The SoH Run-on: The Search for Kurt

                    Chapter Four: 

                    Inside the Sith Temple

                    Outside Sith Temple

                    Planet Kryshran

                    Delta Sector, Unknown Regions
                    "Besides," Nico was saying, "we may need your help." 

                    Jarak hesitated, then nodded firmly. Nico smiled. At last he'd convinced Jarak he'd been

                    telling the truth. And he really might need the man's help; whatever was inside that

                    temple had consumed Kurt, his Jedi companions, and the entire Centurion search party

                    sent after them. 

                    Turning, he swept his eyes over his men assembled for the mission ahead. Mentally he

                    checked over the officers under his charge. Jarak wasn't a problem; they'd wiped his

                    memory and he wanted to help them out anyway. His strength in the Force was fairly

                    high, nearly equal to Nico's, and he probably knew a few obscure tricks that could come

                    in handy. Omega and Jinx were also strong, and their lightsaber skills were the best in

                    the group, as Nico hadn't found as much time for practice in a while. Jinx was still in

                    orbit with the ships though, with Draken. Now Draken... He was the wild card. But in a

                    tense situation, they very well might need someone who was so totally unpredictable.

                    At any rate, he'd already signaled the two to shuttle down. He'd gotten a strange

                    feeling the minute they'd gotten close to the temple, and he had a hunch he might need

                    their help. Something was definitely wrong. 

                    As for the rest of the group, two dozen fully armed Centurions stood alert and at the

                    ready, awaiting their orders. Nodding toward them, he gestured over towards the three

                    ships sitting some distance away on a clear area. Being that, of course, clear areas

                    were rare enough on this world, even on the surface. Kryshran was an arid, rocky, and

                    extremely mountainous planet. Sharp crags and precipitous slopes were the staple of

                    the high cliffs that rose all around them. Down in the clearing, where they'd landed sat

                    three ships. Only one was theirs, a Sentinel-class Landing Craft they'd manufactured

                    with the Pillager 9. Beside it was an Assault Transport, the ship by which the Centurion

                    search party had arrived about a month before. And, on the far side, a Lambda-class

                    Imperial Shuttle, used by then-Warden Kurt over a month before that. The ships

                    seemed like they'd just landed, hardly touched by the dry atmosphere. Nico had already

                    had the ships checked out; aside from the logs, which detailed their trips, their reports

                    they'd sent back (which had never gotten to their destinations), and their mission logs

                    up until they'd landed, Nico and his team had found nothing useful. There had been

                    nothing done to the ships since their occupants had landed and ventured inside the

                    temple.

                    Shaking his head, Nico turned back towards the massive entrance to the temple and

                    continued waiting on Jinx and Draken to arrive. Idly, he wondered how they were going

                    to get through that huge door...

                    "So, this is the last untouched Sith Temple," Omega said in awe as he gaped at the

                    entrance in front of them. A massive door, carved right into the bottom of the cliffside,

                    stood before them. 

                    Jarak half-smiled. He understood Omega's sense of wonder, but he held no eagerness

                    about the mission in front of them. He'd had a chance to study a bit about other Sith

                    Temples, ones with most of their booby-traps already disarmed. He thought he had an

                    idea of what they were facing ahead of them, and he didn't have high hopes about it. 

                    One of the most forthcoming problems, it seemed, was how to get inside.

                    "So how do we get through that door?" Omega asked. "Have you ever seen such a big

                    door?"

                    Nico shook his head. "I guess we'll have to blast it open..."

                    His voice was interrupted by the sound of rough laughter coming from nearby. Jarak

                    turned left, his eyes following the edge of the door down the sharp side of a rocky

                    outcropping... And there. Slouched around the bottom of a rocky outcropping were four

                    figures, dressed in what seemed to be pieces of old clothing mixed with pieces of white

                    Centurion armor. And they were laughing; smirking at the party of Jedi below them.

                    "Heh heh... Petty Jedi," the leader, a rough-looking man in a long, tattered robe

                    covering his armor stood and snarled at them. His hair was unkempt and too long, and

                    his unshaved face held a scraggly beard. His three companions looked no better. "I'm

                    afraid we can't let you enter the Great Temple..."

                    Jarak stared at the group in sudden realization. This was the search party sent after

                    Kurt, the one that had vanished... And the man speaking was Lieutenant Pahn Kreggs,

                    leader of the operation. Jarak shook his head in confusion, and disbelief. The senses he

                    was getting... They shouldn't be there...

                    "Who are they?" Omega wondered aloud. "They can't be the Centurion search party,

                    can they? They're supposed to have vanished!"

                    Jarak voiced his trepidations. "I sense their power in the Force," he warned. "Be

                    cautious."

                    Nico nodded, as if in answer to both comments. He stared up at the filthy-looking man

                    in front of them. "That's Lieutenant Kreggs." He narrowed his eyes. "But Lieutenant

                    Kreggs can't use the Force..."

                    The dirty man smiled coldly. Then, without warning, his face turned into a mask of rage.

                    "What the..." Omega began...

                    "Here's a power shot!" Kreggs yelled in a rough voice. Strangely, a glowing orange ball formed

                    above his outstretched palm. Then, bringing his arm back and around, he hurled the ball

                    forward, straight at Nico.

                    Jarak started. Force Destruction? But the man wasn't using the Dark Side! Nico turned

                    his head to the side, and the ball of energy flew by his face, so close it rustled his hair

                    as it missed. But Kreggs wasn't finished; snarling, he clinched his hand into a fist.

                    Suddenly, the blast of energy instantly reversed its course and slammed into Nico's

                    back, exploding as it hit. The Krath Umbrae lurched forward with a scream of pain, burnt

                    pieces of the back of his robe flying into the air as he fell to the ground.

                    "NICO!" Omega screamed, going for his blaster. "Let's get 'em!" The Centurions made for

                    their guns as well, but Kreggs and his group had already started to move. 

                    Suddenly Omega gave a blood-curdling scream of terror. Jarak reflexively glanced over

                    to see, instead of a blaster in his hands, a big, black, hairy arachnid! Omega threw the

                    creature down, still screaming. As the arachnid hit the ground, it suddenly became a

                    blaster again.

                    "Moron!" Jarak yelled. "It's an illusion!" But then his attention left the shaking man as the

                    scene exploded into action. Suddenly Nico, who was still on the ground, rolled over and

                    onto his side towards Kregg's group.

                    "Teneris! Attack!" Kreggs yelled as white-hot lightning bolts shot from Nico's fingertips,

                    streaking across the distance and striking two of Kregg's men. But the leader himself

                    and the man he'd addressed crouched and jumped high into the air just before the

                    blasts hit. Kreggs flew over all their heads, out of sight, but Jarak lost his attention as

                    the other man landed right in front of him. 

                    The filthy man smiled, brandishing the Force pike in his hands. Suddenly Jarak realized

                    what the man was trying to do, as he felt an invisible hand grip his throat. But, to the

                    other man's seeming surprise, Jarak smiled. He was far beyond such simple tricks. With

                    the Force, he swatted the attack away, then, before the man could react, he ignited

                    his lightsaber and swung it horizontally at the man. Teneris started and moved to block

                    the strike with his pike, a deadly mistake. The lightsaber's blade cut cleanly through the

                    pike, then decapitated the stunned man holding it. As the body dropped to the ground,

                    Jarak stared at headless form. A number of wires that had connected through the man's

                    neck had also been severed, and writhed on the ground as Jarak watched in surprise. 

