A member of Gladius returns in triumph, or not at all.

With a primal scream and all of his might, Planesdrifter hauled himself up to the edge of the walkway and jumped just as Aeron had done.

But he wasn’t Aeron. The Force wasn’t with him the way it was with the Dark Knight.

And he saw to his horror, the shields had been raised. Planesdrifter would hit the shields, and with nothing to grab hold of, would fall into the churning brown acid just as Caer had done.

He was doomed.

A Jedi who is in tune with his actions acts on reflex, not thinking, not with his mind.

His old lessons at the Shadow Academy came unbidden to his mind.

A Jedi who is one with the Force works as one with the Force. Use your instinct.

One instinct, Planesdrifter used the one power he excelled at: the ability to warp and distort the fabric of reality briefly & for a handful of moments. He had usually employed that power on himself, to escape from blaster bolts and the like.

On impulse, Planesdrifter used it not on himself, but on the space in front of him—on the invisible shield’s molecular particles just as he was about to hit it. He wrenched them violently apart, creating a vacant hole in reality, a hole through the shields. A vacuum that demanded to be filled.

It sucked Planesdrifter towards it, through the hole to fill the space. It carried his leap of faith farther than he could ever have jumped and past the shields.

He landed with a hard thump onto the smooth hull of the ship, but had never felt anything more welcome in his life.

But there was no time for rest. Planesdrifter leapt up as fast as he could, only to come face to face with the NRI woman, an incredulous look on her face—and a heavy blaster pistol in her hand. She fired at him, point-blank.

Tired as he was, Planesdrifter almost didn’t avoid it in time. But again he used the Darkness, this time in a more familiar way. In a few moments, so fast they were invisible to the human eye, the Acolyte’s body seemed to warp itself around the bolt, bending to the side to let the lethal shot pass. Planesdrifter never stopped advancing, and lightsaber in hand, yellow blade burning brightly and hungrily, swung wildly at her. The blade bit into her torso and sliced smoothly upwards through her body. She fell apart slowly, her faced still twisted with astonishment.

Planesdrifter was amazed at how easily he had killed the woman, how smoothly the lightsaber handled. It was amazingly light—almost too much so. Planesdrifter remembered tales of foolish young Jedi who had taken a saber as a weapon, not realizing the incredible skill and finesse needed to properly wield it. And rightly so, for such an incredible weapon truly deserved better respect

At that moment, the shuttle gave a mighty shudder as it lifted up away from the acid river and into the air. Planesdrifter fell to his knees but managed to stay upright. As the shuttle began to speed away down the river across the lake, Planesdrifter leapt into the still open hatch and all but fell down the ladder. Just in time too, as the hatch abruptly closed tight above him. He felt the shuttle rise up into the air as it sped away from the wretched planet whose name he had already forgotten and didn’t care to remember.

That jarred him as he realized exactly what sort of situation he now stood in. Alone, unarmed apart from a single vibroblade and his lightsaber, on an NRI shuttle en route deep into Republic space with a Dark Jedi Knight and at least one other NRI agent on board waiting to kill him.

Planesdrifter was still far from completing his mission. He had merely escaped from a disastrous ambush outside. The old proverb came into his mind: ‘out of the frying pan and into the fire’. He would have smiled cynically at that, except he was too tired.

* * *

On the fringes of the Haalsbund system, an Assault Gunboat squadron flanked an Assault Shuttle as it drifted through space. They bore none of the typical markings of the EH TIE Corps, and their hulls were painted black to blend in amongst the stars and increase difficulty in visible identification. Their duty was not to be seen, to conduct operations in secrecy and silence. They were the silent knives in darkness for the EH. They were agents of EH Intelligence.

A single message was relayed to them from deep within the Haalsbund system. The scoutship had spotted an NRI Excelsior-class shuttle leaving Haalsbund’s atmosphere. Apparently, Lt. Celab Caer and Acolyte Planesdrifter had failed. Now they were the last remaining obstacle that prevented Aeron escaping with his critical secrets to the New Republic.

As one, the 12 Gunboats elongated with the starlines and in one instant traversed the hundreds of kilometres to Haalsbund Prime in a mini-jump in-system. They were all eager for the coming battle; eager to dispense justice to a traitor, to one who had betrayed the officer ethics of the TIE Corps, to a Dark Jedi who had incredulously thrown his lot in with the New Republic, who had just as incredulously had accepted him.

The thought that one of the two Imperial agents on the ground might have pursued Aeron into the starcraft never occurred to them, but it wouldn’t have made any difference if it had. They were all Intelligence agents first and foremost and would do whatever it took to safeguard the security of the Emperor’s Hammer Territories, including sacrificing their lives—or that of their comrades’—for the greater good.

Sirrus Aeron would not escape justice at the Haalsbund system.

