in his dark tunic, spraying a cloud of steam as the energy vaporized the absorbed water.

Distracted briefly by his close call, I took the opportunity to reach for his lightsaber in the Force.  Taking it from his hand would have been like ripping his arm off: not impossible, but not necessary.  I reached inside the blade and tightened my grip around.  

Sparks flew and fizzled in the rain as his scarlet beam faded into darkness.  That too he watched with bulging eyes in utter shock.

He turned those eyes into a fierce stare just in time to see me drive my bright green blade deep into his chest and out the other side.  His last breath came sharply as my blade pierced his lungs.

“So…it…begins…” he said weakly, and then he crumpled to the ground.

I didn’t give him a second look.  He was nothing but an obstacle, no different from a wall or a force field keeping me from my destination.  Killing him was nothing: every obstacle I tore down on the way in was one less I would have to face on the way out.  One less we would have to face.

A full-blown battle opened before my eyes as I crossed the gate and entered the courtyard beyond.  Red lights illuminated the night as Republic forces tried desperately to hold off the invading Sith armies.  Fighters flashed by only a few hundred meters above, adding streaks green to a sea of red and black.  A few grounds turrets fought back as more Sith dropships unloaded their glimmering white cargo.

I tried not to focus on any of that.  The battle wasn’t my first priority.

I quickly scanned the area for an entrance into the main building.  I immediately found what looked to be a small speeder garage less than a hundred meters away.  Various faint, white figures plodded through the intense rain, blurred by the darkness.  I could feel them, cold, hard, and emotionless, unwittingly walking into certain death with open arms.  Time to make them pay.

I took off into the night, breaking into an open sprint, lightsaber in hand.

There was a full squad of them, six, but they didn’t hear me until it was too late.

In full stride I thrust my blade into the chest of the lead soldier, dropping him instantly, before a shot had been fired.  Then I pivoted on my right foot and slashed downward, cleaving the next man in two from shoulder to hip.

Two of the closer men opened fire, but the Force showed me their paths and I ducked under them, sweeping my leg around to trip one of them at the ankles.  On the other one I pushed hard with the Force, sending him flying to the ground meters away.  He didn’t have the strength to get up.

The last two men also fired their useless weapons, but I brought my blade up to deflect their fire.  The first bolt I bent down onto the soldier I tripped.  He arched his back briefly in pain before falling again permanently.

The next blast I redirected back at my attacker, just missing him wide, but he was not so lucky after that, taking his own fire squarely in the chest and then once again in the face before he finally went down.

The last Sith Trooper started stepping backwards slowly, as if realizing he’d already lost.  I didn’t bother to try to block his shots.  I sidestepped his first and then ripped his blaster rifle from his hand, catching the barrel in my right hand.

He looked down at his empty palm in what might have been a mixture of surprise and shock, had his face been visible.  I didn’t care.

I threw his weapon back at him unnaturally hard, and the several-kilogram blaster shattered his visor.  Even through the splashing of the rain I heard something crack in his body just before he tumbled loosely to the ground.

As soon as he hit the soggy earth I was again running, making for the small hangar.

I found it too soaked with laser fire as a small band of defenders behind an overturned landspeeder struggled against a barrage of enemy fire that turned their metallic barrier a glowing red and molten orange.

I was compelled to help them for a variety of reasons, not the least of which was that they were blocking the only door.

The narrow-minded warriors made easy targets for my blade.  Most were so consumed with their small group of adversaries that they didn’t notice me running up behind them until they were already dead.  Those who did look were easily picked off by laser fire from behind the speeder.  

One by one they fell to the blaze of my lightsaber or the flash of a blaster until they were all gone, until every last one of them had become a smoldering mass of flesh and bone leaking out of their still glistening white shells.  

I was horrified to find within myself a certain satisfaction at what they had become, what I had made of them.  But all that was quickly drowned out by a growing sense of dread and a renewed ardor for my goal.  They were the ones who put me in this situation.  They were the ones who going to take everything from me.  

They deserved it.

Didn’t they?

“Master Jedi!  Master Jedi!” I faintly heard as I stared blankly at the ground with an emotion I can’t quite describe.

“Master Jedi!” it came again from very near.  I looked up into the face of a man several years older than I was.  He wore a look of combined shock and relief, with visible remnants of fear.  He was breathing heavily.  “Thanks for your help.  I thought we were dead for sure.  I’m Lieutenant Gadol, we were—“

“Please, don’t…call me that.  I’m no master.”

He recoiled slightly, looking a little surprised.  “Well then, what should I call you?”

I sighed, annoyed.  I didn’t have time to waste, and I would have just blown him off, except for the fact I suddenly became acutely aware that I had absolutely no idea where I was going, and the building was several square kilometers.  A blanketing darkness covered the area like the clouds above, and with my already feeble senses I couldn’t feel anything outside my range of sight.  And even if the darkness hadn’t been there I doubted I could have found my Master amid the chaos of war.

“Name’s Res.  Look, if you—“

“Res?” the Lieutenant exclaimed, looking even more surprised.  Why did so many people react to my name like that?  “Res Fieri?  The Res Fieri?”

I gave him a strange look.  “Sure.”

“Wow.  It’s an honor, sir.  I mean, really, I never thought—“

“Look,” I cut him off abruptly.  “If you could just tell me where the command center is.  I’m looking for my Master, Vrotik Kaal.  Do you know where he is?”

“Wow.  The Vrotik Kaal?”

I clenched my fist and teeth in frustration, but I don’t think he noticed.  “Yes.  Now, please, Lieutenant Gadol, do you know where—“

“Oh, oh, of course, sir.  I mean…uh, I don’t where he is, but I know how to get the command center, he may be there.  Oh, we’ll escort you, sir.  It’s not too far.”

“That’s alright, just tell me where to go.”

“Are you sure, sir?  The Sith are swarming all over the place.”

“I’ll be fine, believe me.”

He looked a little disappointed at my insistence, but I eventually got him to tell me where to go.  I didn’t know if Master Kaal was there or not, but it was as good a place as any to start.

I took off my rain-drenched cloak and let it fall to the ground, then I reactivated my lightsaber and started moving towards the exit.

“You certain you won’t need us, sir?” Gadol asked a final time.

“You have a war to fight today, Lieutenant.  I do not.”

“Then may the Force be with you.”

That’s what he said, but I had sinking feeling it would take more than the Force to pull this one off.

Lieutenant Gadol had been right.  The building really was infested with Sith Troopers.  It was less than a minute before I encountered a pair of them stalking about the halls, blasters ready, on close the lookout for any Republic forces.

I didn’t stop.  I just kept running straight for them.  

At twenty meters one turned and shouted “Jedi!”  They opened fire, but I ignored it.  I could see none of them would hit me; I was moving faster than humanly possible.   

When I was so close they couldn’t miss I threw my right foot up in the air, followed closely by the other, using the Force to propel me into a back flip.

My first foot hit the barrel of one soldier’s blaster, knocking it straight up in the air.  The second foot hit him squarely under the chin, snapping his head back violently and tossing him down the hallway.

I landed perfectly balanced on the balls of my feet and caught the blaster I had knocked into the ceiling, unloading a shot into the remaining Sith.

I dropped the worthless blaster on the floor next to the body of the fallen soldier.  

Then I started running again, recalling the directions the annoying Lieutenant had hastily given me.

I ran straight for a hundred meters, past the warning lights and claxons that buzzed and whirled all around me.  I was running solely on the Force’s power, and I ignored all else around me.  I took a right turn as I came upon a cross section that I thought matched the Lieutenant’s description.

And almost collided with a squad of Sith Troopers harassing another band of a Republics further down the hall.

I instinctively skidded to a halt on my heels and pushed out hard with the Force, sending the rearmost man flailing forward into one of his companions.

Several of the Sith turned in quick succession, and I decapitated the first who did.  The man at the front of the formation took a shot in the back as he pivoted to see what the noise was about.  That left two on their feet.

Before they had a chance to line up a shot I yanked the blasters from their hands with the Force and threw them down the corridor towards the Republic soldiers.

With one broad swipe of my lightsaber I dropped both warriors to the ground and then inverted my blade and skewered the two men I had knocked over before.

Seconds later I reached the Republic band I just rescued.  There were only four of them, but I saw several freshly dead bodies strewn about the floor.  The survivors looked at me with an expression of fear and awe.

“Command center?” I barked.

They just pointed further down the corridor, probably too afraid to talk.

Once again I was running, running like my life depended on it.  Running without looking back.  Running without really knowing where I went.  I just had to run.  I just had to try.  And so I did, with all my strength.  

But was I really running from my fate, or was I running straight into its arms?

The short corridor that ended in the central command headquarters for the base was eerily silent.  No troops crowded the halls, no blasterfire scorched the air, no smoke rose from the burning bodies of the fallen.  There was no one.  

Nothing.  

I couldn’t feel inside the room, but the sheer emptiness of the place didn’t settle well on me.  I couldn’t hear anything either, but that wasn’t a surprise, as the walls were soundproof.

The thing that mortified me was that there were only two available explanations: either there was really wasn’t anything going on, which meant that Master Kaal wasn’t here and I had wasted my time, or there was something so big going on inside that no one in the area could be left out, which meant I could already be too late.

I hesitated for a brief second.  I had come all this way for one purpose, but now that I was so near I wasn’t so sure I wanted to find out anymore.

I was afraid.

But to a Jedi, trained from birth, fear is nothing, a mere nuisance, carrying no significance.  

That is a lie.

In truth, Jedi live in constant fear, fear of the doing what is wrong, fear of failure, fear of the dark side, which is all simply fear of ourselves.  It is through this never ending, never changing fear that we become resistant to it.  

Fear is not the evil, it is not consuming.  It is not dangerous.  But fear can immobilize, it can cause us to take a step backwards when we should move forwards.  That is the destructive nature of fear.  That is what a Jedi fears.  

That is what I saw myself doing.

I shook my head and tried to clear my thoughts.

My resolve stiffened, and once more I was determined to succeed, in spite of the truth, if not in light of it.  Whatever it took, I didn’t care.  I never had.

Someone in there was going to die, and I wanted to make sure his name wasn’t Vrotik Kaal.

With a burst of the Force I tore the door from its track and yanked it back into the corridor behind me, charging in full speed as soon as it was gone.    

What I found inside stopped me dead in my tracks.

There was no huge battle, no pulsing streaks of scarlet light, no flames, no smoke.  There were no troops at all.

There was simply a man and a woman, locked in mortal combat, their glowing weapons of red and blue crossed in front as they stared into each other’s soul, a look a pure hatred on one’s face, pure determination on the other.

One wore all black from head to toe—even his face was shrouded in darkness—as if his entire was body was just a silhouette cast by the menacing glow of his deadly blade.

The other wore the plain brown robes of a Jedi over a lighter, paler tunic.  I had seen a million like it, but these I recognized instantly.  Her lekku hung down her back, a sign of hostility, and her green face dripped with sweat and blood.

Master Sela Nasill.

Why wasn’t Syra with her?

The Sith looked over at me, and from amidst the shadow of his face crept a toothy, white grin that reeked with sardonic pleasure.  Almost like he had been waiting for me.

He pulled back his blade from the cross and swooped in low from above.

Then the deadly dance began, and as red met blue brilliant white flashes echoed in my eyes, hypnotizing me.  

For seconds I did nothing.  I could only stand and watch blankly, enthralled by the dance.

A hitch in the Master Nasill’s step jolted me from my daze and I darted forward, lightsaber ready.  

Too late.

“NO!” I heard myself involuntarily scream as red energy from the shadow bore deep into the heart of the Jedi caught helplessly off-guard.

Blood boiled off the Sith lightsaber as he slid it out as effortlessly and cleanly as it had entered.

Master Nasill dropped to her knees, both hands covering the hole in her chest as she gasped for one last breath.  

She might have tried to say something as she lifted her head to look once more upon her attacker, then she fell forward, lifeless…

On top of the body of Syra, which I had just noticed.

My throat went dry as my heart skipped a beat.  Pure shock and anger flooded my very core.   

He had made her stumble over the body of her fallen student.  

And he was just smiling at me, his lightsaber on his waist.

“You…you…you bastard!”

He laughed, and the burning in my soul deepened.  

“Give it up, boy,” he said, “we both know you don’t give a dam about her.  You don’t care about either of them, do you?”

I leveled my lightsaber on plane with his throat.  “Then let me show you just how wrong you are.”

He laughed again.  “Always ready to fight, I see.  And full of anger, too.  Perfect.  Perfect.”

“Shut up!” I shouted.  “I don’t want to listen to you anymore!”

“Well I don’t feel like stopping.  An interesting dilemma.  What are you gonna do about it?  Kill me?” he mocked, quivering his fingers in the air in front of him.

“That was the idea.”

“Oh, really?  Well, I hope you have better luck than these two.”

“How…dare you!?  Show some respect!  You already killed them!”

“Respect?  Ha!  How naïve.  This is war.  Life, and especially, death.  That’s why you Jedi are so weak.  So scared, you are, so proper.  Your precious life and peace is but a fragile veil to the true essence of the Force.  They are the delusions of atrophied mind, the shackles that bind you to your own weakness, nothing more.”

“Maybe so, but I still have the strength to defeat you!  Unbridled power does not come without a price.”

He threw his head back in the air and laughed deeply.  His menacing cackle sent a cold shiver down my spine.

“Now you’re lecturing me?  Oh poor little boy, you are not ready to fight me.”  He waved his hand in the air and suddenly the room was filled with Sith troopers, closing in on our position from all sides.

I jerked my head around to both sides quickly.  There were at least twenty.

The Sith turned to leave slowly, walking  

“You running?!” I shouted to his back.

He didn’t look back, but somehow I could tell he was grinning at me again, and that made me nervous.  “Why don’t you play with these boys for a while?  They’re more on your level.  I’m heading for the power generators.  Everything will end there.  Follow me, if you can survive.”