                    "You'll never survive inside the temple!!!" Kregg's screaming voice echoed through the

                    valley. Turning, Jarak looked toward the origin of the voice, near the entrance... And

                    gave a start as he saw an empty, yawning chasm where the massive door had once

                    stood. "It was an illusion too," he said, shaking his head. Then, remembering Nico, he

                    de-ignited his lightsaber and moved toward the Krath Umbrae, who was pushing himself

                    up to his feet.

                    "Are you all right?" Omega asked excitedly, still apparently shaken from his own ordeal.

                    Nico nodded gravely. "He caught me off guard, but I was able to absorb most of the

                    energy." Grimacing, he pulled off his useless robe and let it drop to the ground. "I should

                    have known this wasn't going to be easy," he sighed. Then he turned to the Centurions,

                    who were re-forming after the chaotic incident. "Half of you stay here and guard the

                    ships. I don't want someone taking them or blowing them up while we're in there. The

                    rest of you... Let's go." He turned toward the temple entrance and started striding

                    forward purposefully. "We've got a mission to finish. Ready or not, Kurt, here we come."

                    TO BE CONTINUED

Draken Ar’Kell

           Outside Sith Temple

                          Planet Kryshran 

   Draken was sitting in the shuttle as it was descending to the planet's surface when he felt it, his eyes snapped open straight into the stern gaze of Jinx.

  "You felt it too!”

    "Yes it was like nothing I've felt before!”

     Motioned towards the shuttle's cockpit and Jinx quickly moved into the copilot's sit,

    "Sorry mate but we are in a hurry now!”

    The shuttle quickly changed angle of descent, as Jinx took the controls. Draken clipped on the last of his equipment as the shuttle hit the ground.

     Quickly he left the shuttle running towards the gathered Centurions, one of them stood to attention. 

     "Sgt. report!”

     "Sir we were attacked by... by the search party we sent before but only they weren't the same people and they used the force Sir!"

    "Which way did the others go?”

    "That way Sir!”

    Striding purposely towards the Temple gates, he didn't notice how big they were or that they had impressive carvings on them that would have made many a artists go green with envy. There was danger and he wasn't there to make sure Nico and the others didn't get themselves dug in to deep.

     "Hey Draken did that Sgt. say that Lt. Pahn Kreggs was using the Force?” Jinx commented as he came trotting up beside Draken.

     "We can safely assume that whomever it was most certianly was not Kreggs."

     "Ok I can live with that." Jinx muttered as he adjusted his pack.

    Reacting quicker than Jinx knew what was going on, the concussion rifle Draken brought along for the ride, spoke once and blew the target apart.

   "I knew Draken would do something like that !" Nico said aloud as the ringing of the resulting explosion slowly died down.

   "Sorry Nico, what did you say ?"

   "Ow we should have put something on that staute of the reptile-like creature to show that it was just stone. It  looked like those creatures that capture him on Borrose but had thought Draken wouldn't have reacted so fast and not notice that it was a staute...."

                          Draken walked into the light cast by the field lamps the party was carrying with Jinx following behind with a somewhat bemused look on his face, he turned to Omega and with a soft voice that just carried to the others.

    "There, my friend walks Draken Ar`Kell a powerful Dark Jedi, a leader of Men and Bane to stone Stautes !"  A snigger ran though the party, Draken turned facing Jinx.

    "Hey Draken I will admit that if that staute had been any faster it would have got us!" Draken took a step to Jinx.

     "Quiet now everyone!" Nico said aloud. He seemed that he was sensing something but he shook his head as it disappeared.

    "Well Jinx if you can do better then you can take point !"

    "No problems boss." Jinx replied in a amused tone like he had been giving praise.

    Draken finally spoke up " And Jinx be careful of traps !"

    "Hey Draken, I will feel them long before we even get close to them !"

    "Really then!" Jarak replied as he squatted down beside Jinx and pointed to a trip wire set across the corridor at Jinx feet.

    "Then this wouldn't have counted as one ?!"

    Jarak slowly panned the field light he was holding to the roof and there was a large slab of stone ready to fall upon them.

   "Maybe you should take the point Jarak !" Jinx's voice sounded a little nervous.

   "Why thank you maybe I will."

   Jarak stood up and started to walk forward down the corridor......

Jinx

   The group had walked for maybe fifteen minutes, down one endless passageway after another. Suddenly, they rounded a corner and came upon a branching. To the left, the passageway went for maybe five meters before ending in a blank wall. To the right, the passageway continued on into the distance. 

   " Looks like we go right." One of the Centurions was obviously, the genius of the group.

   "Wait. Remember back at the entrance, where the door was just a hologram? Let's check this for anything similar." The Centurion who had first spoken stepped forward at Omega's command. Draken and Jinx took up positions covering the Centurion, Draken in front, Jinx behind. The Centurion walked forward, and reached out to touch the wall. Suddenly, something shot out from the wall and grabbed his wrist. The Centurion managed one strangled sob before he was pulled through the wall. The illusion faded, just in time for the party to be drenched in a spray of blood. Out of the darkness, a totally black creature came charging out, a head full of fangs and limbs full of claws. Draken fell backwards in shock, losing his concussion rifle as he did so. As the Centurions behind him loosed a volley of blaster fire, Jinx ducked and scooped up the concussion rifle. Pointing the rifle at the creature and pulling the trigger, he loosed three rounds directly into the face and torso of the creature. It fell forward onto Jinx, managing one last swipe of it’s claws as it fell. Silence reigned supreme in the passageway.

   Then, the creature stirred. Heaving up and to the side, it fell back to the ground. Nursing his arm, and cradling the concussion rifle, Jinx picked himself up off the floor. He handed the rifle back to Draken and fished out his medpak. Nico was the first to recover his voice.

   "What in the nine hells was that thing? And how did you survive?" Jinx glanced up from his arm at the carcass lying across the passageway. One of the Centurions, the corpsmen, bustled over and took over the job of bandaging the wound, which stretched along his upper arm to his shoulder. 

   "That, sir, is called a tuka'ta. The guardian demon of Sith Temples. Each temple has at least four guarding it's secrets, so we can expect more of these things. As to how I survived, it was relatively easy. Since Draken's rifle was loaded with explosive rounds, as evidenced by his heroic slaying of the stone statue," Draken looked embarrassed and most of the party a nervous titter. "All I had to do was created a hole to squeeze into when it fell onto me. It caught my arm with that final swipe though. Hurts like hell." The medic grunted.

   "Huh, looks like you have had more than one run-in with these things." The medic had Jinx's shirt off, and was wrapping gauze around his upper chest to hold the dress in place. In the moderate light cast by the glowbeams, everyone could see the fine network of scars criss-crossing his upper body and arms.

   "Yeah, yeah. My first Jedi Master was a resident of Korriban, one of the lower Sith Temples. Once I got in, which took two days, I swore never to leave unless I found a tuka'ta free passageway. Had to kill at least a score of the pesky things to get there." Suddenly, an echoing laughter rang down the passageway.