* * *

Planesdrifter barely had time to catch his breath at the base of the ladder before the walls around him shook violently and threw him to the floor. Alarms wailed impotently in the hallways, warning him that they were under attack. But by whom? Since they would have to be unbelievably unlucky to suffer from a pirate attack now, Planesdrifter had to surmise that it was an EH taskforce of some kind out there, acting on orders from Quaestor Bloodfyre, or perhaps his mysterious military commander. But the speed of the deployment impressed Planesdrifter; the EH TIE Corps weren’t usually so mobile.

This thought comforted him until the next barrage of missiles hit the shuttle, though this time Planesdrifter grabbed a doorframe and managed to stay upright. The Acolyte belatedly realized that with no communication from either him or Caer, the pilots would assume that they had died and their mission was a failure. If there were Gunboats out there, they might try to capture the shuttle with their ion cannons, but if that took too long and it seemed like Aeron might escape into hyperspace they would be just as happy blowing the ship to pieces too. Which didn’t bode well for Planesdrifter’s chances of getting out of this alive.

Planesdrifter pulled out his commlink and thumbed it on—then just as quickly thumbed it off again as a loud burst of static echoed throughout the ship’s corridors. Wide-frequency jamming. So there was no way to alert the EH pilots out there of his presence onboard the shuttle. Which meant that if he didn’t stop Aeron soon enough, he would be blown out of the sky—or en route to a New Republic world, where they would be unlikely to offer a hospitable welcome. Either way, Planesdrifter’s chances didn’t look good.

So what am I waiting for, he though to himself. Wearily he dragged himself off the floor, clutched at the side of the wall as another barrage of concussion missiles hit the shuttle’s shields and started to make his way forward to the cockpit, where he assumed Aeron would be piloting.

He was on his fifth step forward when the lights in the corridor abruptly shut off, the blast door at either end of the corridors slammed shut and a vast hissing noise sounded all around him like that of escaping air. Planesdrifter tried to run forward to the blast door in front of him as fast as he could but on his second step found that he was lifted weightlessly into the air and was now in zero gravity.

Aeron had detected his presence on board the shuttle after all and had shut down all life support systems in his area. Even with the nourishing aid of the Dark Side, Planesdrifter had only a few precious minutes to get of there before he succumbed to lack of oxygen and the cold of space seeping into the corridor. He had to escape.

Desperately, he groped at the sides of the walls—or was it the ceiling? Or floor?—and tried to grab onto something solid along the smooth corridor walls but he simply wasn’t used to zero gravity conditions and was completely disoriented. Which way was up? Which way was the right way out of here?

By the time he reached the keypad to work the blast door, he had begun to feel light-headed. With a start he realized that the blast door had been sealed, locked by remote computer from the central cockpit. The only way through it now was with his saber. Planesdrifter reached down and fumbled with it. Warily, he thumbed it on and flinched from the burning bright yellow light. Then without hesitation he thrust it deep into the blast door and patiently began to carve himself an exit.

But the door and thick and the going was slow. A dull ache started pounding in his lungs as he called upon the Force for greater support and tried to fight off the encroaching darkness. Another barrage of missiles scattered against the ship and almost send Planesdrifter bouncing wildly out of control down the corridor. This time Planesdrifter could detect the sound of laser fire sizzling through space outside. A full dogfight would soon break out.

The blast door fell apart agonizingly slowly. It was another four minutes in the diminishing atmosphere before Planesdrifter could claw out a hole large enough to launch himself through. He grimaced in pain as he squeezed past the molten metal, feeling their intense heat scorch his garments to burn his skin. But there wasn’t enough time to wait any longer.

It was an odd sensation as Planesdrifter fell from weightlessness to normality as he launched himself through into the corridor. Alarms wailed in the background, of a different pitch this time, warning of the breach of an area of no life support to the corridor where it was still on. Planesdrifter had to act quickly; sitting in the cockpit Aeron would know that the Acolyte had escaped.

Planesdrifter picked himself off and ran down the corridor, which seemed to be an access corridor to the engine room. But there was an elevator at the end of the corridor, and that would undoubtedly lead him up to Sirrus Aeron. But he hadn’t got halfway there before the lights were cut off and Planesdrifter floated upwards again. They had cut the life support in this hallway too.

Still reeling from the previous effects of lack of atmosphere, Planesdrifter knew that he didn’t have the endurance or the skill in the Dark Side to last another eight minutes with no atmosphere to try to escape. He had to escape somewhere—but where?

He glanced at the door to the engine power control room and saw the sign indicating the way to the escape pods. Planesdrifter suddenly had a desperate idea—but it might just work.

He groped his way over to the door and slashed through it with his lightsaber—a much easier and quicker task with the thin door then with the much thicker blast door. As he cleared the debris away, he noticed the lights on the elevator slowly dropping down. It was descending towards his floor. And there was only one person who would confidently enter an area with no life support. Sirrus Aeron was coming down to deal with him personally. Planesdrifter hadn’t much time.