Then he disappeared behind a wall of circling soldiers.

Where had they all come from?

Every bone in my body urged me to just kill them so I could chase after my real enemy, the Sith Lord, and slaughter him as well.

But my Jedi training held me back.  I knew that wouldn’t be smart.  I had to take care of this first, and then worry about everything else.  

And the less people I had to kill meant the less of a chance I had of dying.

“Halt!” I shouted.  

They didn’t.  They just continued to tighten their ring to less than ten meters on every side.    

With a flick of my wrist a second lightsaber leapt from its dormant pose and slapped into the palm of my left hand, igniting instantly.  It was Master Nasill’s blade, and her blazing column of blue took its place next to mine.  Together they radiated the soft glow of painful death, casting a menacing two-faced shadow.

That stopped them.  Some even took a step backward.  But they didn’t appear totally shaken.  At twenty-to-one odds they had to feel confident, even against a Jedi with two lightsabers.  Still, it was worth a shot.  

“I don’t want to kill you,” I lied before they could regain the will to continue their march.  “Leave now and you might still live.”

I thought I heard a muffled laugh from one of them.  “I don’t think so, Jedi,” the same voice snarled from underneath a helmet.  “If we fight, some of us may die, but you will too.  Surrender now while you still can.”

Using the Force I heaved the man off his feet and suspended him half a meter in the air.  He flailed his arms and legs, but that hardly stopped the Force.

With another small pull I activated the lightsaber behind him, Syra’s former weapon, and drove it into the hollow of his back, piercing his armor, skin and bones, till it appeared on the other side for all in the circle to see.  Then I dropped his dead body.

I wish I could have seen some of their faces as many took another uneasy step in surprise and terror.

“Anyone else think I should surrender?”

Apparently not.

“Good, now put your weapons down.”

No one liked that idea either, so I ripped one of the soldier’s blasters away and hovered it in the air just in front of his head.

The man in white reached for his weapons but before he could I nudged the trigger with the Force, discharging a beam of processed energy into his faceplate.  He fell over backwards, never to rise.

That’s when they opened fire.  First one shot, then two, then twenty as all the survivors joined in the crossfire.

But I was no longer in the middle.  Before the first man even thought of pulling his trigger I jumped up and out of the circle, landing a meter behind one of the men.

Without turning I kicked hard at the back of trooper, sending him sprawling into the center, where a shot from his comrade clipped his arm and tore it off, knocking him out.

I was further pleased to see three more men fall from friendly fire on the opposite side of the circle.

Idiots.

My flaming swords lashed out like lightning to the unfortunate man closest to me, separating him at the head and knees.

I ducked to avoid a trio of laserfire from a soldier to the left, then stood to face him, catching his next salvo on my lightsaber.

I again reached out with the Force and tried to steal his weapon, but he must have had a firm grip, for his arms whipped out violently with the rifle, pulling him forwards until he fell face first before me, blaster still in hand.

Inverting my grips as I dropped to one knee, I shoved the tips of both blades into his back, pinning him permanently to the ground.

A hail of blasterfire whizzed over my head as I rose to my feet and righted my weapons.  The remaining soldiers, twelve of them, had regrouped in a more traditional formation and directed their combined animosity towards me once more in the form of burning scarlet darts.

Arms spread wide in the shape of a cross I let my self sink deep into the Force.  

Without any true will of my own my hands started to spin.  Green and blue flashed all around me in a crazed flourish of radiant light.  Red streaks joined the display as the blue and green pillars pushed them back with a spark of white.

But I didn’t see it at all.  I only felt it.

One warrior fell prey to the potent echoes of his lethal malice.  Then a second collapsed, and a third.

That left just nine.  

Perhaps sensing their quickly deteriorating odds, they fanned out in three groups of three, trying to outflank my guard.  

Like that was possible.

I suddenly dropped and threw myself into a roll below the steady stream of lasers, landing a few meters to my right on all fours, my fists clutching now inverted blades as they rested the ground.

The three Sith Troopers that had broken off to the right were dead in my sights as I looked up briefly.  Jamming my two hands together so my lightsabers pointed to either side of me, I used the Force to fling myself forwards at inhuman speeds, hands first.

I flew across the room like a blaster bolt, almost invisible, straight through the middle of two unsuspecting soldiers.  

I remained poised behind them for a short second as I listened to their bodies crumple to the ground, then I quickly flipped my blades upwards and slashed out to the right, dismantling the last member of the group in several places.

By that time the final two groups seemed were firing on me once more, apparently more inclined to die than run.

Bringing my lightsaber up again in a defensive stance, I shuffled around to my right in order to put the first and second group in a line, hopefully cutting off the second group entirely, at the very least giving me time to make a move.

As I made my way across the floor my foot collided with something, almost causing me to lose my balance.  It did make me drop my guard as I turn to see it, a stray chair from one of the computer terminals that lined the perimeter of the command center, and a blaster bolt got past blades and grazed my side.

I yelled out violently, more out of frustration than pain.  

Enough games! You’re wasting your time!  This ends now!
I picked up the chair with the Force and hurled it at the lead man in the first group, knocking him backwards.  I immediately found more chairs and threw them too, dropping the other men as well.

Chairs other loose objects began to swirl throughout the air in the command center as I unleashed a Force storm that swept across the two groups.  

But even those men weren’t immune to my wrathful torrent.  They too were tossed about in the invisible wind, constantly pounded by objects small and large as they spiraled upwards to the high ceiling.

Then I let go—of everything—and it all came crashing down.  

Lifeless.

I didn’t care.

Merely obstacles.

Their lives meant nothing to me.

At that point, only one did, and it wasn’t my own.

THIRTEEN


“Stop right there!” I yelled at a shadowy figure as I turned the corner, running at full speed.

But he wasn’t moving at all.  

He wasn’t doing anything.  He was just standing there.

I slid to a stop a few meters behind him, my lightsaber ready in hand.

His back was to me, and he still wore his long black cloak that covered his body from head to foot.  He was just one huge shadow, the mere shade of a man, a living silhouette.

Behind him a large door rose perhaps twenty meters to the ceiling, and I realized that I wasn’t in the small corridors anymore.  The room I had entered was very large, but it seemed only a foyer to something much bigger and more important.  The crumpled corpses of Sith and Republic troops littered about the room told the same tale in more gruesome fashion.  

A crease parted the enormous gate, and that is where the man without a name stood silently.

Waiting.

But I knew he wasn’t waiting for the door to open.  He was waiting for me.  I could feel it as clearly as I could feel the darkness radiating off his body.   

Or perhaps it wasn’t darkness, just pure, raw, power.

Rage still consumed my heart, and I wanted nothing more than to run him through right then, defenseless or not.

Yet I could not bring myself to do it.  I could not move, like I was being held in place against my will.

Or maybe it wasn’t against my will.  

Maybe what I wanted and what I thought wanted weren’t quite the same.

I didn’t have time to decide.

As I stood at his back he slowly raised his robed arms beside him, fully extended, hands hidden beneath the dark.

Then, slowly, softly, almost menacingly, he began to talk, and an ominous shroud surrounded the room, encompassing his words as he spoke without looking back.  I could only stare as I listened in mystified silence, hypnotized by the rhythm of the words.

All the soldiers stand their guard

Prepared to fight their fight.

The winds of time are blowing hard

The stars are shining bright.

And creeping in this petty pace

The planets do revolve,

Ever nearing to the face

With which we are involved;

And though we fight with all our will,

Forever does it loom,

Counting down the days until

We face our pending doom.

Oh, what bliss is ignorance?

What graciousness is peace?

For only under that pretense

Can suffering we cease.

And while these kind delusions

Will banish us beyond

There’s truth in all illusions:

Our pain will soon be gone,

Echoing with mercy’s sorrow

That puts our lives to test

And leads us to tomorrow

Where forever we may rest.

For starting is to start an end

And no matter how irate,

Once this process we begin

There’s no escaping fate.

As the last words slowly pierced his lips he spun, arms still wide, until he faced me, his eyes meeting mine, his mouth cocked in a wicked grin.


“Who…are you?” I asked in disbelief, still trying to sort through what he had just said.


“That’s irrelevant,” he said gently.  “After all, we’re not here because of me, are we?”


“What are you talking about?” I demanded.


“O, come now, Res.  We both know why you’re here.  And that is exactly why I am here.”


“I don’t understand,” I lied.  Oh, I understood perfectly what he was saying, how could I not have?  I just didn’t want to believe it.  Because if what he said was true, then…


“Yes you do, but you have no idea what it means.  That’s the real problem, isn’t it?  You’re clueless, completely oblivious.  Blind.  That’s the difference between why I am here, and why you are here.  We’re both here for the same reason, but unlike you, I know what that reason is.”

“What have you done with him?!” I yelled.

“Ohhh, so then you do know after all.  Or do you?  No, you don’t.  All you can do is follow, that’s all you’ve ever done.  You’ve been led here, like a nerf to the slaughterhouse.  You’re completely oblivious.”

“To what?” I exclaimed, my patience growing thin amidst my confusion.  “I know just what I need to know: that you are the enemy, that you threaten the galaxy and my Master, that you would kill me if you could, and that you and all your kind are going to die.  What more do I need to know?”

“Everything,” he said emphatically.  “What, when, where, who, how, all those are irrelevant.  They are physical, temporary, worthless, appearing for an instant before they vanish into obscurity.  The only question that matters is why.  Why transcends all.  It doesn’t form or develop or change, it merely exists.  Behind all things there is a why, and understanding why is the key to all things.  Even the Force, which gives us power, is connected.  It is grants the how, the means, the power, but more importantly, it is also the why.  It has the answers, and that is more powerful than any power of yours or mine.  For he who has the why transcends all knowledge.  You do not understand why, and that is why you are powerless to stop it.”

I said nothing in reply, instead igniting the first of my two blades.

“You still don’t get it, do you?  Even with the Force you cannot comprehend true power.  Perhaps we overestimated you.”

“Argh, I don’t want your power!” I screamed, exploding unexpectedly.

“Oh really, an interesting delusion.  Then what do you think you want?”

“Right now, your life!”

“My life?  Really?  Are you sure it’s not your Master’s you are looking for?”

That froze me cold.  So he really did know.  “What…how…?”

He laughed out loud.  “Love is the quintessential flaw of sentience.  It is a kind delusion that masks true feelings.  For in the end there is only ever one thing a person cares about: himself.  All other emotions come from this source, and the greatest of them is fear, the almighty motivator.  Nothing is ever done except in fear, fear of what will happen if it is not done.  It is fear that brings us here today, at this time, in this place.”

“How can you say that?!  I’m ready to die to save him!”

“Afraid to live, then, you must be, hmm?”

I didn’t know what to say.  Part of me saw the reasoning in his words, but the other part screamed at me to quit wasting time and kill him before it was too late.

“But…why?” I finally asked.  “Why are you saying all this?”

“Ah yes, here we are again, back to why.  I suppose that is the crux of the matter, no?”

“That’s not an answer.”

“You’re right, it is a question.  Every answer starts with one.  Or does it?  An interesting thought.  One I believe you are very familiar with.”

“Alright, enough!” I roared.  “You’re just stalling!  You’re not really saying anything!”

“Is that so?” he said, unaffected by my outburst.  “Then how about this?”  He lowered his voice to almost a whisper and talked slowly, as if what he was going to say was some great secret.  “I know what’s going on inside that head of yours.”

“That’s a lie!  If you really knew then you be here right now.”

“Or maybe I do know, and that’s why I am here.”

“No, you’re much too cowardly for that.”

“You just don’t get it, do you?”

“I guess not.  That won’t stop me from killing you, though.”

“Just give it up, boy!” he shouted, at last changing his icy tone.  “It’s all a game. You have no idea why you are here.  We thought you might have been a worthy opponent, but you are powerless, another tainted product of a flawed belief, another fool wielding a weapon he cannot use.  You’ve done what you were told.  You came here because you didn’t have a choice!  You’ve walked the same path you’re entire life, never stopping to look at the universe of possibility that passes you by.  And for what?  Justice?  Peace?  Love?  Those are mere illusions, the shadows of hate and war!  Fear and death are the only constants in this galaxy, and from them comes war and hatred, and all else you’ve sworn to fight against.  But no matter how hard you try, you can never defeat it, for as long as there is life, there will be death, and as long as there is death, there will be fear!  The only way to end fear is to end all life.  That is the flaw of all Jedi.  You cannot both save life and end death.  So what do you do?  Nothing!  You may save the lives of a few for a while, but those people still die, and there is nothing you can do to stop it!  You could have had everything, but now, all you’ll get is death!”

He reached behind his back inside his cloak and pulled out a lightsaber, twirling it in his hand before igniting one end of it in a clenched fist.

My whole body shook with rage.  I wanted to strike him down right then and there in all my hatred.  And I knew I could do it.  I could feel the power swelling up inside me, waiting to explode, wanting to explode.  It consumed me, heart and soul, urging me to unleash its wrath upon the treacherous, murdering Sith.

But, no.  I couldn’t.  That would only prove him right.  I hadn’t made it this far by being afraid, by giving in to hate.  That wasn’t what I was about.  That wasn’t what the Jedi were about.  That wasn’t what the Force was about.  I knew it without a doubt.  The Force isn’t about death; it’s about life.  The Force isn’t about hate; it’s about love and compassion.  And fear is nothing at all, it simply the absence of the Force.  For the Force is all life.  There is no death; there is the Force.

“No!  You’re wrong!” I shouted back.  “All life may eventually end, but that doesn’t mean it’s not worth fighting for!  And maybe I’m powerless to save him, but I won’t let that stop me from trying!  I fight for a reason: to defend what is important to me.  And while that may be futile, while I may not stand a chance, I will never give up!  I will never abandon them to die while I am still alive.  I’ve denied this from my very birth, but now I can see: life’s not worth living alone.  So even against impossible odds, against all forces evil, against destiny itself, I will never stop!  Even if that means fighting.  Even if that means dying.  For the Force is my strength, so that even though I may die, I will never be gone.”

