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  “I still think we could have had a nicer honeymoon on Hapes,” Jagged Fel said. He and his old friend and new wife, Master Jaina Solo, were in a sleek little SoroSuub Horizon-class star yacht, and currently, the stars were their only companions. “Someplace…quiet, where we could relax. You know — that thing we never seem to be able to do.”


  “I’m letting you pilot, aren’t I?” Jaina said.


  “You don’t find that relaxing.”


  “…not really.”


  “My point exactly. I don’t know why I let you convince me that heading off to a hiking trek on a remote world was a better idea than sitting on a lovely beach in the moonlight with beverages in our hands.”


  “Don’t worry, you’ll get to be lazy,” Jaina said. “We go hiking on this glorious, unspoiled planet for a few days — then we go to Hapes and do nothing.”


  “We could hike in unspoiled wilderness on Hapes.”


  “It’s not the same.


  I thought you said you wanted to get away from it all.”


  “I meant away from responsibilities, not sanisteams.”


  “I promise you several days of lounging when we return.”


  “I’ll hold you to that. I prefer to do most of my lounging with you indoors.”


  He gave her a wicked grin.


  Misdirection, finagling, and precise timing had been involved in this little “getaway.” Karn Valenti, codenamed “Carved,” and Lina Zek, “Curved,” had once again been pressed in to serve as doubles for Jag and Jaina, and were currently on Hapes, staying just enough in the public eye to keep the illusion going and no more.


  “I look forward to that,” Jaina said. “But I have every confidence that Pharika will make sure we have a wonderful and memorable visit to the ruins.”


  Jag grimaced. “Two is company, three’s a…” He paused. Jaina winced inwardly, realizing he was on to her. “Okay, Jaina. What’s the real reason you wanted to go hiking on Sakuub?”


  “Well,” she began, “the hiking really is gorgeous. When you get into the backcountry it’s supposedly amazing. And… well…”


  He was silent, waiting patiently.


  It came out in a rush. “There’s an ancient ruin there known as the Sky Temple of Karsol which as far as I can tell has never been explored by Jedi. I want to check it out and see if it could possibly be a lost Jedi ruin, or have more information about Abeloth for the future.”


  Jag emitted the sigh of the greatly put-upon. “Why don’t I just drop you off and have drinks at the local watering hole till you’re done?”


  “Because I want to kiss you at moonrise.”


  “Oh. Okay. Do I get to kiss Pharika too?”


  Jaina punched him playfully. Then, just to make sure, she added, “No.”


  Jag chuckled. Jaina left the co-pilot chair and climbed into his lap.


  “Let’s start lounging right now,” she said.


  “I’m piloting a ship,” Jag said. She kissed him for a long moment. His voice was ever so slightly unsteady as he said, “Well, I suppose I could put it on autopilot.”


  “Wise choice,” she murmured, smiling against his lips as she kissed him again.


  



  



  The lone hangar in the single major city of Sakuub was one of the sadder ones Jag had ever seen. Their gleaming silver yacht stood out glaringly against the battered, patched-up, and aged vessels with which it now kept company. Some of these ships might even be antiques; most of them, however, were in that gray area between too old for fashion and too new to have other value. He noticed one vessel that jogged his memory, but he couldn’t quite place—


  “See?” Jaina said. “We really are getting away from it all.”


  Jag started to say something about the ship that had caught his eye, but was interrupted.


  “Excuse me?” They turned to see a young Sakuubian male approaching them. He was humanoid, his broad blue face bearing the distinctive ridges of his race. While his tunic was hardly the latest style, it was crisp, clean, and professional looking, and his four horns were neatly filed to elegant points.


  “You are Ven and Kara Tumak?” he asked. They nodded, and he stuck out a three-fingered hand. He gave no sign that he recognized that the names were false. “I’m Dular. Welcome to Sakuub! Pharika sent me to greet you. I’m to take you to our local market, where she’ll discuss your upcoming trek to our famous Sky Temple, help you select a few final items, and show you around the market, which has been in continuous operation for centuries and is a very popular tourist attraction.”


  He rattled off the information with the enthusiasm of one who had recently memorized something and wished to show it off — and looked slightly disappointed when they gazed at him blankly.


  “Oh, the market!” Jaina exclaimed finally. “Of course, we’d love to see it.” Jag looked at her questioningly, as Dular turned to lead them to an old landspeeder. She shrugged and mouthed, I don’t know. He stifled a grin.


