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CHAPTER 1

Space isthe perfect place to hide.

The Neimoidian freighter Saak'ak cruised ponder-oudy in the uncharted deeps of Wild Space. It
displayed its colors proudly, its cloaking device disabled, with no fear of detection. Here, parsecs away
from the civilized Gaactic Core and its surrounding systems, it could safdly hidein plain sght. Even the
Neimoidians, those past masters of paranoia, felt securein the vast endless abyss between the disk and
oneof the spiral ams.

Y et even here the leaders of the Trade Federation could not entirely let go of their naturd tendency
toward subterfuge. They sought duplicity and guile the way ayoung grub seeks the safety and warmth of
itsdeegping niche in the communa hive. The Saak'ak was agood example of this. It was, to all
appearances, merely acommercia vessd, its horseshoe shape de-signed to carry large amounts of
cargo. Not until an unwary enemy had come within firing range would the heavy durasted armor plating,
blaster turrets, and military-strength communications arrays become visible,

By which time, of course, it would betoo late.

Aboard the Saak'ak's bridge all was sllent save for the muted beeps and chimes of various life-support
monitors and the almost inaudible susurrus of the air filtration system. Three figures stood to one side of
the huge transparisted viewport. They wore the flowing robes and mantles of the Neimoidian aristocracy,
but their body language, as afourth figure appeared in their midst, was deferentid, if not outright cringing
and savile,

The fourth figure was not really there with them in any physical sense. The robed and hooded form wasa
holograph, athree-dimensiona image projected from an unknown source light-years distant. Intangible
and immaterial, the mysterious stooped image neverthe-less dominated the three Neimoidians. Indeed,
they could not have been any more thoroughly cowed had he been physicaly present with ablaster in
each hand.

Thefiguresface-what little was visble of it in the shadows of the hood-was grim and unforgiving. The
cowled head moved dightly as he looked at each of the Neimoidiansin turn. Then the figure spoke, his
voice adry rasp, histone that of one accustomed to in-stant obedience.

"There are only three of you." Thetallest of the three, the one wearing the triple-crested tiara.of a
viceroy, responded in astammering voice. "Th-that istrue, Lord Sidious.” "'l see you, Gunray, and your
lackeys Haako and Dofine. Where isthe fourth one?

WhereisMonchar?' Federation Viceroy Nute Gunray clasped his handsin front of him in what was not
S0 much asuppli-cating gesture as an atempt to keep them from ner-voudy wringing each other. He had
hoped he would grow used to dealing with the Sith Lord over time, but so far that had not happened. If
anything, these meet-ings with Darth Sidious had become even more gut-twisting and upsetting asthe
deadline for the embargo grew ever closer. Gunray did not know how his sec-ondsin command, Daultay
Dofine and Rune Haako, felt-discussing one's fedings was anathemain Nei-moidian society-but he knew
how hefet after each encounter with the Sith Lord. Hefdt like squirming back into his hive mother's
birth chamber and pulling the cloaca flgp in after him.



Especidly now. Curse Hath Monchar! Where was the misbegotten rankweed sucker?

Not on board the Saak'ak, that much was certain. The ship had been searched from the center sphereto
the air locks at the outmost ends of each docking bay arm.

Not only was his deputy viceroy nowhere to be found, but a scout vessel with hyperdrive capability was
missing, aswell. Put these two facts together, and the chances of Viceroy Gunray winding up asfodder
for one of the fungus farms back on Neimoidiawas beginning to look distressingly good.

The holographic image of Darth Sidious flickered dightly, then regained its none-too-stable resolution. A
glitch, most likely caused by some solar flare on a star between here and whatever mysterious world the
sgnd was originating from. Not for the firgt time Gunray found himsalf wondering on what world or ship
the redl Sith was standing, and not for thefirst time he flinched hagtily away from the thought. He didn't
want to know too much about the Neimoidians dly in this undertaking. In fact, he wished he could forget
what little he aready knew. Collaborating with Darth Sidi-ous was about as safe as being trapped in a
cave on Tatooine with ahungry krayt dragon.

The hooded face turned to glare directly at him. "Well?' Sidious demanded.

Even as he opened his mouth, Gunray knew that it would be futile to lie. The Sith Lord was amaster of
the Force, that mysterious and pervasive energy field that, some said, knitted the galaxy together just as
surely asdid gravity.

Sidious might not be able to read another'sinmost thoughts, but he certainly could tell when someone
waslying. Even knowing that, how-ever, the Neimoidian could no more stop himsdlf from dissmulating
than he could stop his swest ducts from oozing oily perspiration down the back of his neck.

"Hewastakenill, my lord. Too much rich food. He-he has adelicate congtitution." Gunray closed his
mouth, keeping hislipsfirmly pressed together to stop them from trembling. Inwardly he cursed himsdif.
Such a pathetic and obvious prevarication; even a Gamorrean would be able to see through it! Hewaited
for Sidious to command Haako and Dofine to turn on him, to strip him of his vestments and rank. He had
no doubt that they would do it. For the Neimoid-ians, one of the most difficult conceptsto understand in
the gdactic lexicon of Basic wastheword loyalty.

However, to his astonishment, Sidious merely nodded instead of showering him with vituperation. "l see.
Very wdl, then-the four of us shall discuss the contingency plans should the trade embargo fail. Monchar
can be briefed on them when he recovers.” The Sith Lord continued speaking, describing his plan to hide
alarge secret army of battle droidsin the cargo bays of the trade ships, but Gunray could hardly pay
attention to the specifics. He was stunned that his des-perate ruse had worked.

Theviceroy'srdief was short-lived, however. He knew that a best all he had done was buy sometime,
and not much of that. When Sidious's hologram again materialized on the bridge of the Saak'ak he would
once more demand to know where Monchar was- and thistime he would not accept illnessas an
excuse.

There were no two ways about it-his errant lieu-tenant would have to be found, and quickly. But how to
do thiswithout arousing Sidious's suspicions? Gun-ray felt certain at timesthat the Sith Lord was
some-how able to peer into every compartment, niche, and cubicle on the freighter, that he knew
everything, no matter how trivia or inconsequentid, that took place on board.



The viceroy slently commanded himsdf to main-tain control. He took advantage of Sidious's attention
being momentarily focused on Haako and Dofine to surreptitioudy dip an antistress cgpsule between his
lips. He could fed hislung pods expanding and contracting convulsively within him, on the verge of
hy-perventilation. An old saying characterized Neimoid-ians as the only sentient specieswith an entire
organ devoted soldly to the task of worrying. As Nute Gunray fdlt the anxiety that had been momentarily
quelled threatening to build up once morein hisgut sac, the adage did seem to have an unpleasant ring of
truthtoit.

Darth Sidious, Magter of the Sith, finished relaying hisingtructions to the Neimoidians and made adight,
amost negligent gesture. Acrosstheroom arelay clicked and the hol ographic transmission ended. The
flickering blue-white images of the Neimoidians and the section of their ship's bridge captured by the
gplit-beam transceivers vanished.

Sidious stood motionless and slent on the transmis-sion grid, hisfingers steepled, his mind meditating on
the eddies and currents of the Force. Those of lesser sengitivity were oblivioustoit, but to him it waslike
an omnipresent mig, invisble but nonetheless tan-gible, that swirled and drifted constantly about him. No
words, no descriptions could begin to convey what it was like; the only way to understand it wasto
experienceit.

He had learned over long years of study and medi-tation how to interpret each and every vagary of its
restless flow, no matter how dight. Even without that ability, however, he would have known that Nute
Gunray was lying about Hath Monchar's where-abouts. An old joke about the viceroy's kind summed it
up nicely: How canyoutdl if aNeimoidianislying?

Hismouth is open.

Sidious nodded dightly. There was no doubt of Gunray's dishonesty; the only question waswhy. It wasa
guestion that had to be answered, and soon. The Neimoidians were weaklings, true enough, but even the
most cowardly creatureswould rear up on their hind legs and biteif sufficiently motivated. They were
plotting behind his back. To believe otherwise was to be hopeesdy naive, and though agreat many
crimes could be laid at Darth Sidiouss feet, naivete was certainly not one of them. Given how potentialy
important the Naboo embargo and subsequent eco-nomic machinations could be, there wasredly only
onething to do.

Sidious made another dight gesture. The Force rippled in response, and the transmission grid benegth his
feet glowed again. A holograph of himself was once more sent racing through the void to another re-mote
location. It wastimeto bring anew player into the game-one who had trained and studied for yearsfor
precisdy thiskind of assgnment. The one who comprised the other half of the Sith order. His protege,
hisdisciple, hismyrmidon.

The one Sidious had named Darth Maul.
The dueling droids were programmed to kill.

Therewerefour of them, top-of-the-line Dudist Elites from Trang Robotics, dl armed in different ways.
onewith asted rapier, one with aheavy cudgd, the third with ashort length of chain, and thelast witha
pair of double-edged hachete fighting blades as long and wide as ahuman's forearm. They had been
pro-grammed with the skills of adozen martia arts mas-ters, and their reflexeswere calibrated just ahair
faster than human optimum. Thek durasteel chassis were blaster-resistant. They had come
factory-equipped with behaviord inhibitors that prevented them from ddliv-ering a degth blow once their
opponent had been begaten, but these inhibitors had been nullified by their new owner. A mistake against



onewould befatd.
Darth Maul did not make mistakes.

The Sith gpprentice sood in the middle of the training chamber asthe four droidscircled him. His
breathing was cam, his heartbeat even and dow. Hewas aware of his body's reactions to the danger-
aware and in control.

Two of the droids-Rapier and Chain, he silently named them-were within hisfield of vision. The other
two-Cudged and Hachete-were not, being behind him. It did not matter; through his awareness of the
Force he could sense their movements as plainly asif he had eyesin the back of his head.

Maul raised his own weapon, the double-bladed lightsaber, and triggered the power control. Twin lances
of pure energy boiled forth, hissing and crack-ling in crimson loops that began and ended at the two flux
gpertures on either end of the device. Any Jedi Knight could wield a single-bladed lightsaber; only a
magter fighter could use the wegpon first designed by the legendary Dark Lord Exar Kun millenniaago.
Un-lessone wasin perfect attunement with it, the weapon could be as deadly to the user asto the
opponent.

Rapier lunged at full extension, its meta kneejoint bent amost to thefloor.
The needle point flickered toward Maul's heart, almost too fast to see.

The dark sde blossomed in Darth Maul, the power of it resonating in him like black lightning,
aug-menting hisyears of training, guiding hisreactions. Time seemed to dow, to Stretch.

It would have been easy to chop the blade itsdlf in half, as few metas could resist the frictionless edge of
alightsaber. But there was no chalenge to that. Maul spun toward the point, twisted around the outside,
and snapped his hands horizontally at chest level. Theleft blade of the lightsaber sheared through Rapier's
sword arm. Both arm and weapon clattered to the floor.

Maul dropped to hisleft knee as, from directly be-hind him, Cudgd's full swing whistled over his head,
barely missing hisdorsal horn. Without looking, guided by the vibrations of the Force, he thrust
back-wards with the right blade, then forward with the |eft-one, two!-skewering both Cudge and Rapier
intheir abdomina compartments. Sparks spewed from shorted circuitry, and lubricating fluid sprayed in a
reddish oily migt.

Using the momentum of the forward thrust, Maul dived over the collapsing droid before him, flowing
smoothly into ashoulder roll. He came up twirling hislightsaber overhead, then stepped down solidly into
theteras kas wide stance called Riding Bantha. Even as he did the movement, part of him was
monitoring his body's Sate. His breathing was dow and even, his pulse eevated by no more than two or
three beats per minute from itsresting rate.

Two down, two to go.

Chain charged, itswesgpon whirling over its head | ike the propeller of agyrocraft. The heavy linkslashed
toward him. Maul spun on hisright foot and shot hisleft leg out in apowerful sdekick, damming his
boot into the droid's armored chest, stopping it cold. He dropped into a squat, spun the lightsaber like a
scythe, and sickled the droid cleanly at the knees. Lower legs gone, it collapsed as Maul again twisted
himself and hiswegpon, flowing into the form known as Rancor Rising. He brought the right blade up
between Chain's mechanical thighs, hard, using hisleg musclesto aug-ment the strike as he pushed up



from the squat to astanding position.

Theforce of his gtrike bisected Chain from its crotch right through the top of its head. There was ahard
metalic screech asthe droid came apart in two halves. Itsfeet and lower legs hit the floor dightly be-fore
the upper halveslanded atop them.

The acrid smell of burned lubricating fluid and cir-cuitry washed over Maul.

What was, seconds ago, afunctiona piece of high-tech equipment was now abarely recognizable pile of
scrap metd.

Three down, oneto go.

Hachete moved to Maul'sleft, whirling its razor-edged blades in defensive movements-high, low, left,
right, ablinding pattern of edged death waiting to blind the unwary and cut him down.

Maul alowed himsdlf atwitch of hislips. He pressed the lightsaber's controls.

The humming died as the energy beams blinked out. He bent, keeping his eyes on the droid as he put the
weapon on the floor and shoved it away with his boot.

He settled himsdlf into alow defensive stance, angled toward the droid at forty-five degrees, |eft foot
for-ward. He watched the flickering arabesque of death as Hachete edged toward him. A droid like this
knew no fear; but Darth Maul knew that to put hisweapon down and face alive opponent barehanded

would certainly terrify anybody brighter than adueling droid. Fear was as potent awegpon asa
lightsaber or ablaster.

The dark side raged inside him, sought to blind him with hatred, but he held it at bay. He held one open
hand high, by his ear, the other by his hip, then re-versed the positions, watching. Waiting.

Hachete stole forward another half step, crossing and recrossing the blades, looking for an opening.

Maul gave the droid what it was |ooking for. He moved hisleft arm wide, away from his body, ex-posing
hissdeto athrust or acut.

Hachete saw the opening and moved in, fast, very fast, snapping one of the blades out to cut while
bringing the other blade over for backup.

Maul dropped, hooked his left foot around the back of the droid's ankle, and pulled as he kicked hard at
the droid's thigh with the other foot.

Thedroid fdl backwards, unableto maintain its balance, and hit thefloor.

Maul sprang up, did afront flip, and came down with both boot hedls driving into the droid's head. The
meta skull crunched and collapsed inward. Lights flashed and the hard-shell photoreceptors shattered.

Maul dived again, rolled up in ahdf twist into the forraderi stance, ready to spring in any direction.

But there was no need-these four were done. It would take atechnician daysto repair Hachete, Cudge,
and Rapier. Chain was beyond repair useful only for parts.



Darth Maul exhded, relaxed his stance, and nodded. His heart rate had accel erated perhaps five beats
above norma a most. There was the faintest sheen of perspiration on his forehead; otherwise hisskin
was dry. Perhaps sixty seconds had e gpsed from start to finish. Maul frowned dightly. Not his persona
best, by any means. It was one thing to face and defeat droids. Jedi were a different matter.

He would have to do better.

He picked up hislightsaber, hung it from hisbelt. Then, his muscles warmed up now, he went to
prac-tice hisfighting exercises.

He had barely gotten more than afew meters, how-ever, when afamiliar shimmering in theair in front of
him brought him to a stop. Before the hooded figure'simage had time to solidify, Maul dropped to one
knee and bowed his head.

"Master," he said, "what do you wish of your servant?* The Sith Lord regarded his gpprentice. "1 am
pleased with the way you dealt with the Black Sun assignment. The organization will bein disarray for
years." Maul nodded dightly in acknowledgment. Such offhanded praise was the most he ever got in
recogni-tion of hiswork, and that only rarely. But praise, even from Sidious, did not matter. All that
mattered was serving his magter.

"Now | have another task for you." "Whatever my master wishes shal be done." "Hath Monchar, one of
the four Neimoidians | am dealing with, has disappeared. | suspect treachery. Find him. Make sure he
has spoken to no one of theimpending embargo. If he has-kill him, and everyone he has spoken to." The
holographic image faded away. Maul straight-ened and headed for the door.

His step was firm, his manner confident. Anyone ese, even a Jedi, might have protested that such an
assgnment wasimpos-sible. It was abig gaaxy, after al. But failure was not an option to Darth Maull. It
was not even a concept.

CHAPTER 2 Coruscant.

The name evoked the sameimagein the mind of nearly every civilized being in the galaxy. Coruscant:
Bright center of the universe, cynosure of al inhabited worlds, crown jewe of the Core systems.
Coruscant, seat of government for the myriad worlds of an entire galaxy. Coruscant, the epitome of
cultureand learning, synthesisof amillion different civilizations.

Coruscant.

Seeing the planet from orbit was the only way to fully gppreciate the enormity of the construction.
Prac-tically al of Coruscant's landmass-which comprised dmost all of its surface ares, its oceans and
seas having been drained or rerouted through huge subterranean caverns more than athousand
generations ago- was covered with a multitiered metropolis composed of towers, monads, ziggurats,
palazzi, domes, and minarets. By day the many crosshatched levels of 16 skycar traffic and the thousands
of gpaceshipsthat en-tered and |eft its atmosphere amost blotted out views of the endless cityscape, but
at night Coruscant re-veded itsfull splendo™ outshining at close range even the spectacular nebulae and
globular clusters of the nearby Galactic Core. The planet radiated so much hest energy that, were it not
for thousands of strategi-caly placed CO2 reactive dampersin the upper atmo-sphere, it would long ago
have been transformed into alifeless rock by arampant atmospheric degeneration.

An endlessring of titanic skyscrapers girded Cor-uscant around its equator, some of them tall enough to
pierce the upper fringes of atmosphere. Similar, if shorter structures could be found almost anyplace on



the globe. It was those rarefied upper levels, spacious and clean, that constituted most peoples
conception of the gdlactic capitd.

But dl visions of soaring beauty and wedlth, no matter how stately, must be grounded somewhere,
somehow. Along the equatorid strip, below the low-est stratum of air traffic, beneath the illuminated
sky-waks and the glittering facades, lay another view of Coruscant. There, sunlight never penetrated; the
end-less city night waslit only by flickering neon holo-projections advertising deazy attractions and shady
businesses. Spider-roaches and huge armored ratsin-fested the shadows, and hawk-bats with wingspans
of up to one and ahaf metersroosted in the rafters of deserted structures. Thiswas the underbelly of
Corus-cant, unseen and unacknowledged by the wedlthy, be-longing soldly to the disenfranchised and the
damned.

Thiswasthe part of Coruscant that Lorn Pavan caled home.

The meeting place had been suggested by the Toy-darian; it was adingy building at the back of a
dead-end street. Lorn and hisdroid, I-Five, had to step over a Rodian deeping in apile of rags near the
recessed entrance.

"I've often wondered," the protocol droid said asthey entered, "if your clientele al subscribe to the same
service-the one listing the most disgusting and disreputable placesin the galaxy to meet.” Lorn made no
reply. He had wondered the same thing on occasion himsdlf.

Inside was asmal lobby, most of its space taken up by aticket booth made of yellowing plasted. Inthe
booth a balding human male lounged in aformfit chair. Helooked up incurioudy when they entered.
"Booth five's open,” he grunted, jerking histhumb at one of a series of doorslining the lobby'scircular
wadll. "One credit for ahdf hour." Helooked at I-Five, then said to Lorn, "If you're taking the droid in,
you gottasign ardeaseform.” "Were herefor Zippa," Lorntold him.

The proprietor glanced at them again, then shifted his bulk and pressed a button with agrimy finger.
"Booth nine" hesaid.

The holobooth was even smdler than the lobby, which meant it was barely big enough to contain the four
who were now crowded into it. Lorn and I-Five stood behind the single contour couch that faced the
transmitter plate. Zippahovered dightly above the plate, facing them, the sound of hisrapidly beating
wings providing aconstant background buzz. The dim light darkened his mottled blue skinto an
un-healthy shade of purplish-black.

Behind the Toydarian stood another, bulkier form; Lorn could tell that it was nonhuman, but the light was
too faint for him to guessits species. He wished that Zippa would stop hovering: whatever the being
behind the Toydarian was, it stank like asilage bin at high noon, and the breeze generated by Zippas
wingswasn't helping matters any. It was obvious that Zippa hadn't been any too fastidious about bathing
lately, aswdll, but fortunately the Toydarian's body odor wasn't offensive; in fact, it reminded Lorn of
swestspice.

"Lorn Pavan," Zippasad, hisvoice somehow sounding faintly of static, asif it were tuned just ahair off
true. "Good to see you again, my friend. It has been too long." "Good to see you again, too, Zippa," Lorn
replied. Thinking, you redly had to hand it to the old crook. Nobody could fake sincerity like he could.
In redity, the best thing that could be said about Zippawas that he would never stab you in the back
unlessit was ab-solutely... expedient.

Zippachanged the angle of hiswings dightly, ro-tating to one side as he gestured to the shadowy massin



the corner. "ThisisBilk, an... associate of mine." Bilk stepped forward dightly, and Lorn could now see
him well enough to recognize him asaGamorrean. That explained the stench.

"Pleased to meet you, Bilk." He gestured at I-Five. "Thisismy associate, I-FiveY Q. I-Five, for short.”
"Charmed," I-Five sad dryly. "Now, if you don't mind, Til shut off my olfactory sensor before it
overloads." Zippaturned his bulbous gaze toward the droid. " Chut-chut! A droid with a sense of humor!
Thisl like. Y ou want to sdl him?' The Toydarian drifted closer and dightly higher, the better to evaluate
I-Five's worth. "L ooks pretty cobbled together. Are those Cybot G7 powerbus cables? Haven't seen
themused inyears.

Still, he might be worth something asacuri-osty. I'll give you fifty credsfor him." Lorn kicked the droid
in hislower left servomotor coupling before I-Five could voice an indignant pro-test. "Thanksfor the
offer, but I-Five's not mineto sal. We're business partners.” Zippa stared at Lorn for amoment, then
brokeinto awheezing laugh. "Y ou got aweird sense of humor, Lorn. | never know when you're kidding.
Sill, I likeyou." .

Bilk suddenly narrowed his beady eyes and rumbled deep in histhroat, leaning truculently toward I-Five.
Probably only just now redlizing that the droid's ear-lier remark had been aninsult, Lorn surmised.
Gamor-reans weren't the brightest speciesin the galaxy, not by severa decima places.

Zippadrifted in front of his hulking bodyguard. "Relax, Bilk. Werreall good friends here." Heturned
back toward Lorn. "My friend, thisisyour lucky day." The Toydarian dug knobby fingersinto a pouch
and pulled out apam-sized crystal cube, which glowed adull red in the semidarkness of the booth.
"What | have hereis an authentic Jedi Holocron, reliably chronon-dated to be five thousand years old.
This cube contains secrets of the ancient Jedi Knights." He held the cube at Lorn'seyelevel. "For an
artifact such asthis, you must agree that no price istoo grest.

Never-theless, dl | am asking isameady twenty thousand credits.” Lorn made no attempt to touch the
object that the fence held before him. "Mogt interesting, and cer-tainly afair price," hesaid. "If it iswhat
you clamitis." Zippalooked affronted. "Nifft! Y ou doubt my word?" Bilk growled and cracked one set
of knuckles againgt the horny palm of his other hand. They sounded like bones snapping.

"No, of course not. I'm sure you believe what you say istrue. But there are many unscrupulous vendors
out there, and even someone with your discerning eye might conceivably betakenin. All I'm asking for is
alittleempirica proof.” Zippatwisted his snout into agrin, exposing teeth scrimshawed with the remnants
of hislast medl. "And how do you propose we get this proof ? A Jedi Holocron can be activated only by
someone who can use the Force. Is there something you're not telling me, Lorn? Are you perhaps a
closet Jedi?' Lorn felt himself go cold. He stepped forward and grabbed Zippaby hisfleekskin ves,
jerking the sur-prised Toydarian toward him. Bilk growled and lunged at Lorn, then stopped cold asa
hair-thin laser beam scorched his scalp between hishorns.

"Settle down," |-Five said pleasantly, lowering the index finger from which the beam had iked, "and |
won't have to show you the other specia modificartions I've had ingtalled.” Ignoring the face-off between
the droid and the Gamorrean, Lorn spokein alow voiceto Zippa. "1 know that was intended asa
joke-which iswhy I'm letting you live. But don't ever-ever-say anything like that to me again." He glared
into the Toydarian's protruding watery eyesfor amoment longer, then re-leased him.

Zippaquickly assumed a position just behind Bilk, wings beating harder than ever. Lorn could see him
swallow the surprise and anger he was undoubtedly fedling as he smoothed away the wrinklesin hisvest.
Inwardly, Lorn cursed himself; he knew it was amis-taketo let histemper get the best of him. He
needed this dedl; he couldn't afford to antagonize the Toy-darian fence. But Zippas remark had taken



him by surprise.

"Touched anerve, lookslike," Zippasaid. During the altercation he had held on to the Holocron; now he
stuffed it back into his belt pouch. "I didn't know | was dedling with someone so... temperamental.
Maybe | should find another buyer.** "Maybe," Lorn replied. "And maybe | should just take the cube
and pay you what it'sworth-which | figure is about five thousand creds.” He saw Zippas cavernous
nogtrils flare. The Toy-darian couldn't resist bargaining, even with someone who had laid hands on him.
"Five thousand? Pfaht First you assault me, then you insult me! Twenty thou-sand isafair price.
However," he continued, stroking his stubbly, practicaly nonexistent chin, "it's obvious that you've had
some sort of bad experience with the Jedi. | am not without compassion. In recognition of your past
tragedy | might be persuaded to lower my price to elghteen thousand-but not adecicred lower.” "And |
am not without some remorse for my be-havior. Asagesture of gpology, I'll raise my offer to eight
thousand. Takeit or leaveit." "Fifteen thousand. I'm cutting my own throat here." " Ten thousand.”
"Twelve" Zippaleaned back in midair, folding his spindly armsin agesture of findity.

"Done," Lorn said. He had been ready to go as high asfifteen, but of course there was no reason for
Zippato know that. He pulled athick wad of Republic credits from abelt compartment and began
counting them. Most transactions uplevels were handled by eectronic credit chips, but few people used
the chips down here. Zippa brought the Holocron back into view and handed it to Lorn smultaneoudy
with Lorn handing him thebills

Lorn accepted the cube. "Wdl," he said, "it's been a pleasure doing-" He left the sentence unfinished
when he saw that Bilk was now pointing a blaster di-rectly at I-Five's recharge coupling. Zippa, hissmile
now decidedly unpleasant, floated forward and plucked the Holocron and the remainder of the credits
from Lorn's hand.

"I'm &fraid in this case the pleasureisal mine," the Toydarian said as both Lorn and I-Fiveraised their
hands. Then Zippas smile vanished, and the next words came out in asinister hiss. "No one ever
threatens me and livesto tell about it." One three-fingered hand made a pass before a sensor plate, and
the booth door did open. Til tell the proprietor that booth nine will be needing some extra cleaning,” he
said as he exited. "Hurry up, Bilk-1 want to find another buyer for thisitem.” The booth door closed after
Zippas departure. It wasimpossibleto tell if the piglike snout of the Gamorrean was smiling, but Lorn
was pretty sureit was.

"What's the gdlaxy coming to when you cantt trust a Toydarian fence," he said to I-Five.

"Diggraceful,”" the droid agreed. "It just makes me want to... scream.” Lorn still had hishands raised, and
now he quickly jammed histwo index fingersinto his ears as deeply as he could as adeafening
high-pitched screech came from I-Five's vocabulator. Even with his ears plugged, the volume was
excruciatingly painful. Bilk, caught with no defense, reacted exactly asthey had hoped he would: he
howled in pain and reflexively clapped both hands over his ears, dropping the blaster in the process.

|-Five stopped the scream, caught the weapon be-foreit could hit the floor, and in another second was
aming it a Bilk. The Gamorrean either didn't notice thisfact or wastoo enraged to care. Snarling, he
lunged at Lorn and the droid.

The particle beam punched through Bilk's armored chest plate, seared its way through variousinterna
or-gans, and exited between the shoulder blades. The beam'sintense heat instantly cauterized the wound,
stopping any visible bleeding-not that that mattered much to Bilk. He dropped to the floor like asack of
meat, which was essentialy what he had become.



Lorn waved his hand over the exit plate, and the panel snapped open again. "Come on-before Zippa gets
away!" he shouted to the droid as he charged through the lobby. The proprietor barely glanced up as
they dashed by.

They both emerged into the dim light of the dead-end street, Lorn now holding the blaster, which I-Five
had tossed to him. But there was no sign of Zippa. No doubt he had heard |-Five's scream, realized
Bilk's probable fate, and let hiswings carry him out of sight asfast aspossible.

Lorn dammed afist againg the graffiti-scarred wall. " Great," he groaned.

"That'sjust great. Fifteen thou-sand credits and the cube gone. And | had someone on the hook to pay
fifty thousand for an authentic Holocron." *Perhapsif you hadn't committed that dight blunder earlier...”
Lorn turned and glared at 1-Five, who continued, "But now may not be the most appropriatetimeto
discussit." Lorn took adeep breeth, let it out dowly. Dusk wasfdling fast. "Comeon,” he said. "Wed
better get out of this sector before the Raptors find us. That would be the perfect end to the day.” "So,"
|-Five said asthey started walking, "wasit areal Jedi Holocron?' "I didn't get a chance to examineit
closdy. But from the cuneiform on it, I'd say it was even rarer than that. | think it was a Sith Holocron.”
Lorn shook hishead in disgust-mostly salf-disgust. He knew |-Five was right; his burst of temper had
probably precipi-tated Zippas reneging. He'd dealt with the Toydarian before and never been
double-crossed. Stupid, stupid, stupid!

But there was no point in self-flagellation. He was out of credits, and thiswas a bad part of Coruscant to
be in with no assets. He needed a hustle, and he needed it soon-or he might very likely wind up as dead
asBilk.

Not at dl acomforting thought.

CHAPTER 3 Darsha Assant stood before the Jedi Council. Thiswas a moment of glory that she had
dreamed about ever since she had begun her Padawan training. For nearly her entire life the world within
the Jedi Temple had been, to al extents and purposes, her only world. During those years she had
studied, had practiced weapon and bare-hand forms, had sat in meditation for hours on end, and-in many
ways the most difficult task of al-had learned to sense and manipulate, to asmall degree, the power of
the Force.

And now she was close to the culmination of her training. Now she stood in the topmost chamber of the
spire known asthe Jedi Council, with its spec-tacular view of the planetary city spreading away in all
directionsto the far horizon.

Seated in twelve chairs around the perimeter of the rotunda were the members of the council. Though she
had seen them but rarely during her years of training-indeed, thiswas only the fourth time she had beenin
the Council Chamber-she knew their names and historieswell from her studies. Adi Gdlia. Plo Koon.
Eeth Koth. The ancient and venerable Y oda.

And, of course, Mace Windu, a senior member of the council. Dar-shafelt more than alittle giddy just
being in the pres-ence of thisaugust company.

At least she was not standing there aone. Behind her and dightly to one side was her mentor, Anoon
Bondara. Master Bondara epitomized what Darsha hoped to become one day. The Twi'lek Jedi Master
lived in the Force. Always till and complacent as apool of unknown depth, he was neverthel ess one of
the best fightersin the order. His skill with alightsaber was second to none. Darsha hoped that one day
she might be able to exhibit atenth of Anoon Bondara's adeptness.



Darsha had entered the order at the age of two, so like most of her comrades she had no real memories
of any place other than the cloistered hallways and chambers of the Temple. Master Bondara had been
parent and teacher to her for aslong as she could re-member. Shefound it hard to conceive of alifein
which her Jedi mentor was not involved.