“Insolent fool!  I’ve seen the end, and this is not it!”

“Yes it is,” I said as I snapped both lightsabers into a cross of green and blue, “for one of us at least!”

Lifting his lightsaber high above his head he charged, thrusting his weapon at my abdomen.

I batted it aside easily with the weapon in my right hand and flipped up the one in my left at his head, but he wasn’t there longer than a split second.

Sidestepping deftly, he whirled both body and blade in a sweeping attack, which I blocked low to the left.  One of my weapons firmly on top of his, I pounded down on it with the other, then quickly drew it back across my body, slashing against at his head.

Anticipating this, he ducked in plenty of time to avoid the strike, but I was one step ahead, shoving his crouched form with the Force.

He rolled backwards, end-over-end, once or twice, then sprang up from his tumbling ball and executed a perfect back flip, landing softly on his feet a few meters away.

“Is that all you got?” I taunted.

He just smiled.  “Oh, I wouldn’t exactly call this a fair fight…yet.”  Twirling his blade between his two hands, he stopped it perfectly parallel to the ground, and suddenly another fiery beam exploded from the base of the grip.

Taking hold of it in just one hand he flashed the double-sided weapon in a magnificent flourish that surrounded his body in a sheath of blazing light.

“Now let’s see just how good you really are.”

Still spinning his new weapon, the Sith Lord quickly closed the distance between us and lashed out with one end in perfect synchronization.

I blocked it high with my right hand and then reflexively reached low with my left to catch the whip of his other end.

He spun his lightstaff vertically, throwing my lower blade out the side, then stuck up on a perpendicular slice that would have split me from groin to crown had I not stepped to the side and swung up on his blade, into the swing, increasing the momentum of the swing.

He didn’t lose his balance as I had hoped, though, instead he let the weapon spin between his fingers before abruptly catching it and striking out at me once more.

I caught it in the cross of my two blades, but had to immediately let go of my right to cover his next attack at his shins.

I tried to kick out at the exposed middle portion of his weapon, but he quickly withdrew it, causing me to stumble forward slightly.

He swept both ends of his lightsaber horizontal on plane with my head, but I immediately fell into a back handspring to avoid it, kicking at him but missing.  I landed two or three meters away from him.

Taking the offensive, I lashed out with a fury of attacks from both my blades, swinging high and low, left and right, seemingly all at once, but his own two blades collided perfectly with mine as his body underwent a storm of pirouettes and twists that might have seemed out of control had they not been so flawlessly precise.  It was something only the Force could ever manage.

At exactly the right time he counterattacked, throwing me back on my heels.  It was my turn to step back slowly as he pressed the advantage and came in strong with attacks meant more to break down my form than actually kill me.

When I sensed the wall approaching from my rear I had little choice, so I jumped as high as the ceiling would allow back into the center of the room, narrowly missing having my leg taken off by one of his fierce swings.

I touched down on all fours perfectly poised, but I had only a brief second before he was again on me.

Using every millisecond to prepare myself, I rolled out to my left just before he arrived, causing his first attack to miss badly.  Coming out of my roll again on all fours, I lunged at him, fully expecting him to dodge and parry, which he did perfectly.  So I went into a slide on my back and swept his feet out from under him, a move he clearly didn’t anticipate.

Even so he still managed to catch himself with some measure of grace, but by the time he managed to stand I was only a half step away in full sprint, already flinging my body into a Force-propelled back flip.

I kicked my first foot, the right, as his weapon, knocking it high into the air.  The second foot, my left, would have struck him squarely in the chin if he hadn’t swayed his torso back slightly just in time.  

A little surprised by his agility, I worked quickly to extend my arc and land only a few meters away, my opponent without his weapon, momentarily.

We both searched frantically about the heights for it and found it at exactly the same time, each of us taking hold of it in an invisible grip.  The coveted weapon fell directly between us, neither of us willing to let the other have it.  

I would have placed myself higher than anyone else in this skill, but he was struggling with all his strength, his entire life, for that was indeed what he was struggling for.

Suspended only a meter or two above the ground, in perfect limbo at the hands of two unconquerable wills, the lightsaber was the difference between winning and losing, life and death.  Neither of us could afford to let the other have the weapon, so neither of us could afford to give anything less than everything.  But, unlike him, I didn’t automatically lose if he won it back.  That gave me the decisive advantage.

Taking the blue blade, Master Nasill’s, in my right hand, I released my grasp on his weapon and hurled the lightsaber directly at the Sith Lord.

Flying straight as a laser beam, the tip first pierced the burning, dual-bladed lightstaff squarely on the hilt, extinguishing both blades instantly.  But just centimeters before it likewise extinguished the Sith, it stopped, held in place with the Force.  I tried to jam it deep into his chest, but it wouldn’t budge.

It is amazing what power those on the verge of death can wield.

Then the blue blade went out, deactivated by a nudge of the Force, the hilt still floating in the air more than a meter in front of him.  He reached for it with his hand, and I saw that I had to move quickly to make use of my critical advantage.

Thankfully, it took me no longer than a second to locate a solution among the bodies of the fallen and draw it to my open palm.  The Jedi never used blasters very much, but with a little guidance from the Force I managed to aim and fire in one fluid motion, breathlessly whispering as I shot, “Sorry, Sela.”

The wide-eyed Sith instantly abandoned his endeavor dropped one foot back, swinging his body around sideways in order to present a smaller target to the beam.  But I barely even noticed.  

I wasn’t aiming for him.

My single shot hit the hilt of Master Nasill’s lightsaber squarely in the center, bursting it in two with a small fireball and a satisfying crackle.

It dropped, useless, to the ground.

That left one lightsaber between the two of us, and it was in my hand.

Completely desperate and even more helpless, he let loose with everything he had left, slashing arcs of sizzling, blue lightning across the room wildly.  What sparks came too close I caught on my lightsaber, absorbing them into the energy loop.

He soon either ran out of strength or realized the futility of his strikes, stopping as I approached him slowly.

He started stumbling backwards, as if he could escape, but soon hit the wall and was forced to stop, trapped, helpless.  I kept walking.  He began shouting, consumed with anger at his own failure, or his own death, or both.  

“You may have bested me here, boy, but it’s already over!  It’s finished!  You’ve lost!  Don’t you get it!  It’s too late!  It was too late before you arrived!  It was too late before you were born!  It was too late the moment the Jedi came into existence, the moment life, the Force itself, was created!  You’re all flawed!  Doomed!  Worthless!  We are the true power!  You can never be rid of us!  You can kill me now, but thousands more will return in my place!  This galaxy is run on power!  Peace can only be gained through strength!  Order can only be kept with power!  You Jedi have neither, and therefore there will always be war among you!  But you’re too blind to see it!  That is why your peace always crumbles!  That is why your justice cannot last!  You’re all just—!”

“Shut up!” I roared, finally within striking distance of him.  “I don’t care what you have to say!  I don’t care what you think!  I don’t care about the Sith!  I don’t even care about the Jedi!  Let them follow their rules and codes; they aren’t helping me now!  I only care about one thing.  I will have it, and you are standing in my way!”

With that, I swung violently, separating his head from his neck and leaving a deep scar in the durasteel wall behind him.  His dead body crumpled to the ground, smoldering, no different from the countless others strewn about the room.  

In death, there is no power.  Does that make it the final liberation, or the ultimate punishment?

In his case, I hoped it was the latter.

FOURTEEN


A massive set of double doors was all that stood between me and the end of a seven-year dream.


As a child I had feared this end, this moment, more than anything else in the universe.  In time, that fear turned to anger.  Anger at the Sith, for causing it, anger at the Force, for showing it, anger at myself, for not being able to stop it.


But I hid my anger.  I shut it away like all Jedi are taught to do.  I masked it with sayings and codes and techniques that may have cured the symptoms but never solved the problem.  So when the Sith entered the scene, ancient feelings were fulfilled in reality, and my anger took form around this tangible target.  I pretended to fight because I thought it was right, because I thought I believed in peace and justice.  What a lie.  I fought because I was angry.  I was mad, and I wanted to take it out on what I perceived to be the source of it all, the Sith.


And when anger takes shape, it becomes hatred, not a vague, broad emotion, but a pure, directed passion.  I hated the Sith, and for all the wrong reasons.  That’s why I could fight them so well.  That’s why I could kill them in cold blood like I had just done.  Sure, I didn’t really have a choice, I had to kill him, but I also wanted to.  I only regretted not making him suffer more.

And so there I stood, filled with hatred and fear, just one step away, one push of a button, one flick of my wrist, one nudge of the Force.  I was prepared to fight anything.  

It wasn’t too late, I knew it.  I hadn’t come all this way by accident.  I stood with the future finally within with my grasp.  I was going to stop it, and I only pitied the dark man of my dreams because I wasn’t going to show him any mercy.

I took a deep breath and strengthened my resolve.  I wasn’t going to let anyone else decide my future.

With a touch of the Force I found the button I was looking for on the small control panel that operated the huge doors to the power-generators, or whatever else was beyond.

“Res, stop!” a voice yelled from behind me.  Or was it inside me?

I turned around, and there was Dyn, running through an opening door on the far end of the room.

“Stop!” he repeated as he approached.  Before long he was standing just behind me.

“Dyn, what are you doing here?” I exclaimed, turning to face him.  As much as I wanted to finally finish what I had started so long ago, I couldn’t just ignore him.

“Looking for you,” he said.  “You can’t do this, Res.”

“I can, and I will.  Don’t try to stop me, Dyn; I’ve already made up my mind.”

“But that’s crazy!  You don’t know who’s in there!”

“I know Master Kaal is, and that’s more than enough.  An entire legion couldn’t keep me from going at this point.”

“Darth Pavan.”

“What?”

“Pavan.  He’s in there.  You know who that is, don’t you?”

“Even better, I’ll take him out here.”

“Don’t delude yourself, Res.  They say he’s a monster, not even human anymore.  He could kill us both with a snap of his fingers.  I can’t let you fight him, Res, not while I’m your friend.”  He was almost pleading, but I sensed a true sincerity in his voice.  Not that it changed anything.  

“But if I don’t Master Kaal is going to die!” I shouted at him.  “I can’t let that happen, I won’t allow it.”

Dyn’s expression hardened.  “Give it up, Res!  He’s already gone!  You’re death isn’t going to solve that!  I won’t let throw your life away!”

“He’s not dead!  I can feel it.  If I abandon him now I’ll never be able to live with myself.”

“Res, he was dead as soon as he went into that room, and he knew it!  That’s why he went!  He’s the one protecting you—no, all of us!  He said he had to stop Pavan from blowing up this place, that he had to disable the generators.  He’s buying us time.  Do you have any idea why?  Because we’d all be dead right now if he wasn’t!  This place would just be a crater, and most of the Jedi too, including you and me!  He chose to fight—to die—so that you would live!  Before he left he told Master Sarr and I to get you out of here.  Don’t let his sacrifice be in vain!”

“I won’t!  He may have decided to die, but I won’t let him; he means too much to me!  I’ll destroy anything that tries to kill him, Pavan included!  Then we won’t accept death or defeat!  We can turn this loss into a pivotal victory and end this war now so that no more Jedi have to die!  I can do it!  I will not lose!”

“Face it, Res, if you go through those doors then you’re as dead as he is!  You’re not invincible!  He’s gone!  Why you can’t you admit it?  You’ve known since you were a boy, why is it so hard now?”

I opened my mouth to say something, but nothing came out.  Did he really know?  Had I told him?  “…How?” I finally managed.

“I’m your friend, Res, remember?  We used to do everything together.  We fought alongside each other.  We trusted each other.  Res, listen to me.  I’ve lost enough friends today; I don’t want you to die too.  I know you care about him—I do too—but he did this because he cares about us both, enough to give his life for us.  Don’t ever forget that, Res, don’t ever forget it.”

The passion and conviction that pervaded his voice shook me from within, breaking loose some of the shards of anger and hate.  But I had come too far to turn back.  “You don’t understand, Dyn.  This is what I’ve been struggling against my entire life.  You’re right, I’ve known since I was a child, but I never once told him about it.  You know why not?  At first it was because I didn’t understand it, but then it was because I believed.  I believed that I could take hold of my future, that I didn’t have to follow the path laid before me, that I could make my own decisions.  I still believe it.  So, as long as I am alive, I will fight.  I have not spent years of training so that I can accept death so easily.  Maybe my dream was true; maybe his fate is to die.  I don’t give a dam!  I’ll take him back, even from fate!”

I turned back around and tapped the button on the control panel with a slight touch of the Force.

The doors whined and hummed as the enormous hydraulics peeled apart an aperture into the darkness beyond.

“Don’t do it, Res!” Dyn shouted over the noise.  “You’ll only get yourself killed!”

“Then I guess this is goodbye.  Try to not act like I did,” I said as I stepped into the void.

“Res!” he yelled, then hesitated.  “May the Force be with you.”

As the doors closed behind me the last remaining light was sealed away.  Only darkness remained.  

And it was silent.  I could hear my wavering feet tap against the floor and echo back a thousand times, like the entire room was empty, dead.

I noted quickly the lack of the normal whine and hum of the mighty fusion generators, but there was nothing to indicate an explosion.  No fire’s light pierced the black veil.  No crackling flames joined in my step’s hollow beat.  No cries or throes of final breaths knelled impending doom.       

There was nothing.  But it didn’t matter what room I was in: I could only move forwards.  

I expanded my senses outward into the Force, but the darkness blunted that sense too, just as before, like the ominous clouds still lingering in the night sky above.

Walking further and further into the night, nearing step-by-step what I could feel in my soul was the heart of darkness, a sense of overwhelming fear rolled across my body.  Just whose fear it was, I could not say.  My own, perhaps, or his.  Or maybe it was the Force itself, trembling at his very presence.  I couldn’t feel him, but I knew he was there.  Somewhere.  I reached for my lightsaber.