Pulling himself forward through the weightless atmosphere, Planesdrifter reached the power regulators for the engine systems. Moving as best he could in the confined space, he slashed the lightsaber through the covering for the power lines and tore off the debris. Planesdrifter had only a rudimentary knowledge of how the power systems worked aboard a shuttle—but then again, to commit sabotage he supposed that one really only needed to know how to blow things up, wouldn’t one?

Hesitating for only the briefest of moments, Planesdrifter reached down to grasp his vibroblade, switched it to maximum power—and plunged it into the power systems. A shower of sparks flew from the broken circuits and bolts of electrical energy played across the couplings and across the vibroblade. Planesdrifter tried to let go of the blade as soon as he could, but it truth it was a wild lightning bolt that threw him off the blade rather than his Jedi reflexes. The powerful bolt, carrying unregulated power directly from the shuttle’s power system, coursed through his body and threw him back against the wall. The smell of burnt flesh wafted through Planesdrifter’s nostrils and he knew he was badly wounded—but he would live. He wasn’t dead yet, and his duty here aboard the NRI ship was almost complete.

Being in zero-gravity, Planesdrifter only rebounded off the wall and drifted aimlessly; burned, heart skipping and half-conscious. With great difficulty, he drew upon all of his skill with the Darkness to heal himself as best he could…and then launched himself towards the escape pods as fast as he could. Behind him, the vibroblade continued to quiver furiously, tearing apart more of the power regulators and sending bolts of lightning stream across the circuits.

Planesdrifter’s lungs felt as if they were burning, whether from the electric shock or the extended lack of air he didn’t know. He switched off his saber and reached out for the hatch to the escape pod with weak, trembling hands. He felt his pulse beating in his temples and the Dark Side coursing through him. It was just as well he was weightless, as he knew he didn’t posses the strength to stand.

And then he detected a powerful presence behind him, a sense full of malevolence and wrath. Sirrus Aeron had arrived.

Planesdrifter didn’t look behind him, both from the fact that it would be a waste of time and the fact that he hardly possessed the strength to turn his head. He could feel through the Force Aeron approaching closer and closer. He could not stand up in a direct confrontation with the Dark Jedi Knight. He would be killed…slowly and painfully.

Then the escape pod hatch sprung open. Sweet air flooded into the Acolyte’s face—conditions in the pod was the only thing not controlled directly from the cockpit. Summoning all of his might into his shuddering arms, Planesdrifter pulled himself forward into the pod and fell in a heap on the floor. Frantically he reached out and hit the launch button on the inside of the pod.

For one terrible half-moment Planesdrifter feared that they had cut all power to the engine room as well and that the pod wouldn’t launch…then the doors slammed shut, Planesdrifter was thrown back against the cramped wall as the pod fired away from the ship into the safety of deep space.

The last thing Planesdrifter saw before the doors slammed shut was the furious visage of Sirrus Aeron mere meters away, cold blue eyes cutting deep into his soul.

Hardly a dozen moments later, as Planesdrifter’s pod fired away, the vibroblade gave one last tremor, broke the power regulator circuitry in two, and the engine room exploded as wild energy flew all about the room.

The NRI shuttle shuddered, almost like a living thing, before being blown off to its left and send spinning away in uncontrolled cartwheels. Its shield’s collapsed, and a second later ion blasts from the Assault Gunboats hammered the hull of the craft. But its energy was already leeching away into space.

As the craft lost complete control, a second escape pod rocketed away from the dying shuttle towards the planet’s surface. Aeron had escaped yet again—

—Or would have, had the Assault Shuttle not appeared in its path, ion cannons blazing, and a tractor beam—that wasn’t part of the standard TIE Corps equipment—drew the pod into the gaping maw in the belly of the shuttle. Finally, the rogue Dark Jedi Knight was caught.

The last thing Planesdrifter felt before he let go of the Dark Side and let himself fall into unconsciousness was the shuddered of the tractor on his own pod as it was drawn towards the mysterious shuttle.

* * *

Blurred lights…delayed noise, like a protracted yell underwater…water! He was submerged! Drowning…distorted faces staring at him from afar…dimmed lights…

He awoke feeling—not clean exactly, more like uncontaminated. He was lying in a soft relaxer in a medi-bay. Hospitalisation didn’t make one feel clean per se but rather sterilized from infections. The soothing electromagnetic waves from the relaxer flowed up and down his body as Planesdrifter lay there, recollecting his thoughts. He tasted the bitter tang of bacta in his mouth.

Slowly, his Quaestor Sith Bloodfyre calmly walked into his vision. Planesdrifter attempted to sit up at attention, but Bloodfyre motioned for his to relax with a casual wave of his hand.