Y et now she wastaking abig step into just that sort of life. For today she would be given the find
assgn-ment of her Padawan training. If she completed it suc-cessfully, she would be deemed worthy to
assume the mantle of a Jedi Knight.

It was till so hard to believe. She had been or-phaned in infancy on the planet Alderaan and was being
raised as astate foundling when Master Bon-dara happened across her in histravels. Even as an in-fant
she had shown strong Force tendencies, so she wastold, and she had been brought to Coruscant in
hopes of qualifying for training. Darsha knew she had been phenomenally lucky. Asan orphan raised by
the state, her best hope would have been some obscure midievel government job.

She would have been just another one of the countless departmental drones nec-essary to the smooth
functioning of aplanetary gov-ernment, had she not been discovered by someone who recognized her
potentia.

But now-to stand on the verge of becoming a Jedi! To be one of the ancient order of protectors, one of
the guardians of freedom and justice in the galaxy! Even now, after all these years of preparation, she
could hardly believeit wastrue- "Padawan Assant." Magter Windu was speaking to her. The dark-eyed
human's mellifluous voice was quietly pitched, yet its power seemed tofill the large room. Darshatook a
deep bresath, reaching for the Force to cam and steady her. Now was definitely not the time to appear
nervous.

The Jedi Master wasted no timein pleasantries. "Y ou are to go aoneto the areain the Zi-Kree sec-tor
known asthe Crimson Corridor, where aformer member of Black Sunisbeing kept in a safe house. He
isto receive the council's protection in return for in-formation regarding arecent shake-up in the higher
echdonsof that crimind organization. Y our job isto bring him back to the Temple dive." Darshawas
afire with eagerness, but she knew it would be unseemly to show it. She bowed dightly. "1 understand,
Madgter Windu. | shdl not fail." Evidently shewas not entirely successful in maintaining her equanimity,
because she saw adight smiletug at the senior member'slips.

WEéll, so beit-being too enthu-siastic was certainly not a crime. Mace Windu raised hishand in agesture
of dismissd. Darshaturned and exited the rotunda, followed by Anoon Bondara.

Asthe doors did noisdlesdy shut behind her, Darsha faced her mentor. The question on her lipsasto
how soon she could begin her mission remained unasked,; however, when she saw thelook of worry in
Master Bondara's eyes.

"Master, what isit?** For amoment she was certain that there was disappointment in the Twi'lek's gaze,
aswdll; that Darshahad said or done something before the council to dishonor herself and her mentor.
The fear diced through her like alightsaber's deadly edge. But the Jedi's first words relieved her of that
concern.

"Itisamogt... arduous mission,” Master Bondarasaid. "1 am surprised at Master Windu's choice of this
particular test.”" "Do you doubt my ability to accomplishit?' The thought that her mentor might lack faith
in her was even more distressing than the possibility of having unknowingly embarrassed herself before
the council.



Master Bondara hesitated, then looked her squarely in the eyes and smiled. "I have dways taught you to
be honest in your fedings,” the Jedi said, "for they are the surest conduit to knowledge, both of the salf
and of the Force.

Therefore, | cannot be less than honest with you. As part of your trids, you must go done- and | am
concerned that the mission may be too diffi-cult and dangerous atest.

The Crimson Corridor isrife with gangs, criminas, Street predators, and other dangers. Also, severd
nation attempts have d-ready been made on the Black Sun member'slife. But-" The Twi'lek's
lekku twitched in away that Darsha had come to recognize as afataigtic shrug. "-the council'sdecision is
find, and we must accept it. Be assured that my concern in no way reflects my opinion of your abilities;
assgnit rather to the frets and misgivings of advancing age. | am sure you will acquit yourself well. Now
come-we must prepare for your departure.” Darshafollowed her mentor asthe latter moved down the
corridor toward the turbolift. Master Bon-dara's words had dampened her enthusiasm dightly. What if he
was right? Wheat if this was too dangerous an assgnment? She had heard stories of the dangersin the
infamous Crimson Corridor. And she would be on her own for thefirst time, without Master Bondara or
even another Padawan as backup. Could shedo it?

She squared her shoulders. Of course she could! She was a Jedi-or would be as soon as she compl eted
this assgnment. Mace Windu must have thought her ca-pable of it; he would not have assgned it
otherwise. She had to trust in the living Force, as Master Qui-Gon Jinn, another of her tutors, had often
said. Shewas not going into danger done; she had the Force with her. 1t would not make her
invulnerable, but it certainly gave her an advantage few others had. With the Force she could accomplish
things most people viewed as nigh unto miraculous: She could legp twice her own height in aone-gravity
fidd, she could dow her rate of descent in afdl, she could even telekineti-caly move items adozen
meters and more away.

And she could aso cloak hersdlf inits essence, hiding in plain sight, so to spesk.

Granted, her ability to do these things weren't on the same level of expertise as her mentor's.
Nevertheless, she was better off with the Force than without it, that was for sure. She would not fail. She
would accom-plish her mission, and when she returned to the Temple thettitle of Jedi Knight would be
waiting for her.

The Infiltrator emerged from hyperspace well in-side the Coruscant system and continued sublight
toward the capita world. Darth Maul kept the ship cloaked, though he would drop that as he neared his
destination-extended cloaking took too much power. His coordinates and entry code had been given to
him by hislord and master, and would clear him through the orbital security grid to land at any
space-port on the planet. Still, the less noticeable he was, the better. Even asingle raised eyebrow at the
sght of the Infiltrator resting on alanding pad was too much.

The ship had been provided for him by Lord Sidious only recently, and he was till getting used to it. It
handled well and easily, however. He approached Coruscant over the south pole. He was not concerned
about being spotted, even though Coruscant had the most sophisticated and far-reaching system of
detec-tion arrays of any world in the galaxy. The Infiltrator boasted a state-of-the-art stygium crysta
cloaking de- vice and thrust trace dampers capable of confounding even Coruscant's warning grids.

He chose as hislanding site a rooftop pad on an abandoned monad in an area of the city awaiting urban
demoalition and renewal. He left the cloaking de-vice activated and deployed his speeder bike through the
cargo hatch. The bike was a stripped-down modd, designed for maximum speed and maneuverahility.



Maul continued hisjourney acrossthe cityscapeoniit.

Lord Sidious had been able to learn that Hath Mon-char maintained an apartment on Coruscantin a
well-to-do section of the city severd kilometers south of the Manarai Mountains. Maul did not know the
exact address, but that did not matter.

Hewould find the missng Neimoidian, even if he had to search the en-tire planetary city.

It wasimpossible even to conceive of atime when he had not been in thrall to Darth Sidious. He knew
that he had come origindly from aworld called Iri-donia, but knowing that was like knowing that the
atoms composing hisbody had originaly been born in the primordia gaactic furnacesthat had forged the
gars. The knowledge was interesting in aremote, aca-demic way, but no more than that. He had no
interest whatsoever in learning any more about his past or hishomeworld. Asfar as he was concerned,
hislife began with Lord Sidious. And if his master ordered an end to that life, Maul would accept that
judgment with no argument.

But that would not happen aslong as he served Lord Sidious to the best of his abilities. Which, of
course, hewould. He could not even imagine aSituation or cir-cumstance that would prevent him from
doing so.

Faintly, from behind him, camethewall of asiren. Maul glanced back over his shoulder and saw hewas
being pursued by apolice droid on aspeeder smilar to hisown. The sight did not surprise him; he knew
he was breaking several traffic laws due to his speed and course. Just as he knew there was no way the
droid was going to catch him.

Maul pushed the speeder bike to maximum velocity, rocketing through the ferrocrete labyrinth on aplane
between two levels of skycar traffic. The speeder had no stedlth capabilities, but that did not matter; his
gpeed and his control were more than sufficient to leave the pursuing droid behind. He knew the droid
was comlinking aheed, calling for reinforcements to surround him and bring him to astop.

He couldn't | et that happen.

There was abreak in the lower traffic flow ahead. Maul altered the speeder's thrust angle and dived
through it, descending severa stories until he dropped through afog layer that hovered perhaps thirty
meters above the ground. They could still track him, of course, but he knew that, aslong as he was not
endangering any lives other than his own, he would not be as high apriority to them. Besides, he had
amost reached his destination.

He arrived without further incident and parked the speeder bike in one of the local lots, paying for the
rest of the day in advance. Then he stepped onto adide-walk that carried him toward one of the many
out-posts of the Coruscant Customs Bureau.

Severd times he noticed people looking at him; his gppearance was capable of turning heads even on so
cosmopolitan a planet as Coruscant. It would take considerable concentration to blind these crowdsto
his presence by using the Force, though it could be done. But it did not matter who saw him at this point.

If al went according to plan, he would be off Corus-cant in less than aday, his misson completed.
He had one thing to his advantage: Even though there was abigger variety of aien races and species here

than practicaly anywhere esein the galaxy, there fill weren't alot of Neimoidiansto be seen, dueto the
recent tenson between the Republic and the Trade Federation. Maul entered the imposing struc-ture of



the Customs Bureau and moved quickly to adata bank termina. Using a password provided by Lord
Sidious, heingtituted aHoloNet search that turned up arecord of arecently arrived Neimoidian. The

image matched the one of Hath Monchar given to him by his master. The name was different, but that

was not surprising.

Maul ordered anew search parameter, trying to track Monchar though debit card use. There was no
record of any transactions-again, not surprising. The Neimoidian would be too canny to be caught that
way. No doubt he used only cash while on Coruscant.

A line had begun to form behind him; other people wanted to use the termina he was monopolizing. He
could hear grumbling voices as citizens and tourists grew increasingly impatient. Heignored them.

He hacked into the planetwide security grid that monitored the spaceports and surrounding environs,
caling up the last twenty-four hours of aconstant col-lage of images taken by stationary and roving
holo-cams. He ordered the system to search itsfilesfor Neimoidians.

Hefound severa images, one of which was prom-ising. It wasn't much to go on-a blurred image of a
Neimoidian entering atavern not far from there, afew hours earlier-but it was better than nothing.

Maul smiled faintly. His hand brushed the grip of the double-bladed lightsaber that hung from hisbelt. He
noted the address of the tavern, then turned and left the building.

CHAPTER 4

Nute Gunray pushed the plate of fungusasideinirritation. It was hisfavorite dish: black mulch mold
marinated in the alkaoid secretions of the blight bee-tle, seasoned to perfection, with the sporesjust

begin-ning to fruit.
Normally histaste and olfactory nodes would be quivering in ecstasy at the prospect of such a

gastronomic experience. But he had no appetite; in-deed, had not been ableto look at food since the
Sith Lord's last appearance on the bridge, when Sidious had noticed that Hath Monchar was missing.

"Takeit away," he sngpped at the service droid hovering respectfully nearby.

The plate was removed, and Gunray stood, stepping away from the table. He faced one of the
transparisted ports, looking gloomily out at the infinite vista of the star field.

There was gill no news of Monchar and no clue asto where he had gone. If the viceroy had to guess-
and guessing was all he had at this point-he would say that his deputy viceroy had decided to go into
businessfor himsdlf. There were plenty of ways that the knowledge of the impending blockade could be
converted into currency, enough currency to begin anew life on anew world.

Gunray felt fairly confident that this was Monchar's plan, largely because he had thought of doing it
himsdf more than once.

That didn't make it any less of a problem, however. Unless Monchar could be returned to the Saak'ak
be-fore Sidious contacted them again.

He heard the pand to his suite chime softly. "Come," he said.

The panel did open, and Rune Haako entered. The settlement officer of the Trade Federation forces



crossed the room, sat down, and arranged his purple raiment with meticulous precision, smoothing the
pleats assdu-oudy before looking at Gunray.

"| assume there has been no further word of Hath Monchar?* "None." Haako nodded. He fiddled with
his collar for amo-ment, then adjusted his bloused deeves. Gunray felt aflash of irritation. He could read
Haako like adatafile; he knew the attorney had a suggestion to make re-garding the situation, and he
knew also that this cir-cuitous approach to it was designed to put Gunray on the defensive. But protocol
demanded that he show nothing of what he felt; to do so would be to acknowl-edge that Haako had the
upper hand in the Situation.

At last Haako looked up, meeting Gunray's eyes. "Perhaps | might suggest a course of action." Gunray
made adight hand gesture designed to con-vey no more than polite interest. "By al means™ "In my
offices for the Trade Federation | have had oc-casion to encounter a number of people with sngular
attributes and abilities.” He adjusted the crossed points on hiscowl. "I refer specificaly to acertain
human fe-male named Mahwi Lihnn. For a prearranged fee she searches for and retrieves people who
have strayed from their duties or who have committed crimes.” Y ou are speaking of abounty hunter,”
Gunray said. He saw Haako restrain himsdlf from smirking, and realized belatedly that by admitting
knowledge of the term used for someone of such crass abilities he had lost face before his subordinate.
Hedidn't care, however-he was too excited at the possibility the at-torney's suggestion presented. "We
could hirethisMahwi Lihnn to track down Monchar and bring him back before Sidious conveneswith us
again." "Just s0." Gunray noted the veiled contempt in Haako's tone. He adjusted his own collar and took
histime replying. Hisinitia excitement at a potentid solution to the problem had camed dightly, and now
he decided to show Rune Haako that one did not lightly play games of position with acommanding
viceroy of the Federa-tion.

"And you... know this personage?’ he in-quired, his tone and expression conveying just the right amount
of disdain that anyone of Haako's sta-tion would admit to having had actuad socid inter-course with such
alow individud.

Haako'slook of smugnesswavered. Hisfingers plucked nervoudy at abit of filigree. "Asl sad, inthe
course of my duties as attorney and diplomeatic at-tache for the Federation...” " Of course." Gunray
infused the two words with equa parts pity and haughtiness.

"And the Trade Fed-eration ismost grateful to you for your willingness to fraternize with such... colorful...
characters, in hopesthat their abilities may one day somehow be of use." He watched Haako's lips purse
together as though the barrister had bitten into a rotten truffle, and continued. "To be sure, desperate
times call for desperate measures. Though | regret having to ask this of aperson of your stature, | hope
you can find it within yourself to once again contact thisMahwi Lihnn, in order that we may satisfactorily
resolve the Monchar situation.” Rune Haako muttered an acquiescence and | eft. After the door closed,
Nute Gunray nodded in satis-faction. Not bad, not bad at all. He had managed to implement apossible
solution to the question of Mon-char's disappearance, and a the same time had taken that insufferable
prig Haako down a peg. Heligtened in pleasure to afaint rumbling in his gut sac that Sgni-fied the return

of his appetite.
Perhaps he would give his dinner another try.

"Had th' Hurt primed for this," Lorn said. "Was ready t'part with agreat dea o' cash for ared Jedi
Holocron. Would've paid twice as much for one from th' Sith." He gazed dgjectedly into the depths of his
glass, swirling the remaining blue-green Johrian whis-key that had recently filled it. "Fifty thousand credits,
th' cube was worth. Now'velost it and the fifteen thousand. All | had." "It does put us in somewhat
desperate sraitsfinan-cidly,” I-Five said.



Thetwo were Sitting at the bar near the back of the Green Glowstone Tavern not far from one end of the
infamous Crimson Corridor section of the city. They were regular patrons, and the droid's presence there
no longer caused much controversy, despite the sign at the entrance that proclaimed no droids a-lowed
in Basic and severd other languages.

"'Sdl my fault,” Lorn muttered, more to the drink-stained counter than to I-Five. "Hadn't lost
m'temper..." Hefixed the droid with asomewheat bleary gaze. "Dunno why y' stay partnerswith me." "Ah,
now we come to the maudlin stage. Will thistake long? 1 may want to put mysdlf in cyberostass until it's
over." Lorn grunted and signaled for another refill. " Y'can be ared bastard, y'know that?' hetold

I-Five.

"Let's see... according to my data banks, the pri-mary definition of bastard is'a child born of unwed
parents." However, asecondary usage is 'something of irregular or unusua origins.' In that respect, |
suppose | quaify.” When the bartender came over tofill Lorn'sglassagain, I-Five put his hand over it.
"My friend has had enough neurons destroyed by various hydroxyl compounds for today.

It's not like he has an overabun-dant supply in thefirst place.”" The bartender, a Bothan, glanced at Lorn,
then shrugged and moved on down the bar. A Duros wearing spacer's togs and sitting nearby looked at
them, seeming to register the droid's presence for the first time. "Y ou let your droid decide how much
you can drink?" he asked Lorn.

"'Snot my droid," Lorn said. "We're partners. Busi-ness associates." He pronounced the words
carefully.

The Durosflickered nictitating membranes over hiseyesin asign of surprise and disbelief. "Y ouretdling
methat droid has citizenship status?' "He's not telling you anything,” |-Five said as he turned to face the
Duros, "largdly because he's so drunk he can bardly stand. I'm telling you to mind your own business. My
satusin galactic society isnot your concern.” The Duros glanced around, saw that the rest of the tavern's
patrons were rather pointedly ignoring the exchange, shrugged, and went back to hisdrink. I-Five pulled
Lorn off the bar stool and aimed him in the di-rection of the door. Lorn walked, weaving, acrossthe
room, then turned and faced the tavern.

"I was somebody, once," hetold the group, most of whom didn't bother to look up. "Worked uplevels.
Penthouse suite. Could see th’ mountains. Damn Jedi- they did thisto me." Then he turned and walked
out, I-Fivefallowing.

Outsde, theair was chill, and Lorn could fed asmal amount of sobriety returning. The sun had set, and
the long twilight of the equatorid regions had begun.

"Guess| told 'em, didn't 17" "Absolutely. They wereriveted. I'm sure they can't wait for the next thrilling
installment. In the mean-time, why don't we go home before one of the colorful locals decides to see how
fast a cohol-soaked human tissue burns?’ "Good ideg,” Lorn agreed as |-Five took hisarm and started
waking.

They passed sidewak vendors offering bootleg holos, glitterstim, and other illegd itemsfor sdle.
Beg-gars of various species, wrapped in tattered cloaks, pawed at them for dms. They entered the
nearest kiosk entrance to the underground, descending a Jong-broken escalator that ended in awinding
corridor. It had been warm on the surface; down here it was like a sauna. The mingled body odor of
various unwashed beings moving through the passageway, combined with the fungd reek permeeting the
walls, verged on halucinogenic.



Why can't they al smell like Toydar-ians? Lorn wondered.

They turned down a narrow side passage, itswalls and ceiling acomplex pattern of pipes, conduits, and
cables. Hickering luminescent dripsat irregular inter-vals provided dim illumination. Granite dugs oozed
aong thefloor, requiring Lorn to pay attention to where he stepped-no small task in his condition.
Eventually they reached the third in a series of re-cessed meta doors, which he opened after severa tries
with hiskeycard.

Thewindowless cubicle, acel carved from the city's massive ferrocrete foundation, was designed for
sngle occupancy, but snce Lorn's roommate was adroid, they were not particularly cramped for space.
There were acouple of chairs, an extensblewall cot, atiny refresher, and akitchenette barely big
enough for ananowave and food preserver. The compartment was spotlessy clean-another advantage of
having adroid around.

Lorn sat on the edge of the cot and stared at the floor. "Herés al you need to know about the Jedi," he
announced.

"Oh, please-not again.” "They're abunch of salf-serving, sanctimonious ditists.” "'l havethis entire rant
recorded, you know. | could play aholo at fast speed; it would savetune.” " 'Guardians of the
gaaxy'-don't make me laugh. All they're interested in guarding istheir way of life" "If | wereyou-a
hypothetical situation the mere mention of which threatensto overload my logic circuits-'d sop
obsessing over the Jedi and start thinking about where my next meal is coming from. | don't require
nourishment, but you do. Y ou need something hot to peddie-fast.” Lorn glared at the droid. "I never
should have dis-connected your creetivity damper.” He brooded for awhile longer, then said, "But you're
right-no point dwelling in the past. Got to look ahead. What we need isa plan-right now." And with
those words he fell backwards onto the cot and began to snore loudly.

I-Five stared at his recumbent companion. ""Random evolution should never have been entrusted with
intelli-gence,” the droid muttered.

CHAPTER 5 Darth Sidious was al so thinking about the Jedi.

Thelr firewas dying in the galaxy; of that there was no doubt. For more than a thousand generationsthey
had been the salf-appointed pal adins of the common-wesdl, but that was now coming to an end. And the
pathetic fools, blinded by their own hypocrisy, could not see the truth of this.

It wasright and fitting that this be o, just asit wasright and fitting thet the instrument of their downfdl be
the Sith.

The few pedants and scholars who even knew the name thought that the Sith were the "dark side” of the
Jedi Knights. Thiswas, of course, far too smplistic an evauation. It was true that they had embraced the
teachings of agroup of rogue Jedi thousands of years ago, but they had taken that knowledge and
phi-losophy far beyond the insular didacticism they had been given to start with. It was easy and
convenient, aswell, to demarcate the concept of the Force into light and dark; indeed, even Sidious had
used such no-tions of dudity in thetraining of hisdisciple. But the redity wasthat there was only the
Force. It was above such petty concepts as positive and negative, black and white, good and evil. The
only difference worthy of note wasthis: The Jedi saw the Force as an end in it-sdif; the Sith knew that it
was ameansto an end.

And that end was Power.



For dl their humble posturing and protestations of abdication, the Jedi craved power as much as anyone.
Sidious knew thisto be true. They claimed to be the servants of the people, but over the centuries they
had increasingly removed themselves from contact with the very citizensthey ostensibly served. Now
they prowled the cloistered hallways and chambers of their Temple, mouthing their empty ideologies
while prac-ticing hubristic machinations designed to bring them more secular power.

Asone hdlf of the entire existing order of the Sith, Darth Sidious craved power, aswdll. It was true that
he was operating covertly toward that end, but he was doing so out of necessity, not sophistry. After the
Great Sith War, the order had been decimated. Thelone remaining Sith had revived the order according
to anew doctrine: one master and one apprentice. Thusit had been, and thusit would be, until that
glorious day that saw the fall of the Jedi and the ascendancy of their an-cient enemies, the Sith.

And that day was fast gpproaching. After centuries of planning and collusion, it was now amost here.
Sidious was confident that he would seeits culmina- tion in hislifetime. There would comeaday in the
not too distant future when he would stand, triumphant, over the last Jedi's body, when he would see
their Temple razed, when he would take hisrightful place asruler of the galaxy.

Which was why no loose ends, no matter how incon-sequential, could be permitted.

Perhaps Hath Mon-char's absence had nothing to do with the Trade Federation's looming blockade of
the planet Naboo. That was conceivable. But aslong as the dightest chance existed that it did, the
Neimoidian had to be found and dedlt with.

Darth Sidious |ooked at awal chrono. It was now dightly over fourteen standard hours since he had
given Maul the assgnment. He anticipated hearing from his apprentice shortly. The stakeswere high, very
high, but he had every confidence that Maul would perform the task with his customary ruthless
effi-ciency. All would continue as planned, and the Sith would rise again.

Soon.
Very soon.

The Crimson Corridor wasin the Third Quadrant of the Zi-Kree sector. It was one of the oldest areas of
the vast planetary metropolis, overbuilt with sky-scrapers and towers constructed long ago. The
build-ings towered so tall and so thick that some areas of the Corridor received only afew minutes of
sunlight aday. Darsharemembered hearing legends of inbred subhuman tribesliving in the near-tota
darkness of its depthsfor so long that they had gone geneticaly blind.

But darkness was the least of the dangersin the Cor-ridor. Far worse were the things, both human and
nonhuman, that lived in the darkness and preyed on the unwary.

Darsha piloted her skyhopper down through the miasmal fog that lay like afilthy blanket over the lowest
levels. Why, she wondered, would anyone pick aneighborhood like thisfor a place in which to con-ced
informants? The answer was, of course, that it wasthe last place anyone would |ook.

The safe house-a barricaded block of ferrocrete and plasted-wasin a street that was not wide enough
for her to set the skyhopper down. Shelanded in the closest intersection, got out, and instructed the
autopilot to take the craft up twenty meters and re-main in hover mode there. That way it was more likely
to be there when she got back.



There were afew glow sticksin protective wired cages set here and there on the buildings, but after
centuries of use they were so wesk that they did little to relieve the gloom. As soon as Darsha
disembarked from her vehicle she was set upon by beggars suppli-cating for food and money. At first she
tried the an-cient Jedi technique of clouding their minds, but there were too many of them, and most of
them had brainstoo addled by privation and variousillegd chemicdsto respond to the suggestion. She
gritted her teeth and pushed her way though the forest of filthy waving arms, tentacles, and various other

gppendages.

The mingled revulson and sympathy she felt was amost overwhelming. For nearly aslong as she could
remember, Darsha had been coddled and cozened in the Jedi Temple, protected from direct contact with
the dregs of society-an ironic Situation, since the Jedi were supposed to be the protectors of al levels of
civi-lization, even those considered untouchable by most of the upper classes. True, eements of her
training had taken her to various rough neighborhoods, but nowhere el se had she seen anything that even
re-motely compared with this. It horrified her that such poverty and neglect could exist anywhere, let
aone on Coruscant.

She made it to the recessed entrance of the safe house and pounded on the reinforced door. A dit
opened, and a sentry cam extruded from it. ™Y our name and business?' it asked in arasping voice.

"Darsha Assant, on the Jedi Council's business." An emaciated Kubaz sought to pluck her lightsaber from
its hook on her utility belt. She seized his hand and bent the thumb backwards. He squealed and backed
hastily away, but otherstook his placeimme-diately. The only reason they did not drag her back into the
street was that there were too many to crowd into the narrow aperture where she stood.

The security cam quickly ran alaser scan over her face. "Identity confirmed.

Pease hold your breath." Darsha did so-whereupon hidden nozzles sur-rounding the door sprayed apink
mist at the crowd of mendicants. A chorus of indignant shouts, squeals, bleats, and other protests rose
from them asthe air-borneirritant drove them momentarily back. The door did quickly up, and ametalic
arm grabbed Darshaand pulled her inside.

She found hersdf in anarrow corridor that was a-most as dark as the streset.

The security droid who had taken her arm now led her down this passageway and around a corner, into
asmal, windowless room. The light was not much better here; Darsha could barely make out a hunched
form gtting on achair. Bald and humanoid, he looked like a Fondorian to her.

Thedroid said, "Thisisthe Jedi who will take you to safety, Oolth.” Though she knew it wasfoolish,
Darshafdt alittlethrill at being called a Jedi, even by adroid.

"About time," the Fondorian said. He stood quickly. "Let's get out of here before it gets dark-not that it
ever redly stops getting dark around here." He moved toward the room's entrance, than stopped and
looked back a Darsha. "Well, comeon,” he said testily. "What're you waiting for?' "I'm just trying to
decide how best to get back to my skyhopper,” Darshareplied. "I don't relish the idea of wading through
those poor beings out there again.” "WEell be the 'poor beings if we don't get moving. Thisis Raptor
territory.

They make those scum out there look like the Republic Senate. Now let'sgo!™ Darsha moved toward the
hallway; Oolth stood aside to let her pass. "I'm the one who needs pro-tecting; you go firs." Whatever
good he was to the council, Darsha was sure Oolth the Fondorian wasn't valued for his bravery.



She pushed past him and strode back to the out-side door.

The cam's monitor was mounted by the door; it showed afew street people till loitering around the area.
Most of them, however, had apparently gone looking for someone else to importune. If Darshaand
Oolth moved quickly, they could probably get back to the intersection where her vehicle was without too
much trouble.

"All right," Darsha said. She took a deep breath and reached for the Force to cam hersdlf. Shewasa
Jedi Padawan with ajob to do. Timeto get on withiit.

"Let'smove out." The door panel did open. Darsha quested with the Force and felt no sense of anybody
nearby who posed adanger. Thus reassured, she started down the street with Oolth. The vagrants
seemed to materiaize from out of the shadows, clustering around them again. Oolth shoved at them as
they crowded in. "Get away from me! Filthy creatures” "Just keep moving,” Darshasaid to him. She had
refused the droid's offer of escort because she didn't want to draw any more attention than absolutely
nec-essary. If she had to, she could activate her lightsaber; she had no doubt that just the sight of the
energy blade would send the mgjority of the street people fleeing. But she hoped it wouldn't be
necessary. They were dmogt to the intersection.

And then her heart, dready pounding from nervous tension, suddenly tried to batter its way up her throat.

Her skyhopper was gill where she had parked it, hovering twenty metersup in the air. Clustered on the
street benesath it was a heterogeneous assortment of beings, about adozen in al. Among the species
Darsha recognized were humans, Kubaz, H'nemthe, Gota's, Snivvians, Trandoshans, and Bith. All of
them ap-peared to be in the late adolescent stage of their par-ticular species, al were dressed in colorful
and motley styles, and dl looked extremely dangerous.

Oolth the Fondorian gasped, and whispered in astrangled tone, "The Raptors.” Darshahad heard tales
of the street gangs that ter-rorized many of the more run-down sectors of Corus-cant's surface. The
Raptors were reputed to be the wordt, by far. She had hoped to complete her mission quickly enough to
avoid an encounter with them. So much for that idea.

Severd grappling hooks had snagged into the two-person craft, and from them dangled ropes. Three
members of the gang-a human female and two mae Bith-had climbed aboard and were busily ransacking
the vehicle. They tossed down various items-a holo-projector, an aquata breather, a pouch of food
capsules, and medicd supplies-to the gang members below. Even as Darsha watched, one of them
managed to dis-able the autopilot, causing the craft to settle gently to the Street. Thiswas greeted by a
cheer from the rest of the gang.

Oolth grabbed her robe and tried to pull her into the shadows of the narrow street. " Quick-before they
see ud" She shook off hisgrasp. "I can't let them strip the skyhopper. It's our only way out of here. Wait
here until I've dedlt with them." Then, forcing herself to project a confidence she aid not in any way fed,
Darsha strode toward the Raptors.

She hadn't taken more than afew steps before her approach was noted. The raucous chatter and
laughter quickly subsided; no doubt, Darshathought, because they were having ahard time believing
someone could bethissuicida.

She stopped afew meters from them. There was no one else on the street now, save for the Fondorian
cowering somewhere behind her. No onein their right mind wanted to be around when the Raptors were
on the prowl.



"That's my skyhopper," she said, relieved to find that her voice was not shaking. "Please return the things
you stole and move away from it." The Raptors|ooked at each other in astonishment before breaking
into the various sounds that congti-tuted laughter for each species. One of the human males-lean and
wiry, porting an improbable mane of green hair sanding straight up in an dectrodtatic field-swaggered
toward her.

"New around here, I'm guessing,” he said, causing more sniggering-thistime with adistinctly unpless-ant
edge-to erupt from his compatriots.

Darshareviewed her options quickly. There weren't many. She was one against adozen, and while her
knowledge of the Jedi fighting artsimproved the odds somewhat, she was till not at al confident in her
ability to come out ahead in abattle. She was on their turf, after al, and for al she knew, there might be a
dozen more of them lurking in the shadows. *But there were dternativesto fighting. The mind trick she
had tried earlier on the beggars hadn't been completely successful, but it had turned away afew of them.
It might serve now to confuse the Raptors long enough to alow her to reach the vehicle. Of course, she
gl had to get Oolth in the craft with her, but one problem at atime.