Then a single glowlamp flickered to life in front of me, its dim light splashing a weak halo not ten meters in diameter.

Another wave of fear, mixed with dread, roared over me as I surveyed the light, my eyes fixed upon the epicenter in terror.

I started to run.

It was only a short distance, but I reached the light with my breath gone, immediately sinking to my knees.

Master Kaal’s body laid lifeless on the floor, sprawled out on his back, not moving.  His knees were bent, and both hands were held tight to his chest, hiding what was surely a mortal wound.  

My heart shattered, anger and hate with it.  Only grief and sorrow were left.  

I propped up his head in my arms, desperately trying to revive him.  “Master, please!” I pleaded.  “I’ll get you out of here.”  I was on the brink of tears, a feeling I had not known in seven years.  “Please, Master” I said again, “I won’t let you go.  Wake up!”

He stirred, lifting his eyes ever so slightly.  A glimmer of hope returned.

“Master, stay with me!  We must get out of here!”

He struggled to move his head, his squinting eyes connecting briefly with own.  He coughed weakly, and a trail of blood trickled from the corner of his mouth.  His lips were dry and already starting to crack as body and mind escaped him.

His mouth barely slit, he coughed again breathed, “Res…you fool…”  He tried to smile but was unsuccessful. “Thanks.”

“Don’t talk,” I said wearily, “you’ll live yet.  I’ll carry you out.  Hold on.”

“No…” he managed.  “I…must give you…this.”  His hands unpeeled from his fresh wound, and in his right palm was a small, black data wafer.

“What is this?” I asked, ignoring my own advice.

He groaned and coughed once more, then faintly attempted to speak.  “You…”  He swallowed hard, in palpable agony, grimacing as he did so.

“Master, stop!” I begged, still fighting back tears in a final stand of hope.

“…You are free to break the chains of fate that bind you.”

His last breath spent, his head fell limp in my arms, and I felt all life escape him, leaving only a shell behind.  I laid him down, no longer trying to hold back my emotions.

I buried my face in my forearms across his chest, spilling all those tears that were seven years overdue, venting all that emotion I had kept locked inside.  I had spent so long trying to be a Jedi I had almost forgotten what it meant to be a man.  Now I had forgotten all those years of training, and as my life shattered before my very eyes, all I could do was cry, like a little child who’d lost his way.

I was once again myself.

Not the soldier, not the killer, not the pilot, not the Jedi.  The child.  The person I tried for so long to forget, to set aside.  The one who had no place in war, no reason to fight.  The innocent one.  Fragile, unstable, emotional, I was all the things I had come to scorn.  Weak.

But I couldn’t stop.  I had known about this moment for seven years, but still I wept uncontrollably.

Sorrow is forbidden to the Jedi.  They say that in time it turns to anger, and anger turns to hate.  

The sound of footsteps nearing turned all my sorrow instantly to hatred.

I sprang to my feet, lightsaber ignited, thirsty for blood.  I wanted to make whomever did this get the ultimate punishment, even if it was the Dark Lord Pavan himself.  I wanted him to suffer for my agony.  I wanted revenge more than I had ever wanted anything, and I no longer let the moniker of Jedi hold me back.

From behind the screen of darkness a shade of a man appeared.  He was enormous, almost two meters tall and impossibly broad, every piece of his body seemed covered in muscle, even from beneath his black cloak.  An aura of evil and power radiated from his body, like it was this man alone creating the shroud of darkness.

“You bastard!” I screamed at him.  “You’ll pay for this!”

He didn’t flinch.  He didn’t reach for his weapon.  He simply put out his hand in front of him, palm up, like he wanted me to take it.

I wanted to cut it off.  And I probably would have had I thought I could.

“Excellent,” the shadow said.  “Most excellent.  You have done well.”

“Shut up!” I roared.  

He ignored me, keeping his palm out.  “Now, come take you’re rightful place.”

“What the blazes are you talking about?!”

“You’re rightful place at my side, of course.”

“I’ll never join you!”

“Not unexpected,” he countered flatly, “but it is not up to you.”

“Yes it is!  I’m going to kill you or die trying!”

“Oh really?  How admirable.  All the more fitting to be apprentice.”

“Why do you keep saying that?” I demanded.  “I hate you!  I hate all your kind!”

“And I could ask for nothing more.  You see, I know what you want, little boy.  It’s the same thing we all want: power.  Your hatred can grant you power, and I can help you harness it.  You have passed all the trials.  You have the strength to surpass all Jedi.  You killed my former apprentice, now rise to take his throne.”

And suddenly, everything fell into place.  Everything made sense.  I understood why the gatekeeper called himself that.  I understood his final words, everything about him.  That’s how he found me so quickly.  He was expecting me.

I realized the meaning behind the words of the Sith Apprentice, why he had run at first, why he had killed Sela and Syra in front of me.  He had waited to kill her, so that I would see, so that I would follow him.  The soldiers were just a ruse; he knew I would beat them, and if I hadn’t, then I wasn’t good enough anyway.

I really was oblivious.  It really was futile.  They weren’t lying.  

They didn’t need to.

I raised my slanted eyes to his head.  “You set this up.”

“Yes,” he answered flatly.  He didn’t seem surprised.

“This entire attack?  Everything?  It was all for me?”

“Yes.”

“You killed all those people, just so that you could bring me here?”

“Yes.”

“Master Kaal, too?”

“Yes.”

“Damn you!” I shouted, furious.  “Why?  WHY!”

“You don’t seem to understand.”

“Understand?” I raged,  “Of course I don’t understand!”

“You personally, Res Fieri, are what will decide this war.  I have seen it.”

“I don’t believe you!”

“That’s irrelevant.  Just all these people’s lives.”

I brandished my green blade in his direction, but he was good two meters beyond it.  “You may call them irrelevant, but I’ll bear their sword and show you the meaning of their lives!”  

“Don’t threaten me, boy.  It’s not a wise decision.”

“But you can’t kill me,” I laughed.

“Don’t be so sure.  I’ll settle for just not letting them have you if I must.”

“You misunderstand,” I said, smiling crookedly.  “You can’t kill me.”

“Ha!” he mocked.  “That’s what your Master Kaal said just before I ran him through.”

“Don’t you ever say that name again!  You don’t deserve the presence of his body!  He knew more than you could possibly imagine.  He was the difference in this war.  He the reason you will fall.  He will haunt you for the rest your pathetic life.  Luckily for you, that will only be a few more minutes.”

“Alright then, boy, let’s see your skill.”  He drew his fiery weapon and twirled it in the air to both sides before setting it diagonally in front of him.  “Consider this your final test.  To fail is to die.”

I tapped into the Force one last time, drawing on its strength.  The power of it kindled once more my anger and hatred, amplifying it, but I had no choice and no mind to stop it.

I slid Master Kaal’s body into the darkness with a push of the Force then raised my blade high and charged the enemy leader, slashing down at him heavily.  

Green and red flashed and sparked as our weapons met, locked by two indomitable wills.

I backed off slightly and then quickly jerked the blade low, but a single sweep caught both that and my next strike up high.  I drew my weapon back across his body, but just missed, managing only to singe his dark robes.

Lord Pavan took advantage of the miscalculation, jabbing at my face as if to pierce me between the eyes.  I saw it coming and twisted to the right, watching as the blade flashed mere centimeters from the tip of my nose.  

Twitching my wrists up, I slashed at his outstretched hands, but hit his blade instead, knocking it aside.  He let the momentum of his weapon carry it out, turning it into a broad, horizontal sweep at my chest.

Feigning a high block in outer level, I ducked under it just in time and flashed at his stomach, but he was too fast, moving out of the way with remarkable agility for a man of his size.  With one of his feet he kicked up on the underside of my extended leg, knocking me off balance, then continued with another slash as I tumbled backwards.  Falling naturally into a back handspring I avoid the sweep with only centimeters to spare, landing poised on my feet two meters back.  

He didn’t charge or attack or make any move at all.  He just stood there, waiting, like he was toying with me.

I drew deeper and deeper into the Force, almost completely losing sight of my self and letting my anger take me into its torrent.

I screamed violently at him and rushed back into the fight with an overhead strike.

He caught it up high and held it briefly before shoving back out on it and swinging low at my feet.  I dropped my saber down, but instead of cutting it off I, I let it go by and hit it from behind, snapping my wrists immediately at his exposed flank.  But he was too fast, blocking it neatly away from his side and countering with a slash at my abdomen.  

I quickly sucked in my stomach to avoid being hit, and he came with another attack from above, stopping it at the last and dropping my arms to alter the vector of the blade towards his hip.

The Sith leader dropped his guard in perfect rhythm, intercepting my blade and stopping it with his own.  Twisting his wrists, he rolled over both blades in the gap between us, then snapped his up at my neck.  Tilting my upper body back instantly, the blade seared through the spot my head had just been.  I threw my blade up at his passing hand, but too late to make contact with anything but air.

The shadow’s weapon didn’t stop, and he spun his entire body around in a whirlwind strike aimed at my midsection.

Already back on my heels, I had no choice but the fall back on my hands, my body forming an arch on the ground.  With the Force I lifted my feet and propelled myself into the rest of the flip, kicking at him on my way but missing.  

As soon as I hit my feet I leapt forward, and the Dark Lord countered with the same.  Our opposite colored lightsabers met in a burst of white and a flurry of sparks   I growled and snarled at him as I tried with all my strength to overpower his hold and sever him in two.

“Yes!” he cried,  “Unleash your anger!”

I yelled at him in absolute rage and pounded down again on his firm blade.

But to my great surprise he let it go unimpeded, pivoting on his left foot so that it just missed back.  My momentum carried me forward, and I passed him whipped back around, hitting me on the back of the head with his elbow.

I stumbled forward and fell face first, sliding a few meters before coming to a stop at the edge of the halo.

Drawing energy from the Force, I lifted myself off the ground and back to my feet.  With the back of my hand I wiped my bloodied upper lip, staring vibroblades at my opponent through narrowed eyes.

I covered most of the distance between us in a single leap, crashing down on him with my lightsaber as if it were a vibroaxe, but he coldly waited and deflected it off to the side, countering with an attack of his own.

I flailed back around to beat his blade away, succeeded, and swept my weapon across his shoulders in reply.  He saw it coming well in advance, ducking under it easily and kicking at his stomach.

His foot hit me with an inhuman force, knocking all the wind out of me.  I stumbled backwards a few steps before regaining my balance.

“Come on, kid,” he taunted, “don’t make me regret this!”

I twirled the blade in a circle between my fingers, catching it upside-down after a few loops, then assumed the proper fighting stance once more.

Taking a step forward, I swung the from lower right to upper left, then turned my wrist over to keep his blade down so I could snap it around onto the top of his head.  Instead of moving his weapon up high, though, he leaned to the side and let it pass just centimeters from his shoulder, launching a quick horizontal strike at his torso.  I dropped to once knee so that it flew by above my head, then immediately unfurled my body and blade to intercept his next vertical slice just in time.

The massive shadow of a man took advantage of my unusual grip to roll both blades to my left until they hit they almost touched the ground.  The dangers of that position were obvious, but by the time I could disengage he had already landed a devastating right hook to my cheekbone.

My head jerked around violently, taking my body with it as I spun to floor and landed with a loud crack, probably from one of my ribs.  An arc of pain shot through my body, but a fire burned within me that could not be so easily quelled.  I leapt up, righted my lightsaber, then reentered the fight with a low feign, breaking out early to cut at his arm.

He anticipated both, then took the offensive as he drove forward with a series of sweeps and jabs.  My blade raced to meet all of his blows as I slowly retreated towards the edge of the flickering light.  

When I saw the chance I ducked under one horizontal sweep that went a little too high and sprang up hard to tackle him around his unprotected body.  Yet I hit him no more than I would have had I been fighting myself.  He seemed to know exactly when and where I would attack before I myself did, a power some extraordinary connection to the Force must have afforded him.  I was powerless to even touch him.  That didn’t stop me from trying, though.

Turning my outstretched dive into a tight roll, I came up swinging, rotating my body and blade in a hundred eighty degree arc to my rear.  But he was again ready, jumping over my low sweep and kicking straight up on my chin.

My only option was to jump up with the strike, lessening the impact, though not enough to keep my jaw from dislocating and a few bones from cracking.  My hand instinctively drew to my wounded mouth. 

And that was all the time he needed.

Spun around on one foot, inverting his lightsaber as he went.  Then my eyes widened in shock and fear as I realized what he doing, just nanoseconds before he drove his fiery blade underneath his right armpit and into my chest, withdrawing it immediately after.

Every nerve in my body exploded in pain, like the entire thing was on fire.  My lightsaber, still lit, fell to the ground as the hand that held it grasped the hole left by the deadly energy beam.  I stared down at it, gasping for breath more out of disbelief than injury.  I didn’t think it had hit anything important.  I knew I wasn’t going to die.  

Not from the wound, at least.  I didn’t dare another look at the man who inflicted it.  I simply collapsed to both knees as I succumbed to the overwhelmingly unfamiliar pain.  All the energy drained from my body, and along with it went all the emotion, till I was left with nothing, only regret.

I barely felt it as my body sank the final distance to the ground, completely out of my control.  As my strength receded I heard the Sith Lord say something, but either I couldn’t hear it well enough or was too far-gone to understand it.  It hardly mattered.

Through the corner of my eye I could see a look of sheer disappointment in the unwavering eyes of my Master as he rested just outside the halo.

Then, all my light faded away, abandoning me to the darkness within.

FIFTEEN


I awoke to a world of solid gray, the kind only found in starships built for war.  This particular room looked like it had been carved out of a solid block of durasteel ten meters by ten meters.  It was entirely featureless from top to bottom save for a single door off to the right side.