   "You fools. You think you have gained a victory, but you haven't. Heed my warning; 'When dexter is sinister, turn your dexteree to the icon, And turn htuos.'" Down the passageway, they saw Kreggs disappear around the corner. Pushing aside the medic, Jinx pulled his shirt back on and started down the passageway. He called back to the others.

   " Go right, and heed Kreggs' warning."

   "Stop!" Jinx stopped and glared at Omega. "How can we heed his warning when we don't understand it?"

   "Dexter means right, sinister means left. Dexteree is your right eye, and 'turn htuos' means face south. I can't help you anymore than that." As he hurried off down the passageway, Draken muttered the riddle again.

   "When right is left, turn your right eye to the icon, And face south." Jarak shouldered his pack and started down the right branch of the tunnel.

   "Let's go find where right is left." Nico muttered a prayer under his breath.

   "Kurt, my friend, hang in there. We're coming."

   Jinx followed down the corridor, always glimpsing Kreggs just turning a corridor ahead. He broke into a dead run, igniting his lightsaber as he went. It pulsed with a weirdly contorted green/black twist. He rounded a final corner and found himself in a large atrium. Kreggs was resting, breathing hard at the other end. He was facing a carving on the wall.

   "Kreggs." The former Centurion turned and faced Jinx. His eyes had become empty sockets, black, sightless holes in his head. "Kreggs, it's over. Lead me to Kurt, now." Kreggs grinned maniacly, and began to laugh.

   "Hah, you think you are so in control. But I have touched power that you can only dream of, I am a part of that power. Kurt thought he could control the power, thought he could harness it. But the Void is all-powerful. The Sith will control all, to prepare for the second coming." Jinx noticed Kreggs was inching forward. Dropping his pack, he took four bold strides forward towards Kreggs, halving the distance between them. He had heard something similar to this man's ravings, long ago.

   “Kreggs, listen to me. What is the Second Coming? Are the Charon returning? They believed in the Void. If so, then we will defeat them also. I have met them before, met and defeated them, two centuries past." Kreggs pulled a weapon from beneath his uniform. Jinx recognized it as a lightsbaer. He flicked it on. It had a silver color, and was at least half again as long as Jinx' own lightsaber. The two began to circle.

   "The Charon, hah. We defeated them as well, long before you were ever born. Millenia before you were born. The powers have spoken. You must DIE." With a roar, Kreggs attacked. He had a reach advantage, but the long lightsaber was unwieldy compared to the regular-sized ones used by the SoH. Jinx parried the initial lunge, then countered with a thrust of his own. It nearly missed Kreggs, slicing a rent in the arm of his tattered uniform.

   Kreggs clubbed Jinx across his head with the butt of his lightsaber. The SoH officer fell, knocked unconscious.

   Behind Kreggs, two shadowy figures appeared.

   "Take him, and his belongings, down to the cells. The powers will do with him what they please." The two figures bowed, then lifted Jixn between them, throwing his pack across his midriff. Kreggs bent and picked up the extinguished lightsaber. Attaching it to his belt, he made his way down another passageway, to the 'lab' as they called it. He had unfinished business with that old hag...

   The main group had pushed on for close to an hour. They were in a seemingly one-track passageway, that curled up, down, around, and through long pools of slime-coated water. Jarak was in the lead, with Draken right behind him. After dis-arming four blade equipped booby-traps, Nico called for a halt. Jarak was drenched in sweat, from the strain of trying to find and disarm the traps without killing himself or anyone else. Draken pushed forward to scout the passageway ahead. He came back quickly.

   "Nico, I say we move farther down the corridor. There is a large open atrium down there. And get this. There are two doors at right angles to the entrance I came through. One to the right, and one to the left." Draken was obviously pleased with himself.

   "No sign of either Kreggs or Jinx?"

   "None. But I did pick this up." Draken held up a tattered piece of cloth. Nico checked it out. It was black, with a bone-white Interdictor Cruiser depicted on it. The legend said "INT Dominant, IRE". Nico looked back up.

   "This was Jinx'. I recognize it from his uniform. We're bound to run into him at some point. Let's move into the atrium." Picking themselves up, the band of intrepid explorers moved into the atrium, where barely fifteen minutes past, Jinx and Kreggs had had their quick battle. Spreading themselves out, the group rested. Nico pointed to one Centurion. "You, go down that passageway to the right. Report back after five minutes." The Centurion saluted, and ran off. Ten minutes later, Nico was still waiting. Motioning for Omega to follow him, they started off down the passageway. Less than one hundred meters in, they found a solid wall, real this time, with a brace of spikes sticking out, impaling the Centurion. He was already dead. Moving back to the atrium, Omega commented to Nico.

   "Well, that explains one part of the riddle. 'Where right is left' is supposed to mean 'Where the left is correct'. So we go down the left passage." Rounding up the group, they pressed down the passageway. In short order they found themselves in another atrium, this one with no other doors. But there was a large carved demon on the wall opposite the door. Jarak grinned at Nico.

   "Well sir, set your right eye facing this demon, and turn to the south." Nico did, and then squinted as if trying to pick something out on the wall. He walked forward to the wall, then spoke.

   "Huh, there's some sort of socket here. Don't know what you could put in it, and you can't see it from any other position than the one I was just in." Omega stepped forward, pulling out his lightsaber as he did so. Nico held up a hand. " Wait, Omega. We don't want to risk destroying the socket up using our lightsabers on the surrounding wall." Omega grinned.

   "Don't worry sir, just watch this." Flipping his lightsaber around so that the pommel faced the socket, he rammed it home, causing something to click within the wall. Two feet to the left, a door slid open from it's hiding place on the wall. With Nico leading, they walked into the gap, and entered the darkness.

                          ---------------------------------------------

   Nico wasn't sure what had happened. He had started into the gap with his entire group, but he was the only one know in the room. And there was no way to go back through the wall behind him. He looked around the room, and was surprised at what he saw. In one corner, asleep, was a beautiful young girl. Nico hadn't really felt love for any one in his life, but he had no doubt that this was what he was feeling now. Another quick glance around told him that they were in a dungeon cell, alone. He walked over to the girl, and shook her by the arm.

   "Excuse me, miss, but who are you?" The girl woke with a start. Awake, she was even lovelier than when she was asleep. She gasped in shock, but pulled herself together quite nicely. Standing, she gathered her ragged clothes around her as if they were a gown. When she spoke, her voice was clear and melodious.

   "I am Princess Nareni Val Batron, heir to the throne of Valtare. And you are?"

   "I am Nico, Umbrae of the Society of Shadows. I know your brother."

   "Then you have come to rescue me?" Her voice was filled with hope. Nico chuckled. 

   "No, I actually came here to find someone else, and ran into your brother on the way. But, yes, I will rescue you," he said, smiling. "I should say, your beauty leaves me for a lack of words." She blushed, recognizing the flirtatious compliment.