Sheraised her right hand, fanning the fingersin a gesture designed to focus their attention while she
reached out mentally for the Force. "Y ou're not inter-ested in me," she said, using the soft but compelling
tone she had been taught, "or my vehicle." She could see by their confused and uncertain expressions that
it wasworking, could fedl their wills beginning to vi-brate in resonance with hers.

Green Hair was either the leader or something closeto it, because when he nodded and said dowly,
"We're not interested in her, or her vehicle," the rest of the gang mumbled the same wordsin ragged
unison.

Darshatook afew steps forward, making the hyp-notic gesture again. ™Y ou might aswell go now," she
told Green Hair. "Theré's nothing interesting going on here." "We might aswell go now. There's nothing
inter-esting going on here.” Therest of the gang again echoed him.

Darsha kept moving dowly but steadily forward. She stepped past Green Hair and was now in the midst
of them, only a step or two away from her craft. She had them now; she could fed their minds, some
srug-gling feebly, otherswillingly surrendering to her sug-gestive power amplified by the Force. Another
moment and she would be in the Skyhopper.

A scream echoed down the dark street.

Startled, Darsha whipped around, staring back toward the source of the cry. It was Oolth the
Fondo-rian, staggering out into the middle of the narrow thoroughfare, shaking and kicking hisleg
franticaly to didodge alarge armored rat that had clamped itsjaws onto his shin. Even as sheredlized
who it was, sheredlized, aswdll, that her tenuous mind-lock on the Raptors had been shattered by the
unexpected sound. Blinking and shaking their heads asif awak-ening from dumber, the Raptorsredized
that their prey had obligingly ddivered itsdlf right into their midst.

Darsha had no choice now but to fight. She reached for her lightsaber, but before she could seize it they
were upon her. where he had an gpartment. He was not staying in his apartment on this visit, however.
That would make him too easy to find. Instead he had rented a cheap domicile near the Galactic Museum
under an assumed name. He had serioudy considered buying a holo-graphic image disguiser that could
change his gppear-ance to that of another species, aswell. His paranoia hud warred with his parsmony
for quite sometime on that one, and finally the stinginess had won out, | hough just barely.



Hath Monchar had come to Coruscant because the capital world was the best place to move information
quickly and anonymoudy. That waswhat he had to sdll-information. Specifically, information about the
upcoming blockade of Naboo and the fact that the man behind it all wasa Sith Lord.

It was adangerous scheme, to be sure. If his cocon-fipirators found him, Monchar knew they would
quickly give him up to Darth Sidiousstender mercies.

The mere thought of being in the Sith Lord's clutches was enough to make the Neimoidian start to
hyper-ventilate. Even so, Monchar couldn't res st the oppor-tunity to make aquick fortune.

Hetook another gulp of the agaric e he was drinking. Y es, the risks were high, but so wasthe
po-tentia for profit. All he needed was to contact the right person as an intermediary-someone who
knew the people who would pay handsomely for the news he had. All it would take was a bit more
fortitude on his part. He had come thisfar; he was not going to stop now, not with hisgod nearly in sight.

Hath Monchar sgnded the Baragwin bartender.
CHAPTER 6
Hath Monchar was afraid.

Thiswas not aparticularly surprising sate of affairsto anyone who knew the deputy viceroy of the Trade
Federation. Even among Neimoidians, Monchar was considered remarkably timid. Which madeit dl the
more amazing that he had done what he had done.

Monchar was afraid, yes, but underneath that was another emotion, onefar lessfamiliar to him than! fear.
This emotion was pride-a nervous and fragile pride, it wastrue, but pride nevertheless. He had taken a
chance-abig chance. He had dared to steer hislifein anew and, with any luck, more profitable direction.

He had aright to fed proud of that, he told himsdlf.

He glanced around at the patrons of the tavern he was sitting in. It was a different establishment than the
one he usudly frequented when on Coruscant.

That tavern wasin the affluent Kaldani Spires monad, One more flagon of de ought to give him the
fortitude! he needed.

Mahwi Lihnn had been a bounty hunter for going on ten standard years, ever since she had been forced
to leave her homeworld after killing a corrupt govern-ment officid. During that time she had traveled
nearly the length and breadth of the galaxy on various as-sgnments. She had pursued fugitivesfrom
justice on such diverse worlds as Ord Mantell, Koon, Tatooine, and dozens of others. Oddly enough,
however, she had never been to Coruscant, and she was looking forward to seeing the capita of the

galaxy.

The assignment from the Neimoidian viceroy'slieu-tenant seemed straightforward enough. Lihnn did not
anticipate any great trouble in finding the missing Hath Monchar, even on acrowded world like
Corus-cant. As her ship descended on autopilot toward the landing pad at the eastern spaceport, she
reviewed her equipment and weaponry. Her garb looked like no more than asimple utilitarian tunic and
pants, but they were made of densdly woven shell spider silk, amaterial capable of ressting even a
vibroblade'sthrust, aswell as reflecting low-power particle beams and lasers. It was armor that did not



look like armor-to the uninitiated. Experts would spot it, of course, but she didn't expect to run into any
opposition. Shewore twin DL-44 blasters on each hip, and asmall disrupter pistol in aconcealed ankle
holster. Strapped to each wrist was an MM9 wrist rocket, and in her right hand sheworeapam
flechette shooter. On her utility belt she carried, among other things, a set of stun cuffs, a stun baton, and
three glop grenades.

Mahwi Lihnn believed in being prepared.

Her first stop after disembarking from her ship was the Kaldani Spires Residential Apartments. She
seri-oudy doubted that Monchar would be foolish enough to stay in an gpartment registered to him, but
one never knew. More than once Lihnn had saved hersdlf needlesstrouble and time by looking in the
most ob-vious places for her quarry.

As she entered the lobby the security droid on duty asked whom she wished to see. "Hath Monchar,"
Lihnn told him. The droid checked amonitor screen, then informed her that Monchar was not in; indeed,
was not even on Coruscant. Lihnn nodded pleasantly and clapped the circuit disrupter she had pulled
from her belt onto the droid's chassis. The droid stuttered for an instant before its photoreceptors went
dark.

Lihnn took the lift tube up to the five hundredth floor and strolled down the corridor to Monchar's
gpartment, where she used an electronic lock breaker to void the security system. Onceinside, she
quickly checked the rooms. The droid had been telling the truth; Monchar was not there. Furthermore,
the apart-ment appeared to have been vacant for sometime.

The large suite was decorated in what was, to aNeimoidian, the epitome of tasteful decor; to Lihnn it
looked and smdlled like afetid swamp. She did some more investigating, hoping to find aclueto
Monchar's whereabouts. In this she was disappointed.

At last sheléft, going back down to the lobby and pulling the circuit disrupter off the security droid.

Beforeit could reaccessits memory banks sufficiently to redlize what had happened, Mahwi Lihnn had
left and was strolling along one of the skywalksfifty sto-ries above the surface.

It would certainly take sometimeto search acity the size of aplanet for one person. Fortunately, Lihnn
felt fairly sure that such asearch wouldn't be neces-sary. Even though Monchar was smart enough not to
gay in his apartment, she was willing to bet that the Neimoidian was somewhere in the generd vicinity.
Thiswasthe part of Coruscant with which he was most familiar, so it made sense that he would be holed
up not too far away.

Lihnn stopped at an observation deck and enjoyed the view for afew minutes. The descriptions she had
read and the holos she had seen did not do justice to the stupendousness of the real thing. The last census
put the population of Coruscant at somewhere in the neighborhood of atrillion living beings. Evenif she
could investigate one person every second, she would still need the life span of a hundred Tatooine
Sarlaccsto get to them all. But there were waysto narrow the search.

Paranoid as Monchar no doubt was, he ill had to eat. Lihnn pulled a portable HoloNet link from a
pocket and consulted it, entering search parameters for restaurantsin the areathat specidized in the
dis-gusting swill Neimoidians called food. As she had thought, there were not dl that many. She glanced
at her chrono and saw that it was almost the hour when most species et their evening medl. Shewould
go check out afew of these restaurants. It was worth putting up with the smdll if it meant an early
resolu-tion to this case.



Darth Maul sgnded for an air taxi. Even though his speeder was not far away, he did not wish to risk
anyone connecting him to it, now that he was close to his quarry. Thetaxi pilot-a Quarren-looked
some-what dubioudly at his passenger as Maul got into the backseat, but said nothing as he was given the
ad-dress.

Thetaxi roserapidly straight up through two strata of traffic, itslift repulsors humming barely within the
threshold of Maul's hearing, then veered north in along arc toward a cluster of towersin the distance.

Thetaxi landed gently at atermind within fifty me-ters of the tavern. Maul entered, stepping immediately
to the shadows near the door while he looked about. His vision adjusted far more quickly to extremes of
light and darkness than did most species, he was able dmost a once to see the tavern's dim interior and

itscustomers.

He saw humans, Bith, Devaronians, Nikto, Sniv-vians, Arcona-a cornucopia of species, dl drinking or
otherwise imbibing various substances capable of atering their brain chemistry. He did not see Hath
Monchar. For that matter, he did not see any Neimoid-iansat all.

Maul approached the bar. The bartender was atall gaunt Baragwin, hisfolds of facid dewlapsas
leathery and creased as a Banthas skin. 'l am looking for aNeimoidian,” Maul said to him. "Hewould
have been in here within thelast few hours.” The Baragwin sent aripple running through his dewlgps from
top to bottom-the equivaent of a human shaking his head. "Many beings comein here" he said, hisvoice
absurdly high and flutelike coming from such amassive head. " They come, they drink, they talk, they go.

| do not recall seeing aNeimoidian recently.” Darth Maul leaned forward. "Think again,” he said softly.
He could easily use the Force to get what-ever information might be had from thisweak-willed creature,
but there was no need. He knew he could get what he wanted by intimidation.

The Baragwin's nasal polyps began to quiver- asign of nervousness. "Upon further reflection | do seem
to remember arepresentative of that speciesim-bibing here perhaps an hour ago.” "Did he speak to you
or anyone ese?' The Baragwin's polyps were vibrating amost too fast to see now. "No. That is... he-he
ordered agaric de." "And did he speak of anything else?" "Y es. He inquired of me how one might
contact someone proficient in the buying and selling of sens-tiveinformation.” Maul leaned back. "And
youtold him-what?' "I gave himaname." " Y ou will now give methat name." The Baragwin rippled his
dewlaps from bottom to top in acquiescence. "Lorn Pavan. A human- Coréllian, | believe. Heiswell
known in this city sector as one who trafficsin such merchandise." "And wheremight | find thisLorn
Pavan?' " | do not know.” Maul leaned forward again, his yellow eyes blazing. The Baragwin backed up
hastily. "I speak the truth! He comesin here occasiondly, dways accompanied by a protocol droid
cdled I-Five. | know nothing more." That was interesting news, Maul reflected. It should help to narrow
the search; personal droids were not that common in this area of Coruscant. "Describe this Lorn Pavan.”
"Tal. Muscular. Black filamentous ciliaon his scalp, but none on hisface.

Brown ocular pigmentation. The femaes of his specieswould probably characterize him as'handsome." "
Maul nodded, then raised hisright hand in afocusing gesture as he mentally reached for the Force. He
had to make sure that this next question was answered truth-fully, because the answer would determine
whether or not he had to kill the Baragwin.

"Did the Neimoidian speak at dl to you about the nature of the information he wished to sdl?* The
dewlaps quickly undulated downward. "He did not. | havetold you al that | know." Maul sensed no
negative vibration in the Force as the Baragwin spoke. He turned away without another word and exited
the tavern.



Hewas glad that he did not have to kill the Baragwin-not out of any mora sense, or even out of pity for
the pathetic creature; hisrelief semmed purdy from having avoided the inevitable difficulties brought on
by killing someonein apublic place. Nevertheless, if the Force had told him the Baragwin waslying, he
would have struck him down without a second thought and dedlt with the consequences. Darth Sidious
had told him to kill everyone with whom Hath Monchar had shared knowledge of the blockade, and
Maul would follow his master's com-mands, as dways.

He strode aong the outdoor concourse, pondering his next move. Though the walkway was crowded,
his passage was not impeded, as most of the pedestrians gave him awide berth. Which was asit should
be. Darth Maul had nothing but contempt for the masses. Of dl the uncounted trillions of sentient beings
that populated the galaxy, only one was deserving of re-gpect: Darth Sidious. The only man who dared to
dream of conquering not just aworld or astar system, but an entire galaxy. The man who had taken the
young Maul from a backwater planet and raised him to be his successor. He owed Darth Sidious

everything.

It had not been an easy path that he had been set upon. To be atruly superior being, apart from and
above the sensdless herd, required absol ute devotion and dedication. He had had to learn
sdf-aufficiency, both in body and in mind, aimost from the time he had learned to walk. His master would
accept nothing less than the absol ute best that Maul could offer. When he was younger, if he had flinched
during histraining when the edge of aweapon found hisflesh, or when an incorrect block or defensive
maneuver re-sulted in acracked bone, his punishments had always been swift and inevitable.

He had soon learned to think of pain as histeacher. From fearing it, he had actualy cometo welcomeit,
because he knew it would test hiswillpower and his courage; it would make him stronger. To be content,
to be comfortable, was to be complacent. No one learned anything from pleasure. Pain, on the other
hand, was amogt efficient instructor.

He returned to the problem at hand. Perhaps track-ing down the human Lorn Pavan would lead himin
turn to his primary target. In al probability the Cordl-Han would have to be killed, aswell. Thelonger the
Nemoidian was dive, the more likely hisinformation would be disseminated. Still, Maul was not worried.
If he had to wipe out this entire city sector in order to contain the news about the blockade, he would do
it without aqualm. Lives, even hundreds of lives, did not matter.

CHAPTER 7 Thefirst blow came from behind, half stunning Darshaand causing her to drop to her
knees. A booted foot impacted against her side, driving her breath from her.

Half-blinded by pain, Darshareached for the Force as the Raptors closed in, felt its power enfold her,
cloak her like an invisible shield. She stood, thrusting out one arm in awarding gesture, and felt the
reverberating ripples flowing outward, hurling back her surprised attackers. For abrief moment she
stood clear of them, and she used that moment to draw and activate her lightsaber. The yellow energy
blade boiled out from the hilt's projector, extending to itsfull length.

"Shel'saJedi!" one of the Raptors, a Trandoshan, shouted. He seemed surprised, but not particularly
awed or impressed.

"She's ill dead meat," Green Hair said. But none of his gang seemed particularly anxiousto bethefirst
within reach of the lightsaber.

"Y ou should have listened to me," Darsha said as she moved dowly until her back was againgt the
sky-hopper. "I don't want to hurt any of you. Wak away now, while you can." She saw Green Hair and
the Trandoshan exchange aglance-just aflicker of eye movement. It was enough to warn her, however,



and even if it had not been, she had dready sensed the disturbance in the Force coming from behind her.
Darshaspun and raised the blade in a high defensve movement just in time to in-tercept astocky Gotal
who had legpt over the craft, aming avibroblade at her. The lightsaber sheered ef-fortlessy through the
Gotd'swrigt, sending the blade, il clutched in the severed hand, arcing back to land in the empty
vehicle. The Gota shrieked and fell in ahegp on the pavement, clutching his cauterized sump.

Therewasamoment of utter stillness, save for the Gota's whimpers. Events hung in delicate baance,
Darsha knew. Would they swarm over her to avenge their comrade, or fleein fear?

It was Green Hair who decided which course to take: He turned and ran up the street. The rest of the
gang members prompitly followed hislead, two of them dragging the wounded Gota withthem. Ina
matter of seconds the street was completely deserted save for Darsha and Oolth the Fondorian.

Darshamoved quickly to Oolth, who was lying on his back, moaning and still kicking feebly in an effort
to didodge the armored rat. Darshatouched the tip of the lightsaber's blade to the creature's neck, right
at the soft juncture between the head and body cara-paces, and therat released its grip and bolted
toward the shadows.

Darsha deactivated the lightsaber and pulled Oolth to hisfeet. "L et's go-before they come back with
reinforcements.” "What took you so long? That blasted rat nearly gnawed my leg off!" A pity it wasnt
your bead, Darshathought. "Just be grateful | was able to chase them away. Now let's get out of here.”
She helped him climb into the passenger side of the skyhopper, then settled hersalf behind the controls.

And redlized that they weren't going anywhere.

"Come on-what're you waiting for? Lift off!" "I can't." She pointed at the console, where the acti-vated
vibroblade, still gripped by the Gotal's severed hand, had sunk to the hilt in the panel. Sparks and smoke
were dill faintly visble, and she could hear the faint hum of the wegpon's high-frequency oscillation. "It's
cut through the controlsfor the stabilizer vanes. WEll spin like acorkscrew if wetry to fly inthis" Oolth
stared at the blade, then at her. "1 don't be-lieve this. Some Jedi you are! Y ou managed to disable your
own ship!" Darshabit back on severa scathing repliesthat came to mind, saying insteed, "It'sjust a
setback. I've got my comlink; I'll just call the Templefor-" Sheleft the sentence unfinished, for as shewas
gpeaking she was reaching into her tunic for her com-link. The moment her fingerstouched it sheredized
it was unusable, aswell. The plaeklite casng was shat- tered, no doubt by that kick she had received
from one of the Raptors. It had probably protected her from abroken rib; although, al things considered,
at this point she would rather have had theinjury.

Before she could explain thislatest reversal to Oolth, the windshield in front of her suddenly crackedina
garburst. Simultaneoudy she heard the muffled re-port of a projectile weapon. Someone, most likely one
of the Raptors, was shooting at them.

Darshamade aquick decision. They would have to abandon the skyhopper. They had to get uplevelsas
quickly as possible. She glanced about them and real-ized that such an action was easier said than done.
Most of the buildings were blocked off above levelsten or twelve; the inhabitants of the upper stories
didn't even acknowledge the existence of those lower floors. But they couldn't stay here. Asif to
underscore that fact, another bolt from the hidden sniper whistled past her ear. They couldn't even take
therisk of trying to get back to the safe house.

Thelast light of day wasfading fast; soon it would befull night. Darsha stood up. "Out of the ship- fagt!”
She jumped to the pavement, pulling her ascen-son gun from her utility belt. Shefired the grappling hook
graight up a maximum length, hoping to strike aledge or projection above the fog layer.



Another blast struck the windshield. Oolth screeched in fear and legpt out of the skyhopper. "What are
you doing? We have to get out of herel” "That's exactly what were doing,” Darsha said as shefdt the
vibration down the length of the cable, which meant the hook had found purchase. "Hang onto me!" She
grabbed the Fondorian around hiswaist and thumbed the winding mechanism.

The liquid cable reservoir was good for amaximum of two hundred meters, and the tensile strength of the
monofilament linewould easly support them both. Darshaknew that if they could makeit up to thefirst
traffic skylane-around level twenty-they could find an air taxi and get back to the Temple, or at least find
aworking comm station from which to cdl for help.

Another bolt caromed off the wall directly beneath them as they rose quickly up past thefirst leve, then
the second, then the third. Darshas arm felt like it was being pulled from its socket. She looked up and
esti-mated that the fog was hovering at around level ten. Once they were envel oped, they would be safe
enough from the sniper.

A massive shadow flitted past her, followed by sev-era more. In the dimming light she wasn't sure what
they were at first. Then she saw one clearly, and recog-nition sent achill of fear through her.

Hawk-bats.

She had never seen one this close before. Their eggs were considered a delicacy; sheld eaten them more
than once for the morning med in the Temple. Ordi-narily hawk-bats weren't considered dangerous, but
she had heard stories of people occasionaly being at-tacked by flocks of the creatures. Evidently they
were very territoria, and danger fell to anyone who ven-tured too close to one of their rookeries.

Which, apparently, was just what she had done.

Suddenly they were enveloped in ashrieking, flap-ping nightmare of wings, beaks, and talons. Distracted,
Darshaburied her head in her shoulder as best she could to protect her eyes.

Shetried to summon the Force, to useit asashield against the creatures, but the fierce buffeting of their
wings made holding on to the ascension gun the best she could manage.

She kept her thumb pressed on the winding control-their best hope now wasto get past the hawk-bats
territory.

Oolth tightened his grip around her chest until shefdt in danger of suffocating. He shouted with pain and
fear asthe winged furies strafed the two of them. The claws on the edges of their leathery wingstore at
Darshas clothes; her vison wasfull of beaks and angry ruby eyes.

Oolth screamed again, louder thistime. She glanced down and saw that one of the hawk-bats had |anded
on his shoulder and was savagely pecking at hisface. The beak scored his cheek, drawing aline of dark
blood across his skin.

Darshafdt hisgrip lessen. She saw another hawk-bat clinging to Oolth's arm, stabbing at his hand with
its besk.

"Hang on!" she shouted. "We're dmost through thig" Oolth cried out again, louder than al his previous
cries. Darshalooked down at him, saw that one of the hawk-bats had hooked its cruel beak into hisright

eye.



Mad with pain, the Fondorian et go of her, raising both hands to push away hiswinged tormentor.

"No!" Darsha shouted, trying to hang on to him with her free hand. But hisweight was too much; his shirt
tore, leaving aswatch of it in her grip as he dropped with atrailing cry down into the darkness.

Darshaknew there was no point in trying to go after him, even if there was any way it could be
ac-complished; she was seven or eight levels up now, and the fall had undoubtedly been fatal. A moment
later she entered the fog level, but the hawk-bats showed no sign of lessening their attack. Already her
skin was cut and torn in ascore of wounds. At this rate she wouldn't survive to reach the upper levels.

Only one course of action promised even afaint hope of survival. Each leve that dipped by her had aline
of dark windows. Darsha released the winding control and drew her lightsaber. As her ascent dowed
and then stopped, she siwung the energy blade, melting alarge hole through the transparisted of the
window next to her. She got afoot on the ledge beneeth it and tumbled through, releasing the ascension
gun as shefel forward into darkness.

Sheturned the fdl into ashoulder roll, holding the lightsaber away from her as she had been taught to
avoid self-inflicted injury. She cameto her feet, the weapon held ready to defend herself againgt the
hawk-bats.

But apparently there was no need; none of them pursued her into the building.

Sowly Darsha aban-doned her fighting stance. She looked around, trying to take stock of her
surroundings.

It was fully dark outside now; the broken window was merely a patch of lesser darkness. The
lightsaber's coherent light beam didn't vouchsafe much in the way of illumination. Darshalistened, both
with her ears

and with the Force. No sound, and no sense of danger. For the moment she seemed to be sife.

Of course, that depended on one's definition of safe. She was trapped in the abandoned lower levels of a
building in the infamous Crimson Corridor. She had no comlink and no transportation. Worse ill, she
hed failed in her mission.

The man she had been sent to save now lay dead in the street far below.

If thiswas"safe," Darshathought grimly, maybe she ought to consider another line of work.

Assuming she made it back dive.

CHAPTER 8

Lorn awoke feding like a herd of banthas had stampeded over him.

He risked opening one eye. Thelight in the cubicle was very dim, but even so it fdlt like ablaster beam
had fired straight into his eye and up the optic nerve to his brain. He groaned, hagtily shut the eye, and
wrapped both arms around his head for good measure.

Somewherein the darkness he heard I-Five say, "Ah, the beast awakes." " Stop shouting,” he mumbled.



"My vocabulator ismodulated at amedian level of Sixty decibels, which is stlandard for norma human
conversation. Of course, your hearing might be atrifle oversengtive, given the amount of alcohol il in
your bloodstream.” Lorn groaned and tried, unsuccessfully, to burrow into the deeping pad.

"If you're going to continue such behavior,” 1-Five went on remorselesdy, " | suggest having afew hedthy
liver cdllsremoved-if indeed you have any left- and cryogenicaly stored, since you may need that
particular organ cloned in the near future. | can recommend avery good MD-5 medical droid of my
acquaintance-" "All right, dl right!" Lorn sat up, cradling his aching head in his hands, and glared at the
droid. "Y ou've had your fun. Now makeit go away." Thedroid feigned polite incomprehenson. "Make it
go away?I'm just alowly droid, how could | possibly-" "Doit-or I'll reprogram your cognitive module
with Bilk'sblagter.” I-Five gave aremarkably humanlike sigh. "Of course. | liveto serve.” The droid
paused for amoment; then there issued from his vocabulator alow trilling tone.

It warbled up and down the scale, seeming to resonate in the small cubicle,

Lorn sat on the bed and let the sound wash over him, let it reverberate in his head. After afew minutes
the headache began to lessen itsiron grip, as did his nausea and generd maaise. He wasn't sure exactly
how the wordless song of the droid accomplished it, but something about the vibrations made it the best
hangover cure he had ever come across. But no cure comes without a price, and Lorn knew that the
price of this one would be having to put up with I-Five's smug superiority for most of the day.

It was dtill worth it. When I-Fivefindly let the sound trail off, Lorn felt remarkably better. He wouldn't be
doing any zero-g cdisthenics at the null-grav spaover at Trantor Center today, but at least he could think
of doing them someday soon without feding like throw-ing up.

Helooked at I-Five and found himself wondering once again how adroid with only one fixed facid
ex-pression and limited body language could manage to ook so disapproving.

"And arewe dl better now?" I-Five inquired with mock solicitousness.

"Let'sjust say I'm willing to hold off on that reprogramming-for today at least." Lorn stood up, somewhat
carefully, as hishead till felt likeit might topple off hisneck if he moved too quickly.

"Y our gratitude overwhemsme." "And your sarcasm underwhedmsme.” Lorn went into the refresher,
splashed cold water on hisface, and ran an ultrasound cleaner over histeeth. " | might actu-ally be able
to bein the same room with some food," he said as he came ouit.

"Time enough for that. Firgt | think you should have alook at these messages that came in while you were
comatose.”" "What messages?' It was too much to hope that Zippa had decided to sell him the Holocron
after dl. Nevertheless, he knew I-Five wouldn't have bothered keeping the communication unlessit was
important.

"These messages,” the droid replied patiently, and activated the message unit.

A flickering image of an enormous, blubbery body formed in midair over the unit.

Lorn recognized Y anth the Huit.

ALorn," theimage said in adeep voice, "'l thought we were going to meet sometime today, to discussa
certain Holocron you wished meto look &t. It's not polite to keep buyerswaiting, you know." Theimage



dissolved. "Thanks," Lorn said to I-Five. "If you're not too busy later, I've got a scraped knuckle you
could rub some sdtinto.” " | think your attitude may change when you see the next message.” The
second image materialized above the projector. It wasn't Zippaor Y anth; that much wasimmediately
evident. After amoment Lorn recognized the species- aNeimoidian. That in itsalf was surprising; the
mas-ters of the Trade Federation were rarely seen on Coruscant, given the current strained relationship
be-tween their organization and the Republic Senate.

The Neimoidian glanced around furtively before leaning in close and spesking softly. "L orn Pavan- your
name was mentioned to me as someone who can be. discreet in handling sensitive information,” hesaid in
the gurgling tones of hiskind. "'l wish to dis-cuss a matter that could be very profitable to both of us. If
you are interested, meet me at the Dewback Inn at 0900. Tell no one of this." The three-dimensiona
image winked out.

"Play it again," Lorn sad.

I-Five complied, and Lorn watched the message a second time, paying more attention to the
Nemoidian's body language than to what he was saying. He wasn't dl that familiar with Neimoidian
mannerisms, but it didn't take an interplanetary psychoanayst to see that the dien was as nervousasa
H'nemthe groom. Which could mean trouble, but which could also mean profit. In his present line of
work Lorn seldom saw the second happen without having to wade through the first.

He pressed a button that del eted the second mes-sage, and glanced at I-Five.

"What do you think?" "'l think we have seventeen Republic decicreds in the bank, and whatever change
might have fallen under the deeping pad. | think the rent isduein aweek. | think," I-Five said, "that we
should talk to thisNeimoidian." "I think so, too," Lorn said.

Thetime of the evening med was dmost over. Mahwi Lihnn had by now investigated four restau-rants
whose menusincluded Neimoidian cuisine. Only one of them was occupied by aNemoidian at table-a
femae. Lihnn had questioned her, but she had professed no knowledge of a countryman named Hath
Monchar. She had, however, told Lihnn of an-other eatery in the areathat her kind had been known to
frequent. It wasasmal| tavern called the Dewback Inn, one of the few drinking establishmentsin the
sector that featured agaric ae, abeverage most Neimoidians were extremely fond of.

Lihnn decided to check it out.

It had not been terribly difficult to find Lorn Pavan's dwelling cubicle. As Darth Maul approached it, he
saw the door open. A human and a droid-the | atter one of the protocol series-emerged. Maul quickly
faded back into the shadows of the underground thorough- fare and watched them pass. Both matched
the descrip-tions he had been given by the Baragwin bartender.

Excdlent. With any luck, they would lead him to his prey.

Hefollowed them at asafe distance, making use of shadows and concealment when it was available and
trusting to the cloaking power of the Force when it was not. The human and hisdroid had no ideathey
were being followed. He would tail them until they con-tacted the Neimoidian, and then he would take
what ac-tion was appropriate.

Maul could fed the dark sde surging within him, filling him with impatience, urging him to completethis
assgnment as quickly as possible. Thisis not what you were trained for, he thought. These are not prey
worthy of your abilities, He tried to dismiss these thoughts, for they were heretical. His master had given



him this assgnment; that was al that mattered. But he could not help chafing at this duty. Therewasno
red chdlengeto hisabilitiesinit. He had been bred and trained to fight and kill Jedi, after dl, not
rank-and-file beings like these.

The Jedi-how he hated them! How he loathed their hollow sanctimoniousness, their pretense of piety,
their hypocrisy. How he longed for the day when their Temple would be aruin of smoking rubble, littered
with their crushed corpses. If he closed his eyes, he could see the gpocalypse of the order asvividly asif
it wereredity. It wasredlity, after al-afuture redity, but nonethelessvalid.

It was destined, ordained, predetermined. And he would be ingtru-mentd in bringing it about. It was
what hisentirelife had been designed for.

Not tracking some pathetic fail ure through the dums of Coruscant.

Maul shook his head and snarled silently. His pur-pose was to serve his master, no matter what the
as-sgnment was. If Darth Sidious knew he was having such doubts, the Sith Lord would severely punish
him, such as he had not been punished since he was a child. And Maul would not resist, even though he
was how agrown man. Because Sidious would be right to do so.

The human and his droid emerged from the under-ground thoroughfare and proceeded a ong the narrow
surface streets. It waslate at night, but the planetary city never dept. The Streets were crowded no
matter what time of day or night it was. Thiswasfortunate, in that it made it eesier for Maul to keep his
quarry in Sght without being noticed.

It would not be much longer, Maul told himsalf. He would bring thisjob to a successful conclusion-and
then, perhaps, Darth Sidious would reward him with atask more worthy of his abilities. Something like
the Black Sun assgnment. That had been a challenge he had enjoyed.

Pavan and his droid turned down another street, this one so narrow and bounded by tall structures that
there was barely room for two lanes of foot traf-fic.

They entered adoorway under a hanging sign decorated with arampant dewback.

Thiswasther destination, then. Despite his near- perfect control of his nervous system, Maul felt his
pulse quicken dightly in anticipation. If al went as planned, soon this onerous chore would be over. He
entered the tavern.

CHAPTER 9 Lorn looked around the dingy, ill-lit interior. The Dewback Inn was even lessreputable
looking than the Glowstone, and that was saying something. There weren't many customers, but each one
that he noticed looked like he or she or it had seen their share of combat. Lorn noticed a Devaronian
with one horn missing, a piebald Wookiee-hdf of whose hair had apparently been singed off-and a
Sakiyan whose bald head was stitched with ridged keloid tissue, among others.