I stared at it through the wide slits formed by a colonnade of vertical bars perhaps five centimeters thick arranged in a semi-circle two meters in diameter.  The rest of the circle was formed by a spherical depression dug out of the wall, which rose two meters to the ceiling of the room.

Though I didn’t know where I was or how I had gotten there, I had a pretty good guess.  And though I had fought a tough battle, I didn’t feel injured at all, just slightly fatigued, probably the aftereffect of all the Force energy I had channeled through my body.

I seemed to remember having a terrible dream while I was unconscious, but I couldn’t remember what it was.  I wish it could have been everything.  I wanted to believe that maybe Master Kaal’s death hadn’t been real, that I had only dreamt it, just like before.

There was no escaping reality, though.  I had seen him dead with my own eyes, and I had fought with the man who killed him.  And there I was, sitting in what was must have been a Sith starship headed for Korriban or some FORT world or wherever their capital was, probably to be tortured or killed or Force knows what else.  Though, I suppose if they wanted me dead I would be already.  Unless they wanted to turn me, in which case I would rather kill myself.

I really wasn’t sure what I wanted to do.  More than ever I felt lost, worthless, powerless.  I was a Padawan without a Master, a rogue, a captive, disillusioned with the Jedi, angry with the Sith, too weak to even defend myself, let alone my Master.  I couldn’t even give him a proper funeral.  

At least he died a hero’s death.  Who knew what awaited me?

No, I was going to escape.  That was the only option.  That was the only way I could continue my fight.  It was too late to save my Master, but at least I could avenge his death and end the war that caused it.

I would make Pavan regret he hadn’t finished me.  I would make him atone for his sins with blood.  I would make all the Sith pay for their crimes with their lives, till the last one had fallen.  

Starting with this ship.

Just then the door to my right slid open and two men, wearing clothes that might have been officers uniforms, entered.  They both carried blasters at their side but kept them in their holsters.  They didn’t seem hostile, though I obviously couldn’t tell from the Force, so I didn’t know what intent they might have been hiding.  And it may just have precipitated from a belief that I couldn’t do them any harm while I was inside the cage.  

I decided to let them dream a little bit longer, picking myself up frailly as they approached.

“Well, look who decided to wake up,” one of them remarked.  I wasn’t too familiar with Sith insignias, but I guessed he was the higher ranked of the two.  At any rate, it appeared to confirm that they were somehow watching me.  I couldn’t actually see any holocams, but that didn’t mean anything.    

“I didn’t realize it was such a big event,” I replied.

“You’re supposed to be in stasis.  You’ve been out for almost four days,” the second man said.

“Four days?” I blurted before I could catch myself.  No wonder I didn’t feel very tired.

“Yep,” the first officer affirmed, “and a little too soon, I’m afraid.  Lord Pavan would be very upset if something were wrong with you.”

Pavan’s name made me think of the battle we fought.  It was a disgrace, really, a complete failure.  I winced as I reached across my chest to run the place where his lightsaber had pierced me, but I couldn’t find it.

A bit confused, I put my hand inside my clothes to feel for it, but still nothing.  At first I thought they must have used some sort of medicine—kolto, maybe—but then I realized there wasn’t even a hole in my tunic.  A brush of my fingertips across my lips confirmed what I had expected: nothing.  The back of my head was also perfectly normal as far as I could tell.  

“What the…” I started in disbelief.  “What…what did you do to me?”

“What are you talking about, kid,” one of them asked, as confused as I was.

“My wounds.  From the battle with Pa—Lord Pavan.  What happened to them?  What did you do?”

They looked at each other strangely.  Then the second asked, “What battle?”

“What do you mean, ‘what battle?’” I exclaimed.  “The battle.  In the generator room.  Pavan approached me and we fought.  He stabbed me right here.”  I pointed to place on my chest where the would should have been.  

“Look kid,” the first said, “We found you lying unconscious on top of some dead guy Lord Pavan had killed earlier.  There wasn’t a scratch on you.  You must have been pretty good to make it that far unharmed.”

If what they were saying was true, then I never really fought Pavan.  I had never talked to him.  I had never been wounded.  I had made it all up.  No.  “I don’t believe you.”

“Well, believe what you want, kid,” the first officer began, “but we were both there.  Lord Pavan said he was looking for something and led us to where we found you.  When he saw you were still alive he told us to take you with us and put you on our ship.  You should be thankful he didn’t kill you or just leave you there.  You’re a lot luckier than the guy you were lying on.”

No.  That wasn’t right.  It couldn’t be.  It was impossible.  I had seen him myself.  I had sensed him.  I could feel the darkness surround me as surely as I could feel my tunic.  He was there.  I knew it!  They were lying.  They had to be.  It was a game…or a trick, something.  They were just trying to confuse me.  They couldn’t be right.  They couldn’t be telling the truth.      

But what if they were?  That would mean that I never fought him, that I never even talked to him.  It had all been in my mind.  Had I made the whole thing up?  Had our confrontation been entirely fake, a figment of my imagination, or rather, a desire of it?  Was it what I had heard, or was it what I had wanted to hear?  Was it simply an outburst of emotion put into pictures?  

I ran my fingers through my hair as I stared at the ground, still not willing to believe.  “That’s…not…right,” I breathed.

“What does it matter now?” one of the men asked, almost like he was trying to calm me down.  “Just be glad you’re still alive.”

He had a point, and I reluctantly acquiesced.  I could think about it later, after I had escaped.  I still had information I needed to acquire.  

Actually, I would have taken just about any excuse not to consider what it all meant.    

“What did you do with my lightsaber?” I finally asked after several long seconds of silence.

“Your weapon?  Oh, Lord Pavan took it.  He probably destroyed it.  We’re certainly not fool enough to bring it on the ship with you.”  Well, that complicated things, but not too badly.  It wasn’t wholly unexpected.  And maybe it was better off destroyed.  That blade had seen the end of more than one Master.

I put my hand out to test the bars of my cell but hit a force field just before I touched it, giving me a slight jolt but nothing more.

“It’s a dual-layered containment field,” one officer said, noticing my probe “complete with backup systems and generators that can only be accessed from the bridge.  Oh, and the walls are fifteen centimeters of solid durasteel, and all the key components are well behind it.  There’s nothing you can do to get out of it, even with the Force.  So don’t bother.”

I also noticed there were no loose objects in the room for me to throw, except for two.

“And even if you did manage to take down the field, we’re always watching you.  We can depressurize this entire room, including all of us if need be.  If any of the systems go out, we’ll know and you’ll be dead before you can even leave the cell.  Besides, you may be good, kid, but you’ll never make it past all the guards and security measures on this ship.  Even if you got to the bridge, it’s impossible to fly the ship with only one person.  You’d be stranded in space, and the fleet would know exactly where you were.  Where would that get you?  You…”

He kept on talking, but I really wasn’t listening.  It seemed he was only talking to reassure himself anyway.  I was too busy searching the walls with the Force, looking for the power lines to the force field generators.  I found four of them, but by tracing them back to the projectors I found a spot where they all joined.

“Whoa, hold up,” I said, cutting the rambling man off in mid-sentence.  “So you’re saying I should stay put and wait for my torture?”

“You don’t really have a choice, kid.  And I don’t think you’ll be tortured, Lord Pavan made it clear that you weren’t to be touched.”

“Oh really?  Well, let me make this clear,” I said, leaning close to the edge of the cell, “you should never have taken me alive.”

Both the young officer’s eyes lit up with surprise as I ripped the surprisingly heavy door from its socket and hurled it at them, hitting the second one and knocking him out.  “Let’s see you depressurize the room now.”  

Then I yanked the four power cords from their sockets, and both containment fields died with a satisfying whine, leaving only the bars.  I swung my arm at the air in front of them and they all fell to the ground, broken by the incredible power of the Force.

The remaining officer reached for his weapon, but I pulled it from his grip and tossed it aside.  He tried to turn and run, so I lifted one of the fallen poles with the Force and threw it at him.  It hit him in the back with such strength that it punched through his spine despite being relatively blunt, dropping him instantly to the ground in a growing pool of blood. 

Alarms started to sound throughout the ship, echoing back until they filled the entire chamber.  I wasn’t sure where the holocams were hidden in the room, so I just stared up into the ceiling and shouted, “Come on you cowards!  I’m right here!  You want to stop me?  Then you’re going to have to kill me!”

That being said, I picked up one of the remaining poles and walked over the second officer, out cold on the floor with the enormous security door beside him.  A quick jerk of the Force and his blaster flew up to the open palm of my free hand and stared its former owner in the face.  I had planned on pulling the trigger so that I wouldn’t have to deal with him later on, but something stayed my finger.

What had he really done to deserve death?  He probably just joined the Sith to make a few extra credits or have some grand adventure, and neither of them had been malicious or spiteful towards me.  They were only following orders, and even then probably only out of fear.

Besides, he wasn’t going to be getting up—much less hurting anyone—with the beating he’d received.

I knew I had only had a few more seconds until the first patrols arrived, so I expanded my senses outward to surround the whole ship, trying to gauge its size, hoping it was something like an armed freighter or picket.  The last thing I needed was to have broken out of a cell and openly invited mortal combat on a cruiser or a battleship.  

Fortunately, that didn’t seem to be the case, judging from the amount and the radius of life within my somewhat limited range.  I also felt four of the people headed my way.

Pretty quick response time, I had to admit.  Not much for strategy though.  They didn’t stand a chance rushing at me in small groups.  Still, it was better for me that way.

Then they burst into the room, blasters blazing from their white-armored hips.  I ducked around one shot that came too close, then struck back with two force-propelled cell bars, both hitting and killing their unwary prey.  Perhaps the Sith thought I was powerless without my lightsaber.  

They couldn’t have been more wrong.

The second two men fell back into the doorway, trying to take a bit of cover behind the wall and revealing themselves only briefly and only to fire.  This really only served to make their shots so inaccurate that I barely needed to dodge at all.  I took my time and picked off the soldier on the right with a well-timed shot, just as he turned to target me.

The Force told me that the last man was falling back even further into the hallway, so darted out the door and blasted him before he even saw me.  He fell backwards in a cloud of sparks and smoke, crashing to the floor with the clank of armor.

I knew I needed to get to the bridge, but I had no idea where that was.  Instead, I just headed for the place where I could feel the highest concentration of people, exiting the area off to my right, blaster and makeshift quarterstaff in hand.

It wasn’t long before I came across another patrol of Sith Troopers, dashing down the hallway in two-line formation as quickly as they could manage in their restrictive armor.  The white plates glistened as streaks of artificial light reflected off them in all directions.  The suits looked new, and then men behind them had probably never been in a real combat situation in their lives.

Unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said for me.  Unfortunate for them, that is.

I snapped off a few shots at the leaders before they could get into firing position, hitting one of them in the shoulder and incapacitating him.

The rest of the troops dropped to their knees in perfect unison, spreading out to form a lopsided wedge that provided some protection to those in the rear, but virtually none to those in front.  Under the circumstances it was all they could do.

I sidestepped their first few shots, then started forward towards them once more, returning fire as I went.  One of the soldiers let out a cry of pain or surprise as my shot hit his blaster carbine with a flash of sparks.  He instantly dropped his weapon to the ground and, out of all ranged combat potential, stood up and started to retreat hesitantly.

I decided to abandon the blaster for the rod.  I was much more experienced and deadly with melee weapons, though this particular one was far inferior to my lightsaber and with the Force’s guidance I was probably the best marksman on the ship.  

Ducking around another round of blasterfire, I threw the pistol at the withdrawing trooper, smacking him in the faceplate, breaking it, and at least temporarily knocking him out.

That left only two men on each side of the hallway, and I was right on top of them before they could fire another shot thanks to an unnatural burst of speed granted by the Force.  The first man caught the end of my pole with his face, shattering his helmet and spilling thick blood down its shaft.  The man behind him sprayed off a wild shot in my general direction just as I brought my staff down hard on his head, crumpling both the helmet and the head inside.  The last two soldiers, still crouching to my left, had time to regain their focus and fire accurately, so I quickly rolled out to avoid the blasts as they streaked past and scorched the wall behind me.

Clamping both in the firm clutches of the Force, I flung them upwards until they collided violently with the ceiling.  Upon hearing two satisfactory cracking noises I let their limp bodies fall back to the floor under the influence of the ship’s artificial gravity.

I passed through two more teams of Sith Troopers and several ‘locked’ security gates before coming across the massive blast doors that I figured must have sealed away the occupants of the bridge from the rest of the ship.

The only problem: it was guarded by about twenty troops, including a J-RAR heavy repeating rifle with a portable generator that afforded it greater firepower and a nearly infinite capacity, so long as the coiling gas held out.  They had also set up a few improvised durasteel barricades for cover.  

The section of the hallway that approached the bridge was a four-way intersection with a single hall that probably ran a good ways down the center of the ship bisecting an ovular path that appeared to outline the perimeter.  The blast door that locked away the bridge was fifteen or so meters from the intersection, but the defenses took up five of them, giving me only about ten to work with.  

I was nestled on the right route, safe from the fortifications but still vulnerable to direct attack from three sides, only one of which I was prepared to defend.

It wasn’t going to be easy, but it also wasn’t insurmountable, and I was determined not to let anything stop me.  I knew that if I pulled it off then I would probably avoid a confrontation once inside the bridge, making it extra important—or at least giving me a proper excuse—to flex my muscles a little.

I took a quick peak around the corner, but had to pull back quickly as I almost had my head taken off by the trigger-happy gunner manning the J-RAR.

“Jedi!” some voice screamed, “Come out, now!  We do not want to kill you, but we will not hesitate to protect ourselves!”  Something about my past experiences made it seem like the latter half of the statement was a bit truer than the former.  Either way, they were just wasting their breath.

“This is your last chance, Jedi!” the voice continued.  “You are outnumbered and outgunned!  Surrender now!”

Not likely, I thought.  Too late to go back now.

He did have a point, though.  I needed to take care of that repeater.