   "And I must say, you do not look as ugly as the Dark Side users that the New Republic ambassadors often depict. So, you are a newcomer here too? I was on a joyride through our system when my hyperdrive malfunctioned and stranded me here. I was captured by a gang of men and brought before someone they called 'Seitann'. I guess he is the leader. Well, anyway, he decreed that I be put in here until he was 'ready for me'."

   As Nico started to think about this, the door swung open and Kreggs walked in. Nico saw in a flash the extra lightsaber hanging on his belt. He turned to Nico.

   "Thank you all for following my directions. All of our cells are finally filled. Now, if you'll excuse me, good night."

   He pulled a blaster and shot it twice on stun. Nico and Nareni fell unconscious. They did not feel themselves being dragged down the hallways to the laboratory.

   One hour later, Nico was revived by a wet cloth on his forehead. He looked up into the worried face of Nareni.

   She had his head on her lap, and they were in a brightly-lit room. Nico raised his head to look around, and                           immediately regretted it. His head exploded into stars, and he had to lay back down and close his eyes until the pain passed. Nareni wetted the cloth again, and pressed back onto his forehead.

   "Shh, calm yourself. We have been in here a while, and they seem content to have us wait here. Though I don't like the look of those chairs over there." Nico chanced another look and saw a trio of chairs set up. He recognized them from previous temples he had been in. Torture chairs. One did not get off of them until they were dead. He surveyed the surrounding are. Close buy was another body, still unconscious. He looked back up at Nareni.

   "Who is that?" She looked over at the man.

   "I don't know, he was unconscious when they brought him in. He has weird hair though. Some of it's white, and some of it's black." Hope glimmered in his stomach as he crawled over to the body. A look at the face confirmed that it genuinely was Jinx. Nico motioned Nareni over.

   "Let's try to revive him as quickly as possible." Between the two of them, they were able to wake him in a relatively short period of time. He glanced around, winced, and felt a large lump on his head.

   "Ahh, that hurts. Bastard Kreggs hit me with his lightsaber. It was a cheap shot." Nico laughed. Yes, this was Jinx, always ready with an excuse for why he had messed up. Jinx sat up and glanced at Nico and Nareni sitting together. Giving Nico a knowing wink, Jinx smiled and lay back down. " I guess that I should go back to sleep, since nobody seems to be coming for us." He lay back down and listened to the pair as they made their way back across the cell, and sat, and talked, and did other things at the far side. He smiled momentarily, admiring the power of and feelings of love, until a memory surfaced. Brushing away tears, he remembered. He spoke her name once.

   "Cayla..."

                          ---------------------------------------------

   In three hours, Nico and Nareni had fallen in love. And more. but that time was torturously short, as Kreggs soon appeared with his guards. He spoke to all three of them.

   "Well, well, isn't this touching. A Krath Master and a princess, and a Renatasian Prince all by himself. Tell me, Jinx, how is Miss Williamson doing today?" Only the brute strength of the guard prevented Jinx from tearing out Kreggs' throat.

   "You low-born jhalvek!" He spat in Kreggs' face, and called him the worst Renatasian insult he could think of.

   Kreggs laughed. The guards hauled the prisoners over to the torture chairs, and strapped them in. Kreggs turned to the two Dark Jedi. 

   "Watch, and know your fate" Stepping back from Nareni's chair, he pressed a control that opened a door in the wall. A single tuka'ta stepped forward, and offered it's challenge. Jinx turned his face, knowing what was about to happen. Nico couldn't look away from his only love...

   Just as the Tuka'ta moved, in, the far door opened again, filling the room with light. The beast gave a whispered snarl and moved back toward the shadows in the corner. Kreggs turned angrily toward the newcomer. "What is it? Why do you interrupt the procedure?

   In the doorway Nico could make out a gaunt-faced man with eyes that stared out from sunken pits. He mumbled something Nico couldn't quite catch, but he thought he heard the word "Seitann". 

   "Very well," Kreggs answered. Then he had the three captives released and ordered them to follow. After a long series of twisting corridors, they all came to a massive, column-filled hallway that stretched on into a large atrium off in the distance. Around beside one of the columns, a cloaked figure stepped out of the shadows.

   Suprisingly, Kreggs bowed instantly before the figure, as the being reached up and pulled back his hood.

   "Welcome," Kurt said.
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   "Kurt..." Nico faltered, stunned at the sight of the formerly missing Warden, now suddenly standing there before him in perfect health.

   "Kurt, you're alive!" Jinx sputtered. "What are you doing here like this?"

   Kurt didn't answer, and just stood watching them strangely as Kreggs came to his feet.

   No one moved. Nico, confused, glanced back and forth between Kurt and Kreggs. Kreggs had bowed to Kurt...

   Could it be... "Kurt..." he began...

   "NICO GET AWAY!!!" 

   Giving a start, Nico looked up to see Omega drop down from above, his lightsaber igniting with a snap-hiss. Nico stumbled backwards as Omega landed in the middle of them, dividing the three prisoners from Kurt and Kreggs. 

   "NOOOO!!!" Omega shouted. Before Kreggs could react and draw Jinx's stolen saber, Omega swung his blade with a grunt of effort and cut the man in half. Jinx dove to get his saber handle, while from around the column, Jarak suddenly appeared, grabbing the astonished Kurt from behind and holding him back. 

   "Now you!" Omega yelled.

   "Wait Omega!" Nico shouted, standing. "This is Kurt! He's not the enemy! We've got to take him back with us!"

   "NO! You don't understand, Nico! He's a traitor! He's one of THEM!"

   "What?!" Jinx asked, befuddled, rising beside Nico.

   Omega reached back for another swipe, this one at Kurt. "Omega, NO!" Nico shouted, grabbing him from behind and holding his arm back. Grabbing the man's hand, he wrenched the saber from it. "It's Nico!"

    Omega tried to lunge at Kurt, but Jinx dove into his middle, driving the man back. 

    "No! You don't understand!" 

    "Listen to him!" Jarak shouted. I can't hold him much longer."

    "Shut up!" Nico told the other man.

    Suddenly they were all interrupted by an uproarious laugh. "Hehehe... Don't worry. He can't hold me at all," Kurt said brashly. With a roar, he raised his arms up so fast Jarak was thrown backwards and slammed into the column. He slumped to the ground. 

    "Nooo...." Omega gave a strangled sound, going limp in Jinx's arms. "It's all over now. You wouldn't listen."

    "What do you mean? Kurt, what's the meaning of this?" Nico demanded.

    "Heh... Sorry old pal. I'm afraid your mission was for naught. You see, I don't want to be rescued." 

    "What?!"

    "I serve a higher power now. I have an important mission here. You've really come at a good time, though. We need someone for the test to work on. She would have sufficed," he said, pointing towards Princess Nareni, who was backed against the wall, wide-eyed. "But now we have five subjects..."

    Nico stared blankly at Nareni. "You mean... He really is one of them?"

     Nareni gave a frightened nod. "Yes. He was there when I was captured. I'm sorry, I didn't know he was the man you were after."

     Nico looked back at Kurt, confused. "But... I thought you said the person's name was Seitann or something..."

    Kurt gave a harsh laugh. Suddenly, Nico felt another presence nearby... A powerful presence...

    "You!" Nareni yelled, and fainted dead away.