I-Five surveyed the room, aswdll. "It just keeps get-ting better,” the droid said.

Lorn noticed a sign above the bar that read NO droids alowed in Basic. He dso noticed severa of the
patrons looking suspicioudy at I-Five. "I think you'd better wait outside,”" he told the droid. "Sorry." "
think | can deal with thergection." I-Five went back outside.

Lorn saw aNeimoidian stting aone a a corner table, looking very uncomfortable. As he started to make
hisway through the tables he heard the door open behind him, and out of the corner of hiseye he



glimpsed a cloaked and hooded form entering. The newcomer had a sinister aspect about him-but then,
with the possible exception of the Neimoidian, so did everyone esein theroom, so Lorn didn't givethe
new arriva much thought.

Ashedrew near the Neimoidian'stable he felt his arms seized abruptly in aniron grasp. "Hey!" Hetried
to pull free, but his assailant-a Trandoshan- was far stronger than he was. His struggles alerted the
Neimoidian, who looked up.

"Areyou Lorn Pavan 7' he asked.

"That'sme. Cal off your bullyboy." The Neimoidian made agesture. "Release him, Gorth." The
Trandoshan let Lorn go. Lorn pulled back achair and sat down, rubbing hisarms, both of which had
gone somewhat numb from the reptilian being's grip.

"I do apologize," the Neimoidian said, his gaze darting here and there about the bar as he spoke. "Y ou
can understand my desire to have some pro-tection in aplace like this. Gorth comes highly
recommended.” "I can seewhy,” Lorn said. "Let's get down to busi-ness. What do you have?' AsDarth
Maul dipped into the rathole called the Dewback 1nn, he kept his cowl up and moved to the darkest
corner. When one of the weak minds sur-rounding him caused its owner to idly cast aglancein his
direction, he used the Force to squelch or redirect that interest. As always when he wished it in such dens
of mental weskness, he was effectively invisble,

He had spotted his prey immediately. The urgeto smply step up and sever the Neimoidian's head from
his body was tempting, but he knew that would be foolishness. He would have to kill the big Trandoshan
bodyguard first, and probably the Cordllian, aswell. Saying three people, evenin apit such asthis,
would not go unnoticed. Caling attention to one's slf in a public place would be bad; his master had
impressed that upon Maul a an early age. The Sith were power-ful, but there were only two of them.
Stedth was therefore one of their greatest strengths. Even as weak-minded and chemically besotted as
mogt of the pa-trons of this place were, there were smply too many to control completely. He could not
wipe the memo-ries of a cold-blooded assassination from several dozen heads, nor could he be sure of
destroying dl of them. And here and there burned an intellect too strong to be swayed by smple
mind-control techniques. These he could fed; they stood out like photonic lamps on adark-ling plain.

And besides al that, he had to question the Nei-moidian thoroughly to find any othersthe traitor might
havetainted in hisflight.

Nevertheess, Maul had histarget in Sght now. That was what was important, and it would now be only
ameatter of time before he was able to close the assgnment. He would wait for a propitious moment to
ded withhim,

The human dedler in information was speaking with the doomed Neimoidian, and likely that seded the
man'sfate, aswell. Later, when he questioned Hath Monchar, Maul would determine precisaly what had
passed between the man and the Neimoidian. If this Lorn Pavan had come to discuss other matters mid
knew nothing of Monchar's treachery, he would be alowed to keep hisinggnificant life. But if he had
become party to the subversion, then the human would die.

Quitesmple.

Mahwi Lihnn trekked through the back streets and alleys, searching for the Dewback Inn. Shewas
cer-tainly not overimpressed with this area of Coruscant.



The surface dtreetsin this sector were dl twisted turn-ings and narrow byways, teeming with gutter scum
looking for an easy mark. Lihnn, armed to the teeth as she was, did not present such an easy target, and
the strong-arm thieves and head-bashers watched her pass but stayed on their own ground, smart
enough to recognize danger when they saw it. Lihnn wasn't par-ticularly worried about her safety; she
had been in much worse places than thisand survived. It was largely a matter of attitude. She projected
confidence and an air of danger as she walked, an aurathat madeit clear that, at thefirst sgn of trouble
from any of thisriffraff, the troublemaker would find his-, her-, or it-sdf a smoking corpse on the greasy
walkway, to be quickly picked over by therest of them.

She cameto an intersection, hesitated briefly, then chose the right fork. Another person could easily get
lost and stay lost in this maze, but Mahwi Lihnn had honed her sense of direction in scores of such places
around the galaxy, and she knew shewould eventudly arrive at her destination.

She always got where she was supposed to go, and she dways came out on top when she got there. She
was, quite smply, the best at what she did. As Hath Monchar would soon find ouit.

After climbing afew flights of stairs Darsha Assant reached the lowest inhabited levels of the building.
Here she found what passed for a pharmacy at the end of asqualid corridor. She had lost her regular
credit tab aong the way, though she still had her emergency tab. It was good for only asmall amount-not
nearly enough to rent aspeeder, unfortunately, but sufficient to purchase enough antibiotic synthflesh
bandage to treat and seal her wounds and even hire ataxi, if it didn't haveto go far. Her robeswerein
pretty sad shape, aswell, but the emergency fund was not up to covering replacements for those. No
matter-she had more important things to worry about than her wardrobe.

Fedling somewhat better after she smoothed the healing synthflesh into place, shelooked for aquiet
spot-preferably one with walls to protect her back and sides-to ponder what she should do next.

There was no way to sugarcoat her situation. Shewas, quite smply, ruined. She had lost her charge; the
hawk-bats were no doubt picking clean the Fondo-rian's bones by now. She had lost her transportation
to acommon street gang. Her comlink was shattered. The mission, in short, had been a complete and
utter disaster. Master Bondara had been right to wonder about her ability.

Darsha sat down on a graffiti-scarred bench and sought to center herself as she had been taught. It was
no use, the gtillness that a Jedi should aways operate from was nowhere to be found. Instead she felt
grief, sadness, anger-but most of all, she felt shame. She had disgraced hersdlf, her mentor, and her
heritage.

She would never become a Jedi Knight now. Her life as she had known it, as she had expected it to be,
was over.

Maybe it would have been better to have died, to have been eaten by the hawk-bats. At least she would
not have to face Master Bondara, not have to see the disgppointment in her mentor's eyes.

What was she going to do ?

She could find a public comm station-some of them would work, even down here-and call for help. The
council would send a Jedi-area Jedi, she thought bitterly-to come and fetch her. She would be escorted
back asif she were achild, taken into custody so that she could do no more damage.

She envisioned entering the Temple with such an es-cort. That would be al that was needed to make her
shame complete.



Darshaclenched her jaw muscles. No. That wasn't how it was going to go. She had failed her mission,
true enough, but she still had her lightsaber, and she till had some pride, if only atrace of what it had
been. Shewould not cdl for help. She could find some way to return to the council under her own
power. She owed that much at least to Master Bondara-and to hersdif.

She took a deep bresath, |et it escape dowly, and once again sought calmnessin the Force. Her path asa
Jedi Knight was done. There was no way to change that.

But she could ddliver hersdlf to that judgment without begging for help.
She stood, took another deep breath, and blew it out. Yes. At the very least, she could do that much.

Lorn could not believe hisluck. Findly, it looked like things were taking aturn for the better. Carefully,
so asnot to reved hisenthusiasm, he said to the Neimoidian, "And you say you have recorded dl this
information- the details of the impending blockade, and the fact that the Sith are behind it-on a
holocron?' "That is correct,” Monchar replied.

"And may |, ah, seethiscrysta?' Monchar gave Lorn alook that was plain to reed, even given the
differences between Neimoidian and human facia expressons. What am |, stupid? Aloud, he said, "I
would not carry it around on my person in such places, even with Gorth as aprotector. The holocronis
safely stored and guarded elsewhere.” Lorn leaned back. "I see. And you would want to sdll it for-how
much?' "Haf amillion Republic credits" Lorn grinned. Theway to play thiswas cool and easy. "Hdlf a
million? Why, sure. Y ou have change for amillion-cred note?' The Neimoidian gave Lorn afishy smilein
return. "I'm afraid not." Lorn had played this game before, and he knew it wastimeto paaver. "All right,”
hesad. "If itiswhat you say it is, | might be willing to go two hundred and fifty thousand.” "Don't insult
me," Monchar replied. "If itiswhat | say itis-and | assureyou, it is-the information on that crystl is
worth twicewhat | am asking-more, in the right hands. We will not dicker like acouple of bantha
traders, human. Half amillion credits, period. Y ou'll sand to make that much and more off it if you have
the wits of a Sarconian green flea" That wastrue, Lorn knew. Of coursg, if he could lay his hands on half
amillion creds, he wouldn't be St-ting in this dive trying to negotiate stolen data. But there was no way he
could let aded like this pass. He might never see another likeit. "All right. Half amil-lion. Where shdl
we make the exchange?' The Neimoidian touched abutton on awristband, and asmall holographic
projection lit up just above the surface of the table, no bigger than Lorn's thumb.

"Hereisthe address of my cubicle," Monchar said. "Meet metherein an hour.

Comedone." Onehour! Lorn kept his expression carefully non-committal. "1, ah, might need alittle
longer than that to raise the funds." "One hour,” Monchar repeated. "If you cannot pro-cure funding by
then, 1 will seek otherswho are more capable. | am told thereisaHurt, Y anth by name, who would be
most interested in thiscommodity.” "I know Y anth. Y ou don't want to dedl with him. He's shiftier than a
crysd snake." "Then bring me the money and we will consum-mate thistransaction." Lorn memorized
the address and nodded. Monchar shut the holo off.

"Okay. No problem," Lorn said. Til seeyou in an hour." He stood and wended his way toward the door.
Outside, I-Fivewaswaiting. "Well?' the droid said, asthey walked down the narrow Street.
Lorn explained quickly asthey waked. "So weve got an hour-actualy, fifty-five minutes-to raisefive

hundred thousand credits." Helooked at the droid. "Any thoughts?' "It is an excellent opportunity, to be
aure. Infact, it might well be the chance of your lifetime, though | ex-pect to have better opportunities



myself, snce | will probably outlive you by afactor of seven-point-four to seven-point-six, a a
conservative estimate, disal-lowing mgjor accidents, natural disasters, or acts of war-" "We're on the
chrono and you're discussing actu-arid tables. The big question is, where are we going to get hdf a
million creditsin lessthan an hour?' "That isindeed the question.” "We could find a card game. I'm good
at sabacc." "But not congstently-if you were, we wouldn't bein this Situation. And since we have no
money of which to speak, who in dl of the underground would give us enough of amarker to buy into a
aufficiently high-stakes game?' "Offhand, I'd say... nobody," Lorn admitted.

, "And how long would it take to win such an amount, assuming you could get into such agame? Even if
you cheated and were not caught, could you do it in fifty-two minutes-not counting, of course, trangt time
to the Neimoidian'sdomicile?" "All right, sabacc isnot aviable option. | assume you've got a better
idea?' |-Five cleared his speaking circuitsin what sounded almost like a human cough.

"Thereisonly oneviable option: Bank fraud." Lorn stopped to stare at I-Five. A Givin blundered into
him, muttered an apology, and kept going. With-out taking his gaze from I-Five, Lorn grabbed the
Givin's exoskeleton, pulled him back, and retrieved hiswallet. He then shoved the pickpocket away. "I'm
ligening,” hetold the droid.

"I have been consdering thisideafor sometime,” I-Five said. "Keeping it in reserve asafind
contin-gency plan. If we effect it, we will beforced to flee Coruscant, and it would be unlikely that we
could ever return, unless we wished to radicaly change our appearances and spend the rest of our lives
looking over our shoulders.™ "If we had amillion creditsin our account, that would take usalong, long
way from here," Lorn said. "And I'd be happy to leave. We could set up shop on some outlier world
where the Republic doesn't have a presence, make afew smart investments, livelike kings. Tell me about
thisplan." They continued to walk while I-Five e aborated. They wouldn't reglly be able to sted the
money, but the droid was confident he could jack into the data flow of one of Coruscant's many banking
firms and manage a phantom transfer of fundsinto their per-sona account. The auditor droids would
catch it d-most immediatdly, so timing would be critical. But if dl went well, Lorn would be able to show
Hath Mon-char an unencumbered credit tab that was worth half amillion. Much more than that, the droid
explained, would kick in automatic inquiries, and if they tried to transfer the funds after the audit, the bank
would catch that, too. Thered trick would be to have the Neimoidian accept the credit tab as payment
and make the transfer to his account before time ran out.

"The window will be narrow, and it will close quickly," 1-Five concluded. "But in theory it can be done.”
Lorn felt awarm rush of excitement. They might actudly pull thisoff. And if they did, they could walk
away with aholocron worth amillion creds and leave the Neimoidian holding an empty bag. Which
would betoo bad for him, but that's how lifewasin the red galaxy. Lorn wouldn't stay awake nights
worrying about it, that wasfor sure.

"Let'sdoit,” hesad. "If it doesn't work, we won't be any worse off than we are now." "Save for the
digtinct possihility of you occupying acell in aRepublic asteroid prison for thirty years, and me having a
complete memory wipe." " Y ou worry too much.” "And you don't worry enough.” But Lorn knew |-Five
would take therisk. Droids were supposed to be programmed with more integ-rity and honesty than
humans or other natural-born species, but it didn't alwayswork quite like that. I-Five had somehow
evolved agreed circuit dong theway, and the glitter of credits called to him asmuch asit did Lorn.
Which was one of the reasons they got aong so well.

Lorn felt an excitement he hadn't known in years as he contemplated it. It would work, and they would
use the money to build anew life out on the Rim. There were plenty of worldswhere, with enough
money, one could disappear into anew identity and live alife of ease with no questions asked.



A new life-ared life thistime. Maybe not the one he had before, but certainly abetter one than this
hardscrabble existence he was suffering through now.

Of course, it would mean leaving behind any possi-hility of ever seeing Jax again.

So what? a savage voicein the back of his head asked. Like there'sany chanceat al of that now? That's
inthe pagt. It'stime you started living again.

Yes. Far past time, in fact.

Helooked at I-Five, and though there was no ex-pression on the droid's metallic countenance, hefelt
certain that I-Five knew exactly what he was thinking.

"What are we waiting for?" he asked the droid. "The Hurt's still expecting usto bring him aholocron; why
disappoint him? Let'sfind a dataport and make it happen.” CHAPTER 10

The gods of fortune smiled upon Mahwi Lihnn. Just as she arrived at the Dewback Inn she saw the
Neimoidian depart in the company of ahulking brute of a Trandoshan. The big reptiloid with Monchar
sported apair of blasters, one on each hip, and moved like a bodyguard, which undoubtedly he was.

Lihnn reviewed her options. Thiswas too public a place to take out the guard and collect Monchar, so
sheld just haveto follow them until circumstances were more viable. She stepped into anarrow aperture
between two buildings and let them pass. She was about to fal in behind at a safe distance when
some-one el se emerged from the inn-arobed and cowled figure, bipedal and human-sized, who dipped
into the shadow of adoorway acrossthe dley. Lihnn didn't get alook at the face, but whoever he was,
he was obvi-oudy interested in Monchar.

Lihnn quickly moved behind a stanchion and out of sight.

A footpad bent on robbery? she wondered as she watched. Whoever he was, he had to be pretty sure
of himsdf if hewaswilling to take on an armed bodyguard.

Sure enough, the robed figure followed the Nei-moidian and the Trandoshan, keeping to the dimly lit
areas and moving with a stedlth that Lihnn had to ad-mire. If thisfellow could shoot haf aswell ashe
could tail, he could drill the Trandoshan and be on the Neimoidian in ahurry.

Lihnn frowned and loosened her own DL-44sin their holsters. This job was threatening to become
complicated. She decided the best course was to take out the bodyguard and the mysterious robed
tracker as quickly as possible. If she had to, she could use a glop grenade on Monchar, sed himupina
gel bubble, and haul him back to Gunray like that, though she didn't think it would be necessary. She'd
never met abrave Neimoidian, never even heard of one, and she didn't think Hath Monchar would prove
the excep-tionto therule.

Darth Maul melded with the darkness, becoming a shade among shadows, aghost in the fetid gloom. It
was aways night this deep in the ferrocrete canyons.

Artificia lightswere few and far between a best, and there were many places where lights were burned
out, stolen, or shattered by vandas. He had plenty of cover, and the lumbering pair in front of him had no
ideathey were being followed. Now and again the bodyguard would glance around to assure himself that
no threat drew close, but it was obvious that he was an oaf, without skill or much training. Maul did not
need to use the dark side to hide from such abeing.



Ashe surveilled the Neimoidian and his guard, however, Maul felt asmdl prickling of something- not redl
danger, but akind of disquiet-touch his awvareness. He looked about and listened carefully, but did not
see any cause for this. He expanded his consciousness, let the dark currents of the Force ex-tend
outward from him-and became aware of an-other presence behind him, hidden from norma sight and
hearing.

Probably just another of the many predatorsin this dreary place, looking for prey. Now that he was
aware of the presence, Maul dismissed it. He felt no real con-centrations of the Force emanating from the
hidden watcher, and thus whoever he was and whatever his reasonsfor being here, he did not posea
threat.

The Neimoidian and his guard took a convoluted path, turning and twisting back, until findly they ar-rived
at ablock of smdl cubic living units stacked a dozen high and twenty wide, and probably that many

deep. The pair entered the building through alocked durastedl door that Monchar opened with his
thumbprint.

Maul waited afew moments, then approached the door.

Mahwi Lihnn wasabit dow in arriving at the domi-cile. Though she couldn't put her finger on the exact
reason why, she felt sure the robed staker tailing the Neimoidian had somehow known hewas being
tailed in turn. Lihnn didn't think she'd been seen, and she'd moved with as much stedlth as she could
muster, which was considerable. But the feding had persisted, and as aresult she had dropped back.
She wastrusting that the lurker in the cowl wouldn't lose Monchar, and so she let the Neimoidian and his
bodyguard get far enough ahead that she couldn't see them. It was risky businessto track atracker and
not the primary subject, but she didn't see that she had much choice.

Given dl that, by the time she got closer, the Nei-moidian and the bodyguard were dready inside-or so
she assumed-and the tracker in the cowl wasjust arriving at the door.

There came a sudden flash of light, the source of which was hidden by the tracker's body. Lihnn ducked
back behind a garbage bin asthe light strobed.

When she looked again the door was wide open and the cowled figure was nowhere in sight.

Lihnn pulled her |eft blaster, keeping her right hand clear to use the palm flechette shooter-the quieter,
and therefore preferable, weapon. She hurried acrossthe dim street.

When she reached the door she paused in surprise. Where the locking mechanism had been on the
dura-sted plate was a till-smoking semicircular hole, its glowing edges carved as cleanly asif done by
laser surgery. Thelock and handle lay on the ground, aso smoldering from whatever tool had cut them
free. Lihnn knew of only acouple of devicesthat could ex-cise athick dab of durasted so fast and
smoothly: aplasmatorch, which was much too big to hide under a cloak and haul around, or alightsaber.

And the only people she knew of who used light-sabers were Jedi.

Lihnn swallowed dryly, her belly suddenly railing. If the Jedi were somehow involved, therisk factor had
just shot off the scale. A Jedi Knight was nobody to messwith. Y ou'd get only one shot at taking out a
Jedi who was paying attention; after that you'd likely be diced gpart red quick. Lihnn had once seena
Jedi knock ablaster bolt out of the air using alightsaber. That required inhumanly fast reflexes.



For a second she serioudy considered turning around and heading for the spaceport. Haako hadn't said
anything about Jedi.

But-no. Shewas a professional, trained and adept. She couldn't have word getting around that she had
backed away from ajob, no matter what the reason.

Shedidn't know for certain that the cowled stalker was a Jedi. Besides, for dl their battle skill, she had
heard that Jedi did not kill unlessthere was absolutely no dternative-athough she would hateto bein a
position where she had to rely on that.

Shewasjust going to haveto take it very dowly and carefully from here on.
Very dowly and carefully.

Lorn and I-Five walked down the narrow street toward their destination, keeping to the middle so asto
avoid being surprised by arobber looking for aquick knockover. Lorn had asmall blaster in histunic's
pocket, gripped in his right hand-which, he noticed, was somewhat swesaty. The idea of living on aplanet
where you didn't have to worry about such things every time you stepped outside was most ap-peding.
And seeing things under the naturd light of asun was anovel concept, too. They'd been down herefar
too long. It was definitely timefor achange.

"So the scam-transfer went all right?' he asked I-Five.

"For the seventh time, yes, it went al right. We have precisaly one hour and twenty-six minutes before it's
discovered and rectified by the auditor droids.

Perhaps another four minutes before they are able to pinpoint the location of the credit tab and,
depending on how busy the local police are, anywhere from six to fourteen minutes before they arrive to
take the bearer of the tab into custody for attempted grand theft and illegal use of communication
protocols THX-one-one-three-" " Spare me the details. We have less than an hour and forty-five minutes
to get thisdeal done and be on our way. How much farther isthis place?" "At our present rate of speed
well arrivein two-point-six minutes. Plenty of time to accomplish our task, aswell as fence the holocron
to the Hutt." "Assuming the Neimoidian doesn't want to have adrink and chat about Republic politicsand
thelatest hi-lo bal scores.” " Since you are to negotiate alone, | trust you will find some way to skip the
amall talk. Time's running out and thefake ID | utilized on the transfer won't dow the authorities for more
than another few min-utes after they collect the credit tab. That's assuming Hath Monchar doesn't give
your name to the ar-resting officers-which would be a dangerous as-sumption, for if | were him, | would
do so ingtantly, and so would you to anybody who cheated you thus. In which case we will bein bantha
excrement up to our eyeballs and photoreceptors, respectively. So de-clineliquid refreshment and idle
chitchat and get the deal done; that's my considered advice." Finding the Neimoidian was child's play for
Maul. Walls could not stop the dark questing fingers of the Force. When he arrived at the correct
domicile, he sensed that there were four beings behind the door. Monchar, of course, and the bodyguard
he had seen accompanying him. The dull ripples of the other two rumbled with suppressed violence.
More guards, no doubt.

No matter. Be there three guards or thirty, the result would be the same. It was time for Hath Monchar
to pay the penalty for attempting to double-cross Lord Sidious.

Darth Maul pulled his double lightsaber from his belt and held histhumb upon the ignition button. He took
adeep breath and centered himsdf in the swirls and eddies of the dark side. Then, his power and
con-centration thus augmented, he thrust forward his free hand as though hurling aninvisble ball.



The door shattered inward.

Mahwi Lihnn moved through the building'sdimly lit halswith greeat care, reedy to shoot anything that
moved. A door opened and an old human woman started to step out, saw Lihnn with her finger
tight-ening on the trigger, and launched hersdf back into the room, damming the hinged door behind her.

Lihnn managed to keep from blasting her, though just barely.

This could be aproblem, she reflected. There were hundreds of roomsin this hive, and no way that she
could search them dl. Her plan had been to follow the cowled one to their common destination, but her
few moments of shock at discovering the way the other had breached the entrance had been enough to
let her quarry vanish into the warren. Lihnn knew she could wander around here for days and not find the
Neimoidian. Maybe she should go back outside and set up awatch on the building's exit?

The problem with that was she wasn't sure of the cowled one'sintent in pursuing Monchar. Lihnn's
mandate from the Trade Federation was clear: Bring Hath Monchar back aive. If she didn't find the
Nei-moidian soon, she might wind up with a corpse on her hands, which would not make Haako at all

happy.
There didn't seem to be much choice but to con-tinue her search.

As so0n as he was through the door, Maul triggered hislightsaber. The bright beamslanced out to their
full lengths.

Hetook in the room: The Neimoidian sat in achair againgt thefar wall. A pair of Squid Heads scrabbled
for their bolstered blasters. The Trandoshan body-guard aready had his out, and now hefired it.

Maul spun thelightsaber and angled it dightly.

Stopping the blasterfire was easy. Redirecting it prop-erly was abit more difficult, but certainly not
impos-sible. The bolt bounced from the potent energy lance and ricocheted into the nearest Squid Heed,
gtriking him on the thorax. The Quarren collgpsed.

Maul alowed himsdf adight frown. The deflected beam was two centimeters lower than he had aimed.
Poor control on his part.

A second blaster bolt from the Trandoshan seared itsway at him, and another quick shift, guided by the
dark side, caught that bolt and returned it to the sender. The Trandoshan took the deflected beam in the
face. He went down, twitching in his desth throes, hisface ablackened ruin of flesh and scaes, at the
horrified Neimoidian's feet.

Better.

Maul legpt at the remaining Quarren, who had his blaster halfway up. The Squid Head fired a panicked
round, far too low to do any damage save to the floor.

Then the lightsaber arced, and with asnap of hiswrists, Maul lopped the Quarren's tentacled head from
his neck.

The battle had begun and ended far too quickly for the Neimoidian to even think about running. He



cow-ered in the chair, hands uselesdy raised to ward off danger. He didn't even have aweapon.

Maul shut the lightsaber off and hooked it back on his belt. He spared a contemptuous glance at the three
corpses. His dueling droids had given him abetter fight than these three had. Ritiful.

He turned toward the terrified Neimoidian. Slowly heraised his gloved hands and dipped his cowl back
and off, reveding hisfrightening visage. He smiled, showing histeeth, adding to the effect.

A pungent reek became noticeable over the stench of death in the room. The Neimoidian's bladder sac
had let go its contents.

"Hath Monchar," Darth Maul said. "We have thingsto discuss, you and |." AsLorn and I-Five reached
the cube complex, the droid said, " Approximately one hour and thirty-three minutesleft. Speed is of the
essence. Asit is, even as-suming the meeting with the Hurt goes smoothly, the police will probably be
searching for us while we're en route to the spaceport.” "Don't worry about me, just you be ready
to-Hey, what happened to the door?" "It appears to have had a disagreement with some-body," I-Five
said. "Not abig surprise in this neigh-borhood. In any event, that's not our concern, isit? Now hurry!”
Lorn nodded and entered the building. In the small lobby he paged the lift tube to take him to the fourth
level, where the Neimoidian supposedly had ares-dence. Monchar must be low on funds to be staying
in adive such asthis-or perhapstrying very hard not to be noticed. Either way, the quicker Lorn could
make the exchange and leave, the happier he'd be. He kept his grip on the blaster in his pocket and tried
to look nonchaant as he waited for thelift tube to arrive. Nonchalant was hard to pull off at thisjuncture.
The credit tab in hiswallet felt like it was made of fissionable materid. It wasn't every day hetried to
scam amillion-credit dedl.

Caught in the power of the dark side, the Neimoi-dian struggled to breathe.

Maul's|eft hand, raised be-fore him, tightened into afist, and the Neimoidian's throat constricted even
more.

"Ready to talk?' Maul asked.

The Neimoidian could not speak, but he managed anod. The crimson sclera of his eyes had darkened
sev-erd shades due to blood congestion.

Maul relaxed hisfist and his concentration. Hath Monchar collapsed on the floor, wheezing as hetried to
suck in abreath.

"Who e se knows?' "No-no one, except a human, Lorn Pavan." Maul sensed the truth of Monchar's
words. Thiswas good. All he had to do waskill the Neimoidian, then find the human and kill him. And
then this dreary chore would be at an end.

"Where can | find the human now?' ®I don't know." Maul's hand clenched again. Monchar choked,
gasping once morefor air. Maul released him.

"Where?" "He-he's coming here to buy the holocron!” "When?' "Any time now!" Maul smiled. He had dll
the information he needed.

"Excdlent. Y ou have been most cooperative, Hath Monchar.” Monchar looked up from his supine
position. There was an ingtant of hopein hiseyes, but it died when heread hisfatein Maul's expression.



Maul drew hislightsaber. "Timeto die," he said.

"Wait!" The Neimoidian'svoice was ableat of fear. "I can pay you-every credit the human gives me will
beyourd Please-" "Stand up,” Maul said. "Y ou can at least meet your fate without groveling.” But
Monchar wastoo pasied with terror to comply. Maul felt awave of disgust for the cringing cresture.
With his free hand he made a sharp upward gesture, and the Neimoidian was lifted like a puppet on
srings. He hung, helpless, in the Force's grasp.

"Nooo- " Darth Maul lit one blade of the lightsaber and sivung it laterdly, cutting off the Neimoidian's
find wall, aong with his head. He then released the lines of Force that held the twitching body and
watched it crumple,

There was adurasted safe on the floor behind the body. Maul opened it with a careful swipe of his
light-saber. Ah-there was the holocron crystal of which Monchar had spoken. He extinguished his
lightsaber, hung it on hisbelt, and bent to pick up the holocron. Before his fingers touched it, however, he
sensed that he was not aone.

"Don't move!" came avoice from the door even as he redized this. ™Y ou so much as breathe deep and
I'll fry you where you stand!" Maul glanced at the doorway. A tall human femaein shell spider silk armor
stood there, aming apair of blastersat him.

Maul redlized that thiswas the same being he had sensed following him earlier.

Hislipstwitched in an-noyance. Hetried aquick mental probe, but the bounty hunter-for surely that was
what she was- was too sharp, her attention too focused, to fal for mind tricks.

Maul consdered his options. He would never reach hislightsaber fast enough, even as quick as he was.
He might be able to dodge a single blast, maybe even two, but hemmed in ashewasin thissmal cubicle
againgt awoman who could likely put adozen boltsinto the air from two semiautomatic blagtersin half a
second, he would have to have adistraction.

Near hisfeet lay the Trandoshan's blaster. It would serve nicely.

Using his control of the Force, Darth Maul gripped the weapon in adark tentacle of energy and hurled it
at the bounty hunter'sface, hard.

The woman was fast. She dodged the blaster, firing abolt at it. She missed and recovered, but the
distrac-tion had served its purpose. Before the weapon had bounced off the wall and landed on the floor,
Maul had the lightsaber in his grasp. He thumbed on both blades as the next blaster bolt and half adozen
more came hisway in rapid succession. The Sith appren-tice's hands were ablur as he let the dark side
take him over completely, giving in to its power and alowing it to control and manipulate him.

Blaster bolts struck the lightsaber's spinning blades and were deflected into the walls, the celling, the
floor. No timeto aim, though a bolt or two did hit the bounty hunter without apparent effect. Her armor
was apparently state-of-the-art.

The bounty hunter dropped her useless blasters and reached for one wrist, where she wore arocket
launcher. Thefool! Maul thought grimly. If arocket exploded in here, it would kill them both!

Therewas no timeto try to stop her. Maul dipped adong the lines of the Force, moving a unnatural
speed as he spun toward the nearest wall, a cheagp plastic pand, twirling the lightsaber in a cutting



pat-tern. The plastic shredded easily before the blades superhot plasmatic edges, and Maul ran through
thewadll, legpt over achair in the next room-which, fortunately for its tenants, was deserted a the
moment-and stabbed downward with one blade of hislightsaber, shearing aragged oval in thefloor. He
dropped through the celling of the cubicle below just asthe rocket struck thewall of the Neimoidian's
room and exploded.

Lihnn had never seen anybody move like the man with the horned and tattooed head. He wasn't dressed
likeaJedi, but his expertise with the double-bladed lightsaber far exceeded the kill of any Jedi Lihnn
had ever heard of. He knocked blaster bolts away asif swaitting fliesl And if he could do that, Lihnn
couldn't stop him. He would use that double-bladed lightsaber to dice her apart.