Feeling for the heavy machinery in the Force, I grasped the power cable that connected the portable generator to the blaster itself, but then thought better of it.  I wanted something more a shock effect.

I wished I could cause the generator to explode, but I wasn’t sure how to do so.  Instead I grabbed hold of the repeater’s barrel, the portion of the weapon that housed the high-yield blaster coils used to refine the deadly energy into tight beams and without which the entire thing would be useless.  Then, with but a twitch of the Force I snapped the meter long barrel in two as easily as I might snap a Tyynr twig between my fingers.

I couldn’t actually see the destruction I had caused, but I did catch the crackling of sparks and few shouts of surprise.

“How about now?” I taunted them.  “Still feeling confident?  It’s not to late to surrender.  I promise I won’t kill you if you do.”  

Apparently they weren’t interested in my offer.  

I grinded my hands around my former jail bar as I prepared for action, longing for the familiar grip of my lightsaber.  It would have made things much easier.  I didn’t have it, though, so I was going to have to improvise.

Taking a deep breath, I surrounded my self in the presence of the Force, dissolving into its current.  Then I took a step out from the bulkhead and into the open, my rod ready but relaxed at my side.

Twenty blazing blaster bolts rushed out to meet me, yet they hit nothing but air.  

For before the Sith had fired—before they had even thought about firing—I flipped off to my left, landing several meters from the point of their attacks.

Reaching out with body mind and body, I summoned one of the barricades to me, scrambling to get cover behind it as the massive sheet of durasteel slid across the sleek floor on end.

The Sith immediately began to pelt the plating with blasterfire, causing a storm of sparks and smoke.  Before long I could feel the warmth against my back as wave after wave of blasterfire drenched the plating in heat, peppering it with black spots.

For the moment, though, the traitorous barricade held, and I focused on the mission at hand.

Pouring out the raw energy of the Force, I lifted the untouched barrier off the ground, raising it to the ceiling, much to the surprise of the Sith troops behind it, who spared a moment in awe or dread before attempting to scramble out from underneath it.

It was too late for them, though; I accelerated the plate down on their heads, flattening them all to the ground, many in a somewhat less-than-natural position.  When I turned the plate back on end, only three of the nine were moving.  Only one tried to get up, failing miserably, his legs probably broken.

I then quickly whipped the former barricade around like a slap of my hand, only much, much bigger.  The blow knocked aside a luckless half-squad of troopers who had turned from firing to witness the fate of their crushed comrades.

Three of the men went flying over my head, only stopping when they hit the wall behind me and slid to the ground, lifeless.  The other three soldiers deflected off to the side, batted right into their unsuspecting allies’ line of fire.  They each took several hits that twisted and turned them in midair, scarring their impeccably white armor a scorched black.

I tried to swing at the plate at the remaining troops but noticed that they had begun to charge, so I abandoned the idea, letting the sheet fall to the ground.

There were seven left, and they all had blasters, but I had the ultimate equalizer.  It was over before it had even begun.

Waiting until they neared within just a few meters, I vaulted the forerunner over my head with the force, letting him fall to the ground freely in obvious and understandable pain.

The others in the group stopped immediately, losing their resolve.  I took the advantage to spring out from my shield, flipping through the air with my staff.

I landed knelt to the ground, one more soldier dead under the might of my rod.  But I didn’t have time to waste.  Quicker than the eye could see I lashed out at the man to my right, snapping his neck with a blow to the side of the head.

The man beside him fired, as did the three at my back, but I ducked under all of them, ripping the soldier’s blaster from his hands and throwing straight it back, over my head.  Still crouching, I swept at the Sith’s ankles, then continued the loop around to pummel his abdomen as he tripped and fell.  He let out a muffled groan as all his breath escaped him, then fell silent.

Two scarlet blaster bolts rushed to avenge him, but I launched into a back flip, narrowly avoiding them as I spun.  Twisting my body around in midair, I landed just short of the other man, toppling him with an overhead strike while he stumbled backwards after taking a hit from the blaster I’d thrown.

I landed directly between the two remaining warriors, rolling out immediately to avoid their point-blank shots.  They each missed me, but one did manage to hit his fellow soldier standing not a meter away.  Both men cried out in alarm, but only one of them fell.

Coming out of the tight roll and rising to my feet, I took one step, then spun on the man, blade extended.  The staff caught him in the shoulder, sending him twisting through the air till he hit the ground a meter away, probably not dead, but in no position to get up.

I stood there for second in the silence as the thin smoke of blaster discharges rose to the ceiling, surveying with satisfaction the fruits of my victory.  Twenty-two men, armed and fortified, had once stood to oppose me.  Now it was only I who stood at all.  

It was a testament to the power of the Force.  I was told such power is dangerous, but my question at that moment was ‘to whom?’

Suddenly I became acutely aware that a huge blast door big enough to withstand a blast from a thermite charge still stood in my way and that I had no idea how I was going to get it open.  I dropped my staff and walked forwards, sizing up the door as I approached.  The thing was solid metal, at least twenty centimeters thick, and made of an alloy I’d never encountered.  But given the circumstances, I felt safe assuming it was a lot stronger and heavier than simple durasteel.  Not to mention it was attached to the walls and sealed shut with powerful electromagnets.  

I didn’t think I would be able to move it, even with the Force, so I just stood there, staring at it blankly, trying to formulate a plan of action.  It seemed odd to have fought that big battle so well just to be stopped by a door.  I really didn’t know what to do.

Then the door just opened.  The protective blast door spilt apart in the center and slid away into the wall, followed shortly thereafter by the standard security door.

I started to wonder why I deserved such an odd occurrence, but decided to step inside first, while I still had the chance.  Once inside, a commanding voice thundered from a tall, slender man in the middle of the room, probably the captain, but it was not directed at me.  “You!” he shouted, drawing his blaster from the holster at his side.  “What do you think you are doing?  We will not surrender, you coward!”  A fiery dart erupted from his pistol and one of the Sith crewmen fell, slumping into his seat at one of the computer terminals.

He then turned his angry head at the door, cursing at the sight of me, then brought his blaster around as well.  “Die, Jedi!”

I ripped the blaster from his hand before he could fire, turning it around so that it floated level with his head, the muzzle mere centimeters from his face.  He tried to reach up and grab it, but a quick twitch of the Force burned a black hole between his eyes before he even came close.  The entire crew drew in a collective breath of fear, pressing their backs tightly against their chairs, not daring to move, much less reach for a blaster that might turn on them.          

“I commandeering this ship in the name of the Republic,” I shouted so they all could hear.  “Stand down and throw your weapons on the floor.  If you lie to me, do not follow my orders, or in any other way resist, I will not hesitate to crush you.  If you cooperate, you will not be harmed.  You are now prisoners of war, and if you make it back to the Republic without forcing me to kill you, then you will receive all the rights granted thereby.  Any questions?”

There were none, and the few that were armed threw their weapons out into the open.

I strolled up to the command position where my predecessor had fallen and said, “Good, now pull this piece of junk out of hyperspace immediately.”

“Y-y-yes, S-sir,” an obviously nervous and fearful crewman answered.

Moments later the spiraling tunnel came to an end, splitting into starlines, then coalescing into stars.

I breathed a sigh of relief.  The first part was over.

The hard part could begin.

I decided the first thing I need to do was contact Fleet Command and find out the fastest way back into Republic territory.  I wanted to go some place near, far from the Core and the Jedi Council, far from everyone, but with the war going the way it was, I couldn’t be sure what worlds the Republic still held.

That left me with an interesting problem.  The gracious Sith generously offered me unlimited use of their hypercom system, and I was able to connect to the Republic communications network, but since I was on a Sith vessel, I didn’t have any of the com codes needed to reach anyone worth talking to.

I therefore had to send out a general distress signal on an open channel, which was intercepted by a cargo freighter on the edge of the Kyrtek system.  The captain onboard was good man who routed my call through to the Kyrtek traffic control, who in turn passed it on to the local government.  From there they connected me to the highest level of the Republic government they had access to, which was their diplomatic office on Coruscant.

Thirty standard minutes later the annoyingly polite receptionist agreed to connect me to the main government office, which immediately transferred me to the Fleet Command office, where I was able to slowly work my way up the chain of command until speaking with some groundside General named Leren who seemed to know who I was even though I’d never heard his name before.

He was more than willing transfer me to Admiral Oannus on board his flagship orbiting Seneir IV, but first I had to speak to one last communications officer, who told me that the Admiral was in the refresher and unavailable.  My frustration was beginning to build, but I agreed to wait for him to finish.  Not that I really had a choice.

So when the Admiral finally did come on the line, I was in no mood to chat, and apparently neither was he, though I wasn’t sure whether it was because of being interrupted or recently losing Talus.  At least, I assumed we had lost Talus.   

“Who is it?” he demanded.  “This better be good.”

“Admiral, this is Res Fieri,” I answered.

“Who?” he asked.  That surprised me.  Everyone else seemed to know who I was.

“Res Fieri,” I repeated.  “I’m with the Jedi.  I fought at Talus, though—”

“Oh,” he interrupted, “you’re Vrotik’s boy, I remember.  There’s been a lot of talk about you lately—wait!  Is he with you?”

“No, sir.  He’s…dead.”

“Oh…I’m sorry to here that, son.  He was a good man.”

“The best, sir, thank you.”  Several moments of silence followed, which I liked to think were out of respect for him.  They certainly were on my end.     

“So, why did you call me?” the Admiral said at length.

“Well, for several reasons, sir.  First…I guess, would be that I’m now in control of a Sith warship, and I’d like to know what to do with it.”

“Oh really, a Sith warship?” he said in a tone mixed with surprise and amusement.  “You captured a ship?  All by yourself?”

“Yes, sir.  It’s just a picket, nothing too big.”

“And how did you manage to do that?”

“Do we really have time for this, Admiral?” I asked, still a little frustrated.  That wasn’t the real reason I had contacted him.

“Oh, I think so,” he assured me.  “I’m quite curious how a single boy, even one of you’re regard, managed to take over an entire enemy starship.”

“Well, uh…I was taken prisoner after the battle on Talus and woke up a few days later in a cell on this ship.  I think I was supposed to be in stasis, but for some reason I was pulled out early.  After that I destroyed the cell, killed the guards, and fought my way to the bridge.  I think I had a little help from a short-lived defector.  Anyway, I killed the captain and was able to, uh…convince…the crew it was in their best interest to help me.”

“You make it sound so easy,” he remarked.

“I had the Force, sir.  It was.”

“Heh.  So what are you doing now?  I’ll do whatever I can to help you.”

“I’m in the middle of nowhere, floating in open space near the edge of the Outer Rim, just inside FORT.  I was held for four days, but we must have spent a few of them repairing and resupplying.  I’m less than a day’s trip inside.  I need to know the closest Republic world with a base on it, and I need you to let them know a Sith ship is coming.”

“I can certainly do that, just let me talk to my navigator.  Go ahead and send me your coordinates.”  The transmission momentarily went inactive, so I punched in my current coordinates into the hypercom and transmitted them.  

A few moments later the Admiral came back on the line.  “Alright, son, looks like we’ve got a small outpost on the fifth planet of the Xenthrastus system.  It’s not far from your position.  Can you make it?”

I’d never heard of the system, but I was willing to take his word that it actually existed.  “I’m sure I will, Admiral.  If you’ll excuse me for a moment.”

I covered the auditory feed with my hand, turned my head to the Sith navigator, and snapped, “Get me a route the Xenthrastus system immediately!  And don’t jump until I give the word!”

He weakly and fearfully acknowledged, so I lifted my hand and returned to the conversation.  “Thank you, Admiral, I greatly appreciate it.”

“Don’t mention it, son.  It’s the least I can do.  Oh, and I’ll make sure to tell the station your coming so they don’t take a shot at you.  I’m also transmitting the master clearance codes just in case.  You should be set to go.  Anything else I can do?”

“Well, sir, uh…can I…uh,” I stuttered.  I still wasn’t sure about everything, but finally asked, “Do you know where I can find Dyn Enders?  He’s a Jedi, and he also fought at Talus.  I thought he might be with your current battle group.”

“Sorry,” he replied, “I haven’t heard anything about him.  I remember him, though.  Good pilot, as I recall.  His Master was like the number two Jedi with your group, wasn’t he?  Delin, was his name?”

“Yes, sir.  Delin Sarr.  Do you know anything about him?”

“I’m afraid not.  I’m sorry.  I could try to find out for you, though.”

“That’s alright, sir.  But could you give Dyn a message for me?  Tell him to meet me where I’m going.  You don’t need to explain why, just…that I need to talk to him…and that it’s very important.”

“Hey, son, you okay?” he asked with a genuine sounding concern I had not previously encountered in him.

“I’m…fine, sir,” I lied.  I was lost and confused.  On the outside I fought to keep an appearance of strength and certainty, but that was nothing but a façade, the inevitable—and in no way unintentional—consequences of intensive mental reconditioning.

“Alright, then.  I’ll make sure he gets it as soon as possible.”

“Thank you, Admiral.  I’ll let you get back to your business.”

“Very well, then.  Good work, Res, and welcome back.  Oannus, out.”

I flipped off the com unit and spun around to face the crew, who immediately shrank back in their chairs, as if my gaze alone could strike them down.  Then, checking the main display to confirm that the coordinates were indeed the ones I’d requested, I shouted, “Make the jump to the hyperspace!”

An eternity passed, it seemed, waiting in that cramped, dull barracks room, filled with gray and completely featureless.  There was metal everywhere, cold and hard.  Metal floors, metal walls, metal beds, even the scant furniture was comprised of some sleek alloy.  There was no comfort in that room, but even if there had been, it wouldn’t have been for me.  I guess that’s not what is important in war.  War is cold and hard as well, deprived of all warmth and comfort, like that room. 

Like me.