    Nico looked up the corridor, toward the atrium.... Around from one of the columns, a tall man appeared, dressed in a long robe. His head was uncovered, and Nico stared at the visage of the strange man. His long, dark hair was swept back behind him, giving a plain view of his face. Several lined tattoos spread out around the man's eyes, formed a strange-looking symbol on his cheeks, then trailed on down his neck. The tattoos were all black, save for a single red line that split the man's face in half vertically. 

   "Kavarosh," the dark man said darkly. "Have you had your fun?" The man had a strange accent, one Nico knew he'd never heard before.

   "Actually, I'm just getting started," Kurt said with a devious smile.

   "How could you do this to us?" Jinx asked, shaking his head. "You traitor!"

   "I'm not traitor. I am the master, now. And you are all my subjects."

   "Let's get him," Jinx said, moving forward. And just as suddenly he was flung backwards by an unseen hand. Nico narrowed his eyes, feeling his power building up.

    Suddenly, out of the darkness, more figured came up, accompanied by more Tuka'tas. Jinx moved toward them, lightsaber in hand, and so did Omega, who had gotten to his feet, with his blade as well. Nico was about to move when he suddenly saw something. Something on Kurt's neck. He remembered Jarak telling him about the implants used to control Kreggs and his men. He glanced down at the stumped body, then back at Kurt, suddenly remembering something. "Kurt," he said. "You don't know what you're doing. I know you're still in there. Xar had a message for you for when we found you. He put it in my mind. If I can't bring you back, then maybe he can! Hello, old friend."

   His vision swam. Indistinctly he felt, heard the words coming from his mouth, but he couldn't understand any of them. He seemed to go on for some time, then finally stopped. A moment later, he could see clearly again. Kurt was standing in front of him, as before. But something was different. Jinx and Omega lay on the floor beside him, unconscious. 

   "You fool..." Kurt said maliciously. "You just told me exactly what I needed to know. What luck. Too bad you didn't have the sense to listen to Omega and kill me right off. Now, you will all be victims of the ancient Sith devices we found here. You are all doomed, including your precious princess." He gave a rough laugh. Nico's sight filled with red. The thought of these monsters getting their hands on Nareni... Suddenly he didn't really care whether they brought Kurt back alive or not. Nareni was what mattered. "NOOOO!!!" He screamed, drawing deeply on the Force. He'd take them all on...

 "Oh no you don't!" The dark man suddenly said. Moving with incredible speed, he was suddenly on top of Nico.

   One punch sent Nico reeling so far he spun three times before crashing to the ground.

   "Joznnar. Take them away to a cell," he told the soldiers around him. "Whatever you have planned for them," he said, addressing Kurt. "Do it quickly. The time is almost nigh."

                          TO BE CONTINUED

GM Xar
                    Prisoner Cell Area

                    Ancient Temple, Planet Kryshran

                    Delta Sector, Unknown Regions

                    Time Unknown
                    "Ughh..." Nico groaned as he sat up straight. His head felt like it was about to explode.

                    The room was dark, casting the faces of the rest of his party in shadow. He was glad of

                    that. He didn't think light would help his head very much. The room wasn't that large, it

                    was clearly intended as a prisoner cell. But aside from the five occupants, the room was

                    empty.

                    "Are you okay?" Nareni asked. She was sitting beside him at the wall, a concerned look

                    on her face.

                    Nico glanced around at his other companions, sighing with relief as he realised everyone

                    seemed alive and okay. But then, Kurt had sounded like he wanted them alive for...

                    whatever it was he had planned for them. 

                    "This is just wonderful," Jarak leaned back against the far wall, head back. 

                    "Shut up," Jinx said in an annoyed voice. 

                    "Why don't you use your Jedi skills and get us outta here?"

                    "Why don't you? Besides, I already checked the room. There's no way out, and they

                    took all our stuff."

                    "Please be quiet..." Nico pleaded, holding his head. That strange guy had packed quite a

                    wallop... He'd never been hit so hard in his whole life. "Omega..." he managed... "I'm

                    sorry. I should have listened"

                    Omega, who hadn't spoken so far, was nursing his left arm. Nico couldn't tell whether it

                    was injured or not. "You couldn't have known. As far as you knew, Kurt was the same

                    friend we once knew."

                    "How did you know?" Jinx spoke up.

                    "Well," Omega explained, "After you guys all vanished, I ended up all by myself in

                    another part of the temple. I managed to find Jarak, and together we stumbled up on

                    Kurt talking to that Kreggs guy. We followed them, hoping they'd lead us to you." 

                    "What about the rest of the party? The Centurions?"

                    "I... don't think they made it," Omega said with a shake of his head. "To think that

                    Kurt's really a traitor... I can't believe it. It's like some kind of bad dream." 

                    "Yeah. Well you knew him better than most, probably. You always hung around Xar
                    and the other three guys, Billbob, Iver, and Kurt." 

                    "Yeah. Man, Kurt always seemed kind of on the edge. But we thought he was stable.

                    We never thought he'd do something like this. Do you... Do you think we can bring him

                    back?" he asked Nico hopefully.

                    "I... hope so, Omega. I hope so."

                    Suddenly the wall opened, revealing a hidden door that they hadn't known was there. A

                    dark figure filled the hallway. "Come..." he said.

Jarak Maldon

     The team was lead by the Dark Apprentice down a long hallway. It went on forever in

                    the eyes of the tired, frustrated Jedi. They passed countless rooms on the way. Each

                    steap was like a mile to them.

                    "Is this going to end soon?" Jinx asked.

                    "Quiet scum!" The Dark Guard said. Jinx could feel the force energy flow throughout

                    himself as the words were spoken.

                    The long walk ended. They were on a balcony above the Great Hall of the temple.

                    Nearly 500 Meters long, this large hall was the center of the entire structure. Below was

                    the Grand Atrium, and in the center of the room was what held all their attention...

 GM Xar
   The Conclusion:

     DGN Lord Keto

     In Orbit, Planet Kryshran

     Delta Sector, Unknown Regions
     Lieutenant Ronn sat in the bridge command chair, staring uneasily at the mottled gray planet floating lazily in space below. He didn't really want this job. He'd just been in the wrong place at the wrong time. But now he was stuck with it, and all the tough decisions which resulted from being where he was. He had to fill in as captain while the Jedi party was down on-planet below. It wasn't fun.

    "Still no word from the search party?" he asked hopefully, trying not to let his nervousness show in his voice.

    "Sorry, no sir. Nothing."

    Ronn shook his head and sighed. Nothing from the search party after almost two days! What was he going to do? They were supposed to check in every four hours... Anxiously he glanced around the bridge at the officers, all of which seemed to be watching him expectantly. What did they want? There was nothing he could do...

    Abruptly the turbolift doors whooshed open and dark haired man in Jedi attire stormed in. Ronn swiveled in his chair and stared at the man in surprise.

    "What in the name of the Sith is going on here?" the Jedi exclaimed. "Why haven't you sent a relief force after Nico?!"

    "Wh... who are you to talk to me like that?" Ronn managed bleakly. Not a very convincing performance at leadership, he knew... The Jedi glared down at him.