  Dular was pleasant enough, and chatted amiably as he ferried them through a section of the city as rundown as the port they had just left. The lanes began to narrow and grow more congested as they entered what was clearly Sakuub’s historical district. It was tiny, quaint, and colorful.


  And loud.


  “I’ll let you off here. Pharika will be waiting for you Shuku’s Fine Fungi, at the intersection of High Street and River Way, two of the Old Town’s main streets, where all the food stalls are located. It’s due north that way.” He pointed down the street. “I’ll be back in two hours to take you to your hotel. Enjoy your afternoon!”


  He waved jauntily. They waved back. “Hotel?” Jag asked as they started walking up the stone-paved street. “So we get at least one night in a bed?”


  “I thought you might appreciate that.”


  He pulled her to him and kissed her.


  “I do indeed. Now — to find Pharika.”


  They threaded their way through the crowd, which seemed as cheerful as it was noisy. As neither of them was particularly tall, spotting the food stalls up ahead proved to be a bit of a challenge. Jag had caught a brief glimpse of what he thought was a fungus cart when Jaina suddenly came to a dead stop beside him.


  Her head was turned sharply behind her, and her face had gone still.


  “What is it?” he asked, pressing his mouth close to her ear to be heard.


  She shook her head. “I don’t know. Just a bad feeling.”


  “With you, bad feelings aren’t that simple.”


  “It’s all right. We’re not in any danger. At least not immediately.”


  “How reassuring.” His tone implied anything but. “Let’s find our guide.”


  As Dular had promised, standing beside “Shuku’s Fine Fungi” was a tall, lithe Sakuubian who looked every centimeter the “native guide.” Whereas Dular had seemed somewhat soft and proud of his relatively natty attire, Pharika wore functional, simple clothes and her arms were ropy with muscle.


  She waved as they worked their way toward her. “You are Ven and Kara,” she said, shaking their hands as Dular had.


  Her grip was so strong that Jag fought the urge to flex his hand afterward. “I trust Dular took good care of you.”


  “He did,” Jaina said. “Nice to meet you, Pharika.”


  Pharika indicated the seemingly endless stream of stalls. “I thought before we embarked on our trip to the Sky Temple, you might enjoy seeing another part of our history. The market is famous in this sector. It is the perfect place to find a souvenir of your visit — and some delicious food we can consume as we hike.”


  Pharika spoke about the market’s history as they browsed. Jag had thought he would be bored silly, but the market did indeed seem to have unique items, and the Sakuubians were a jovial people. He found that he was enjoying himself.


  Jaina, however, never seemed to fully relax. He knew if she sensed danger, she’d tell him, plain and simple, so he wasn’t concerned about an immediate threat. He was, however, aware that she seemed distracted, and often found her glancing around. At one point their eyes met, and Jaina jerked her dark head to the right. Jag turned just in time to catch a glimpse of an ugly, brown-gray tail slithering into one of the alleys.


  Hutt. He nodded almost imperceptibly. Her “bad feeling” had now been explained. Pharika appeared not to have noticed the exchange, instead handing them a shawl of hand-woven phulla wool. They ran their fingertips over the soft, vibrantly-hued material.


  “Thought I recognized a Dunelizard in the port,” he said softly to her, recalling the ship he’d seen there. “We can still leave if you like.”


  Jaina shook her head.


  Jag smiled apologetically at Pharika. “I’m sorry, but I think the shawl is too expensive. I’d love to see a scarf in this color, though.”


  Jaina’s discomfort lingered through the ride to the hotel, which was a nice enough little place. They dropped their backpacks as they entered the room. Jaina began to thoroughly inspect everything, from the trinkets on the dresser to the sanisteam to the bed. “Wish I’d brought something a little more sophisticated than my eyes to search with,” she muttered, sneezing at the gathered dust.


  gathered dust.


  “You’ve got the Force. That’s rather sophisticated.”


  Jaina got to her feet, turned to Jag, and planted her hands on her hips.” Why would a Hutt, who has extreme mobility difficulties, come to a planet where the two main attractions are a market with incredibly narrow streets and challenging backcountry hiking?” she demanded.


  “We know the market is a draw,” Jag said, sitting on the bed and taking off his boots. “The Hutt could be negotiating a trade.”


  Jaina sat beside him but made no move to undress. “Then why slither out of sight in such a suspicious way?”