Desperate, she reached for her wrist launcher. Her only chance wasto hit the horned one squarely and
hope that the explosion would be contained enough by the other's body to alow Lihnn to survive. But as
shetriggered the launcher the tattooed man seemed to disappear in ablur. All of asudden therewasa
holein thewall where an ingant ago it had been solid.

Too late, Lihnn tried to stop the rocket from fir-ing, but the reactionless motor flared and the missile legpt
from her wrist. Shetried to jump back into the hallway.

Lorn was amost to the room where he was sup-posed to meet the Neimoidian when a sudden
explo-son hurled him backwards agood three meters, impacting against thewall of aT intersection. As
the shock wave lifted him he caught a glimpse of what looked like an armored human flying acrossthe
hal just ahead of him and smashing hafway through thewall. Then he hit the far wall himself and didn't
think about anything for atime.

Hewas out for only aminute or two; when the cor-ridor swam back into focus the smoke was ill
swirling and debriswas still settling. Therewasaringing in hisearsthat was aresult of ether the blast or
the dozens of residential darms activated by it, or both. Lorn managed to get to hisfest, pulled his
blaster, and edged unsteadily forward. All he could see of the body was apair of legs, unmistakably
femae, sticking out of aholeinthewall, so thinking of her as dead seemed a pretty safe bet.

He turned and peered into the blackened cube. What 1ooked like the remains of four bodies|ay scorched
and smoking on the floor. He took afew stepsinto the chamber. One of the smoldering corpses|ooked
like Monchar, but it was hard to be sure- given that it was headless.

Lorn felt hisguts churn, both at what he saw and what it meant: Hath Monchar wouldn't be making any
more deals with anybody. He was quite serioudy dead, and Lorn and I-Five might aswell be, too, if they
didn't get off Coruscant in the next hour or so. The whole bank-fraud escapade had been for nothing!
Damn!

Lorn turned to run. Even in this sector an explosion like the one that had just happened would bring the
security forcesin to investigate. He had to get out of there, and fast. But as he started to move he noticed
aglimmer of light in acorner of the room and reflex-ively glanced at it.

What he saw brought him skidding to astop.

Could it be? It seemed too much to hope for. But when he bent down and looked closer, he redlized that
maybe the game wasn't over yet.

The holocron crystd lay in the haf-open safe, which had no doubt protected it from being destroyed by



the explosion. Lorn grabbed it up, holding it tightly in one hand and the blaster in the other, and now he
did run, asfast as he could, down the corridor, past the confused and frightened faces of tenants who
had cautioudy emerged to investigate, and toward the stairwell. There was still achance-avery sum
chance-that he and I-Five could yet turn this fiasco into awinning Situation. But doing so meant getting far
away from here asfast aspossible.

CHAPTER 11 The building Darsha had entered was a monad-akilometer-high, totally self-contained
habitat. More than just an gpartment complex, the huge structure, like countless others sprouting from the
surface of Coruscant, contained virtually everything its tenants needed: living quarters, shops, hydroponic
gardens, and even indoor parks. Many people, sheknew, liter-dly lived their entire livesin buildingslike
these, in some cases holocommuting to offices hafway around the planet without ever venturing outside.

She had never understood the attraction of such alife before. Now, however, she found hersdlf in
sym-pathy with such peoplein at least one respect: she had no desireto leave the building either. But her
reluc-tance did not rise out of nascent agoraphobia; rather, it semmed from the fact that to leave meant
returning to the Jedi Temple, where she would have to face the council and admit her failure.

However, there was no other dternative. The council had to know of the Fondorian's death, and quickly.
It was her duty to report her faillure, no matter how shameful it was.

She had to climb four more flights of stairs before shereached aleve that had aworking lift tube. This
shetook up another ten levels, where she encountered a border checkpoint, complete with an armed
guard droid, separating the downlevels ghetto from the func-tioning upper section of the monad. The
droid eyed her disreputabl e appearance with some suspicion, but let her passwhen it realized shewasa
Jedi.

When Darsha emerged from the building, she wasin amuch more familiar world.

She walked out onto atransparent skybridge and looked down through the permacrete floor. The deek
sdes of the buildings al around her fell away into darkness and fog. Beneeth that fog was the abyss she
had just escaped. If she was given a choice between returning to it or returning to the Temple to admit
her defesat, she honestly wasn't sure which shewould take.

But there was no choice, wasthere? Not redly.

She made her way to an air taxi stand, aware of the stares that her torn clothing and bandaged wounds
drew. Truly | am sill trapped between worlds, she thought.

Just enough credit was |eft on her emergency tab to hire an air taxi that would take her back to the
Temple. As Darsha settled into the vehicle's backseat, she felt suddenly overcome by lassitude. It wasall
she could do not to fall adeep asthe taxi madeits short journey. She recognized the drowsiness as not so
much areaction to the trials she had just undergone but as an attempt to escape what lay ahead.

All too soon the commute was over. Darsha paid the driver and entered the Temple. Asfar back as she
could remember, passing through the doors had been a source of comfort to her. It meant areturn to
sanc-tuary, to safety, to a place where the cares and worries of the rest of the world were | eft behind.
Shedid not fed thisway now. Now the high walls and soft lighting induced anxiety and claustrophobia.

She shook her head and squared her shoulders. Might aswell get it over with. At thistime of day she
would most likely find Master Bondarain his quar-ters. She would report to her mentor first; then, in al
likelihood, they would both go to the council.



Darth Maul had made an error.

The enormity of that knowledge weighed upon him like agiant planetoid. He had underestimated the
bounty hunter because the woman had not been strong in the Force. Such a mistake had almost cost him
hislife-and how ignominious would that have been, to die at the hands of acommon bounty hunter, he
who had been trained to fight and day Jedi!

He could not make such dangerous assumptions.
He would not make them again.

He knew what his next move had to be. Hath Mon-char was dead, but there was till the human to dedl
with. As Maul emerged from the building the police and firefighting droids were dready starting to arrive.
He could not cloud the cognitive circuits of droids as easily as he could organic brains, and so he had to
move quickly into the shadowy surface streets to avoid questioning.

Hefound a deserted blind adley afew blocks away and activated hiswrist comm.
A moment later theimage of Darth Sidious appeared before him.
"Tel mewhat progress you have made,” Sid-ious said.

"Thetergiversator Hath Monchar has been killed. He has shared his knowledge with one other-a hu-man
named Lorn Pavan. | know where the human lives. | go now to find him and kill him." "Excellent. Do so
asquickly aspossible. You are certain that no one else knows of this?' "Yes, Magter. |- Maul stopped
suddenly in shocked redlization. The holocron!

Asdways, Sidiousimmediately knew that something waswrong. "What isit?' the Sith Lord demanded.

Darth Maul knew he would have to admit failure. He did not hesitate. The concept of lying to his master
never even occurred to him. "Monchar possessed a holocron that he said contains the information. | had
an opportunity to acquireit, but I-failed to do s0." It would be pointlessto try to exculpate himsdf by
telling Sidious of the bounty hunter's unexpected ap-pearance and the subsequent explosion that he had
barely escaped. The only important fact was that the holocron was not in his possession.

Maul saw Darth Sidiouss eyes narrow in disap-provd. "Y ou disgppoint me, Lord Maul." Hefet that
censure spear him like an icy shaft. No trace of it showed on hisface. "I am sorry, my master.” "Y our
tasks are now twofold: Destroy this Lorn Pavan and find the crystd.” "Y es, my magter.” Sidious regarded
Maul steadily for amoment. "Do not fail me again.” The hologram vanished.

Darth Maul stood slently for amoment in the perennia darkness of the city's surface. His breath-ing was
steady and even, his body motionless. Only one trained to sense the whorls and verticils of the Force
would get A. sense of the dark storm that raged within him.

His master had rebuked him. And rightly so. That crystal could be the ruination of al Darth Sidiouss
carefully laid plans. And he, Darth Maul, heir to the Sith, had Ieft it behind when he had fled for hislife.

Fool!

Maul's nostrils flared as he drew in adeep, shud-dering bregth. He had no time for salf-recrimination.



The Neimoidian's cubicle was no doubt aready over-run with police droids searching for aclueto the
exploson. They would hardly overlook an informartion crystdl lying in an opened safe.

There was, of course, the possibility that it had been destroyed in the explosion, but he couldn't count on
that. He would have to go back and find out what had happened to it, even if every police droid on
Corus-cant was packed into that tiny room.

And after he had found the holocron and disposed of the human, then he would have to face whatever
punishment Darth Sidious would undoubtedly devisefor hislamentablefailure.

Maul strode out of the aley and back toward the domicile.

Lornfound I-Fivejust venturing into the first floor of the building-or trying to, as the ssampede of
pan-icked tenants had filled dl the exits. Though the droid's metallic face was expressionless as aways,
he gtill somehow managed to project concern, followed by relief ashe saw Lorn.

"Let'sget out of here," Lorn muttered to the droid. "Fast.” "That sounds like aremarkably astute idea.”
Walking quickly, they soon put severd city blocks between themsalves and the debacle. Then I-Five
sad, "It gppearsthat al did not go entirdly according to plan.” "Ever amagter of the understatement.”
Lorn ex-plained what had happened. "I have no ideawho the dead woman was. | have no ideawhat
caused the ex-plosion.

| have no ideawho killed the Neimoidian and his goons. What | do haveisthis." He pulled the holocron
from a pocket.

I-Fivetook it and looked closdly at it. "It appearsto be encoded,” the droid said. "It definitely contains
some sort of information. Whether it's the details of the trade embargo of Naboo or arecipefor
Alderaan stew isimpossibleto tell without activating it.” "It better well be what Monchar saiditis.” Lorn
glanced a hiswrist chrono.

"Weve got barely enough time to make the meeting with the Hurt and then get to the spaceport.” "I
would predict another half hour or so of grace.

Mogt of thelocal law enforcement will be more inter-ested in the explosion than in catching us.
Neverthe-less, | agreethat ahasty retreat is called for. | took the liberty of using our temporary wealth to
secure two berths on the next spice transport bound for the Rim. Once we have the money from the Hutt
we can pay thefarein cash." Lorn nodded. I-Five wasright; the important thing was to unload the
holocron and get offworld as quickly as possible. It waslikely that whoever had ter-minated Hath
Monchar was looking for the crystal, and Lorn most definitely did not want to make his ac-quaintance. In
his mind's eye he could still vividly seethe Neimoidian's headless body lying on the floor of the gpartment,
along with his bodyguards. One of them had been decapitated, aswell.

He stopped abruptly, paralyzed by shock. I-Five looked at hisface, then quickly dragged him out of the
gtream of foot traffic. "What isit?' "No blood," Lorn said.

I-Five said nothing. He waited.

"Whoever did Monchar cut off his head. One of the Quarren bodyguards got the same treatment. But
there was no blood to speak of. Y ou understand? No blood.

That means-" " Cauterization. Fusion of the tissues by sudden in-tense heat.” I-Five paused, and Lorn



knew the droid had reached the same conclusion that he had. " Per-haps a quick latera movement of a
blaster on con-tinuous fire-" "The particle beam from a hand blaster-even a DL -44-isn't that hot, and you
know it. On astraight line, yeah, it can sedl asit burns, but to cauterize some-thing the size of aneck
would take severa seconds. It would have to have been done after Monchar was dead, and what's the
sense of that?

"There's only one weapon capable of doing it in-stantaneoudy. The same wegpon that was used to cut
the lock out of the durasted door.” "A lightsaber." 1-Five glanced about asif to assure himsdlf that no one
was listening. "Areyou saying aJedi killed Monchar?' "Much as | hate to admit it, executions arentt their
dyle." Lorn's mouth was suddenly very dry; he had to swalow severd times before he could continue.

"Which leaves only one other logica choice.” "The Sith? Impossible. The last one died over athousand
yearsago." "That'swhat everyone believes. But it's the only conclusion that makes any sense. The Jedi
have kept the details of lightsaber manufacture secret for mil-lennia. To creste and use one, you have to
be adept in the Force. And the Sith were the only other order of Force-sensitivesthe galaxy has ever
known." "And why couldn't it just as easily be arogue Jedi”? One who has succumbed to some kind of
psychosis-afailing organic beings are often prone to, I've noticed. | think you're jumping to conclusions,”
|-Five said.

"No, I'm not." Lorn grabbed the droid and pulled him along as he started to walk fagter. "I'm jumping on
that spice transport and getting off this overbuilt rock-and so are you." He spied apublic trash
disn-tegrator across the street and changed course, with I-Five still in tow. "And were getting rid of this
Holocron, right now." They stopped before the disintegrator receptacle. Lorn pulled the information
crystal from a pocket, but before he could throw it in, I-Five grabbed hisarm.

"Now | know you're crazy," the droid said. "That Holocron is our only chanceto build anew life. And
how will we pay our passage on the spice freighter? We can't just-" Lorn shoved the droid up against the
graffiti-frescoed wall of alarge hydro-reclamation processor. Pedes-trians of various and sundry species
passed them, pay-ing little or no attention to the altercation.

"Lisgtento me," Lorn said through clenched teeth. "If I'm right, there's a Sith out there. He's probably
looking for this" He held up the Holocron. "He can't be bought off, scared off, or thrown off the trail, and
hell stop at nothing to get it. | don't fancy having my neck cauterized.” "Let's say youreright,” I-Five
sad. "Let'ssay ;V] Monchar's mysterious nisaSith. Let's say he wants the crystal, and he knows
we haveit.

Let's say he corners us before we reach the Hurt and demands we giveit to him.

Which will make him happier with us-handing him the crystd, or telling him we de-stroyed it?' Lorn
paused, trying to quell his panic. He knew hewasn't using hisbrain-at least, not the part parked directly
behind his forehead. He was thinking with the organ's hindquarters, the primd fight-or-flight component.

But fight-or-flight-or, more precisdy, just flight- was the only option that made any senseinthiscase. In
his previouslife Lorn had researched the Sith thor-oughly, and he knew they were fanatics, pure and
sample. If aSithwason ther trall, the only prudent thing to do wasto put haf agaaxy between them and
their stalker as quickly as possible.

Nevertheless, he had to admit that 1-Five's argu-ment about keeping the holocron had a certain logic.
After dl, fencing it to the Hurt might be sufficient to throw the Sith off their trail. It was reasonableto
as-sume he was after the holocron, not them.



And al thiswas based on the assumption that Mon-char's killer wasin fact a Sith. It was abig galaxy,
after dl, and Coruscant was the biggest melting pot of al the inhabited worlds. It was possible that there
existed someone, neither Jedi nor Sith, who had somehow gotten hold of alightsaber and could make it
work. After dl, it probably didn't require being amaster of the Force to smply dice an energy blade
through someone's neck.

But none of thismade Lorn fed any easier. Neither he nor I-Five had managed to survive these past four
yearsin the rancid underbelly of Coruscant by taking chances. As he had told the droid more than once,
it wasn't aquestion of being paranoid, it was a question of being paranoid enough.

Still, therewasn't awholelot of choice. They could keep the holocron and stay on Coruscant in the hope
that giving it up would dissuade Monchar's murderer from beheading them, aswell. Or they could sl it
and use the credits to flee-and hope they were not pursued.

Neither dternative seemed to offer much intheway of living to aripe old age.

Lorn sighed and released the droid. "All right,” he said. "L et's go meet the Hutt." CHAPTER 12 Alonein
his secret chambers, Darth Sidious medi-tated on thislatest set of circumstances.

In many ways Darth Maul was an exemplary acolyte. Hisloyaty was unquestionable and unshak-able;
Sidious knew that, if he were to command it, Maul would sacrifice hislife without a second's hes-tation.
And hisskillsasawarrior were nonparell.

Nevertheless, Maul had hisflaws, and by far thelargest of these was hubris.

Though he had said nothing when given the assgnment, Sidious knew Maul fdlt that such ajob was
benegth his skills. There were times-many times-when Sidious could see Maul's aura pulsing with the
dark stain of impatience. He wondered sometimesif he had incul cated too much hartred of the Jedi and
their waysin his apprentice. Maul did tend to focus on their destruction at the expense of | helarger
picture.

Even s0, Sidious had every confidence that Maul would accomplish the task he had been st.
Complications and setbacks were to be expected, and would be dealt with. All that mattered wasthe
grand design, and it was proceeding apace. Soon the Jedi would be put to the daughter. That should
make hisimpetuous subordinate happy. Soon. Very soon.

Master Anoon Bondara sat in silence for severd minutes after Darshafinished her report. They were,
quite possibly, the longest minutes of the Padawan'slife. The Twi'lek Jedi sat with head bowed and
fingers steepled, looking at the floor between them. There was no way to read his body language, to tell
what he was thinking. Even hislekku were motionless. But Darsha had a pretty good ideathat, whatever
her mentor's thoughts were, they did not bode well for her continued career as a Jedi.

At last Master Bondara sghed and raised his gaze to meet Darshas. "l am glad you are dtill dive" he
sad, and Darshafelt asurge of gratitude and love for her mentor that was dmost overwheming inits
inten-gity. Her safety had been more important to Master Bondara than the mission.

"Now tell me," the Twi'lek continued, "did you see the Fondorian die?' "No. But there was no way he
could have survived such afdl-" Master Bondara held up ahand to stop her. "Y ou did not see him die,
and | assume you did not fed any up-heava in the Force that could have meant his death.” Darsha
thought back to the nightmarish events of severd hours previous. Scanning the waves of the Force for
such aripple of disturbance hadn't exactly been uppermost in her mind at that moment. Would she have



felt such an agitation, preoccupied as she had been with trying to save her own life? Her mentor would
have, of that she was sure. But was she that findly attuned to the Force?

"l did not," she said dowly, then felt compelled to add, "but, given the circumstances-" "The
circumstances were hardly optimal, I'm sure," Master Bondara said. "But aslong as the dightest chance
exigsthat Oolthis il dive, we must pursueit. Theinformation he had isthat important.” ™Y ou want me
to go back and verify hisdeath?' The thought of returning to the Crimson Corridor was enough to make
her dizzy with revulsion. Never-theless, if that was what had to be done, she would doit.

Master Bondara stood, his attitude and posture decisive. "We shall go together.
Come." He strode toward the door of his quarters, and Darsha hastened to follow.

"But what about the council ? Should we not tell them-" The Jedi stopped before reaching the door and
looked back at the Padawan. "Tell them what? There is nothing definitive to report as yet. Once we
know for certain whether the Fondorian is alive or dead, then shal we make our report." He turned back
to the pand, which did open before him, and started down the corridor. Darshafollowed, only gradualy
begin-ning to redize that there might be achance, however infinitesmd, that her misson had not ended in
falure. It wasthe lightest and most frangible of straws; never-theless, aslong asit hovered before her,
she could do nothing else but grasp &t it.

Maul kept his cowl up and hislightsaber clipped as he reentered the building.

Fortunately there was a human officer at the checkpoint, asking those coming and going to Sate their
business. It was ridiculoudy easy for Maul to cloak himsdf in the Force and thus dip by the dim-witted
felow.

The forensics droids were | aser-scanning the cubicle when he arrived. There were acouple of
criminolo-gists, one Mrlss and one Sullustan, aswell. He stayed in the halway and listened to what
scraps of conver-sation he could. He heard no mention of a holocron being found. Carefully he probed
and prodded firgt the Mrlss's mind, then the Sullustan's, and detected nothing about the crystal in their
thoughts. Still cloaked in the dark side, he stole past the entrance of the cubicle, glancing at the open safe
as he did so. The holocron was not there.

Maul pondered the possihilities. If it was gone, then someone other than the security forces must have
taken it. And who might that have been? Obvioudly, the buyer Monchar had been expecting
momentarily-the human known as Lorn Pavan. He was going to enjoy taking that one's head.

Darth Maul turned and headed for the exit.

Now he had adouble incentive to find the human and hisdroid. Thefirst place to check, of course,
would betheir pathetic subterranean cubicle. It was not far from here; only afew minutes walk.

Which, with any luck, would be the same few min-utes Pavan had lft of hislife.

Onthewhole, Lorn did not consider himself to be overly xenophobic-after al, given the way he had been
making hisliving for the last half decade, to be prejudiced againgt other species was not only bad for
business, it could be downright dangerous.

But he hated dedling with Hurts.



Onapurdy physicd leve, everything about the giant invertebrates repulsed him: their huge, reptilian eyes,
their dithering method of locomotion, and, most of dl, their dimy mucosd skin. Just havingto beina
room with Y anth sent awave of horripilation over him that he was hard put to quell.

Y anth was young as Hurts go-less than five hun-dred standard years old. Even so, he was smart and
cagey, and working hisway up through the under-world ranks rapidly. Though Lorn could barely stand
to be in the same room with the overgrown dug, he had to admit a reluctant admiration for the young
Hurt'samoral cunning and craftiness. No one could figure the angles as quickly and completdly as Y anth
could.

Now hereclined on adaisin his subterranean head-quarters, desultorily puffing on achakroot hookah
while he examined the holocron crystal. A couple of Gamorrean bodyguards stood nearby, watching
Lornand I-Five.

" Why did you not go directly to the Jedi with this?" he asked Lorn, his rumbling basso profundo setting
off unpleasant vibrationsin the human's gut. "They would seem the logica onesto approach.” Lorn saw
no reason to elaborate on his own per-sona distaste for the Jedi to Y anth. "They clam to have very little
discretionary fundsfor this sort of thing," he said. "Besides, | wouldn't put it past them to use their mind
tricksto force meinto handing it over for free." He glanced surreptitioudy at his chrono and said, " So,
areyou interested or not? | can alwaystake it directly to the Naboo representative here on Coruscant.”
Y anth waved a pudgy hand in a placating gesture. "Patience, my friend. Yes, | am interested. But-and
please don't take this as areflection on you-I would be afool not to test its authenticity before handing
you astack of credits." Lorn kept hisface carefully expressionless. If Y anth suspected the time crunch
they werein, the Hutt would have no compunctions about using it as lev-erage to gouge a cheaper price.
On the other hand, time was most definitely running out.

"And just how do you plan on doing that?" he asked the Hutt.

Y anth smply smiled and did severd facets of the crysta asde a various angles, manipulating it much as
one might achild's geometric puzzle. After amo-ment a beam projected from the holocron's upper-most
surface, resolving into amidair display of glowing words and imagesthat dowly curtained up the length of
the hol ographic frame before vanishing. Lorn was too far away to read the text-not only that, but he was
behind the display, so that the words and a phanumerics appeared reversed to him. The text seemed to
bein Basic, however, and the images |ooked like schematics for Naboo N-| starfighters and Trade
Federation ships.

Y anth rotated afacet, and the images cut off. "Opening one of these holocrons can be somewhat tricky,"
he said. "Neimoidians as a species are not overly clever.” I-Five said, "Excellent. Now you know the
articleisgenuine. We are asking amillion credits.” "Done," Y anth replied, much to Lorn'ssurprise. "It is
worth ten times that." The Huitt turned to a control console near at hand and pressed a button.

Lorn permitted himsdf another glance at histime-piece. They could still reach the spaceport, if
every-thing continued to proceed smoothly. In another hour Coruscant, the mysterious Sith killer, and the
police would be vanishing into the void behind them.

Darth Maul neatly and quickly excised thelock on the underground cubicle with one blade of his
light-saber, as he had earlier at Hath Monchar's building. He stepped inside quickly, letting the door dide
closed behind him. Harsh glow lampsflickered on automeati-caly, illuminating aliving space even smdler
and taw-drier than the one the Neimoidian had rented. The compartment was empty; the only possible
place where someone might hide was the refresher, and it was the work of only afew secondsto make
sure that was empty, aswell.



Maul stepped to asection of wall that held a vid-screen and message unit. He activated the latter. An
image formed in midair; the image of a Hutt. He rec-ognized the creature: Y anth, an up-and-coming
gang-ster in the Black Sun organization-one of the few who had survived the daughter Maul had recently
unleashed.

The Hurt'simage spoke. "Lorn, | thought we were going to meet sometime today, to discuss acertain
Holocron you wished meto look at. It's not polite to keep buyers waiting, you know." Maul turned and
strode out of the cubicle, moving quickly.

CHAPTER 13 All too soon, Darsha Assant found herself back in the underbelly of Coruscant.

When she had escaped the area earlier that day, she had estimated that by now she would have been
stripped of her rank and reassigned to the agricultura corps. She had envisioned herself in the process of
packing her belongings and saying her good-byes. That she might instead be returning to the scene of her
disgrace with her mentor had certainly never occurred to her.

And yet, here she was, seated beside Anoon Bon-darain the latter's four-person skycar, heading back
toward the Crimson Corridor and the monad where she had | ost the Fondorian and nearly lost her life, as
well.

The ways of the Force were nothing if not unpredictable.

"That'sthe one," she said, pointing toward the tower that rose up ahead, stark againgt the afternoon sun.
"Down there." Master Bondara said nothing as he angled the skycar out of the flow of traffic.

They dipped into avertical descent lane and began dropping.

The mist that seemed dways present around the hundred-meter mark, demarcating the thriving upper
levels from the dums bel ow, wrapped around them momentarily and then faded away, to be replaced
with an aerid view of the dark streets.

Though it was till daylight above, down here it was at best adim per-petud twilight.

Shewatched thewall of the building dip past, and pointed out to her mentor the ascension gun'sgrapnd,
gtill hooked to aledge. They followed the cable into the miasmic depths.

When they were ten meters above the pavement, Master Bondara turned on the landing lights. The
sec-tion of street below them was illuminated. Darsha, looking over the side, could see shadowy figures,
long conditioned to prefer darknessto light, scuttling away.

Therewas no sign of the Fondorian. In dl probahility hisbody had been dragged away by scavengers.
There was, however, asmear of purplish blood on the pavement and, nearby, the body of a hawk-bat,
itsneck brokenin thefall.

Master Bondaratrained one of the lights on that and looked at it. Hislekku dumped dightly, along with
his shoulders. And, watching him, Darsharedlized that her last hope of sdvaging the mis-son wasfindly,
irrevocably dead.

"What shdl we do now?" she asked him softly.



Hewas sillent for along moment. Then he sighed and said, "Return to the Temple. We must report what
has happened to the council." So there it was, she thought. Oddly enough, now that she knew hope was
deed, she did not fed the crushing sorrow that she had anticipated. Instead she felt a surprising sense of
relief. Theworst had hap-pened, and now she would find away to ded with it. Aswith most looming
disasters, the reality was dmost anticlimactic compared to the dreadful anticipation.

Up to this point her concern about the mission had |eft little room for her to fed sympathy for Oolth the
Fondorian. Now, however, looking &t the stain of hisblood on the walkway, she felt compassion well
within her. He had been an obnoxious poltroon, and no doubt a conscienceless criminal, but few people
de-served adeath as horrible as his had been.

Master Bondara fed power to the repulsors, and the skycar began to rise.
Lorn watched as one of the Hurt'sflunkies delivered alarge case to his master.

Y anth opened it, and Lorn grew dizzy at the sght. It wasfilled with crisp Re-public credit standardsin
thousand-denomination notes. Y anth turned the case toward him, displaying the wedlth, and Lorn could
fed hisfingerstwitching with the desire to take possession of it. He hadn't seen that much hard cashin-he
had never seen that much cash in one place before.

"One million nonsequentiad Republic credits,” Y anth said, as casudly asif he was discussing the wesether.
"Y ou take them-I keep this." He held up the holocron. "Everybody's happy." Lorn didn't know or care
about everybody, but he was sure of one thing-he was happy. He watched, till hardly able to believe this
was happening, as |-Five stepped forward to take possession of the money that would transform their
lives. He glanced at his chrono. Just enough time to get to the spaceport, if they left now.

I-Five was reaching for the case when the door be-hind them suddenly flew open.

A Chevin bodyguard staggered backwards into Y anth's sanctum, aforce pike dropping from his
nervelessfingers. It clattered across the floor to the foot of the dais. The leathery-skinned being looked
down at his chest, in the middle of which was asmoking hole, and then collapsed.

Through the door stepped a nightmare.

Lorn stared in shock at the gpparition. The Chevin'skiller was amost two meterstall and dressed entirely
in black, including hooded cloak, boots, and heavy gauntlets. He carried alightsaber unlike any Lorn had
ever seen: It boasted not one but two energy blades, emanating from either end of the hilt.

But asintimi-dating as hisweapon was, it was hisface that struck true horror into Lorn's heart. Thekiller
pulled back his hood, revesaling a countenance that was a sinister variegation of red and black tattoos
around gleaming yellow eyes and blackened teeth. From the bald scalp sprouted ten short horns, like a
demonic crown. He stared ba efully at the othersin the room, then spoke in aguttura voice.

"None shall survive." Lorn was completely frozen to the spot, unable to offer any resistance, asthekiller
stepped toward him. 11 iseyes shonelike twin suns as he raised the lightsaber.

I-Five grabbed the case full of money from Y anth and hurled it between Lorn and his attacker just asthe
Utter sivung the lightsaber in aflat arc that would have separated the Cordlian's head from hisneck. The
case intercepted the blade's swing; the plasmatic edge diced through the case, scattering burning credits
everywhere. Theforce of the blow was so strong that It probably would still have decapitated Lorn, but
its momentum was dowed just enough to give the droid time to dive forward, knocking hisfriend out of



harm'sway. Lorn felt the heat as the blade'sincandes-cent tip seared through his hair.

The Sith-for there was no doubt in Lorn's mind that he was facing one of those legendary Dark Lords out
of the mists of the past-recovered amost in-stantly and swung around to attack again. But by thistime
both Gamorrean guards had pulled their blasters and were firing. The Sith spun the double-bladed
wespon before him, deflecting the blasterfire back at the guards. That was dl Lorn had timeto see
before |-Five yanked him to hisfeet and pulled him through the doorway.

They fled down the narrow corridor that led from Y anth's sanctum, passing severa more dead guards
And two piles of melted, twisted metal that had once been droids. Y anth's headquarters was benegath a
night-club he owned caled the Tusken Oasis; Lorn and I-Five ssumbled up ashort flight of stairsand
burgt out into a blue-lit chamber full of sabacc tables, dgarik game boards, and scantily clad females of
various species dancing on pedestals. They hurtled through the room and out the entrance.

"Wherearewe going?" Lorn shouted as they ran down the street.
"Away from there!" |-Five shouted back.

Lorn wanted to protest that it wouldn't make any difference; he had looked into the eyes of the Sith, and
he had seen his doom there, as plainly asthe tattooed whorls that surrounded those eyes-an implacable
fate that would hunt him down no matter how far and how fast he ran. But he had no breasth in him to
gpesk no bresth |eft for running ether, but the fear of what he had seen in those eyes kept him running

anyway.

Maul saw hisquarry dip past him, but could do nothing to stop their flight while his attention was
oc-cupied by the two Gamorreans. Using one hand to spin the lightsaber in a blazing pattern that blocked
the particle beam bursts, he gestured with hisfree hand, plucking theinvisible lines of the Force and
sending reverberations that caused the blagtersto fly from the surprised guards grips.

Before they had timeto recover from their surprise, Maul legpt forward, skewering first one and then the
other with quick, deadly thrusts. The lifeless Gamor-reans sagged to the floor, and Maul wheded quickly
about to dedl with the Hurt.

Despite hisbulk, Y anth could move quickly when he had to. He dithered off the dais and grabbed up the
force pike dropped by the Chevin. He hurled it at Maul, who dashed it in two with a sweep of hisown
weapon. The generator in the pike's shaft shorted out in a shower of sparks.