    "I am Dark Hunter. I should be down there with Nico now! It's been well over a day since they last checked in! Send us after them, man!"

    "Well... Nico said..."

    "I don't care what Nico said about keeping quiet here! Something's obviously wrong, and if we don't go after them we might never see them again! They may already be dead!"

    "Well what do you want me to do?" Ronn sputtered.

    "Give me a shuttle and I'll get a group together and get them out of there. Come on, even you have to see that that's obvious."

    Lieutenant Ronn gave a slight shake, then narrowed his eyes and nodded. "Very well. But be quick about it."

    Hunter didn't respond. He was already on his way out.

     Grand Atrium, Ancient Temple

     Planet Kryshran, Unknown Regions

     Time Unknown
     Kurt led the four Jedi - and the subdued Princess Nareni - down a winding flight of stairs and onto the floor of the central chamber inside the palace. At least, that's what Nico figured it had to be; he certainly hadn't seen another room half this size anywhere else. 

   And in the center of the room was what held everyone's attention: A massive, transparent purple obelisk rising almost to the arched, one hundred-meter tall ceiling. And inside that crystal edifice... Ghostly forms, hundreds of them, floated and swirled around like dust clouds in water. Nico swallowed hard. 

   There was no mistaking what they were. He could feel their presence. 

   He could sense the presence of Jedi. He'd heard of Sith crystals that took the spirits, the life energy of Jedi or others, but he'd never actually laid eyes on one before. And this one... it had to be the biggest ever created...

        Kurt's low laugh sent echoes throughout the chamber.

     "What... What is this place?" Omega wondered aloud. "This doesn't look at all like the Sith Temple... And look at the walls!"

     Nico glanced around the room and nodded his assent. This part was made of stone, and the look... the feel actually felt far older than the Sith part had. And the walls... He started and gasped. Along the walls were beautiful murals of a woman, a noble queen by her attire, and she was exquisitely beautiful. He'd seen her before.

     "That's the woman we saw on the pyramid!" Omega explained. "On Xaridan! But... how?!"

     Then another movement caught Nico's eye. A robed figure he'd missed on the other side of the room, near the obelisk. The figure was bowed down almost prostrate before a dark stone statue. A statue of that queen. 

     "What is she, some kind of goddess? She's definitely the same person we saw on Xaridan..."

     Abruptly the figure stood, whirled around, and strode quickly toward Nico and the prisoners. Inside its dark hood was a cruelly-tattooed face, split in half by a vertical red line. Him. Remembering what he'd done to him before sent a chill up Nico's spine. One punch had sent him practically flying through the air and into unconsciousness.

     But instead, the dark man strode right up to Omega and backhanded him hard across the mouth. Omega gave a yelp of pain and stumbled backwards, nursing his bleeding lips.

     "NEVER speak that way about the Shok'Thola! Ingrate! Barbarian!"

     "Hey!" Omega sputtered. "What'd I do?"

     "Relax, my Jedicon friend," Kurt told the dark man. "They have no comprehension of what is truly transpiring here. Perhaps you'd tell them?"

     The tattooed man drew back his hood, revealing his long braided hair that fell under his cloak behind. Nico remarked again at his strange accent. "Very well," he spoke.

     "I am Seitann Rofel. Seitann means "Emissary" in my language. No, no questions, that is all you need know at the moment. I am on a special mission here. Perhaps you suspected, but this place was not originally a Sith Temple. It is far older; the meager Sith Lords built on to a far older, existing temple." He glanced for a moment toward the wall hieroglyphs, his face practically glowing with pride and wonder. "It was the greatest time in history," he whispered. Then he focused back on Nico. 

     "You should be proud of your former friend here," he gestured at Kurt. "He has a special place among my people now. Yes, he is studying the Sith ruins and retrieving many of the artifacts left here ages ago, but he is also my assistant in a much greater mission."

     Kurt smiled widely and nodded. "Yes, I told you, I serve a higher power now."

     "What are you talking about?" Nico asked. 

     "This..." Rofel sighed, pointing his hand toward the huge crystal obelisk, "Is the Repository. A collection of hundreds of Jedi spirits, and others..."

     A gasp came from Nareni, standing in between Jinx and Jarak, and she went back a step.

     "Yes, you understand its power. My mission is very special here. I am to release the spirit of one of our greatest leaders, the deceased Warlord Queklain… a Shok'Thola himself." He uttered the name with the utmost respect. "To do so, of course, I must provide him with a new body, and replace him with another's life force!"

     Nico felt a sense of dread as the man's words hit home. They had been planning to use Nareni! "How dare you!" he growled.

     "Relax, now we have five to choose from, and to fall back on in case of any... miscalculations," Kurt grinned.

     "But why not just break the crystal and let them all out?" Jarak asked.

     Rofel moved over and slapped Jarak so hard his head whipped around. He glared at the dark man, a red handprint marking the side of his face.

     "Because that would kill all of them, you fool! You know nothing! Do not even UTTER such words again, or I will kill you where you stand!" The man's words were harsh and angry, but Nico could see the control he still held. 

     "I... see," Jarak finally murmured.

     "This is the most important task of my life," Rofel continued. "I will not fail. Since the Jedicon Sabek leader, Turles, went rogue, many positions have been opened up. This will ensure me an increase in rank..." He finished in a low tone.

     "Don't tell them too much," Kurt warned cynically.

     "Why not? You're just going to kill us anyway, right?" Omega asked aloud. Nico knew he was probably bidding to keep the men talking while they could come up with some kind of attack plan. Nico agreed. He had a few ideas, already. He glanced at the crystal obelisk and nodded.

     Apparently Rofel wasn't inclined to reveal any more. He cocked his head to the side and nodded slightly. "You're right, of course. Kill them now." 

     "Hey, now wait a minute!" Omega yelled, putting his hands up as guards and Tuk'ata came in around them. "Kurt, come on! We were friends! You can't just throw all that away! Fight the control these people have over you!"

     Kurt hesitated for a second, then shook his head ruefully. "Sorry, old friend. Not this time." Then he slowly began backing away, allowing the prisoners to be completely surrounded.

     The Jedi drew closer together, guarding a simpering Nareni in the middle. "Nico," Jinx whispered as the two came back to back. "These guys have our lightsabers. We need them back if we're going to have any chance. You up to it?"

     "Yeah," Nico whispered back, warily eyeing the blank-eyed guard in front of him. "It's now or never. Let's do it..."

     Beside the Repository, Rofel smiled...

      "So," the man named Rofel said, standing confidently at the top of the staircase. "Are you going to come peacefully, or will we have to beat you again?" Visibly he didn't look like he cared either way. 
   Nico grimaced. 

   "You won't kill us," He told the emissary. "You need us alive to give your warlord a new body."

   "True. But we only need one."

   "Nico..." Jinx said. "NOW!"

     Just as the attackers moved in, all four Jedi Force jumped up out of the circle and behind their attackers. Grabbing the two guards near him, Nico sent the Force through them, inflicting them with excrutiating pain. They fell to the floor writhing, and he took his lightsaber from the one and ignited it just in time to block a strike from a force pike from a guard above. The guard's weapon was sliced in half as it hit Nico's blade, and he quickly drew a cut across the man's middle, then turned to slice an approaching Tuka'ta's head in half. 