“Your injuries are not severe, Planesdrifter, but such continuous use and control of the Dark Side has burnt you out from within. I am placing you on sick leave for the next couple of days whilst you recuperate,” he said evenly.

“Thank you, my lord.” Planesdrifter’s voice was just barely cracked from not having been used in the last couple days. He hesitated slightly, and opening his mouth to speak but Bloodfyre had apparently read his thoughts and answered his unspoken question.

“Sirrus Aeron was apprehended, Planesdrifter, and is currently in Intelligence custody en route back to Eos, where the High Inquisitor and the Grand Master will be very eager to meet him.” He smiled thinly, almost imperceptibly. “I’m sure you realized by now that you were assigned to an Intelligence mission, Protector.”

He read the acknowledgment and slow appreciation in Planesdrifter’s mind before continuing. “Capturing a traitor Dark Jedi Knight is no small feat, Planesdrifter. For your courage, skill and talent in the Dark Arts, I hereby promote you to Protector in the Dark Brotherhood.” He gestured towards a three-sided medallion lying in a transparent case on a shelf to the side. “Your new Krath medallion, Planesdrifter. Wear it with pride, you have truly earned it.”

Bloodfyre bowed ever so slightly to Planesdrifter before he stepped back and made to leave. “Now rest, and gather your strength, Protector Planesdrifter. I expect that the House will have need of your abilities before long.”

Planesdrifter said nothing but was taken aback by the respect his Quaestor had paid him by bowing to him. He turned his head as far as he could to stare in satisfaction at the gleaming golden medallion. He had returned to Gladius in triumph. But as he fell into a dreamless slumber, his mind absently picked at a question. If he had been sent on an Intelligence mission, then it naturally wouldn’t have involved the EH Security Police. So was Caleb Caer really a Secpol officer, or else…?

* * *

Sith Bloodfyre walked out of Planesdrifter’s room as an aide came up and handed him Planesdrifter’s medical record. He glanced at it and frowned inwardly. The readings on his record were…oddly familiar somehow. In fact…he decided that he would personally cross-reference this with his personal House records; in the meantime he would discreetly order Planesdrifter’s official public medical records destroyed…

He turned the corner and entered into the room immediately next to Planesdrifter’s. Floating in a bacta tank with numerous additional medicines and proteins pumped into the tank was Caleb Caer. Major Caleb Caer of EH Intelligence. He was barely alive when they found him, but through sheer luck—or else due to the Major’s tenacious spite and unwillingness to die—he had clung on until he was transported to the medi-bay. Even from this distance, the scars and disfigurement from the acid were fearsome to behold.

Sith walked up to the Intelligence Director’s left. They were silent for a moment before the Director spoke. “The Jedi are unreliable.”

Sith gave no response. They had been through his before. Nevertheless, the Director continued.

“He displays a remarkable ruthlessness and sacrificed Major Caer in his attempt to complete the mission.”

“All excellent qualities required for an Intelligence agent.” Sith replied.

The Director was silent a moment. “We will stay in contact. We may yet require the aid of House Gladius…and of agents of exceptional calibre.”

The Director paused again before continuing. “Major Caer will recover. But I do not think he will care much for the Jedi’s actions. I fear that Jedi Planesdrifter has made a dangerous enemy for life.”

“So be it,” replied Sith. “He is a Dark Jedi, or will be soon enough. Personal feuds are his own business. Let him take care of his own problems.” Then he turned away and returned to the sanctity of his private chamber.

His apprentice, Protector Justinian Maximus, awaited his return and bowed in reverence as he approached. “An urgent message for you, my Master.”

Sith frowned at that. “Message? Not a transmission?”

“No, my Master. It is a pre-recorded message, created just yesterday. We received it but mere moments ago.”

“Very well, apprentice, I will receive it in my personal study.” Maximus bowed and left to carry out his Master’s commands.

The message was from an ex-member of Gladius from long ago, who now kept in occasional touch and acted as an impromptu scout and source of information. Sith smiled inwardly as he called up his personal record. The Force worked in mysterious ways sometimes… The message told of a long-lost artefact recently unearthed, and gave the location of the system where it could be found, but he warned that the information was not secret and might have been leaked to the other Houses. The Jedi could not join them but hoped this information was enough. Whoever arrived first at the planet and captured the artefact would curry great favour from the Krath High Priestess…

Protector Maximus returned to his Master’s side. “What is thy bidding, my Master?”

“Summon the House for assembly, Protector. Inform the Consul as well; we may have need to mobilize the entire Clan for this endeavour. And alert the flight officer to prepare my shuttle to leave within the hour; we will need the talents of all our members for this mission, and there is a young Acolyte whom I must personally speak to.”

Sith turned and look Maximus directly in the eye. “Prepare yourself for your first mission, apprentice. We embark within days to the System of the Stone.”

The Beginning…
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