Y anth had not waited to see the results of his attack. His massive bulk moved rapidly, dithering through
the singed and blackened credit notes that littered the floor, the holocron crystal il clutched in one hand.
He had dmost reached the exit when Maul legpt, exe-cuting atwisting forward flip that covered the
length of the large chamber and deposited him directly in front of the Huit.

Before Y anth could recover from his surprise, Darth Maul plunged one of the lightsaber's blades deep
into the Hurt's chest. The stench of burning flesh and blubber filled the room. Y anth died with a croaking
gurgle, the gelid mass of hisbody sagging bonelessly to thefloor.

Maul deactivated both blades. He reached out with hisfree hand, and the holocron legpt from the dead
Hutt's grasp into his own. Stuffing it into abelt com-partment, he turned and ran from the room. At the
top of the stairs he plunged recklesdy through the gambling chamber, hurling guests and workers asde
with savage Force-laden gestures.



He reached the street and paused, looking first one way, then another for his prey. Pavan and the droid
werenot in sght. Maul gritted his teeth. They would not be permitted to dip away again! Oneway or
an-other, he was determined to end this chore. It had aready gone on far too long.

He sought the dark side once more, bade it illumi-nate the path his quarry had taken. Then he began to
move, shoving hisway through the hapless press of street people.

Though his appearance alone was enough to cause most of the hard cases on the street to givehim a
wide berth, his progresswas il too dow. Enough of thisl Maul thought. He unleashed the dark side,
using the Force like a battering ram against those who got in hisway.

Maul angled to the middle of the narrow avenue. His speeder bike was parked not far away; he could
activate the dave circuit by remote control and haveit here within afew minutes a most. But there was
an even quicker way to overtake them. He called upon the Force, moving easly five timesfaster than a
hu-man could travel at adead run. There was no way they could escape him now.

Within moments hewasin sight of his quarry. An-other few seconds and he would catch up to them- and
then the lightsaber would do itswork once more, dashing through meta and flesh, and at last bringing this
dreary task to an end.

He grinned and lengthened his gargantuan stride even further, sailing over the fire-blackened husk of a
parked landspeeder. Pavan and the droid |ooked back and saw him coming; he could see the fear in the
human's face. It was most satisfying to witness.

One more legp, and both of them would be his.
And then an invisible hammer struck him in mid-legp, pounding him to the ground.

What was this? Who dared to interfere? Maul looked up, saw a sky-car settling to the ground alongside
Pavan and the droid. The repulsor beams from its undercarriage had struck him down when the vehicle
passed directly over him. The skycar was|ess than five meters away; he could see the driver and his
passenger clearly. They were Jedi.

CHAPTER 14 Darsha had sensed the disturbance in the Force at the same time as Master Bondara.
They had amost reached the cloud level when they felt the dark vibrations from below; they stared at
each other smultaneoudy in shock, and then the Twi'lek put the skycar in a steep dive back down
toward the street.

Neither spoke; Darshawasn't sure how the blast of hatred and destruction reverberating from below had
affected her mentor, but she had been left shaken and nauseated by the intengity of the empathic burst.
Some-one down there was well-versed in the use of the Force and powerful to boot. There had been
severd deaths dready, and more intended, no question about it. She didn't know who had died or who
wasin danger, but they could not ignore such a strong and savage use of the Force. They had to find out
who was responsible, and stop him, her, or it if they could.

138 Master Bondaraleveled off at twenty meters above street level, moving as fast as was prudent
through the urban maze. The skycar's headlightsilluminated the narrow thoroughfare, and asthey
rounded a corner they saw, perhaps a hundred meters ahead, the one who had to be responsible for the
pulsation they had felt: atal biped in dark robes, covering ground in ase-ries of gigantic strides that had
to be Force-assisted.



Who-or what-could he be? Not a Jedi, that much was certain. He wielded the Force with the surety of a
Master, but no Jedi ever gave off such dark-some emanations.

There was only one explanation-but even as the thought occurred to her, Darshafelt her mind flinching
away fromiit. It couldn't be. It wasimpossible.

She had no time to wonder about it. Up ahead they could see the two who were the dark one's targets;
that much would be obvious from their terror-stricken flight.

The dark one would reach his prey in one more gar-gantuan legp. Darsha could think of only one way to
stop him, and it was evident from the direction in which Master Bondara was taking the skycar that he
had thought of the same tactic.

The skycar passed right over the robed figure at aheight carefully calculated to deliver aforce from the
repulsors sufficient to stun but not kill. It worked; as the vehicle lurched and moved on, Darshalooked
be-hind them and saw the mysterious assailant lying in the street, the fuliginous robes adarker blot against
the generd darkness. Then Master Bondara brought the skycar to a stop near the two fugitives. Darsha
noted with surprise that one of them wasadroid.

"Getin," Magter Bondarasaid to the human. "He's unconscious, but | don't know how long helll be-"
"Not long," the droid said, and pointed back toward the pursuer.

Darsha glanced back and saw to her astonishment that the dark one was dready rising to hisfeet. She
could scarcely believe he had recovered from the re-pulsors hammering so fast.

"Get in!" Magter Bondarashouted. "Now!" The human, who had been staring at Darsha and her mentor
with asirange expresson-mingled relief and revulsion-seemed to wisdly decide that they were by far the
lesser of two evils. He vaulted into the skycar's backsest, followed by the droid. Darsha cast another
glance behind her and saw the dark one legp-ing toward them. This close, she could see hisface, and a
more fearsome visage she could not recall ever having encountered. Then her neck was jerked pain-fully
as Magter Bondara hit the ascent control and the skycar rocketed upward.

But not swiftly enough. The vehicle shuddered from ablow ddivered to the stern undercarriage, and then
lurched to one side. As Master Bondara fought the con-trols, Darsha saw a black-gloved hand catch the
cockpit'srear gunwale.

He must have used the Force to help him jump, she thought, asthe skycar was dready a good ten meters
off the ground. Even asthe thought went through her mind, she thrust out both handsin a pushing gesture,
hurling an invisible but nonetheless powerful blow concentrated at that hand. It lost its grip, and the craft
jerked again asthe dark one fell back to the street.

"Let'sget back uplevels!" she shouted. But even asthe words | eft her, she saw the look on Master
Bon-darasface.

"Wecan't, "hesad.

Darth Maul'sfury a seeing Pavan and his droid snatched from his clutches yet again was dmost
miti-gated by the redlization that the Jedi had entered the picture. Findly, afoe that might be worthy of his
attention-someone who could truly test hismettle! Shrugging off the effects of the repulsor field, he
charged after the risng skycar, igniting hislightsaber and dashing at the drive mechanism that made up
part of the vehicle's undercarriage. His blow did some damage-that he could tell by the way the craft



pitched to one side.

Gathering the Force around him, Maul legpt and managed to seize the gunwal e with one hand. Before he
could heave himsdlf into the cockpit, however, he felt the younger Jedi strike out at him with considerable
power, enough to cause him to lose his hold and plummet back to the Street.

Helanded lightly, the Force cushioning hisfall. Even before his boots touched the ground he had hiswrist
comm activated and was speaking into it the code command that would activate his speeder bike and
bring it homing in on hissigna. As he did this, he watched the skycar stabilize and then shoot forward.

In the space of a second it had rounded a corner and disappeared from view.

No matter, hetold himself as he awaited the speeder bike's arrival; the skycar would be easy enough to
track viathe Force, especidly with the Jedi on board.

Pavan and his droid had had more than their share of luck this day. But now their luck had most definitely
run out.

"The verticd adjustment on the repulsor array has been damaged,” the Jedi piloting the craft said.

"What does that mean?' the woman asked. She was younger than her companion; younger than Lorn,
too.

"It means," |-Five said, before the Jedi could an-swer, "that while we can move laterdly and descend, we
can't rise abovethisleve." Lorn glanced over the Side. It was hard to estimate their dtitude in the
pervasive gloom, but it looked to him that they were about twenty meters above the street. The skycar
wasmoving a afast dip. Therewaslittlear traffic at thislevel, which wasfortunate, given the limited
room for maneuverability granted by the narrow, twisting streets.

Helooked at the Jedi. He was a Twi'lek who ap-peared to bein hismid to late forties. Lorn could not
recall having seen him around the Temple. Of course, that meant nothing; there were plenty of Jedi with
whom he had had little or no contact.

Theirony of it dl would have made him laugh, if it wasn't dill so blasted terrifying. To be rescued from
the deadly grasp of a Sith by aJedi! Still, he had to admit it was providentia that they had come aong
when they did. Sinceit looked like he and I-Five wouldn't be heading offworld any time soon, the Jedi
Temple was probably the safest place for them now- though it galled him to admit that, even to himsdif.

So much had happened within the last few minutes- and practicdly al of it disastrous-that he hadn't even
begun to cometo gripswith it yet. The Jedi shot around another corner, and Lorn felt inertiapress his
body against the low-powered tractor field designed to prevent injury in the case of accidents.

"Takeit easy!" he said. "Thereésno way he can catch up with us on foot now." * "He's not on foot,” the
woman said tensdly. Darth Maul leapt onto the speeder bike asiit flashed past him. He wrapped both
hands around the accel-eration grips on the handlebar and opened them up. The repulsor engine'shum
climbed as the speeder shot forward. Maul leaned into the turns as the speeder zoomed around corner's.

There was no need to activate the heads-up tracking display. The Jedi and his quarry gleamed liketwin
beaconsin hismind; he could fed them in the skycar ahead of him. The speeder bike was moving at haf
again their speed. He would overtake them in mere minutes.



Maul grinned savagely. It would be the work of a moment to dispose of Pavan and the droid. Then he
would see just how good the Jedi were. It had been far too long since he had felt hislightsaber clash
againg another, had heard the grating scream of en-ergy bladesin conflict, had smelled the ozone tang.
Far too long.

"Why isthe Sith after you?' Master Bondara shouted over the dipstream's howl.

Though Darsha had come to the same conclusion, it was till shocking on avery deep level to hear
Master Bondara articulate her thoughts. She had learned much about the Sith during her studies, of
course, but al of the lectures and data seemed unanimous in the con-clusion that the ancient dark order
was no more. And yet, what else could he be, this creature of the night who even now pursued them? He
was adept in the use of the Force, but it was quite obvious he was not a Jedi. That didn't leave awhole
lot of choices.

She saw the human and the droid look at each other, and redlized they had cometo asilent agreement
about something. Then the droid spoke.

"We areinformation brokers," he said, and something-or rather, the absence of something-in the timbre
of hisvoice surprised Darsha. She could hear none of the built-in obsequiousnessthat droids, particularly
those of the protocol series, evidenced as arule. He had a confidence in histone and manner that was
gartling enough for her to notice, even given the duress of the moment.

"I am known as I-Five, and my associate is Lorn Pavan,” the droid continued.
Darsha saw Magter Bondara glance quickly at Pavan, and then return his attention to piloting.
He knows the name, she thought.

"We were recently contacted by a Neimoidian named Hath Monchar, who wished to sell usaholocron
con- taining details of atrade embargo to be imposed on the planet Naboo by the Trade Federation.”
Magter Bondarasaid nothing in reply for amo-ment. Then he asked, "Isthisin retaiation for the new tax
recently imposed by the Republic Senate on the Trade Federation?' "Yes," Pavan replied. "The
Federation fears the new tax will cut into their profits.” "Naboo is highly dependent on importsto
main-tainitsway of life," Master Bondara said. "' Such sanc-tions could prove devastating to its people.”
He steered the skycar around another corner. Pedestri-ans, knowing the potential danger from the
repulsor beams of avehicletraveling thislow, scattered left and right. " That doesn't explain why the Sith
istrying to kill you," Master Bondara continued.

Darsha admired the Jedi's equanimity; he might have been having this conversation in one of the qui€t,
comfortable reading chambers of the Templeinstead of in adamaged skycar traveling a dangerous route
a maximum velocity.

"Y ou can see why the Neimoidians don't want thisinformation to get out,” |-Five said. "Were not sure
why or how the Sith are involved. But Hath Monchar was killed by the one who's now pursuing us."
"What happened to the holocron?' Darsha asked.

"Wewerein the process of sdlling it to aHurt named Y anth,” Pavan replied, "when the Sith broke in. My
guessisthat the Hutt is dead, and the Sith ei-ther destroyed the crystal or hasit with him." "This
information must be brought to the council immediately,” Master Bondarasaid. ™Y ou two will be kept
safe until the threat of the Sith has been dedlt with." Darshaglanced at Lorn Pavan and saw mingled
frudration and resignation in his expresson.



"Jedi," he muttered to himself. "Why did it have to be Jedi?* She looked behind them. Their circuitous
route had brought them into a somewhat |ess dark area of the city now, and she could plainly make out
the shape of a speeder bike behind them. Even without the Force to confirm it, she would have been sure
that it was the Sith pursuing them.

"Here he comes," shesaid. "He'sgaining fast." She saw that Pavan's face had gone pae, but that he
didn't seem to be panicking. Good; the last thing they needed to deal with was another Oolth the
Fondorian.

She looked at Master Bondara and saw hisjaw muscles clench in determination.
"Takethe controls," hetold her.

His order surprised her, but histone of voice brooked no questioning. She did over as Master Bon-dara
pushed himself up and back, then swung hisfeet over the back of the padded crossbar separating the
front and rear seats. She looked at the rear vidscreen and saw that the Sith was not more than five
meters behind her. He drew hislightsaber, activating the twin crimson beams.

"Get them back to the Temple!" Master Bondara shouted at her. Then, before Darsha could even redlize
what he intended, much less protest or try to stop him, the Jedi stood up on the rear seat between Pavan
and 1 Five. He activated hislightsaber, took two steps up unto the rear engine compartment-and |egpt

from the speeding skycar.

CHAPTER 15 The Twi'lek Jedi's leap, guided by the Force, landed him squarely behind Maul on the
rear engine hous-ing of the T-shaped bike. The action took Maul by surprise; he had not expected such a
courageous, if foolhardy, deed.

Unexpected as the move was, however, Maul was sill able to block the dash of the other's lightsaber
with his own energy blade. He quickly activated the speeder's autopilot, then twisted around in the
saddle, thrusting his weapon at the Jedi's chest. The Jedi blocked the blow and countered with another.

Maul knew the battle could not continue thisway. The speeder bike's autopilot was not sophisticated
enough to chart a safe course at high speed through the torturous windings of the surface streets. He
grabbed the handlebar and jerked the speeder toward a docking platform on anearby building, about
thirty meters above the street. They shot by the skycar, which had dowed after the Jedi |€ft it, and rose
toward the shelf. Asthe ledge came within range of the autopilot's sen-iors, the speeder dowed, then
settled down to aland-ing on the extruded dab of ferrocrete.

The Sith and the Jedi legpt from the speeder bike onto the platform to continue their battle. The dock-Ing
ledge was only about ten meters by fifteen, barely enough room to maneuver in. Maul knew he had to
dispatch the Jedi quickly, before Pavan once again van-ished into the labyrinth of Coruscant's
downlevels

He pressed the attack vicioudy, blocking and thrusting, the twin radiant blades spinning aweb of light
about him.

The Jedi was obvioudy amaster of theteraskas fighting arts, aswdll, judging by the smooth way he
parried and counterattacked. Still, within the first few moments of the engagement, Darth Maul knew that
he himsdlf was the superior fighter. He could tell that the Jedi knew it, too, but Maul aso knew thet it
didn't matter. The Jedi was committed to stopping the Sith, or at the very least dowing him down enough



to let the others get away, even if it meant giving hisown lifeto do so.

Maul bared histeeth. He would not lose his quarry again! He doubled his efforts, pressing the attack
hard, hammering away at the Twi'lek's defenses. The Jedi gave ground, but Maul was till unableto dash
through hisguard.

Then he heard something: the digtinctive sound of the skycar's damaged engine.

He let his awareness ex-pand on theripples of the Force, and what he sensed brought adark smile of
satisfaction to hisface.

The skycar-with his prey-was returning.

Darsha could not believeit at first when Master Bondara legpt from the skycar onto the Sith's speeder
bike. Her firgt action was reflexive; she dowed the skycar, intending to go to her mentor'said.

"What are you doing?' Pavan shouted. "He said head for the Temple!™ "I'm not going to abandon him to
that monster!" Darsha shouted back. She saw the speeder bike shoot past them, then rise and head for a
docking ledge that protruded from adilapidated building.

"He knowswhat hesdoing,” the droid told her. "Are you prepared to make his sacrifice meaningless?”
Darsha knew the droid's words made sense, but she didn't care. After al, she had made one mistake
after another in the past severd hours; why stop now? She had gone far past the point of worrying about
the con-sequences of her actions; al she knew was that she could not |eave Master Bondara to battle the
Sith done. It was hard for her to conceive of a situation in which her mentor could be bested in combat,
but if anyone was capable of it, she had the feeling the Sith was that one.

She dowed the skycar and brought it around, heading back toward the landing ledge-and redlized she
had a problem. The damaged repul sor array had fixed the vehicl€'s ceiling, and the platform was agood
ten meters above them. Her ascension gun was still, asfar as she knew, attached to the monad, nearly a
kilo-meter from her present position.

It would be no problem to legp ten meters straight up; in training exercises she had used the Force to
help her perform jumps higher than that. To assay such alegp onto anarrow platform and into the midst
of araging lightsaber duel was a consderably more com-plex undertaking, however. It would do Master
Bon-darano good for her to get hersdf killed by the Sith.

Still, there was no other choice. Her mentor might dense the skycar's presence and leap back into it, but
there was no guarantee he would be able to do so in the heat of battle. Darsha brought the skycar to a
hovering top below and to one side of the ledge. Above her, the two dueling figures were hidden by the
ferrocrete dab, hut she could see the variegated flashes and hear the angry buzzing and screeching of the
lightsabers as they clashed. She had to take action, now. She stood, pulled her lightsaber from its belt
hook, and prepared to leap.

And theworld suddenly dissolved in aburst of blinding light and adeafening roar.

Darth Maul had seen the grim redization in the eyes of hisfoe: the knowledge that the Twi'lek could not
defest his adversary. Once defeat was conceded in the mind, itsredity wasinevitable. It wasonly a
matter of time.

He pressed his attack to an even higher intensity, driving the Jedi back toward his speeder bike,



in-tending to pin him between the dua-bladed lightsaber and the bike. With his movements thus
congdtricted, it would be mere moments before the Twi'lek's ten-tacled head was separated from his
neck.

But then he saw the desperation in the other's face suddenly give way to redlization, and then to triumph.
Quickly, before Maul could intuit what was intended, the Jedi whirled toward the speeder bike, raised his
lightsaber-and plunged it to the hilt into the bike's repulsor drive housing.

Maul redlized hissuicidd intention, but too late. The superheated energy blade melted with lightning
swiftness through the housing and sank into the bike's power cell core. Maul turned and legpt from the
plat-form, reaching for the dark side, enfolding himsdlf i it even asthe power cdll exploded, the heat and
pres-sure wave vaporizing the Jedi in amicrosecond and then expanding, reaching hungrily for him, as
wall.

Thelanding platform shielded the skycar from the main force of the explosion; otherwise the three
pas-sengers would not have survived. Even so, the shock wave hurled Darsha from her standing position
back over the rear of the craft. She would have plunged to the street below had Lorn not grabbed her
wrig as shefdl past him. I-Five lunged for the controls and fought to stabilize the vehicle, which was
pitching and yawing wildly. For an instant thet felt like an eternity Darsha hung over the abyss, too
stunned to use the Force to help lift hersdlf to safety-and then Lorn man-aged to pull her back into the
rear seat compartment.

But the danger was not yet over; the explosion had caused the platform to break free of its supports. It
began to collapse, sagging away from the building wall.

Asit did so, Darsha caught aglimpse of the Sith's dark form hurtling from the ledge into the darkness
below. The buckling platform clipped the skycar's Sde, sending it spinning out of control toward the
Street, aswell.

I-Five fought with the controls and managed to level out asthe vehicle reached the ground. The
spec-tators drawn to the scene by the explosion scattered in panic as the skycar pancaked to arough
landing.

Darsha, hdf-stunned, was vaguely aware of an in-sstent beeping that wasrisng in frequency and tone.
Even asredlization of what the beeping signified pene-trated her dazed brain, shefdt hersdlf seizedina
powerful grip and pulled from the wrecked skycar. As she stumbled acrossthe litter-strewn pavement

sheredized the droid was dragging her and Lorn Pavan away from the vehicle.

"Hurry," she mumbled. "Power cell'son over-load..." "A fact of which | am quite aware," |-Five replied.
He stopped before akiosk. A sign on the door read keep OUT in Basic, but the droid ignored thisand
blasted the lock with alaser beam that shot from his left index finger.

Within the kiosk was anarrow, dimly lit stairwell. The three of them hurried down it as, behind them, the
alarm beeps reached a crescendo. A moment later a second, more powerful explosion rocked the area.
Darshafdt the sairwdl shift and shudder asif in the throes of atemblor. Thelight went out, shefelt
hersdf faling-and then she knew no more.

PART Il labyrinth CHAPTER 16 Nute Gunray wasin his suite on board the Saak'ak, trying to enjoy a
mildew rubdown and fail-ing utterly, when his private comlink chimed. His masseuse had dathered his
naked form with lique-fied green mold and wasindustrioudy kneading the muscle nodules of his upper
back, which were so tight with tension that he could hear them crackle.



At his grunted acknowledgment, the image of Rune Haako formed near the massage table. The barrister
did not look happy, but that in itself meant little; Nei-moidians as a species rarely looked happy.

"l have news," Haako said in alow voice.
"Cometo my quarters,”" Gunray replied, and the holoimage flickered out.

Whatever news Haako had for him was best heard in person, in the privacy of his sanctum. Even though
there was supposedly no one on board the freighter who was not loya to him and his cause, the viceroy
was taking no chances. He knew very well just how easily the allegiance of his cohorts and underlings
could be bought.

He dismissed the masseuse, donned a vermilion robe, and paced restlessly, awaiting Haako's arrival. The
intricacies of protocol dictated that he be Sitting at easein acouch or chair, his nonchaant attitude
conveying the impression that, no matter what news Haako might be bearing, it could not possibly be
im-portant enough to cause him any concern. But he was beyond caring about such formalities at this
point. There had been no word for nearly forty-eight hours from the bounty hunter they had engaged, and
no news of Hath Monchar's whereabouts or plans. At any moment he expected to see the holographic
pres-ence of Darth Sidious materiaize again before him, demanding that he once more assemble his gang
of four to continue discuss ons concerning the Naboo blockade. And what would happen when Gunray
was till not able to account for Monchar's absence? He winced as the mere thought of such a
conversation with Sidious caused his gut sac to fill with acidic bile. He knew hewas building a
world-class ulcer in hislower abdomen, but there didn't seem to be much he could do to stop it.

The door pand did open, and Haako entered. A moment later Daultay Dofine entered, aswell. Gunray
stedled himsdlf; onelook at his compatriots hunched postures and furtive miens assured him that he was
not about to hear good news.

"I have just heard from the consular representative at our embassy on Coruscant,” Haako said. Hiswill-
ingnessto skip the preamble of verba fencing and get right to the subject was ample evidence that his
con-cern was just as great as Gunray's. "One of our people has been killed there." Gunray had to will his
sdivary glandsto moisten his paate before he was able to speak. "Wasit Monchar?' "At this point, we
don't know for certain,” Dofine said. "There was evidently an explosion, athough theinvestigationis
unclear asto whether that was the cause of degth. Genetic ID verification is pending.” "However," Haako
continued, lowering hisvoice mid peering about asif he expected Darth Sidious to gppear at any
moment, "a piece of singed cloth that was once part of amiter of the office of deputy viceroy was found
at the scene.” Nute Gunray closed his eyes and tried to imagine what life as amulch farmer back on
Neimoidiawould belike.

"In addition,” Dofine said, "several other bodies were discovered at the scene of the explosion. One has
been concdusivdy identified: the bounty hunter Mahwi Lihnn." Mulch farming probably had its good
points, Gunray told himsdlf. For onething, the possibility of having to dedl with the Sithin hisnew
occupation was very unlikely.

"| think we must admit the conclusion that Hath Monchar isno longer among theliving,” Rune Haako
said. He began to wring his hands as though he was twisting the life out of a swamp toad he planned to
have for a snack.

"Thisisadisagter,” Dofinewhined. "What will wetdl Lord Sdious?' What indeed? the viceroy of the
Federation won-dered. Oh, there was no shortage of lies that they could come up with-but would



Sidious believe any of them? That was the dl-important question. And the answer, much as Gunray hated
to admit it, was, al-mogt certainly not. The Sith Lord's cowled face rose unbidden before his menta
vision, and he could not help but shudder. Those eyes, hidden deep in that hooded cloak, could
penetrate subterfuge and dissm-ulation as easly as X rays penetrated flesh and illumi-nated the bones
within for dl to see.

But what other option was there? Though the thought of doing so galled him on avery fundamentd levd,
Gunray knew that they could smply admit the truth: that M onchar had absconded, to where and for what
reason they did not know-although anyone with the brains of an oxygen-starved Gamorrean could
extragpolate that fairly quickly. But the truth had its own built-in hazards, chief among which wasthe fact
that it had not been presented when Sidious first no-ticed Monchar's absence.

Veracity and prevarication seemed equaly dan-gerous here. It wasaNeimoidian'sworst nightmare: a
gtuation from which it wasimpossible to worm one's way out.

Gunray looked down and saw that he was wringing his own hands every bit asindustrioudy aswere
Rune Haako and Daultay Dofine.

Only onething was certain. Soon-very soon-they would haveto tell the Sith Lord something.

Jedi Magter Y oda entered the conference ante-111 amber, asmaller room off to one side of the Council
Chamber. Mace Windu and Qui-Gon Jinn were a-ready seated at the pleekwood table. Behind them a
floor-to-ceiling trangparistee! window offered a pan-oramic view of the endless architecturd welter that
was Coruscant and its continuous streams of air traffic.

Y odamoved dowly toward one of the chairs. Heleaned on his gimer-stick cane as he waked, and
Windu had to suppress a smile as he watched Y oda's progress.

While Y odawas easily the oldest member of the council, being well over 800 standard years of age, he
was by no means as decrepit as he sometimes pre-tended to be. Though it was true that he had dowed

dightly in the yearsthat Windu had known him, Y odas skill with alightsaber was gtill second to none on
the council.

Windu waited until his colleague was seated before he spoke. "I have not deemed it necessary to call a
genera meeting of the council concerning thisyet,” he aid. "Nevertheless, it isa problem that in my
opinion warrants discussion.” Y oda nodded. " Of the Black Sun matter you speak.” "Y es-specifically of
Ooalth the Fondorian, and the Padawan Darsha Assant, who was sent to bring him here." "Has there been
any word at adl from her?" Qui-(;on Jinn asked.

"None. It has been almost forty-eight hours. The mission should not have taken more than four or five at
themogt.” "Anoon Bondaraismissing, aswell,” Y oda said re-flectively. "Coincidence | doubtitis.” "You
think Bondara has gone in search of Assant?" Windu asked. Y oda nodded.

"Understandable,” Jinn said. "Assant is his Padawan. If he felt she wasin danger, he would look into it.”
"Of course hewould," Windu replied. "But why did he not inform any of usasto hisintentions? And why
has there been no communication from either of them?' There was slence for amoment as the three Jedi
Masters pondered the questions.

Then Yodasad, "Someinfraction on her part, perhaps he knew or sus-pected.

Want to protect her from repercussions, he would.” Jinn nodded. "Anoon has always been one to chafe



at rulesand redtrictions.” Mace Windu glanced at Jnn and raised an eyebrow. Jnn smiled dightly and
shrugged.

"Thismakes senseto me," Windu said. "It fedsright. But, however noble Anoon Bondarasinten-tions,
we cannot have him and Assant acting without the knowledge or consent of the council." "Agreed we are
on thismatter,” Yodasaid. "Send an investigator we must.” "Yes" Windu said. "But who? With the
current state of affairsin the Republic Senate, al our senior members are on standby dert, and may
continue to be for sometime.” "I have asuggestion,” Qui-Gon Jinn said. " Dis-patch my Padawan. If
Black Sunisinvolved, hewill be ableto senseit.” "Obi-Wan Kenobi? Potentidly strong in the Force he
is"" Yodamused. "A good choice he would be." Mace Windu nodded dowly. Y odawasright. | 'hough
not yet afull-fledged Jedi Knight, Kenobi had amply demonstrated his skillsin battle and in negotiation.

If anyone could find out what had happened to Bondara and Assant, he could.

The senior member of the council stood. "We are decided, then. Qui-Gon, you will explain the situation
to Kenobi and send him on hisway as soon as pos-sible.

Thereis something about dl this..." Windu was slent for amoment.

"Yes," Yodasad soberly. "No accident thiswas." Qui-Gon Jinn said nothing; he merely nodded his
agreement, then stood. " Obi-Wan will leave for the Crimson Corridor immediately,” he told Windu and
Y oda.

"May the Force bewith him," Y oda said softly.
CHAPTER 17 Thereisno emotion; thereis peace. Thereisno ignorance; there is knowledge.
There isno passion; there is serenity. Thereis no death; thereisthe Force.

The Jedi Code was one of the first things Darsha As-sant had learned in the Jedi Temple. Asachild, she
would sit cross-legged on the cold floor for hours at atime, repeating the words over and over,
meditating on their meaning, letting that meaning seep into her bones.

Thereisno emotion; thereis peace.

Master Bondara had taught her that this did not mean one should repress one's emotions. "One of the
few thingsthat al intelligent speciesin the galaxy shareisthe ability to have fedings. We are creatures of
emotion, and to deny those emationsis profoundly un-hedthy. But one can feel anger, for example,
without being controlled by it. One can grieve without being i rippled by grief. The peace of the Forceis
the founda-tion upon which the structures of our fedingsare built." Thereisno ignorance; thereis
knowledge.

"Chance," the Twi'lek Jedi had told her, "favors the prepared mind." Certainly the Jedi were among the
most prepared in the galaxy asfar as that went. She had never seen anyone as awvesomely well-educated
as Masters Windu, Bondara, Y oda, Jinn, and the many others she had studied under or otherwise come
in contact with. She had doubted her ability to hold her own in conversations with them, or even with her
fellow Padawans like Obi-Wan and Bant. So she had studied assiduoudy, amost obsessively, taking
advan-tage of the incredible wealth of wisdom and lore avail-able in the Templeslibraries and data
banks. And she had found that the more she knew, the more she wanted to know. Knowledge was as
addictiveinitsownway asglittersim.



Thereisno passon; thereis serenity.

At first she had thought thiswas merely arestating of the code'sfirst precept. But Master Bondara had
ex-plained the difference. Passion, in this context, meant obsession, compulsion, an overweening fixation
on something or someone. And serenity was not merely asynonym for peace; rather, it was the Sate of
tranquility that could be reached when onewas able to let go of such fixations, when one could be at
peace with one's emotions and had replaced ignorance with knowledge.

Masgter Bondara had taught her so many things, had helped her forge her life into something far beyond
anything she had thought it was her potential and des-tiny to be. She owed him so much, and now she
would never be ableto repay him.

Thereisno death; thereisthe Force.

Darshaknew that if she had truly internalized the first three maxims of the Jedi Code, she would be able
to take comfort from thislast one, aswell. But it was obvious that she had not reached that stage yet.
Be-cause she could find no peace, no serenity, in the knowledge that her mentor was dead.