     "Stop this madness!" Rofel yelled. "You are only making things worse on yourself! You should be proud to have your body serve as host to a Shok'Thola!  Many of my race would gladly take that honor!"

     "Sorry, I'll have to pass on that one!" Nico replied as he spun cut the arm off another guard. The man screamed and started running down the hall in the other direction. 

     "I warned you!" Moving too fast for Nico to intercept, he grabbed Nareni by the arm and pulled her back against him, holding another arm around her neck. He backed up the stairs next to the Repository. 

    "LET HER GO!" Nico warned, moving up closer. 

    "You want her to live? Throw down your weapon and take her place. The Shok'Thola would prefer a male form anyway."

    "Okay!" Nico replied, tossing his saber aside.

    "Nico! What are you doing?!" he heard Jinx yell. "We've nearly beaten them!"

    "Fool. I don't even need those guards," Rofel snorted.

    "Don't listen to him, Nico! Just get our of here and save yourself!"

    "Sorry, I can't do that. I love you Nareni." 

    Kurt's laugh was audible even above the din of battle swarming around Nico. 

    "Hey guys, I'm coming!" yelled a new voice. Nico turned, staring in surprise as Draken came running up the hall into the chamber, lightsaber glowing in hand. Strangely he realised he hadn't expected to see the man alive, after they'd all gotten seperated. Now they had one more on their team. 

    The last Tuka'ta fell down in front of Jinx' glowing blade, dead. "That's it," he breathed.

   "Draken!" Omega greeted the newcomer. 

   Draken ran up to the stairs, then stopped and stared when he saw Kurt standing nearby. "Hey Kurt! You're alive! How's it going?" Kurt's blast of Force Destruction took Draken full in the chest, blowing the man backward through the air. He slid up against the far wall, his saber spinning away across the floor. 

   "Draken!" Omega yelled, this time in horror. Bringing his blade up, he ran up the stairs, straight at Nico. "This time I <I>will</I> take you down!"

   "Omega, wait!" Nico shouted.

   "Wait... Think of the woman!" Rofel warned, holding Nareni even tighter to him. Omega stopped just short of Kurt, who stood seemingly at his ease. Nico moved closer, holding out a precautionary hand toward Omega. 

    "So, what are you going to do, Joznaar? Your life, or hers?"

     Nico took a deep breath, staring into the frightened eyes of Nareni. He didn't see any way out of this decision. But all that mattered was that Nareni be safe. He knew Rofel could somehow sense the Force build in him when he drew upon it deeply enough. He'd only have a second. Rofel was watching him expectantly. Kurt stood to the side, looking disinterested. He began drawing in the Force, as quickly as he could without harming himself.

     "You really are a fool," Rofel snorted.

    Nico grinned. It didn't matter any longer. He was a dead man, anyway. Rearing back, he drew the Force into his hand, concentrating. The power gathered itself... He thrust his hand forward, up at the massive obelisk, and a blast of Force Destruction leapt from his palm, a ball of pure energy formed by the Force. The blast crossed the 

space in a nanosecond and exploded as it hit the crystal structure, filling the room with a blinding flash of light. 

    Slowly Nico's vision returned, the afterimage of the bright flash fading. He gaped in astonishment at what he saw. There wasn't even a scratch on it!

    Rofel laughed as he held a shaking Nareni in his powerful grip. "You thought your feeble powers could damage the Repository." His laughs echoed off the walls. "Your stupid ignorance becomes more apparent with everything you do."

    But Nico wasn't going to be dissuaded so easily. It was already too late to save himself; he only had time for one more shot. He clentched his teeth and balled his fists, feeding a growing rage inside him. Xar had told him not to use his anger to fuel his Force energy, that that dragged him lower into the precarious maw of the Dark Side, but he didn't care anymore. This was his only chance. Dimly he was aware of a deep growl growing in his throat as he summoned the Force more deeply than he ever had before. It coursed through his veins with his blood, filled the very air around him. It was life itself. He concentrated. Only one Destruction needed, but stronger than he'd ever seen before. Yes. He was ready.

    "What are you doing!"  He was barely aware of Rofel's question, the concerned look on his face. As an added thought, he sent a mental image to Omega of what he was intending to do. A short, brief touch of his mind, only enough for one mental picture. Then, raising his hands above his head, he brought the energy together and fired. 

    A massive white blast erupted from his hands, the force of it throwing him backwards off his position on the stairs. At the same instant, Omega left his sight. He prayed the man had gotten his message.

    As Nico fired, Rofel held out his hand and sent a smaller bolt out toward the much larger one. “No!” he yelled. His blast impacted with Nico’s, but failed to knock it off course, and the larger kept right on. The blast hit the Repository with incredible force and with the cracking sound of a lightning bolt. The room was flooded with the light of it as the energy impacted with the crystal device. An instant later, before the energy had begun to fade, Omega was there. His Force jump had sent him into the air at precisely the right place, and his saber came in on the exact spot the Destruction had hit. He swung with all his might, the blade cracking against the obelisk with such ferocity that it actually went through the blade, absorbing for an instant half the blade's length as it passed though. The saber attempted to increase the power to reestablish the blade's length, overloading the receptor, and the emitter cracked, shutting the weapon down entirely. Omega dropped to the ground and rolled away from the Repository.

     For a second, nothing seemed to have changed. Then suddenly a tiny crack cut through the silence. A hairline split in the crystal surface, but a second later it widened a bit.

   Rofel gave a loud gulp, and he let go of Nareni, pushing her aside. He ran down the stairs in front of the Repository, shoving Nico aside, and turned to the crystal obelisk, throwing his hands up toward it. “NO!” he screamed. “What have you done?!” Nico felt the Force within the man as he threw all his power up at the crystalline object, as two more cracks split off from the original. Trying to hold it together. He stared in disbelief at the horror on the man’s face; this really was more important to him than his own life… The spirits inside swirled around, as is anticipating their release, or anxious of their destruction. Nico glanced around the room in confusion, as a rumble began emanating throughout the chamber. He didn’t see Kurt anywhere; the rest of his Jedi team seemed at the ready, though all looked bewildered at the strange turn of events.

   “Uh, I’m not sure that was such a good idea, sir,” Omega said tensely. The rumbling was increasing; the room was practically shaking, now. “What is going on here?”

   “You desecrators! Barbarous filth!” Rofel shouted at them. “I… I can’t hold it alone! Help me!”

   “Forget this! Let’s get outta here!” Jarak yelled.

   Nico stared at the dark man, desperately holding everything he had to stop the crystal from shattering. For a moment he wondered if he’d made the right choice. But there was no going back now. 

  “Right! Grab Draken!” he ordered Jinx and Jarak. Then he ran across the unsteady ground to Nareni’s position. The princess had fallen to her knees, and Nico gently helped her to her feet, where they both swayed a bit under the quaking of the temple. “Are you all right?” he asked softly.

   “Yes, I’m fine, thanks to you,” she replied with a slight smile. “You kept your promise. You saved me.” 