Was that our just reward for war?  Or was war our just reward for that?  Had war driven away our peace?  Or had peace invited war within?  Either way, it was all irrelevant.  Peace and war, they’re the same, really.  They’re both the delusions of limited perception.  They both seek to accomplish the same thing.  The only difference comes with a change in perspective.  It all depends on whether or not you have power, and whether or not you want it.

Both peace and war are means to power.  

It is ridiculous to claim that the Sith want power while the Jedi do not.  They Jedi want power to stop those who would seek it.  That is the power of peace.  The Sith want power to stop those who would seek to stop them.  That is the power of war.

Yet they are one and the same, but because the Jedi are in power, we serve peace, and the Sith, war.  Would we not seek out war if the Sith were controlling the galaxy?  Would we not do so in the name of peace?

We are all hypocrites, masters of propaganda.  We seem blind to every view but our own, and therefore we stumble across war after war, wondering why our peace always crumbles.  So often we are quick to place the blame on others, but they are simply doing exactly what we are, only under a different name and in a different place.  And while this is clearly evident, we are powerless stop it from happening.  For though we are not truly blind, we refuse to open our eyes.

That was why we were fighting a war.  It was why I was sitting in that room and not one aboard a Republic warship or within the Jedi Temple.

I’d used the proximity as a convenient pretext, but the real reason I wanted to be so far away was because I wasn’t sure I wanted to return.  That was also why I sent for Dyn.  I could just as easily have gone to him.  

But I wanted to talk to him before I did anything.  He was perhaps, my only friend.  I could have used one excuse after another, from my training to fate itself, but the truth was obvious: I didn’t care about anyone.  It took my Master’s death for me to realize just how important some people were.

At one time I had thought the vision had been a blessing, a warning, a stimulus for change, a motivator, nothing more.  I had thought it was something that I had to strive to correct, a goal, maybe.  But it quickly became a burden, something I had to struggle against with all my strength.  Now it’s nothing, a thing of the past, meaningless, a mere memory.

I think that I was wrong about it all along.  It wasn’t a warning, nor was it burden.  And though there was nothing I could do to stop it, it wasn’t pointless.

It was a lesson, and one I largely ignored.  And so it taught me the hard way, with pain and suffering.  I’d had a bad experience as a child, and so I let that influence me.  Instead of cherishing what I had, I lamented what I had lost.  

So, the lesson still unlearned, I repeated its tragedy.  I lost the one I held most dearly.  And I again sank into sorrow, though I wasn’t sure how to express it.  The result was anger.  Anger at myself, anger at the Sith, anger at the Force.  I took responsibility when it was not mine to take.

It was all because I had nothing else.  I didn’t have anyone else to turn to.  I realized that throughout all my struggles, I had told no one about them.  I thought they were mine alone to deal with, but I hadn’t realized that others would have gladly taken up my burden.

And thus, I took the full weight of the consequences, and I had no one to ask for help.  As a Jedi, as a sentient being, I should have reached out to others and depended on them.  I should have helped them and let them help me.  I should have been compassionate and caring towards everyone.  

I was not.  I closed myself off, fearing relationships, trusting only in my own strength.  I didn’t want to help anyone else, and I didn’t think anyone else could help me.  I was insensitive, uncompassionate, and uncaring, the exact opposite of everything I should have been.  

It seemed that in shaping myself into an instrument of war, I forgot what I was fighting for.  Not peace, not victory, not the Jedi or the Republic.  The Force was not meant to preserve such frail traditions.  

No.  The Force served life, and that meant serving others. 

That was what these seven years should have taught me.

That was why my Master fought.  

I had fought only for myself.  But now I would fight for him, and in doing so, save everyone, that I might carry on his legacy and never forget his death.

Dyn and Master Sarr arrived a day or two later.  I can’t really say how much time passed because I never left my room.  However long it was, though, it wasn’t long enough.  Meeting them meant answering questions, and some questions I wasn’t sure I could answer.  Maybe it was time to put my newfound dedication to the test, and try to rely on others for what I could not do myself.

Actually, I didn’t have much of a choice.  I never did.

So while part of me hoped that when the door finally started to crack it was just another guy in some tidy Republic uniform bringing me another meal I wouldn’t eat, I felt more relieved than surprised when it turned out to be my childhood friend and my Master’s closest companion.

“Res!  You are alive!” Dyn exclaimed when he first saw me.  “Thank the Force!”

I managed to show him something of a half-grin.  I wasn’t in any mood to smile.  “Well, someone told you to come here.”

“Yeah, but when Talus fell and you didn’t rejoin the fleet, we thought you’d been killed or captured for sure.”

“I was, for a time.”

“What?  Dead or captured?” Master Sarr asked jokingly.  I wondered how he could make a joke at a time like that.  Maybe he was just trying to cheer me up.

Dyn spoke, however, before I could say anything.  “So what happened?  The admiral didn’t give us any details.”

“I’m not sure, exactly,” I admitted.

“But Vrotik’s not here with you,” Master Sarr lamented.  “I guess…he really is dead, isn’t he?”

I just nodded.

“Kind of hard to believe, you know?” he said, his voice more than a bit crestfallen.  “Well, he told us he might not be back, but…I didn’t want to believe him.  He was like…invincible.  That’s why I always wanted to work with him.  Never thought I’d outlive him in a thousand years.”

“Was he already gone when you found him, Res?” Dyn asked.  “I’d never be able to live with myself if I was right there and refused to help him.”

I shook my head, staring at the floor.  “No.  No, Dyn.  It was too late for either of us to do anything.  You were right.  I’m…well, I…I never should have gone in there.  It was stupid, and I’m lucky just to be here.  I probably should be dead right now.  I wasn’t thinking straight.  It’s just that…I was angry, and I thought I could do it alone.”

“Don’t say that, Res,” he said.  “I can understand how you felt.  I probably would have done the same thing if I were you.”

“No, it was wrong,” I insisted.  “I was overconfident.  I thought I had enough power to change things, but…I was wrong.  I needed help, but I was too proud to admit it.  I knew it was over, but I just couldn’t let go.  I should have listened to you.  You were right all along.  I just…I guess, what I’m trying to say is…I’m sorry.”

“There’s no need to apologize, Res.  You were just doing what you thought you was right.”

“But…I knew it was hopeless.  I had known it for a long time.  I just couldn’t accept it.  I let my grief and anger control me.”

“You can’t blame yourself for trying to save him,” Master Sarr said.  “I was torn over whether or not to just leave him, but you weren’t.  You knew the danger, but you went anyway.  You’re a much braver man than I.”

I didn’t know what to say.  I had seen my Master’s death as a failure, but maybe Master Sarr was right.  Maybe I really did do all I could to save him.  Maybe that was enough.  

But maybe it wasn’t.  That was the problem: I could never know for sure.  No matter how many people tried to convince me, I could never convince myself.  

“But I was there,” I insisted.  “He was alive, and then he died.  And I was right there.”

“It was already over, Res,” Dyn said.  “You did what you could, but it wasn’t meant to be.  Search the Force.  You know you did the right thing.”

“No!  If I did the right thing then why is he dead?  I just sat there while he died!  Now he’s dead!  He’s dead and I did nothing!  I…I couldn’t even fight to avenge him!”

“You mean you didn’t fight with Pavan,” Master Sarr said curiously, trying to change the subject, even if only slightly.  I was more than happy to oblige him.    

After taking a moment to calm myself, I answered, “No…well…at least, I don’t think I did.”

“You don’t know?”

“I remember fighting him, but…it was just a dream.”

“Another dream?” Dyn asked.

“No, it’s not like that at all.  After Master Kaal collapsed I must have fallen unconscious.  I then met and challenged Darth Pavan, lost, and was badly injured, or so I thought.  When I awoke I was in a detention cell on a Sith starship, and all my wounds had vanished.  But they had felt so real.  I remember the searing pain my shoulder vividly.  It certainly felt real.”

“Maybe it was real.  The Sith could have healed you while you were being held captive,” Dyn suggested.  

I shook my head.  “No, it wasn’t.  It was the Sith who told me, but I believe them.  I think my grief over the loss turned to anger and hatred for Pavan, who had killed him.”

“And the Force turned that passion into a vision of what you desired?” Master Sarr asked.  “That’s not impossible.”  

“It’s all I can think of,” I replied, “though it’s not a pretty thought, given what I saw.”

“Why?” Dyn asked.  “What did you see?”

“I’d…rather not discuss it.  I don’t even want to think about it myself, to be honest.  I’ve got enough to consider as it is.”

“Alright, then.  I think we both can respect that,” Master Sarr said.

“Thank you,” I responded, genuinely grateful.  “So, what happened on Talus?  We lost it, didn’t we?”

“Yeah.  They knew how we worked, and used that against us.  Their first wave as just large enough to make us to call in our reinforcements.  Then they jumped in a second fleet, trapping us all in the system with interdictors.  They plowed through our defense screens, moving in on the shipyards, then the surface.  Their main target appeared to be the headquarters, though I’ve never been able to understand why they didn’t just pound it to dust from orbit.  A lot of the Jedi that were there went down to aid those of us already on the ground, but it wasn’t any use.  We lost a lot of them before the retreat was ordered.”

“But how did you manage to escape?  The Sith were all over the place when I first entered the system.  I had to fight them all just to land.”

“We got lucky, basically.  The new fleet of Corellian cruisers that had been behind schedule dropped out just behind the Sith lines.  They weren’t enough to salvage a victory, but they destroyed the interdictors so that we could flee.  And even then we lost a lot of ships on the way out.  I just hope the Republic can recover quickly enough to halt any further advances into the Core.  We may be forced to sacrifice a few systems to strengthen the defenses along the important routes.   I hope not, though.  Even with Talus gone, the other shipyards are in full production.  They should be enough.  I think.”

I sighed heavily.  I didn’t need any more bad news.  “So what’s the fleet doing now?  Are you regrouping at Seneir?”

“No, most of it is still scattered.  It’s basically in complete disarray at the moment.  We came from the Helmot system in the Mid Rim, but we had just received summons from the Jedi Council when the message from you arrived.  We came here first, obviously, but we can’t waste too much time getting to Coruscant.  Actually, we should probably be going soon.  If you have any other questions then you can answer them on the way.”

“I’m sorry, Master Sarr, but I can’t go with you to Coruscant.  Not now.”

“Why not?” Dyn asked.  “You don’t have to see the Council if you don’t want to.”

“No, it’s not that.  It’s…hard to explain.  I just need some more time…to think…about everything.”

“Res, you have to come back with us,” Dyn insisted.  “We need you.  The Republic needs you.  The Jedi need you.  You’re not going to stop now.  Are you?”

I looked up at him, but said nothing.  

His expression dropped.  “No, Res, you can’t quit.  You can’t.”

“Come on, Dyn,” Master Sarr said softly, touching him on the shoulder.  “He has to make his own decision.”

“But Master—“ 

“I’m not going to stop, Dyn” I said, “I’m just not sure if I can go on like this anymore.  I need to think about it…alone.”

It was silent for a moment, but then Dyn nodded his head in affirmation.  “Alright,” he said.  “But no matter what you choose to do, I’ll always be here for you.”

For the first time in a long while, I smiled.  “Thanks, Dyn.  I know you mean it.”

He turned to walk out, and Master Sarr let him pass by, an understanding look on his face.  “Take as much time as you need,” he said.  “And remember, this is your life.  Do what you think is right, and don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”

It’s funny.  As a child I always thought I dreamed of being a Jedi some day, like that was some great accomplishment, something to be pursued above all else.

The Jedi were the great guardians of peace and justice, the indomitable virtues.  With the power of light on their side, nothing could stand in their way.  Darkness vanished with their very presence, and all the evils of this universe were driven away forever with only a whisper of their hallowed name.

They were beyond reproach, pillars of light and virtue, faultless in every manner, trained to perfection in the true ways of the Force.  They were the servants of the Republic, keepers of the peace, mediators of disputes, protectors of the weak.  They were all things to all people.  The quintessential sentient, the pinnacle of civilization.  

And they were warriors, fierce in battle, virtually invincible.  Criminals and thugs and all forms of evil cowered and ran in the light of their blazing weapons.  No one could stand against them.  A good Jedi always avoided a fight when possible, but was quick to action when necessary, and devastatingly potent in doing so.

I’m not sure which of their traits I admired most, but I know I desired them all.  I wanted to be a Jedi more than anything else.

But then, what could I expect?

I had lived in the Temple my entire life, bred from an early age to join the Order.  I knew nothing of my former life.  I had no father or mother to speak of, no brothers, no sisters, no relatives at all.  As far I knew, I had been born inside the Temple.

But I had the Jedi.  I had a master, sometimes several, that supported me until I was of proper age to begin extensive training.  And I had others just like me, who also wanted to be Jedi.

I never really had a choice.  The Jedi were my family.  They were all I had ever known.  How could I have grown up wanting to be anything else?  The Jedi had assured themselves a willing student, strong and talented, completely loyal.  

But then they made a grave mistake.

They let me go.  They let me see what was beyond the Temple walls, and they had given me a Master that did not seek to blind me to the truth, as they had.

But that was not what discouraged me.  The real universe isn’t what they feared.  There is no darkness or evil in this galaxy.  Evil exists only within the minds and hearts of people.  The Jedi fear what darkness might awaken within their prized students while they are not there to control it.

That is what disheartens me.  I couldn’t see what the Jedi were really like until I was no longer within their grasp.  They can preach all kinds of virtue, and much of it may be very true, but the fact is they didn’t trust me on my own.  They really didn’t trust anyone unless they had deemed them worthy of being a Jedi.  And even then, I’m not so sure.

They wouldn’t stand for anyone to oppose them, to form their own views, even if they were peaceful about it.  Why?  Because they feared loosing influence over them.  

Oh yes, their so-called ‘dark side’ must be dangerous indeed to those who deviate ever so slightly from the guidelines of the Jedi.  No good can possibly come from anything else.

It doesn’t make sense.  My Master saw that, but unlike the Jedi, he didn’t try to force it upon me.  He didn’t try to bind me to himself; he wanted me to be my own person.