  “If he didn’t recognize us, maybe his ‘trade’ isn’t all that legal. And if he did, then three words: Leia. Chain. Jabba.”


  Jaina smiled, then leaned over and kissed him. “Sweet. Highly unlikely that Mom still inspires fear in an entire race all these years later, but sweet.”


  He grasped her arms and playfully tossed her back on the bed. “Let me see if I can take your mind off of worrying for the rest of the night.” He kissed her. She wrapped one arm around him, placed her lightsaber within easy reach with the other, then for the rest of the night, neither of them worried about anything.
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  Jag had resolved to endure the four-day hike with stoic equanimity, as it was important to Jaina, but he was surprised to find himself actually enjoying the rigorous exercise. The path up the mountain to the Sky Temple wasn’t quite vertical, but close to it. The air was fresh and clean, and the scenery was truly breathtaking. Pharika was a reassuring and insightful guide, and by the second night, Jag heard himself saying those extremely important three little words.


  “You were right,” he said. “It’s nice to not have to think about anything but moving and looking at a gorgeous view.”


  Jaina beamed at him. “I’m glad,” she said.


  “You are not the first to find this to be true,” said Pharika.


  “We do not have many tourists, but those who accept the challenge of the mountain seem to be restored by it.”


  “I still want to be lazy,” he warned Jaina.


  “You’ll get your chance,” she promised him. “In a few days.”


  They caught their first glimpse of the Sky Temple the following day. The steep path rounded a corner, and there it was, white stone against an azure sky. Jag knew that it was a ruin, but at this distance, it looked complete and magnificent. Maybe Jaina was right again — maybe this place had been a Jedi temple, a long time ago.


  Jaina gazed at it raptly.


  “Does it call to you?” Pharika asked. “Some say that even though it has crumbled to ruins, the Temple still sings to their souls.”


  “It does, in a way,” Jaina said thoughtfully, then with her usual practicality, added, “Let’s keep going!”


  By nightfall, they had almost made it to the temple atop the plateau. Jaina wanted to push on, but Pharika shook her head.


  “It would be both unwise and a disappointment,” she said. “It is dangerous to climb in the dark, and you should see it for the first time bathed in the light of the morning sun.”


  Jaina reluctantly agreed, but her eyes lingered on the proud columns against the sky. As she lay next to Jag that night, he could feel the tension in her body.


  “I think it is a Jedi temple,” she whispered to him.


  “You can feel it in the Force?” he asked.


  She shook her head. “No, and that’s puzzling. But Pharika’s right. I do feel… drawn to it, somehow.”


  He kissed the top of her head. “Sleep now,” he said, wrapping his arms around her. “Figure out ancient mysteries tomorrow.”


  



  



  Strangely enough, the road to the top was easy. Jag wondered why Pharika had been so insistent that it would be dangerous. She had, however, been right about the view. He slowed in appreciation and Jaina stopped dead in her tracks as they rounded a turn and, suddenly, the temple was there. It was small, as such things went, and the columns showed more wear up close than they had when glimpsed from far away, of course. But still—


  Jaina staggered back, as if something had struck her.


  Jag caught her arm to steady her. Pharika came up, looking concerned. “Kara? Are you all right? The altitude does affect some climbers.”


  Jaina pressed a hand to her temple. “I’m fine,” she said. “Please — could you give us a moment?”


  Pharika glanced from one to the other, then nodded. “Of course.” With a final concerned look, she walked off a discreet distance. Jaina turned a face lit with a huge smile to Jag, who was by now utterly confused.


  “Jaina, what is it?” he asked.


  “The Force!” she cried, pressing a hand to her heart. “This place is absolutely soaked in it! I have no idea why I didn’t sense it before.”


  “If it is a Jedi temple, its founders might not want everyone knowing that.”


  Jaina nodded. “Makes sense. Especially if…” Her voice trailed off. With a glance back at Pharika, who had walked to the far side of a remaining column, Jaina approached the center of the ruins. She was still slightly unsteady, increasing Jag’s concern, but then she abruptly stopped her almost trance-like walking and looked down at her feet. He followed her gaze. She was staring intently at what appeared to be just another broken piece of stone, one of many littering the center of the ruins.


  “There it is!” she cried.


  “Congratulations, you found a rock,” Jag said.


  “No, it’s not a rock. It’s emitting a sort of distortion field that disguises it as a rock,” Jaina said, all her attention focused on the object. Trembling, she knelt and reverently picked it up in both hands.