   Nico smiled back warmly. For a split instant, he felt the connection between them. Staring into her eyes, he knew what true love was. He was willing to throw down his life and more to save her. He’d never felt that way before. But now he wanted to experience it forever…

    The sound of  “Nico!” shouted around him brought Nico back to the present moment. The entire temple was shaking now. Turning, he saw bits of the ceiling and wall alcoves begin to fall to the floor, rocks dropping overhead to crash on the ground. Several more slivers spread out across the crystal’s surface. With a roar of desperation, Rofel threw even more power against it. The mere sense of it sent chills up Nico’s spine. The man must be filled to bursting with the Force. Worse yet, he could feel the presence of those Jedi spirits. Soon, he knew, they would be freed.

    “HELP ME!!!” The Jedicon screamed. Nico ignored him. 

    “We’ve got a problem,” he said. “We don’t have time to retrace our steps. We don’t even know the way out…” Just then a movement near the far entrance caught his eye. It was Kurt, followed by several servants pulling along a large hoversled that was covered with objects and artifacts. “There,” he said, running toward the man.

    “Kurt! It’s over!” he called out, stopping just short of the man. “This place is coming down on top of us! Let’s go! Come back with us!”

    Kurt turned his head to look strangely at Nico. “I told you, I can’t do that.”

    The rest of the Jedi came up behind Nico, Jarak and Jinx helping a weakened Draken. “What is the meaning of all this?” Omega asked. The shaking around them was almost too much for them to stand, but somehow Kurt stood still as a statue. “Take this,” he said finally, reaching onto the hoversled and retrieving a square wooden-bound object. He tossed it to Nico. “It will explain everything.” With that he moved into the other exit, his followers right behind him with the sled. Nico stared at the artifact in befuddlement. It looked like some kind of book, but the whole thing was sealed, and he saw no pages. He had an idea what it might be, but he didn’t have time to worry about it now. Suddenly another loud crack split the air. Nico whipped his head over to see the Repository. It didn’t seem possible how it could still be intact, covered with a latticework of cracks now. Rofel was still standing there with his hands up, but it didn’t even look like the same man. His face was contorted in pain, and Nico could see the veins in his neck and arms popping out. 

    “Can we go now?” Omega asked.

    Nodding, Nico ran off toward the exit where Kurt had vanished and down the corridor. Stones were falling all around them now. As they reached the end they emerged in a large room with a strange-looking ship sitting in the center. Nico jolted in surprise as he saw it. It was the same ship that had led them to the Krath Temple on Loki and served as the escape vessel for the strange alien who had lived there, the one they hadn’t killed… “What the…” he began, then the ship started to rise. A bright light enveloped the organic-looking fuselage, the fin-like wings, covering the ship in brilliance. Then the craft seemed to turn, to warp itself into a ball of glowing light, then suddenly it collapsed in on itself and was gone, leaving only an afterimage burning in Nico’s eyes. 

   Dark Hunter pushed the shuttle closer, heading straight toward the new blip on his screens. The point where the newcomer ship had emerged. His readings showed the entire planet in an upheaval for some reason. He just hoped he wasn’t too late…

    “Come on, we have to keep moving!” Nico called out, pulling Nareni alongside him. He couldn’t believe Kurt would have left them there to die. He just couldn’t have… They ran down the corridor as fast as they could make it. There seemed to be a light at the end. Nico knew, he just knew that if he could make that light then they would be safe… The light grew, enveloping him, filling his vision. It was the last thing he remembered…

   Rofel was pouring everything he had into a barrier, trying to hold the Repository in place. He knew he couldn’t do it. The depth of his failure hit him to the core. Inside, he could see the spirits moving around anxiously, wanting to be freed. Then one seemed to arise out of the mist, much larger than the rest. Its sight chilled him to the bone.

    “I… cannot… hold it… much longer…” he grunted. With a cry of rage he poured it all out, the Force raging through him in a torrent. He was shaking so violently he hardly noticed the temple crumbling around him. If only he could have learned more… “Take… my body…” he told the form in front of him. The power he felt in front of him, trying to break his barrier, was overwhelming, unstoppable. He could feel himself losing control…

   “Glacia tomek Altarin’Dakor!!!” He screamed. “I am an Altarin’Dakor! WE SHALL NEVER DIE!!!”

   Then the torrent flowing through him passed beyond his ability to control. He lost control of the Force, and he screamed as flames burst up inside of him, burning out through every pour in his body. 

   The Repository shattered, eliciting another scream from the dying Jedicon. A massive explosion of life-energy, perhaps greater than any ever known, burst out, consuming him along with the rest of the temple…

   A beam of energy shot out of the mountains covering the temple, followed by more, and more, until finally the entire area caved into the ground and exploded outward with the force of a thousand proton torpedoes. Lava and fire erupted from the planet, as the explosions spread out and out, until a final eruption blew through the entire planet. Dark Hunter piloted the shuttle out at breakneck speed, barely escaping the main eruption. He soared toward the waiting SoH ships, which had taken up a position further out. Behind the ship, half the planet was simply not there anymore. Then, for a fleeting second, a massive shockwave, life energy, spread out faster than the eye could see, and was gone. The Jedi, onboard, could feel the soaring cry of hundreds of Jedi spirits as they were released. But one drowned out all the others… A scream of pure rage and anger through the Force as it was released. Then blackness engulfed them all…

   Xar sat at his desk, reviewing the latest few reports from the Council, when the blast hit him, launching him backwards out of his chair and into the air. He slammed into the wall and collapsed onto a table, breathless. A scream unlike any he’d felt or heard before seared through his being. The Force. He staggered to his feet, struggling to keep the feeling of cataclysm and dread from him. “Something terrible has happened…” he breathed.

   Luke Skywalker watched the display screen thoughtfully, dismissing the Imperial Sovereign Protectors around him with a wave of his hand. The Emperor’s fleet was nearly assembled. Soon the strike against Mon Calamari would begin. He thought of Leia, wondered where he was and how the kids were. But that didn’t matter now. He had to oversee the Emperor’s orders. 

    Then an incredible tremor through the Force shot through him, sending a feeling of dread through his body. He gasped in shock at the tragedy it felt. A moment later the feeling passed, but he knew that something had happened. Something huge. He didn’t know what it was, but it was certainly beyond anything he’d felt before. He shook his head to clear it, the looked back at his screens in momentary confusion. Where was he again? Oh yes, the fleet status reports. He’d have to report that incident to the Emperor. But then again, he’d probably felt it to. Interesting. But he couldn’t think on it long. There was work to be done…

   Nico stared out the bridge viewport at the mottled sky of hyperspace passing by. He’d been sad to leave Nareni back at Valtarin, but he could visit her anytime, she’d said. The Grand Master certainly had to give him some leave after this mission. He shook his head, going over all the events that had transpired since the start of the mission two months ago. They had managed to stay alive and not kill one another; and while they hadn’t brought Kurt back, they had a brand new World Devastator to offer the New Imperium. At least Kurt was alive… They’d find him someday. And then he would come back with them. Nico still wondered what all that had meant back in the temple. That strange man… He glanced at the artifact cradled in his arms. He knew what it was, now. A copy of the Elfodd Contingency. Maybe this would make the trip worth it. He had to get it back to Xar. This one was too important to lose…

THE END
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