I’ve experienced the danger of darkness.  I’ve tasted the power of passion.  They are meaningless in the face of true virtue.  Only a corrupt heart can give birth to an evil will.

Yet, rather than trying to exorcise this evil, the Jedi merely seek to limit it.  They try to suppress their emotions and actions, bending them towards the light.  But they are fools, content to wipe the blood from their battered bodies while ignoring the open wounds.

They take no risks, fearing the consequences, and that is why they are so weak.  All the great Sith Lords have been defeated by taking a risk, a risk is called war.  Will the aggression and death inherent in war unlock the evils within our hearts?

They don’t know, because they have taught that the only way to safeguard against darkness is to avoid all such actions.  They would have nothing to fear if they were truly pure, but they are not, and so they hesitate, allowing their enemies to gain an advantage until it is almost too late.  

Only then, when it is already inevitable, do they accept the fate of war.  And what does it cost them?  Their ideals, their virtues, their teachings, their traditions?  No.  They pay their due in lives and then go back to being the same as ever, having learned nothing from the experience.

It is a shame.  Servants of the Republic.  Keepers of the peace.  Ha!  They are just illusions, as false as my childhood.  It’s easy to claim such titles in pacifism.  

The Jedi truly serve neither the Republic nor the peace.  War now threatens them both, and what have the Jedi done?  Nothing.

They serve only themselves, caring about the Republic and peace only when it is convenient, only when doing so is in line with their false ideals.  And while this may be difficult to discern in times of peace, it is never more evident than in war. 

I cannot and will not submit to such a farce.

Yet, for all my contempt, the actions of a few should not condemn the whole.  There are many good people among the Jedi who fought and died for the Republic, even against orders, and many more who would gladly do so at the Council’s command.  I cannot blame them for their position or my opinion.  I am the rogue here.

Twenty thousand years of tradition is a hard thing to fight.  And I have to wonder: is there a place in that tradition for me?  Does being a Jedi mean following a code, or an ideal?  I disagree with many of their methods and philosophies, but is that really what makes a Jedi?  

My Master didn’t think so, and perhaps neither should I.  He rejoined them even after his enlightenment, and they accepted him back openly.  He found a way to accomplish their goals without compromising his own beliefs.  He worked through the Jedi to make a difference both in my life and the galaxy as a whole.  Could he have done that alone?

I wasn’t sure.  I wished he could have been there with me.  He always seemed to have an answer for everything.  But in this case I don’t think he would have just told me what to do anyway.  It was just like Master Sarr had said: I had to make my own decision.

It should have been so easy, too.  Until then, I had never even imagined I would quit the Order.  There had never been any choice in the matter.  My path had seemed clear.  I had a well-defined destiny set before me.  I always knew what path to walk.  And if I found myself wandering astray, then I had Master Kaal to help me find it again.  

But he was gone, and everything had changed.  The future was exactly like I had foreseen, but it was nothing like I had expected.  And then it was just nothing.  I had no more guidance, no more visions, only myself.  But were the Jedi the answer?  

That was the very question, and I was no closer to an answer.

It all seemed so ironic.  As a child I thought I had always dreamed of being a Jedi.

But that was before I knew what it meant to be a Jedi.  

It was before I knew what it meant to dream.

Epilogue

Sometimes I still wonder...


If I had done this or that, would it really have changed anything?


As hard as it is to think I’m guilty, it’s even harder to think I’m powerless.


When I was a child I was constantly reminded that the future is always in motion, but that speaks nothing of fate.  


Is that true?  Or is change simply an error in perception?  

A difficult question to answer.  It’s undeniable that only one future can be true, but does that mean all others are false?  Does that mean that no matter what anyone does they cannot change a thing?  

Fate, it seems, explains this, and confounds it.  If there is such thing as fate, then all change, all efforts to change, are built into some master plan transcending all actions.  

We might call this fate, this master plan, the will of the Force, but what is that?  And why should it be set before our time?  All life is the Force.  Therefore the will of the Force could not have existed before life, not as we know it.  Can something that transcends time itself have a beginning?  

Or is fate different entirely?  Is it beyond the Force?  It seems it would have to be, because the Force and its will and the actions caused by its power would have to be part of the plan.

All this leads me to two possible answers: that there is a fate that I cannot comprehend, or that there is no greater plan and the future is not decided until the present.  

Not really an answer at all.

I have scorched onto my retinas the inexorable proof of the former, but the latter makes equal sense and at the same time is equally dubious.

The future seems to be in constant motion, as some have preached.  People make choices, decisions, they do the unexpected, and these events directly affect what their future is.  But that returns me to the problem: is that merely a perception?  

If fate does exist, then those choices are not as random or unexpected as they may appear.  If it doesn’t, well…then they are.

It surely is not a question that can be answered.

Yet for a long time I have considered it, perhaps since my birth, or maybe even before, depending on whether or not I am correct.

I have always had to wonder if living life is a lot like traveling through hyperspace.

There are literally an infinite number of routes from one planet to the next.  Some are long, some are short.  Some are direct, some are winding.  Some are safe, some are perilous.  Some are known, some are unknown.  And like hyperspace, life seems to have an infinite number of roads to take, an infinite number of choices to make.  All these different lanes are like the seemingly limitless potential futures of our lives.  But in the end, there is one thing from which we must never lose sight:

They all lead to the same place.


Immense obelisks, blazing in the last light of the setting sun, covered the Republic capitol of Coruscant like the golden grass of Dantooine’s endless plains.  Huge skyhooks, the hovering perches of the rich and powerful, floated about the stalks like chaff in the breeze, seemingly at whim.  Small airspeeders and lumbering transports alike swarmed between them all, buzzing with the never-ending drive of several trillion sentients.

Yet above the interminable metropolis rose the Jedi Temple, perhaps the single most powerful building in the universe, its spires reaching towards the heavens to catch the final flickers of light as they filtered through the maze of city silhouettes.

On another occasion Res Fieri may have thought it beautiful, but his childhood home was of little delight now, even to his eyes.  The view from the precipitous chamber belonging to the High Council of the Jedi Order was breathtaking, but it was irreparably marred by the withered faces of the twelve old Jedi Masters who sat encircled before it.

He resented all of them, and found himself secretly wishing they had been destroyed with the old chamber and replaced with the new.  That would have saved him all his troubles, from his birth to the present.  But fate had not decreed such a turn in fortunes, and so he stood at length in the Temple, surrounded by the dim eyes of Masters too old and too wise for their own good.

Some time had passed since he’d finished his story, but they had yet to say anything.  Instead they sat, some reclined in their padded chairs, some hunched forward, their hand lightly stroking a beard or chin.

Coruscant’s sun had completely vanished, its spark replaced by hanging glowlamps, before Jedi Master Jik-Aran Fe, senior member of the prestigious assembly, finally said, “So, Padawan, why did you choose to return to us?”

“Is that really relevant?” Res asked.  “I am here now, and I have told you all you need to know.  I am anxiously awaiting your response.”

The decrepit old Jedi sat up slightly in his chair, as if at first appalled by the boy’s temerity, but then he settled back down, remembering that this was no ordinary Padawan.  “I believe it is relevant,” he stated.  “It is a simple question.”

“Simple to ask, perhaps, Master Fe, but difficult to answer,” Res said as he looked around the room with an inward grin.  He wanted to see one last time what the Jedi Council was truly like.  Of course, he wasn’t about to tell them that.

Several seconds passed, but no one said anything.  They all seemed to be waiting for him to speak, so he just shrugged and began, “Well…I guess I just didn’t have anywhere else to go.  Not a whole lot of places a Jedi can call home, you know?”

Master Soll Tirandi, the Jedi’s second in command, a graying Cerean with a bald, conical head, stroked the pointed chin beneath his beard.  “But then, why all this?  You came to us freely with your story.  Was that just to pass the time?”

“No.  I wanted you to hear my story.  There were some things I thought you needed to know…about him and me.  And…maybe there were some things I needed to hear about myself.”

“So, you wanted to teach us a lesson, young Padawan,” shot a middle-aged female member of the Council who didn’t look like she might have heard the words good-natured but never actually used them.  It was unusual to ever find such rashness on the Council, but they may simply have been the power of Res Fieri, or Vrotik Kaal.  “You did not help your cause any.  You said much more that is incriminating that educating, I think.”

“I told you only the truth, Councilor.  Take it as you will, but that is what happened.  I cannot change it; I can only accept it, and so should you.”

“A lecture?  Let me remind you what—“ 

“Enough, Tresi!” Master Jik-Aran said abruptly, cutting off his reckless companion.  “This is not a time for discord.”

The comment made Res smile in such a way that could not be contained, and a small bit leaked on to his face in a half-grin.

“I’m sorry,” the Jedi Master said sharply, turning his head back to the center and the boy, “did you find my statement funny, Padawan?  This is not a game, young one.  We are not here for your amusement.”

“No, no, Master,” Res replied, shaking his head slightly and waving his palm at the old man, “I do not find it funny, only ironic.  You say this is not a time for discord, yet indeed we are at war.  There is nothing but discord.  In the galaxy, in the Republic, in the Jedi.  That is why I am here, is it not?”

“It is never time for discord, young one, though it may happen to befall us,” the Jedi Master retorted.  

“And that is your basic flaw.  You automatically see discord as the antithesis of peace and inherently evil when it is neither.  Discord can bring us together.  It can strengthen us.  It can be a catalyst, but in what direction it spurs us is ultimately up to the individual.  I wonder, Councilor, in ignoring it, which way you are being pushed.”

No one on the Council spoke for several seconds, each of their minds drawn inward in the meditative thought to which they had become so familiar.  They were not, however, thinking about the consequences of the boy’s conjecture.  Such considerations were beneath them.

“You are a hard mind to read, young Fieri,” Master Soll said at length.

Res again flashed a crooked grin.  “Forgive me, Master Tirandi.  I would hate for you to have to figure me out the old-fashioned way, especially since you’ve heard so little about me.”

“We don’t need your sarcasm,” Master Jik-Aran reprimanded.

“My sincerest apologies, then, Master, for your misunderstanding.”

Res could tell that every member of the Council was ready to snap back with some warning or reproof, but no one did.  They were much too prideful for such petty behavior.

“Well…you certainly are a peculiar case, Res Fieri,” the Cerean Jedi stated, “and  that makes this a peculiar decision.”

“Yes, there is a great deal to consider,” Master Fe said, nodding his head gently up and down as if hearing some great piece of wisdom.

“Ah, so I see you’ve had enough conversation,” Res responded, somewhat out of turn.  “It makes we wonder why we had it in the first place, if your choice was already made.”

Master Soll showed a saddened look.  “It seems you are trying to incite us against you, Padawan, for I can see no other explanation for this juvenile behavior.”

“Incite you?” Res asked, presenting an only partially false expression of perplexity.  “No, Masters, I am only trying to remind you.  Remember, the decision is yours, but you don’t have a choice.  Go ahead, declare your verdict.  I already know what it is.  I knew before we ever started talking.  In that way, I guess we the same, running circles about the truth, trying to make ourselves believe that what we do will change the universe.  Well, here we are at last.  Give it your best shot, Councilor.”

The highest of all Jedi Masters snorted with equal parts contempt and amusement.  “Res Fieri, you are a being of exceptional talent, more so than perhaps any other I have ever seen.  But you have been twisted and perverted from the paths of a true Jedi.  This, however, was neither your desire nor your responsibility.  It was your Master who told you all these misguided things, and you should not be blamed for his mistakes.  For though you are lacking many principles, you have not abandoned the Light.  With proper guidance, it is the view of this Council that you can still bear the honored tradition of the Jedi Order.  Therefore, in light of your actions taken in the name of the Republic, we submit that you have accomplished all the trials necessary for a full promotion to the rank of Jedi Knight.  Congratulations.”

This was not unexpected, but it still disheartened the Padawan.  All the wrong choices for all the wrong reasons, and then covered with lies.  The faint echoes of hope vanished instantly.  

Res Fieri was never to become a Jedi.

“You fools,” he said, drawing a shocked gasp from several members of the Council.  “You think you can simply lie to me now just because you know my weakness?  What arrogance!  Hmm…and I bet you were going to assign one Dyn Enders to be my partner.  I haven’t heard, but I suppose you called him here to tell him of his promotion as well.”

“How did you know?” the Councilor said in utter amazement.  “I mean, you are correct about Dyn Enders, but we are completely sincere, I assure you.  The Jedi will welcome you back.  We believe in mercy, and second chances.”

“What a farce!  How can you even say that to me now?  Did you not hear me?  Are you too senile to sit through your own meetings and listen?  Or have you already forgotten?  You are fools, all of you, if you think you can deceive me.”

“So you are rejecting our offer?” Master Tirandi asked flatly.

Res laughed at them, at their ignorance, at their stupor, then sharpened his gaze.  “I will not be controlled! Your words may have seduced my Master, but they will not work on me.  The truth is, you were afraid of him.  That’s why you did everything to get him back in the Order, back under your thumb.  Now, you need me.  You know you can’t win this war with ships alone, but you are too feeble to fight for yourselves.  Instead, you were willing to let my Master and me do your dirty work.  But now, when I am almost beyond your grasp, you are desperate to reel me in.  That is why you gave me this ‘promotion,’ even though you despise my Master and me, and even though I made it clear I despised you.  It may have worked on my Master, but you never should have tried the same trick twice.

“Now I have abandoned all hope in the Jedi to save this galaxy.  It is evident I must take things into my own hands.  I will never stop fighting the Sith, but I refuse to fight for you.  I have always felt that I’ve been tied to the Jedi by some inescapable fate, that it was my destiny to enter among their ranks, with no alternative.  I see now that was nothing but another of your lies, meant only to control me.  But no longer.  My Master gave his life for this, and now I understand.  I am free to break the chains of fate that bind me.”

 wars