  And then Jag saw it, too. It was a small octahedron, emitting a soothing, pulsing blue light from swirls and geometric patterns that danced joyfully along its surface.


  A Jedi holocron.


  “We knew you’d lead us straight to it… Master Solo.”


  The voice came from Pharika, but its hardness sounded nothing like the guide’s former dulcet tones. Jag and Jaina whirled to see the Sakuubian pointing a blaster at them. Jag was about to break into a laugh at the thought of one lone woman standing against him and Jaina when suddenly a compact, sleek little ship emerged from the chasm below the temple. It was some sort of light, transatmospheric vessel, and Jag had never seen anything like it before. He didn’t need to be a Jedi to have a bad feeling about it.


  Jaina looked completely unruffled. “You won’t harm me while I have this,” she said calmly.


  “No,” Pharika admitted. “I wouldn’t harm you.” She turned and fired a shot at Jag’s foot without batting an eyelash. “But he’s fair game.”


  Even as pain ripped through Jag and his leg buckled, a blur interposed itself between him and Pharika. In one swift motion, Jaina tossed the precious holocron to Jag, summoned her lightsaber to her from her open backpack a meter or so away, then turned to attack the woman who had dared to harm her husband. Jag caught the holocron in his right hand, tucking it protectively against his chest as he limped as fast as he could for cover. Every instinct told him to help Jaina, but he knew she would want him to protect the holocron. Besides, he was unarmed. The same could never be said of a Jedi Master. The best thing he could do was stay out of her way for now and search for an advantage.


  Jaina was beautiful in battle. She had long ago learned to master her anger and direct it well in a fight, and Jag did not envy either Pharika or her ally in the mysterious little ship. Jaina didn’t appear to even be breaking a sweat as she leapt and dove, rolled, somersaulted, and batted back Pharika’s well-aimed blaster bolts. Pharika was no slouch in the physical department either, continually tumbling to make sure a boulder or a ruined hunk of the temple was between them. Jaina moved inexorably forward, close enough now to—


  Alerted by the Force, Jaina suddenly flung herself violently to the left. There came almost a shriek of energy from the vessel, and the ground burned where Jaina had just been. Without missing a beat, Jaina batted back Pharika’s fire with her lightsaber while using her other hand to levitate a huge chunk of fallen column with the other. It rose easily and Jaina hurled it toward the ship. The little vessel moved with astonishing speed, trying to dodge it, but the stone still landed a glancing blow that momentarily halted the ship’s attack.
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  At that same instant, one of Jaina’s returned bolts struck its target. It hit Pharika in mid-thigh and the “guide” cried out. That was all the invitation Jag needed. Placing the holocron down, he steeled himself against the pain and raced as fast as he could for Pharika, slamming into her and knocking her back to fall beneath him. She snarled at him, and he felt her trying to shove the blaster between their bodies.


  Jag shoved his knee firmly into her injured thigh and she cried out, her grip loosening. Jag grabbed Pharika’s hand, pressed hard on a nerve cluster, and tugged the blaster away from her splayed fingers. Rolling well clear, he fired one quick blast at her other leg, rendering her no longer a threat, then turned to attack the hovering vessel.


  It ceased firing and gained altitude. For a moment, Jag thought it was fleeing, but that hope was dashed an instant later.


  One red blast disintegrated Pharika. Her “friends” clearly had no desire to risk her talking. Two more scarlet streaks came in rapid succession — but not at Jaina or Jag. Presumably, the pilot had no idea which of them had the holocron. Instead, the mystery ship fired directly at the towering columns of the ancient ruin.


  Jaina could handle a lot, but Jag could see she was beginning to reach her limit. The human body, even when in harmony with and drawing upon the Force, could only do so much. Not even Jaina Solo could stand alone against a ship attacking both her and the ground upon which she stood. Still she tried, her body whirling and blocking. She turned a one-handed cartwheel, the other hand extended to stop a huge chunk of fluted stone from crashing down directly on Jag. The tactics had changed. The ship’s occupants now seemed intent on burying them in rubble — and returning later for the holocron at their leisure. Jag didn’t know a lot about holocrons, but one thing he did know is that they were designed to last through the ages. He was willing to bet something as ordinary as a rock wouldn’t harm it.


  This couldn’t be the end. After all they’d been through? To die like this? Ridiculous. It couldn’t happen.


  Jaina, I love you—


  She mis-stepped.