All she could do was grieve.

She had been in agtate of haf awvareness, her only rea emotion that of sorrow, for an unknown amount
of time before she wasjolted back to consciousness by abuilding vibration and roar that seemed to be
hurtling toward her. She opened her eyesin time to see a huge trangport vehicle thunder by, only ameter
or so from where shelay. The sound of its passing was deaf-ening; then it was gone, the roar dopplering
swiftly away to slence.

Or rather, relaive slence; there was an omnipresent background drone of machinery and ventilation
equip-ment. Shelooked around, saw Lorn Pavan seated against awall about ameter away, and I-Five
gtanding next to him. They werein alargetunne, dimly illumi-nated by photonic wall sconces set & wide
intervas.

Sheredlized where they were-in one of the count-less service conduits that stitched Coruscant's lowest
levels, like the skein of blood vessels under living skin. Through these tunndls flowed an endless
automated stream of vehicles hauling goods and materias from spaceports and factories to millions of
destinations al over the planetwide metropalis.

"How did we get down here?' she asked. Even asthe question | eft her lips she dimly recalled being
dragged from the wreckage of the skycar and down the stairwell by the droid as the craft's power cell
ex-ploded. He had undoubtedly saved both of their lives.

Pavan jerked athumb at I-Five. "Thank Wonder Droid here," he said. "Hadn't been for him, we'd both
be hash for the armored rats. Sometimes he's amost worth having around.” "Please, don't gush,” the
droid said. "It'sembar-rassing.” Darsha struggled to her feet. The planet skewed nadtily onitsaxisfor a
moment, and the lights dimmed even more than they aready were, but then things steedied again. She
checked for her lightsaber and wasrelieved to find it hanging where it should be from her utility belt.

"Wherésthe sairwd|?' sheasked. "Il haveto seeif..." If Master Bondarais il dive, shefinished to
hersdlf. She could not bring hersdlf to say it out loud, for fear that one of them might tell her what she
al-ready knew.

Pavan pointed to an acove about two meters away. "But the stairwell won't do you any good. The



skycar's explosion brought about aton of red estate down onit. Well have to find another way out.”
Darshanodded. "Then wed better get going. There has to be another access stairwell dong thisroute.”
"Why not just call for help?' Pavan asked. "Y ou've got acomlink, haven't you?' "I had one, but it was
damaged earlier.” It occurred to her only now that she should have replaced it when she had been back
a the Temple.

Pavan raised an eyebrow. "Firgt time I've seen a Jedi who wasn't prepared for everything." Therewasa
faint note of sarcasmin hisvoice,

Darshabit back the retort that roseto her lips. It wouldn't take much to put him on her list of least
farvorite people; after al, he wasindirectly responsible for Master Bondara's degth. On the other hand,
he had saved her from falling out of the skycar. "Don't you have acomlink?' she asked.

Pavan looked uncomfortable and didn't reply.

"Yes, hedoes," I-Five said. "It'sin fine working order, too-except that the power pack is depleted and
he can't afford to replaceit.” Darshasaid nothing to that; her silence was ample indication of how shefelt.

Pavan stood up. "Might aswell get moving," he said, "before another-" His words were drowned out by
the passage of an-other trangport. They shrank back against the curved wall of the tunnel asit hurtled by
them. The auto-mated conveyances were deek, massive bulletsthat al but filled the shaft, movingin
excess of ahundred kilometers an hour, propelled by repulsor drives.

Asit disappeared into the distance Darshasaid, "Let's hurry. Well be deaf insde of an hour if we stay
here." They moved quickly, singlefile, down the narrow sdewalk. It didn't matter which direction they
went at this point; the goal was just to get out of the transport tube asfast as possible. The droid led the
way, as his photoreceptors were best able to adjust to the dim light.

They saw another recessed doorway ahead as the rumbling approach of athird transport began to build
behind them. The door was locked, but I-Five's finger blaster quickly removed that obstacle, and they
hur-ried through it just asthe freight vehicle blasted by.

Other than the fact that there were now no convoys thundering past, their new location was not much of
an improvement. The transport tube had at |east been reasonably clean and lit. Best of dl, whileit hadn't
led back to the surface, it had remained horizontal .

Now, however, they found themsalvesin another stairwell, only this one led down rather than up. There
seemed to belittle choice but to follow it. Therewere no lights; the only illumination came from a
phospho-rescent lichenlike growth on the walls, and thislight was barely enough to let them see each
other and the next few steps. The ferrocrete walls wept with adimy discharge, and there was afaint
scent of decay intheair.

At lasgt they reached the bottom of the stairwell, which opened into asmall chamber lit by one flick-ering
photonic sconce. Inthewall opposite the stair-well were openings to three branching tunnels. Signs
mounted above each one supposedly gave directions, but they had been reduced to illegibility by
successve layers of graffiti.

"My locator wasin my comlink," Darshasaid. "I have no ideawhich way to go." "Fortunately, | have a
built-in global postioner,” I-Five said. "To orient ourselves toward the Jedi Temple, we would be best
served by taking that one." He pointed to the leftmost tunndl.



"That'sagood argument for taking the right-hand tunnel," Pavan muttered.
Darshalooked at him; he met her eyesfor amoment and then looked away.

"I'm trying to get you back to asafe haven,” shetold him. "If you'd rather take your chances with our
friend up there, that'sfine with me. | can tell the council about the impending blockade as easily asyou
can." Heturned back to look at her again. "Hey, the Sith was probably vaporized a ong with your Jedi
buddy," he said. "And good riddance to both of 'em." Darshafédt hersalf go cold with anger. Without
taking her gaze away from his, she said, "I-Five, what do you think the chances are that the Sith's dead?”
"Given thefact that, in our brief periphera ac-quaintance with him, he has dready survived severd
attemptson hislife and killed quite afew beings, aswell, | wouldn't count him out until | saw his dead
body," the droid said. "And even then I'd want him frozen in carbonite just to make sure.” Darsha
nodded. "I agree. But you're entitled to your opinion, Pavan. Maybe it'll be safer if we all go our separate
ways, after al, you seem to be the one he'slooking for." Even as she said this, sheredized it wasa
mistake. She didn't need to see the look that passed between the droid and Pavan to know that she
couldn't play one off against the other.

Whatever bond they had was strong enough to unite them, even in agtuation likethis.

I-Five said to Pavan, " She's right about you being the primary target. Sanctuary from the Jedi may be
your only option. Are you willing to accept that?' "Of course,”" Pavan replied with ascowl. "I'm not
stupid. But that doesn't mean | have to be happy about the Situation.” "True," Darsha said. "But you could
at least try being congenid. If we're going to be stuck with each other for awhile, we might aswell try to
makeit pleasant." She turned to face the left-hand tunnel, took afew stepstoward it, then turned back to
him and added, " Anoon Bondara died saving your life. | don't want to hear any more disparaging
remarks about him." Neither Pavan nor |-Five made any reply to that as she started down the tunnel.

After she had taken afew stepsthey fdl in behind her.

Thereisno emotion; thereis peace. Well, maybe someday. After al, she wasn't afull-fledged Jedi yet,
and the way things were going, it didn't look like she ever would be. But some truths you didn't need the
Forceto see. Like the fact that one Anoon Bondarawas worth afleet of Lorn Pavans.

CHAPTER 18

Lorn didn't like the Jedi Padawan. Thisfact would hardly be surprising to anyone who knew him even
casudly-which was how pretty much everybody knew him, these days-as he was not reticent about his
feelings when the subject of the Jedi Knights arose. He had stated on more than one occasion to anyone
who would listen that he considered them on a par with mynocksin terms of parasitic opportunism, and a
notch or two benesth those energy-sucking space bats on the general scale of galactic evolution.

"Shooting's too good for them,”" he oncetold I-Five. "In fact, dumping them all in a Sarlacc's pit to
mari-nate in gastric juices for athousand yearsistoo good for them, but it'll do until something worse
comesaong." He had never told anyone why hefdt thisway. In his present circle of acquaintances only
I-Five knew,

and the droid would never divulge the secret of Lorn's bitterness to anyone.
And now, thanksto atruly ironic twist of fate, here he was dmost literally stun-cuffed to a Jedi and

de-pendent on her to save him from the murderous inten-t ions of a Sith-amember of an order sprung
from the Jedi millenniaago.



It seemed that, no matter which way he turned, the self-styled galactic guardians were there to complete
the ruination of hislifethat they had Sarted.

Lorn fdt the bitterness growing within his breast as he trudged aong through the subterranean tunnel
fol-lowing I-Five and Darsha Assant. It certainly hadn't taken her long at dl to settleinto that
sanctimonious holier-than-thou attitude that he despised so much. They wereal dike, with their
sackcloth fashion sense and their austere asceticism, mouthing empty plati-tudes about the greater good.
He much preferred dealing with the street scum; they at least were villainswithout the taint of hypocrisy.

Lorn was under no illusions about the trestment he would receive when he once again entered the Jedi
Temple. Forget about any sort of reward; he and I-Five would be lucky to get protection against the Sith
while the council debated how they could best make use of thiswindfal of information. He had no doubt
that they would find away to make it serve their purposes, asthey were able to do with every-thing they
camein contact with.

Everything and everyone.

This underground passage they were traveling was no more dark and torturous than the labyrinth of his
memories and hatred. He wondered for the dozenth time why he hadn't just et Assant fal when the
speeder bike explosion had hurled her from the sky-car. He couldn't even excuse it on the grounds that
he had needed her to pilot the vehicle; I-Five was per-fectly capable of that. No, it had been that most
perni-cious of impulses, onethat Lorn thought held managed to eradicate within himself long ago: a
humanitarian motive.

The memory of what he had done bothered him im-mensaly. He had made it apolicy during thelast five
yearsto stick his neck out for nobody, with the excep-tion of I-Five. The mordant droid was the closest
thing to afriend that he had. What made him such agood friend, in Lorn's opinion, was very smple: he
asked for nothing back. Which was good, because L orn had nothing to give. Everything that had made
him human had been taken from him five years ago. In avery red way, he redlized, he was no more
human than the droid who was his companion.

Heforced histhoughts awvay from memories; he knew of no more certain way to plunge himsdlf into a
black depression. This he could not afford to do; he had to keep hiswits about him if he was going to get
out of thisgtuation dive.

He couldn't count on the Jedi for help; he trusted them about as far as he could throw aronto. He
refocused his attention, not without some effort.

The weak glow of the ancient photonic sconces had petered out about haf akilometer back. The only
light source they had now was the droid's illuminated photoreceptors, which were capable of casting twin
bright beams as strong as vehicle headlights. They re-veded what was directly before or behind them,
de-pending on where I-Five turned his head, but from al other sdesthe darkness pressed in avidly. Lorn
was In-coming claustrophobic.

It wasn't just the pervasive gloom; he could fed the incal culable weight of the structures overhead
pressing down on him. Coruscant was atectonically stable planet-that and itslocation had been the main
reasons for it having been chosen the galactic capital-but even though there had not been amgjor quake
anywhere on it for thousands of years, he found himsdlf vividly imagining his probable fate should one
occur while he was wandering around in the bowels of the planet.



It was hard to tell in the gloomy murk, but judging by the echoes of their footsteps, the tunnel seemed to
be widening out somewhat. For the last couple of hundred meters they had been passing what seemed to
be branching passageways-nothing more than clots of darknessin thewalls-and Lorn'simagination had
no problem supplying those sde tunnelswith al kinds of nasty inhabitants. Armored ratsthe sSze of
skycars was one image he could happily have done without. Life on the upper levels of Coruscant wasa
joy to ex-perience, because such problems as environmenta pollution had been largely eradicated
centuries be-fore. But there was aways a price to be paid for the benefits of technology, and while the
upper levelsdidn't haveto pay it, the lower levels did. Down here below the planet's city scapeit was
one huge, puls-ing malignancy of industrid waste and carcinogenic chemicas. The more sensationa news
programs on the HoloNet were always full of stories about dan-gerous mutations being found in the
sewers and drain-age systems-stories that, at the moment, Lorn had no problem whatsoever believing.
He was sure he could hear ominous dithering sounds from either side, the dow step-and-drag of some
murderous bi-peda beast following them, the stedlthy bresthing of something huge and hungry about to
pounce. Stop it, he told himsdlf sternly. It's nothing but your imagination.

"Did you hear that?" Assant asked.

The three stopped. |-Five probed the darknessin various directions with his eye beams, which reveded
nothing more than ancient, moss-covered walls. "My audioreceptors are set & maximum. | hear nothing
that might indicate danger. In addition, my radar de-tects no movement in thevicinity." "Maybe you've
got radar,” Assant said, "but I've got the Force, and right now it'stelling me that were not done.”
"Impossible” Lorn said. The Jedi were aways play-ing the Force asahole card, using it as an excuse to
judtify all kinds of actions and opinions. Not that Lorn had any doubt that the Force existed and could be
ma:nipulated by them; held seen too many examples of it. But hefelt that their use of it waslargely just
another way to judtify questionable actions.

He continued,” Y ou think something that lives down here could have accessto aradar jammer?' Hewas
about to enumerate several sarcastic reasons why this was aludicrous idea when something whistled out
of | he darkness and struck him in the head, and he lost interest in the conversation for awhile.

Darshajerked her lightsaber from its clip and acti-vated it. She had no ideawhat sort of threat was
im-pending, but whatever it was, it was dl around them.

She and the droid positioned themsaves back-to-back, with Pavan's unconscious form lying between
them. I-Five had both hands up, the index fingers ex-tended, like a child pretending to point apair of
blasters. He swiveled his head dowly through 360 de-grees, illuminating their surroundings. Therewasa
branch corridor on their left and two more on their right. Nothing moved. There was no indication of
where the weapon that had laid Pavan low had come from. It was a curved throwing stick; she could see
it lying onthefloor a her feet.

"We'retoo exposed here," shesaidin alow voice. "Pick up your friend and let's at least get our backs
againg awadl." Thedroid did not answer. Keeping hisleft finger blaster extended, he reached down with
the other arm and hooked it around Pavan's wai g, lifting the uncon-scious human as easily as Darsha
might lift asmall child. They began to move cautioudy toward the near-est wall.

The attack came from the one direction they had not expected: above.

Without warning, a net of fine mesh dropped down on them. Darsha sensed it settling from overhead and
dashed a it, only to have the lightsaber's blade screech and emit ashower of sparks. Sheredlized too
|ate that the net was charged with some kind of power field. She felt abolt of energy dam through her,
and then for the second time in as many hours darkness engulfed her.



CHAPTER 19

Discipline.

Disciplineisal. It conquers pain. It conquersfear.
Most important of al, it conquersfailure.

Disciplineiswhat dlowed Darth Maul to survive athirty-meter fall into apile of rubble and debris. the
discipline of histeraskas fighting skills, which gave him complete control over hisbody, alowing him to
utilize midair acrobaticsto direct hisfal and so avoid striking ornamentd projections, ledges, and other
po-tentidly letha obgtructions, the discipline of the dark side, which let him manipulate gravity itself,
dowing his descent enough to hit the ground without becoming alifeless bag of broken bonesand
ruptured organs, Even haf stunned by the unexpected explosion of his speeder bike, Maul was ableto
am hisfdling body in such away asto survive.

But even someonein as superb shape as Maul could not come out of such an explosion and afall
completdly unscathed. After theimpact he lay, semiconscious, in the debris, remotely aware of asecond
explosion some distance away as the skycar blew up. He lay there, and he remembered.

Thereisno pain where srength lies.

To Darth Maul, it seemed that his master had a-ways been there, apart of hislife-implacable,
in-domitable, inexorable. Since before Maul learned to. walk, discipline had been his guiding beacon.
Darth Sdious had molded him from awesk, puling child into the ultimate warrior, sculpting his body and
his mind as a seamless weagpon. Maul waswilling to diefor him, without question and without hesitation.
Lord Sidiouss goadswere the goas of the Sith, and they would be achieved, no matter what the cost.

Maul's entire existence had consisted of training, of exercise and instruction.

Early in hislife, before his voice had degpened, Maul had learned the intricate movements and forms of
theteraskas fighting style, the patterns of movements based on the hunting char-acteristics of various
beadts throughout the galaxy: Charging Wampa, Rancor Rising, Dancing Dragon-snake, and many more.
He had practiced gymnastics in environments ranging from zero-g to gravity fieldstwice that of
Coruscant's. He had mastered the intri-cate and dangerous use of the double-bladed lightsaber. And all
for one purpose: to be the best possible tool of his master's will.

But he had not learned just how to fight. His master's teaching had encompassed far more than that. He
had aso learned stedth, subterfuge, intrigue.

What isdonein secret has great power.

One of hisearliest memories wasthat of being taken to the Jedi Temple. Both he and Sidious had been
disguised astourists. His master's command of the dark side had been sufficient to cloak them from being
sensed by their enemies, aslong asthey did not enter the building. That had been unlikely anyway- the
Jedi Temple was not open for tourism. They had stood there for the better part of the day, Darth
Sid-ious pointing out to him the various faces of their foes usthe latter came and went. It had been
thrilling to Maul to redlize that he could stand in the presence of the Jedi, could listen to his master
whisper to him of their ultimate downfal, without them having any inkling of thefate that ultimately
awaited them.



That wasthe great glory and hidden strength of the Sith: the fact that there were only two, master and
apprentice. Their clandestine operations could take place practicaly under the very noses of the Jedi, and
the fools would not suspect until it wastoo late. The day of the Jedi's downfall would be soon-very soon.

It could not happen soon enough for him.
Angerisaliving thing. Feed it and it will grow.

The Twi'lek he had fought had not been the first Jedi he had crossed lightsabers with, but he was not far
from having that honor. It had been exhilarating to know that he, Darth Maul, was better in combat than
his hated foes. He longed to battle one of the truly great Jedi warriors. Plo Koon, perhaps, or Mace
Windu.

That would be atrue test of hisskill. And he had no doubt that such an opportunity would cometo him.

His hatred of the Jedi was strong enough that it aone would bring such a confrontation into existence.
Soon.

He cameto his senses, redizing he waslying in apile of trash not far from where the Jedi had
engi-neered his own doom and nearly that of Maul's, aswell.

A Devaronian scavenger was about to appro-priate hislightsaber, which lay nearby. Maul glared at the
encroacher, who lost no timein making himsdlf scarce.

Maul seized hislightsaber and rose to hisfeet. His muscles, bones, and tendons screamed in pain, but
pain meant nothing. The only important question was, was hismisson finally complete?

A hundred meters down the street lay the wrecked remains of the skycar. Maul investigated it. It had
been smashed beneath large chunks of ferrocrete and durasted that would take too long to move, even
with the aid of the Force. He opened his senses, trying to determineif his enemies bodieslay beneath the
rubble. What the Force told him made him clench afist in fury.

The skycar was empty.

It was possible that the explosion had flung them clear before the debris collapsed. If so, their bodies
might have been dragged away by those who scrounged the streets. But he wasn't certain that was what
had hap-pened. Given the kind of luck the Corellian had had so far, Maul knew he would haveto see
Pavan's dead body-preferably after his head had parted company with his shoulders, thanksto Maul's
lightsaber-before he would fee comfortable reporting to Lord Sidious that the problem was at last
resolved.

Maul was actudly starting to fed something of agrudging respect for this Lorn Pavan. Although some of
the hustler's continued avoidance of hisfate could he ascribed to luck, some, the Sith gpprentice had to
admit, was due to Pavan's survival ingtincts. Of course, he would not have lasted aslong as he had
downlevesif he had not had aroachlike ability to sense and avoid danger.

Nevertheless, Maul was dightly impressed. Not that it mattered. His quarry's skill at staying dive would
just make Maul'sinevitable triumph al the more satisfying.

He began to search the area, questing along the filaments of the dark side, seeking the route they had



taken. He saw the kiosk dmost immediately. Even without the Force to guide him to it, he knew this
could be the only logicd escape route. Unfortunately, the skycar's explosion had covered the
underground entrance with debris.

Maul was running out of patience. Five metersfar-ther up the street he spied a ventilation grid that
ap-peared to open onto the same underground conduit as the kiosk. He lit one end of hislightsaber and
jabbed it into the grid. The blade diced easily through the metd dats. In a second the grate had dropped
down into the conduit, and Darth Maul followed it.

Helanded lightly. The entire tunnd was shaking as with the roar of sometitanic beast. Maul looked up to
see adriverlessfreight transport bearing down on him at better than one hundred kilometers an hour.

Anyone dse, even atrained athlete raised in aheavier gravity field, would have been crushed to paste.
But Maul seized the Force, let it whip him up and to the Sde asif he were attached to agiant dastic
band.

The metd behemoth missed him by millimeters.

Maul found himsdlf standing on the narrow lip of awalkway that ran aong one side of the conduit. He
looked about, questing with his eyes and hismind.

Y es-they had escaped down here. Thetrail till remained.
They could run, but they couldn't hide.
Darth Maul resumed the hunt.

Lorn'sfirgt thought as he returned to partia con-sciousness was to wonder why someone had goneto the
trouble to kidnap him off Coruscant and drop him on one of the galaxy's gas giant worlds-Y avin,
pos-sibly. Obvioudly this was what had happened, because gravity and atmospheric pressure were
dowly crushing him into aboneless putty. His head, particularly. And whatever it wasthat he was
bresthing, it wasn't any-thing close to acomfortable oxygen-nitrogen mixture.

Or maybe held been parked in atoo-close orbit around the event horizon of ablack hole, and the tidal
forces were pulling him apart. That would explain why his head hurt so abominably, and why he couldn't
fed hishandsand feet.

Lorn blinked, then saw dim light the color of verdi-gris. He realized he was lying on a cold stonefloor, his
arms and legs bound. Thelight, faint and sickly though it was, was till too much for his headache to dedl
with. Must'veredlly tied one on thistime, he thought. Maybe I-Five's right about those liver cells, not that
I'd ever admit it to him.

But something was still wrong with this picture. He knew he could be afairly obstreperous drunk on
occa-mon, but he'd never reached the point of obnoxious-ness where he'd had to be trussed up. Hmm.
Maybe he'd better open just one eye again-carefully, of course-and take another look around.

Staring a him from no more than a handbreadth awvay was aface unimagined in hisworst nightmares.
Lorn gasped and ingtinctively jerked backwards, trying to get away from the monstrous gpparition. The

midden movement set off athermal detonator that someone had unkindly implanted in his skull, and the
pain was so amazingly intense that for amoment he forgot about the thing that had been inspecting him.



But only for amoment.

It moved closer to him, staring a him-no, Lorn corrected himsdlf, not staring: you had to have eyesto
tare. Just about every component of its face was re-pulsive in the extreme, but the eyes were
unqguestion-ably the worst. Worse than the dead bluish-white skin and the stringy, mosdike hair, worse
than the wide lip-less gash of amouth, like a cavern entrance filled with yellowed stalagmites and
daactites, worse even than the skull-like nub of anose, with two vertica ditsfor nogtrils.

The eyeswere definitely worse than dl that.

Becauseit didn't seem to have any. From the heavy ridges at the doping base of the forehead down to
the gaunt cheekbones, there was nothing but abino skin.

Behind that skin, where the orbital sockets should have been, Lorn could see two egg-shaped organs
moving restlesdy, swiveling independently of one an-other. Occasionally they were occluded by darker
hues, asif membranes beneath the skin were diding over them.

Lorn had dealt with alarge variety of aien speciesin the past few years. One grew used to seeing all
kinds of creatures on the streets and skywalks of Cor-uscant. But something was terribly, obscendly
wrong about this monster's gppearance--him and the others like him, for now that Lorn's eyes had
adjusted to the wan light, he saw that there were at least a dozen, maybe more, hunkered downin a
semicircdlearound him.

He backed up il farther, scrabbling on his hedls and elbows-not an easy task considering that his head
dill felt large enough to warrant its own orbit. The crea-tures moved closer to him, shambling grotesquely
on bent legs and knuckles.

Lorn glanced around desper-ately, looking for I-Five, feding the beginnings of ascreamwelling in his
throat. He saw Darsha Assant lying about two meters away from him on thefilthy sonefloor, and I-Five
an equd distance on the other side. The Padawan seemed to be unconscious, but she was breathing
normaly asfar ashe could tell. He no-ticed with no greet surprise that her lightsaber no longer dangled
from her utility belt. I-Five was lying with hisface turned toward Lorn, and the human could see that the
droid's photoreceptors were dark.

His master control switch had been turned off.

They werein alarge chamber, the ceiling supported by groined pillars. The light-what there was of it-
emanated from more of that phosphorescent lichen covering the walls. The place looked like ajunkyard;
pieces of broken equipment and machinery were lying here and there. It smelled like acharnel house.

Looking closer, he saw that scattered among the technologica debris were what |ooked like gnawed
bones of various species.

Lorn carefully adjusted his position, getting his legs underneath him. His head was till screaming likea
Cordlian banshee bird, but he tried to ignore the pain. If he could reach I-Five and flip the master switch
on the back of his neck, the droid could probably make short work of these subterranean horrors.

Their ears seemed to be abnormally large; no doubt they relied primarily on hearing to guide them
through the dark-ness. One good screech from |-Five's vocabulator should send them stampeding back
into the shadows where they belonged.



Hewasfairly certain he knew what they were now, athough the knowledge gave him little comfort. Quite
the opposite, in fact. Occasiondly, since hisfall from grace had landed him on the mean streets of
Coruscant, he had heard rumors of devolved hu-manoid creatures called Cthons, lurking deep within the
underground labyrinths of the planetary city. Dwelling in darkness for thousands of generations had
robbed them of their eyes, so the story went. Supposedly they retained some rudimentary working
knowledge of technology, which would explain the el ectroshock net they had used to capture Lorn and
his comrades.

Supposedly dso they were cannibals.

Lorn had never given any credence to the stories be-fore now. He had assumed they were just tales used
to scare recacitrant children into obedience, just an-other of the many storiesthat sprouted like
mush-rooms on the downlevels streets. But now it was obvious that this particular rumor was al too redl.

The Cthons moved closer. One of them positioned himself-or hersdf; though they were dl naked save
for ragged loincloths, their skinswere so loose and flabby that it was hard to determine what sex any
in-dividual was-between Lorn and I-Five.

Thisistheway it ends, Lorn thought, feding sur-prisingly little fear. What aunique career arc. To go from
being aprosperous business affairs clerk in the employ of the Jedi to afugitive about to be devoured by
mutant cannibasin the bowels of Coruscant. Didn't see that one coming.

The Cthons moved closer still. One reached out apale, hirsute arm toward him.

Lorn tensed. He would fight, of course. He would not be led like a nerf to the daughter. He could at least
do that much.

I'm sorry, Jax, he thought asthey closed in on him.

CHAPTER 20 Obi-Wan Kenobi activated the descent repulsor array and dropped out of the airstream
traffic flow. Ashis skycar descended in atight spiral down toward the blanket of mist that marked the
inversion layer, the young Padawan watched the lights in the monads and skyscrapersall around him
blinking on. It wasjust before sunset, and the cerise light faded fast as he descended.

He glanced at the instrument panel, reassuring him-sdlf that he was homing in on the coordinates for the
safe house in the Crimson Corridor. He noted some deterioration in the appearance of the buildings as
the skycar dropped deeper-pedling paint, afew broken windows-but it wasn't until he passed through
the mist that he noticed area change. Now shattered and lightless windows gaped like wounds on al
gdes, and the few skywalks stretching between the structures were deserted, their railings sagging or
broken.

Itsadifferent world, he thought. Descending through the cloud layer was most like making a
hyperspace jump to some decrepit outlying planet. Obi-Wan had known that dums like this existed here
and there on Coruscant's surface, of course; hejust hadn't realized that one lay this close to the Jedi
Temple-lessthan ten kilometers away.

Once through the mit, the skycar's head- and groundlights activated, and he could seefairly clearly. The
vehicle cameto ahovering stop afew centimeters from the cracked surface of the street. The areawas
relatively deserted, save for adozen or so mendicants of various specieswho fled as his skycar touched
down. That was odd, Obi-Wan thought; one would expect them to crowd around, begging, instead.



Per-hapsit had to do with the fact that this was Raptor territory after dark.

Helooked around and saw Darshas skyhopper parked not far away, in the shadow of abuilding. He
deactivated the safety field and vaulted over the skycar's edge.

When Master Qui-Gon had told Obi-Wan that Dar-sha A ssant was missing, the Padawan had
volunteered to search for her before his mentor could tell him to.

He and Darshawere not close friends, but she had been in severd of his classes and he had been quite
im-pressed with the way she had excedlled in her studies.

He had mock-dueled with her twice: he had won one match, she the other. They had even shared a
mission once. She was bright, and she knew it; she was quick-witted, and she knew that, too. But she
didn't come across as conceited.

Obi-Wan thought that Darsha had the makings of afine Jedi Knight in her. And it wouldn't take much
coaxing to get him to admit that she was pleasant to look at, aswell.

Even if she had been someone he couldn't stand to be around, he would have accepted without question
the assignment to search for her. It was, after dl, hisduty. But Darsha, he felt, was specid, even among
the Jedi. He hoped she had not come into harm'sway. Now, however, looking at her skyhopper, he
found that hope fading fast.

For the craft had been gutted. Therewaslittle left of it except the frame; the drive turbines, the power
gen-erators, the repulsor engines, and just about every-thing el se that wasn't too heavy to carry had been
golen. Theinstrument panel had ahuge gashiniit, asif somekind of vibroblade had punched through it,
a-though there was no wegpon in Sght.

Obi-Wan checked the craft'sinterior carefully, usng asmal but powerful glow light. He found no
evidence of foul play inthe vehicle, but he did see afew spots of blood on the ground nearby. 1t was
im-possibleto tdl if it was human blood or not.

Something flickered at the edge of hisvision.

Obi-Wan froze, then dowly turned to look. He saw nothing threatening in the vespertine shadows.
Never-theless, there had definitely been movement-gtealthy, furtive movement. He had been thoroughly
briefed on the dangers of street gangs and predators, both human and nonhuman, in the Crimson
Corridor. It did not take an overactive imagination to assume that one of these thrests might be lurking
nearby, ready to strike. If there was awhole gang of footpads sizing him up, he would be hard put to
defend himsdif, even with alightsaber.

Fortunately, the lightsaber was not the only defense at hisdisposd.

Obi-Wan Kenobi reached out for the Force. It wasthere for him, asit alwayswas. Helet his avareness
expand outward aong itsinvisible corrugations, a psychic radar that searched and probed the darkness.
If danger existed, the Force would find it.

His mind touched that of another: awill that felt weak and serpentine, more used to striking furtively from
the shadows than in direct confrontation. A human mind.

Before the lurker was fully aware that he was being probed, Obi-Wan seized hiswill. The Force, Master



Qui-Gon had told him more than once, can have a strong influence on the weak-minded. Though
Obi-Wan was by no means anywhere near as accom-plished a practitioner as histutor, it didn't take
much more than the kill of anoviceto influence amind asweek asthisone.

"Come here," he said, histone quiet and authorita-tive.

From out of the dusk emerged a young human male-probably around sixteen or seventeen stan-dard
years old, Obi-Wan estimated. He was wearing mostly rags and lesther, topped by aten-centimeter-high
thatch of green hair held in place by an eectro-datic field. The Padawan could fed the sullen guilt and
fear in the other's mind-the fear that his captor somehow knew that he and his gang had assaulted the
other Jedi.