  A huge chunk of rock came tumbling down. Jaina managed to roll away, but a sharp edge grazed her shoulder. Bright blood blossomed. She couldn’t keep it up much—


  The second ship was even more unexpected than the first. It was as familiar as the other was mysterious — the G1-M4-C Dunelizard fighter Jag had spotted earlier in the hangar. It announced its presence by firing a small laser cannon at the attacking ship, capturing its full attention. The mystery vessel stopped firing on the ruins and did a full turn, coming up attacking. It might have been sleeker and faster than anything Jag had seen before, but it was still no match for the inelegant but efficient laser cannon on the decades-old fighter.


  The Dunelizard hovered for a moment, then with a roar of engines that sounded as if they needed some tender loving care, it settled down a short distance away from the ruins. Jag got to his feet, gritted his teeth, and hobbled to Jaina, who seemed stronger than she had just a few moments ago, obviously calling again on the Force to bolster her strength. She got to her feet as he approached and reached to steady him.


  “I have it. It’s safe,” He told her. She nodded, relieved. Leaning on each other, Jag still holding Pharika’s blaster, they looked over at the Dunelizard. The hatch opened, and an ugly, irritated Hutt stared out at them, blinking his slitted eyes.


  “You!” Jaina said, as Jag brought his weapon to bear on the Hutt. “Who are you, and why did you help us?” The Hutt made a face. Jag hadn’t realized such a thing was possible.


  “I didn’t come here for that thing your husband is attempting to conceal from me,” he said in Huttese, sneering and maybe just a little afraid. “Too dangerous for the likes of me. My name, I will keep to myself. As for why I did this…” He looked discomfited. Finally, he continued. “It is to repay you for your support at Klatooine, when you and your friend Lando Calrissian ruled that we upheld the Treaty of Vontor. It is no secret you are not fond of Hutts. Yet… you did this for us.”


  “I didn’t do it for you, I did it because it was the right thing to do,” Jaina said. “I didn’t enjoy ruling in your favor. And it didn’t even work. The Klatooinians rebelled anyway.”


  “That doesn’t matter. My employer felt we owed you a debt. Now it is paid.”


  “Good,” Jaina said. “Because that whole thing was really awkward.”


  “Indeed it was.”


  Jaina glanced at Jag. “We, uh… we thought it was you chasing us.”


  The Hutt grunted. “Of course you did,” he said resignedly.


  Jag looked over at Pharika’s body. “Whatever she was, she was not a simple guide. I wonder if she’s even Sakuubian. You’ll remember that Dular never saw her.”


  “I sensed nothing but good intent from her — until she started firing a blaster at you, that is.”


  “Do you know who she was?” Jag asked the Hutt. “Who she was working for? I’ve never seen a ship like that.”


  The Hutt, clearly at the end of his patience, waved his stubby arms. “All I know is that someone knew you were coming here and decided to use you like a Vadoorian sniffer rat to lead them to that holocron.”


  “Your employer clearly also knew we were coming here.”


  “You are less subtle than you think, Master Solo.” Jag tried and failed to muffle a snort.


  “You were not that difficult to find. I am done. The debt is paid. You are on your own.” The hatch started to close.


  “Hey,” said Jaina. The Hutt paused. Their gazes locked.


  Jaina reached to touch the blaster in Jag’s hand, indicating that he should lower it. He did so, and she said with quiet sincerity, “Thank you.”


  The Hutt grunted one last time, closed the hatch with too much pleasure, and powered up. Jaina didn’t bother to watch it depart. She eased Jag down, retrieved an emergency medical kit from their packs, and began treating him.


  “Hey, you still have a foot,” she said, trying for levity. “Sort of. But nothing we can’t fix.”


  “While that may be true, I won’t be able to climb back down,” Jag said matter-of-factly.


  “So we take a shortcut,” Jaina said. She helped her husband up, drawing his arm around her shoulder, and they made their slow way to the edge of the plateau, stopping and leaning against a boulder. They peered downward, seeing small bits and pieces of the destroyed black ship.


  Once she was certain that Jag was securely resting on the boulder, she said, “Me first,” flashed him a quick grin, and leapt off. She floated down, gracefully and slowly, landing gently several meters below on a lip on the otherwise sheer rock face.


  She looked up and held up her arms, her face soft with affection, offering to use the Force to bear him to safety.


  “Taking the plunge indeed,” he called down to her.


  “You said for better or for worse.”


  “I did,” Jag said, grinning, and jumped.
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