"Whereis she?' Obi-Wan asked.

"I-1 don't know who you're-" "Y es, you do. The Jedi Padawan who owned this skyhopper. Tell me
quickly, or-" Obi-Wan let his hand drop, to rest suggestively on the lightsaber hilt hanging at hisbelt. He
wouldn't go so far asto actudly useit, but even aveiled threat could work wonders.

He could fed Green Hair'sfear and hatred, like an acid in hisbrain. It was difficult to keep his
composure,

"All right-we messed with her alittle, but we took the hint when she chopped off Nig's hand, y'know? |
mean, she wanted the ship so bad, she could haveit, right?' "Where did she go?' Green Hair shook his
head and shrugged. Obi-Wan listened to the Force and knew he wastelling the truth.

"Wasthere a Fondorian maewith her?' "Him?' Green Hair grinned crookedly. "The hawk-bats got him.
What was |eft, the street trash dragged off." Obi-Wan felt despair pushing in on him, as blesk asthe
downlevels darkness that surrounded them. It ap-peared that Darsha's mission had been atotal failure
that might very well have culminated in her death. He would, of course, comb the area, ask any other
locds he could find, and try to sense her through the Force, but given the time that had passed and the
inhos-pitable environment he was searching.

"There was some more Jedi,” Green Hair said abruptly. " | didn't seeit, but | heard about it." "Heard
about what?" " Some o' my bloods saw somebody on a speeder bike chasin' another in a skycar.

He caught up with 'em and there was this big brawl. The speeder blew up an’ the 'car crashed over on
Barsoom Boulevard. Big blowup. That'swhat | heard.” Obi-Wan frowned in puzzlement. The Jedi Green
Hair spoke of could only be Darshaand her mentor, Anoon Bondara.

He questioned Green Hair more thoroughly, making sure he would be able to find the crash site, then
re-leased him from thral. The boy lost no timein making himself scarce. Obi-Wan got back in his skycar
and headed for the location, more puzzled than ever. Even under careful questioning and mind-probing,
Green Hair had stuck to his story: Two robed and cowled fig-ures had been seen first in a high-speed
pursuit and subsequently on adocking ledge, battling each other with al the ferocity of a couple of
Tyrusan manglers. The battle had culminated in two big explosions as both the speeder bike and the
skycar had blown up.

Obi-Wan shook his head as he piloted the skycar down the dark and narrow streets. Speculation was
fruitless at this point. With any luck, al would be made clear when he reached the crash site.

Very little had been disturbed since the crash of the skycar; in this part of town it might be months before



adroid cleanup crew was assigned to deal with the wreckage. But few of Obi-Wan's questions were
an-swered by investigating the torn and twisted hulk of the skycar, or the nearby pile of debristhat was
once adocking ledge. So much rubble was piled on Master Bondaras vehicle that Obi-Wan couldn't
eventel if bodieswere il init or not. The Force did not seem to indicate that a Jedi had died here, but
it had been sev-erd hours since the occurrence, and what perturba-tion remained in the energy field was
subtle and hard to read. Possibly Master Qui-Gon Jinn could read it, but Obi-Wan was not that skilled
yet.

Still, he sensed something disturbing here. The sense of apowerful evil, a corruption. Obi-Wan glanced
about him nervoudy. The street was mostly deserted and quiet, but it wasn't a peaceful sllence. Instead it
bore afedling of trepidation, of lurking danger. The temptation to snatch hislightsaber up and activate it
was dmost overwheming. The combi-nation of few street lights, towering buildings, and omnipresent
cloud cover madeit impossible to see more than ameter or two in any direction. An entire army could be
surrounding him, invisblein the breath-lug darkness, poised to attack.

Obi-Wan shook his head, attempting to banish the midden surge of uneasiness.

Thereisno emotion; thereis peace. Giving in to paranoiawould not further hismisson. Hehad to
operate from the assumption that either Darsha or Master Bondara or both were till dive. Based on that
assumption, he had to find an eye-witness to the battle who could give him a better ac-count of what had
happened. Facts were what he needed, not speculation and hearsay. Thereis no igno-rance; thereis
knowledge.

He knew thiswastrue. Neverthdess, it was hard to quell the anxiety he felt as he sarted toward a
nearby tavern to ask some questions of the locals.

* * * Tywo hourslater Obi-\Wan was more baffled than ever.

He had found few people who were willing to talk with him without being prodded by the Force, and
whét little he had learned was confusing and contra-dictory.

Onething wasfor certain: A lot had been hap-pening in this neighborhood recently, even by the
rough-and-tumble standards of the Crimson Corridor.

He had found no one who would admit to being an eyewitnessto the battle, but severa had seen the
high-speed chase between the skycar and the speeder bike.

Some had said there were Jedi involved, some said one or none. Some swore adroid was piloting the
skycar. Some were certain a Jedi had been riding the bike, others were not. He had also learned that a
black-clad figure-possibly, according to one, the figure who had been on the speeder bike-had been
somehow impli-cated in yet another explosion, thisonein ablock of cubicles afew streets away. Severd
people had been killed in that blast, including a human bounty hunter. There had also been afracasat a
nightclub owned by aloca Black Sun vigo, one Y anth the Huit, in which acowled character had been
somehow implicated.

None of this seemed to make any kind of sense.

He had spoken to one witness who seemed certain that the two Jedi in the skycar had been a Twi'lek
male and a human female. That would be Anoon Bondaraand Darsha, Obi-Wan surmised. But he still
had no clue asto whether they had survived the explosions. Hisinformant said they had been riding with
ahuman maeand adroid.



After some consideration, Obi-Wan decided his best bet would be to investigate the nightclub. If Y anth,
the owner, was amember of Black Sun, he might know more about dl this than the street rabble.

"I've got abad fedling about this" he murmured to himself as he headed for the nightclub.

CHAPTER 21 asfrom afar distance, Darsha heard the sounds of astruggle. It seemed to riseand fall,
the sounds bresk-ing over her like oceanic waves as her mind struggled to find its way back to
consciousness. She wished dimly that whatever was going on would stop, so that she could dip back
down into the depths of the black well out of which she was reuctantly rising. She had been through alot
of pain and fear lately, and shefelt she deserved arest.

But the dtercation didn't subside; instead it grew louder. Now she recognized one of the voices: it was
Lorn Pavan's. The other voices seemed to be nonhuman-mostly grunts and guttural bellows.

It was obvious that he wasin some kind of trouble. In her semiconscious state Darshadidn't see any redl
reason why she should cometo hisad. Shedidn't like him, and hed made it perfectly clear that he wasn't
overly fond of her.

There didn't seem to be any per- sond animosity involved on his part; he just despised Jedi in generd. In
away, that was even moreinsulting. Darshawould rather someone base their didike on her persondlity,
not on an absiract that she repre-sented. She could dedl with enmity easier than bigotry.

It was becoming painfully obvious, however, that the struggle she was hearing wouldn't resolve itself
anytime soon. And suddenly, in arush of returning wakefulness, Darsha remembered what had
hap-pened: the attack by unseen foesin the tunnels, the el ectroshock net that had trapped them. She had
been knocked out by the net's power field. Wherever she was now, it couldn't be any place hedlthy.

Darsha opened her eyes and managed to raise her head enough to see what was going on, even though
doing so sent astab of pain like ablaster bolt through her skull. What she saw kicked her adrenal glands
into overdrive. Pavan was struggling with severd crestures-hard to tell in the dim light exactly what they
were, other than bipeda and definitely sub-human. He had apparently managed to knock one of them
unconscious,; the limp form lay on the mossy stone floor next to the droid, who seemed to be out of
commission, aswdll.

Darsha pushed hersdlf up to aknedling position. The movement attracted the attention of severa of the
crea-tureswho were circling Pavan, looking for an opening. They turned and shambled toward her, their
snarling mouths stretched wide. She saw the undulating skin that covered their eye sockets, and the
horror of the sight caused her heart to stutter.

.Darshagathered the Force to her. Still on her knees, she thrust out both arms, fingers splayed wide,
hurling twin waves of invisible power toward them. The un-expected surges struck them, causing them to
stagger back. They howled in mingled fear and anger, an eerie ululation that reverberated in the chamber.

Darshatook advantage of the momentary respite to stagger to her feet. She reached ingtinctively for her
lightsaber, and wasn't really surprised to find it missing from its belt clip. She had no timeto look for it,
because now severa more of the subhumans were lumbering her way. Though they moved dowly, it was
hard to avoid them, given how many there werein the relatively smal chamber.

Pavan, who had two of them hanging on to each arm, saw shewas awake. " Cthong!" he shouted to her.
"They're cannibad" Hiswords sent achill of fear and repugnance down Darshas spine. Like most



people who lived on Corus-cant, she had heard the legends of the sightless sub-humans, but had never
congdered them based in redlity. Fear gave her new strength and focus, and once again she drove them
back by throwing Force waves at them. But they were stronger than they looked, and extremely
tenacious, though battered off their feet by her power, they picked themselves up and came back for
more, moaning and howling.

Pavan was doing worse than she was, having only hisfists and feet to fight with. The Cthonswere
drag-ging him toward one of the darker recesses of the chamber.

"I-Five's been deectivated!" he called to her. "He can help usl” Yes, of course! Darshathought. Sheld
had firsthand experience of how strong the droid was when he'd carried both her and Pavan to safety
after the skycar's crash. Shelooked at I-Five and could just seein the dim light that the master switch on
the back of hishead wasin the off position.

Could shereactivate him? She wasn't sure. There was no way she could reach him physicaly, and she
wasn't at al confident in her control of the Force, par-ticularly under these circumstances. It was one
thing to useit like abludgeon againgt an enemy, but quite another to flip asmal switch severa meters

avay.
She pushed the doubts away. She had to do it-or she and Pavan were quite literally dead meat.

She focused her mind on the droid, felt the tenuous, intangible connection between her thoughts and the
cool metd of the control switch. She pushed againgt it with her mind, feding the resistance.

A Cthon grabbed her from behind.

Darshabit back acry of shock and surprise. She felt her attenuated menta grip on the tiny nub of
dura-sted dmost dip free, and with al the power of her will she thrust the Force tendril againgt it. Then
the Cthon yanked her backwards, and she fdlt its clammy fin-gers, like the hands of a corpse, reach up
and close about her neck.

A dhrill screech, unlike anything she had ever heard before, suddenly filled the air. It was more than just
unpleasant; it was actively painful. It drilled into both ears and expanded in the center of Darsha's heed
like something dive and voracious. The Cthon released her and she staggered forward, clapping her
hands over her ears. That helped somewnheat, but not nearly enough.

But it was obvious that the stridency was causing the Cthons far more pain than she was feding. Which
made sense, certainly; herein the eterna darkness the creatures would have grown over generationsto
depend on their earsfar more than their vestigia eyes. Their shrieks and moans of agony were barely
audible above the continuing screech, which Darsha now red-ized was coming from I-Five.

The reactivated droid was standing. He moved quickly, pushing through the dazed group of sub-humans
toward Lorn Pavan while the earsplitting sound continued to emanate from his vocabulator. The Cthons
who had been dragging Pavan away were writhing in pain like their comrades, leaving him free.

Darshafollowed in the droid's wake. |-Five grabbed Pavan and headed for the dark aperture of atunnel
in the chamber'sfar wall. No matter whereit led, it had to be someplace better than where they were
now.

But the chances of their reaching it were not looking good. Though obvioudy il in pain, the Cthons
were starting to rally, no doubt motivated by the sight of their dinner making an escape. Darsha hurled



moreinvisible blowsto either Sde, clearing apath for the three of them. But alarge group was gathering
ahead to block their escape.

Darshalooked about desperately for something to use as aweapon-and saw her lightsaber lying

per-haps five meters away on amound of mingled offa and techno-trash. With agasp of surpriseand
gréti-tude, she reached out for it with her hand and her mind. The device flew from its position acrossthe
in-tervening space. A Cthon somehow sensed it sailing through the air and made a clumsy legp that
amost intercepted it. He sprawled on the ground at her feet, and Darsha felt the lightsaber smack into her
hand. She thumbed the activator button and heard the satis-fying thrum as the yellow blade boiled out to
itsfull length.

She gripped the weapon in both hands, weaving it in afigure-eight defensive pattern. It was hard to
con-centrate, as I-Five was ftill emitting his painful siren cry and her head wasfedling like it would come
gpart at any minute. She hoped that some of the Cthons would &t least get hit by the shrapndl.

Againgt the combined thrests of her lightsaber and the droid's howl, the subhumans had no choice but to
fal back. The three entered the tunnel at adead run, I-Fivein the lead and Darsha bringing up the rear.
Their former captors enraged cries followed them, but that was dll.

The phosphorescent lichen that covered the cham-ber'swalls continued only a short way into the
under-ground passage and then died out, save for sporadic patches that did little or nothing to relieve the
dark-ness. I-Fiveilluminated his photoreceptors, revealing abrick-lined tunnel barely high enough for
Lorn to stand upright. It did not runin astraight line, but in-stead meandered gently, first left, then right.

I-Five shut off the screeching sound once they were out of sight of the Cthons chamber. They dropped
from arun to afast walk. Darsha had to hustle to keep up with the long-legged strides of the other two,
and each time her boots contacted the hard pavestones she felt anew spear of pain go through her head.
She wished devoutly that one of the Force's attributes was an ability to cure headaches.

Asif reading her mind, the droid began making an-other sound: alow trilling that was as unlike the
discor-dant noise of before asit was possible to be. It seemed to somehow penetrate her bones and
muscles-indeed, her very cdls-and subtly vibrate them, flushing away the toxins and painsthat had filled
them.

After afew minutes the sound ceased, leaving her feding, if not in top shape, at least markedly better.

After walking for another few minutes, I-Five stopped. Pavan and Darsha stopped, aswell, the | atter
deactivating her lightsaber as she did so.

"My sensorsindicate no oneisfollowing us" the droid said.

"Let'skeep moving anyway," Pavan replied. "Y ou were wrong before, remember?' "Don't be so hard on
him," Darshasaid. "After dl, hejust saved our livesagain." "Much as| crave vdidation, | fed congtrained
to point out that you saved usthistime," said I-Five. *| couldn't have done anything if you hadn't
reactivated me." Though the droid was speaking to Darsha, he was|ooking at Lorn Pavan.

Pavan hesitated amoment, scowling. Then helooked at Darshaand said, "He'sright. Thanks." It
obvioudy had taken aherd of wild banthas to drag the words out of him. Why did he hate Jedi so much?
Darshawondered. Aloud, she said, "No problem. Y ou saved my life back in the skycar. Now we're
even." Pavan gave her alook that seemed equa parts grati-tude and resentment. He said to I-Five, "Let's
find the fastest route back to the surface. Even the Raptors ook friendly compared to what lives down



here." The droid nodded and started walking again. The two humans followed. Neither of her
companions spoke further, which suited Darshajust fine. She strode d ong behind Lorn Pavan,
wondering once again what caused his intense antipathy toward her and her order.

She could simply ask him, of course. The only reason she hadn't done so yet was because there hadn't
been any time to; they'd been on the run from the moment they'd met. But her ingtinctstold her that now
would not be agood timeto bring it up, so she kept quiet. Maybe after they emerged from these
[abyrinthine catacombs-if they ever did-she would broach the subject. For now it seemed best to just let
itlie

"I'm surprised the Cthons gave up so easily,” Pavan said abruptly to the droid.

"They didn't even follow usinto thistunnel.” "I've been wondering about that, aswdl," I-Five sad. "Two
possibilities come to mind-neither of them particularly pleasant to contemplate. Thefirgt isthat they may
be planning another trap of some sort.” "That'swhat | was thinking," Pavan replied. "What's your second
scenario?' " That there may be something up ahead that even the Cthonsfear." Pavan did not reply. They
trudged on through the bowel s of the planetary city, and Darshamulled over the droid'swords. They
certainly didn't paint achearful picture of theimmediate future. Something even worse than the Cthons?

CHAPTER 22 Darth Maul followed hisingtincts. They led him ashort distance aong the transit tube and
down agairwell, and from there into adark tunndl. He moved swiftly but cautioudy. He knew that this
deep in the guts of the planet there lived creatures that even a Sith Lord would have ahard time dedling
with. But they would not keep him from overtaking his quarry and completing hismission.

Hewould kill Pavan firgt, for two reasons. because he was the primary target, of course, but also
because Maul would then be free to take histime killing the Jedi. He did not anticipate her putting up
much of afight. Hisimpression was that she had been naught but an gppren-tice to the Twi'lek he had
killed, and thus not much of a potentia opponent. But she was still a Jedi, and he could toy with her for a
bit before ddivering the fatal blow. He felt he deserved some entertainment as partid recompensefor al
the trouble they had put him to.

The subterranean course he followed was as dark as acoa sack nebula. Even Maul, whose eyes were
far more sengtiveto light than a human's, could barely see enough to make hisway. But he was not
depending on vision so much as on the perturbations in the Force to guide him. Now he could sensethem
ahead-he would not go astray.

Nevertheless, hefelt impatient. He wanted to run, to rapidly close the distance to his prey, to be done
with dl this. But only fools rush into unknown and hostile territory, and Darth Maul was no fool.

He had pushed his hood back the better to hear any-thing that might warn him of athreat. Then he
paused abruptly, listening to faint vibrations.

He knew he was not adone.

The dank and miasmd air was till, and even the disturbance he sensed in the Force was of the most
subtle nature. Still, he had no doubt that he was being watched. The dmost nonexistent light told him that
he was standing in awide part of the tunnel, with sev-eral Sde passages opening into it. It wasfrom these
that he suspected the attack would come.

Moving very dowly, he dropped his gloved hand to the lightsaber dangling a his belt.



He did not expect the assault to come from above, but he was not taken by surprise when it did. He
sensed the eectroshock net dropping down from over-head, and knew that if hetried to dash it with his
en-ergy blade, the power surge would reverberate back down hisarm and through him with devastating
ef-fect. So instead he dived forward, executing a smooth shoulder roll that carried him beyond the reach
of the mesh. He cameto hisfeet and spun about, lighting both ends of his weapon ashe did so.

And then they were upon him.

Darth Maul once again abandoned himself to the dark side, letting it guide his movements and power his
drikes. He stood in the center of amaglstrom of hulking silhouettes, visble only in brief stroboscopic
flashes as the whirling energy blades struck them down. He recognized them from his studies of
Cor-uscant'sindigenes. Cthons, degenerate subterranean humanoids, considered by many scholarsto be
gpoc-ryphd. His master would be most interested to learn that they actualy existed. Assuming, of
course, hedid not day them adl.

By the time they broke off the attack and retrested, howling, into the side tunnels, there were severd
fewer in existence than had been moments before.

Maul had killed, as best he could count in the dark-ness, nine of the loathsome creatures.

He moved on, continuing to follow thetrail and wondering if Pavan and the Jedi had encountered the
Cthons, aswdll. If they had, hefelt it strongly possible that they had not survived. Perhaps hisjob had
been done for him. That would be a disappointment, as he would then be deprived of the pleasure of the
kill, but at least the mission would be & an end.

Of course, he could not assume that this was the case, not until he found definite evidence. The human
had certainly proven harder to kill than he had antici-pated so far.

He pressed ahead through the everlasting night, alert for the possibility of more attacks.

AsLorn followed I-Five through the dark tunnel, he considered various possible solutions to his situation.
Theredidn't seem alot of them. In dl hisyears as a businessman, information broker, and even working
for the Jedi, he certainly hadn't come across any-thing this chalenging before. Pursued by the Sith- who
weren't even supposed to exigt-into the degpest pits of the city where flesh-eating cannibals stalked him...
it was a challenge, no doubt about it.

Assuming that they made it back aboveground and were able to return to the civilized levels of society,
what should his next move be?

He knew that the Padawan planned on taking him straight to the Jedi Temple so that he could share his
information with Mace Windu and the other council members. But that event was not anywhere near the
top of Lorn'slist of desires.

Certainly the Jedi would be best at protecting him from the Sith-assuming their tracker had not been
killed in the explosion-but as far as he was concerned it would be a solution a-most as bad asthe
problem. To be aresource held and used by the Jedi? It was a sickening thought, one that awoke far too
many memories Lorn had worked hard to put away. So instead of giving in to the fedlings that threatened
to overwhelm him, he considered his other obvious option: Run.

The key question was how to get on board a ship that could take him and |-Five far enough away to
avoid being tracked by both the Sith and the Jedi. The spice transport 1-Five had arranged passage on



had al-ready |eft, but there was certainly no dearth of ships at the spaceports. Once they were off
Coruscant it would be easier. It was abig gaaxy, after dl. There couldn't be that many Sith out there, or
there would have been rumors that the Jedi would have picked up by now. And if therewere only afew,
Lorn reasoned, it wouldn't redlly bein the Sith'sinterests to spend much time tracking down one low-life
informetion broker.

So that was the plan: get on afast ship, maybe a smuggler, and leave Coruscant behind. He didn't know
how hewas going to pay for passage yet, but he would figure something out. They could hightail it out to
some backwater planet like Tatooine, hole up in the Dune Sea or the Jundland Wastesfor awhile,
become part of the scenery. After afew years he could maybe open atavern in some place like Mos
Eidey. It wasn't aparticularly thrilling life to contemplate, but & least it was alife.

Of course, I-Five might not be too happy about al that sand. Droids tended to need alot of oil bathsin
environments like Tatooine's. Lorn looked thought-fully at his partner walking ahead of him, the droid's
metallic shell catching the reflected light from his pho-toreceptors. He would need to discussthis plan
with him, seeif I-Five had any new angles about the money end of it.

The droid aways seemed to have the right idea to complement Lorn's own. Of course, to do thishe
would have to get afew moments away from the Jedi.

Darsha. Her name was Darsha.

With an uncomfortable start, Lorn redlized that he was feding alittle guilty at the thought of running out
on her. Hed hated the Jedi with an al-inclusive pas-son for so long, it was hard to see any of them as
indi-viduals. After al, she had saved hislife. It was difficult to get past the fact that she was a Jedi, but
deep down he knew she was more than that: she was a person. Even likable, hard though that wasto
believe. And ad-mirable in anumber of ways, aswell. Considering that her mentor had been killed in that
explosion, shewas carrying her grief fairly well. Sheldd saved dl of them back there from the Cthons, too,
no question about that.

But not because she liked you. Only for the information.

Lorn nodded to himself. He had to keep in mind that the Jedi did nothing that did not serve their own
interests. Nothing. He would be doing himself no fa-vorsto wak into their clutches.

No, the best way out was to run. But to book pas-sage on even a garbage scow was financialy out of
the question at this point.

And then he remembered-Tuden Sd! A few months past he'd given the owner of asuccessful chain of
restaurants atidbit of datathat had helped the Sakiyan keep hisliquor license. At the time Lorn had been
flush and had charged only afew drinks-well, more than afew-but Sal had promised him afavor if the
day ever camethat he needed one.

Asfar asLorn was concerned, that day was here. Tuden Sd was known to have strong contacts with
severd smuggling organizations, including Black Sun. He would know how to get them off Coruscant.
Lorn felt revitdized by the possibility. Thiswasagood plan-if he could just stay dive long enough to
make it happen.

Ahead of him the droid dowed down. There was achange that Lorn could fed in the air. The echoes of
their footsteps seemed to be hollower, more distant.



|-Five confirmed it.

"For those of you who are interested, the cavern we have just entered is roughly seven hundred standard
meterswide, two hundred meters across, and fes-tooned with st actites starting forty or fifty meters
above our heads. Theledge we are on, unfortunately, ends within seven meters, culminating in adrop that
is" Thedroid paused. "-currently not measurable with my modest sensory capahilities.” Terrific, Lorn

thought.

Darsha heard Lorn Pavan release along-suffering sigh. "Let me guess,” he said, "we haveto jump
across.” "Not unless you've suddenly gained greater levitartion powers than our Sith friend,” the droid
replied.

Darshareached out with the Force. She sensed nothing other than the usua low-levd life sgnsfound
everywhere.

"It fedlsempty,” shesaid.

"Widl, thank you, Mistress of the Force, but pardon meif | don't stop worrying," Pavan replied
sarcadti-cally. "It seemslike your track record with that skill is<till alittle on the nebulous sde” She
glared a Pavan. "It so happensthat even Jedi Masters-which | am not-can be taken by surprise by things
that are not Force-sendtive. Creatures who make very little ripplesin the psychic flow are some-times as
good asinvisble" Abruptly she remembered Bondara's legp toward the Sith, and fell silent.

After amoment, I-Five said, "The good newsis that there ssemsto be abridge." Darshamoved forward
to stand next to the droid. To keep her balance, sheinadvertently put her hand on Pavan's shoulder, felt
him tense and move away.

What was it with him? she wondered. What did he fed the Jedi had done to him to make him hate her
and her kind s0? Darsharemembered the look on Master Bondara's face when Pavan had introduced
himsdf. Her mentor had known the man's name. What did that mean? She wasn't usualy the prying type,
but as soon as she got back to the Temple she'd do her best to find out.

Sure, shethought. Asif there would gtill be aplace for her in the Temple after dl this. Fail the graduation
exercise, get her Magter killed, and wind up nearly eaten by abunch of blind monsters. What kind of Jedi
wasthat?

Not avery good one, she had to admit.

Darsha shook her head dightly, trying to banish encroaching despair. There is no emotion, there is peace.
She had made mistakes, that was for sure, had probably lost any chance of ever becoming a Jedi. But
until Master Windu or another member of the council officialy reassigned her, shewould continueto do
her duty as best she saw it. She would get Lorn Pavan to the Temple because hisinformation would be
va u-able to the council, could help maintain order against the misuse of power. It waswhat a Jedi would
do, and so it was what she would do.

Thankfully, Pavan was not at dl like Oolth the Fon-dorian. That one had been nothing but bluster and
cowardice. Pavan was hard to read, but his actions so far had been those of aloyal, brave individual.
Theonly thing that made him difficult to get along with was his hatred of the Jedi.

I-Five turned his photoreceptors up afew notches brighter and aimed them down at the bridge.



Severd largeropes, gray and dusty with age, stretched out from the end of the tunnel beyond the limited
light put out by the droid. Across the ropes had been laid an odd assortment of flat objects: boards,
pieces of sheet meta, and other odds and ends. About the only thing they had in common was that they
weredl moreor lessflat and laid out in the direction the group wanted to go.

Lorn stepped out and jumped on one of the ropes. His balance was excellent, she noted, and he seemed
to have anatural grace as he legpt. He saw her watching and pushed off extrahard on the last bounce,
doing aquick somersault in midair.

"Ropes seem strong enough to me," he said, landing in a perfect double-foot plant. He waited amoment
before answering her unasked question. "I used to dabble in zero-g sportswhen I, uh, had a better
lifestyle.” Thedroid brokein. "If you two arefinished playing primitive mating games, maybe we could
see about traversing this bridge. There may be a Sith pursuing us, if you recal.” "Excuse me?' Lorn said.
"Mating games?" Darshafdt indignant aswell. "Y our droid has & point. We need to keep moving.”
Mating games, in-deed, she thought as she stepped onto the bridge. Not likely.

CHAPTER 23 Lorn wished he had aweapon.

Ahead of him, I-Five was armed with hisfinger blasters, aswell asafew other tricks, and behind him
Darsha had her lightsaber.

It wasn't that he felt they werein any particular danger a the moment, but a weapon-any weapon- would
have given him a better sense of control over hisown safety. Whileit wastrue that being unarmed did
make him very aert, that didn't count for much with a sensor-equipped droid and a Force-sensitive Jedi
for companions. Lorn felt he might aswell be blind compared to them.

The going was dow; there were no handrails on the bridge, and it didn't look like the planks, lids, and
other objects they were walking on had been attached very firmly to the support ropes. Indeed, he got
the opinion that they had been added after the trestle had been formed. By the Cthons, perhaps? It was
impossibleto say. The bridge, Lorn noted, was of avery strange con-struction. In addition to the thick
support cablesthat ran along either side of the odd planks they walked on, there were vertical cables
every few meters, some com-ing from the roof of the cavern, as might be expected, but others stretching
from the bridge supports down into the darkness bel ow.

What could dl thisbefor?

He voiced the question.

"Based on the depth of the excavation," I-Five said, "'l postulate that this could have been used as an
ac-cess point for the underground oceans.” Possible, Lorn thought. Most of Coruscant, except for afew
park areas, was built-over landmass. The water had to go somewhere.

"But why thisbridge? | mean, it'sa pretty primitive construction. Why not have a better way of getting
around?’ The droid paused and |ooked over its shoulder, photoreceptors gleaming. " Perhaps the Cthons
arere-sponsible. Why can't you just be grateful that it's here where and when we need it?' I-Five
resumed his progress forward.

Lorn raised an eyebrow. "Who pissed in your power supply?' he muttered.

He heard a chuckle from behind him. Great. Shot down by his own droid, and a Jedi got the laugh.



"I'vegot to ask," Darshasaid. "How did you two wind up working together?' "I'm impressed. Y ou
managed to come up with atopic even lessinteresting than his," I-Five said.

"Perhgps you aren't in need of adistraction,” Darshasaid, "but | sure could use one after the last few
hours." The woman had a point. Lorn, somewhat to his sur-prise, was the one who answered. : "l
acquired I-Five afew years back when | first got started selling information. He was a protocol droid
belonging to arich family who left him with the chil-dren. The children were spoiled. They used to do
things like make him jump off the roof to see how high he would bounce." The memory surprised him
with itsintengty. Here-caled the smdll of the junk deder's shop, amixture of hydraulic fluid and the
ozone of cooking circuits.

It had been ahumid day, and he wastired. Hed been fired from the Jedi Temple only afew days
previoudy-not that they had called it that, of course.

Thereisno emotion; thereis peace.

Héed read the words a thousand times when he had studied his enemies, fought their power over hislife
and Jax's. The words had never made sense before, and they didn't now.

"| figured that he might have some interesting se-crets tucked away that | could use, so | bought him and
brought him back on-line." Lorn remembered the first words the droid had spoken. They had hit him with
their utter hopeless-ness and hel plessness, reminding him of hisown.

"l am I-FiveY Q, programmed for protocol.” There had been a pause after the initia main sequence had
activated, and then the droid had asked, " Are you going to hurt me?* Fury had blossomed in Lorn when
he heard those words. He, too, had been broken into pieces recently, hurt savagely by those he had
aways been told would protect him. The Jedi.

Darshawatched Lorn go quiet. Something seemed to have disturbed the man in the telling of his story,
something that she felt reticent to press him on. She decided to ask the droid instead.

"So he fixed you up, and you talked him into being your partner?' |-Five answered after a pause.

"Lorn had been treated badly recently by his... employers. He felt that | was akindred spirit, at least in
potential. He had a friend who was handy at repro-gramming droids instal atop-of-the-line Al cognitive
module, and deactivated my creativity damper, aswell. Asaresult, | am ascloseto full sentience asany
droid can be." Intrigued, Darsha had to ask. "Who were his employers?’ I-Five glanced a Lorn before
replying. "The Jedi." She had suspected as much. That explained Master Bondaras recognition of the
name. But why and how had the order treated Lorn so terribly? Asfar as she knew, they aways dedlt
fairly with al employees who were non-Jedi. It didn't make any sense.

"How long have you trained at the Temple, Padawan Assant?' It was plain, at least, that |-Five was a
better droid than the one assigned to watch over the Fondorian in | the safe house. That one hadn't
recognized her as a Padawan.

"I'velived a the temple practicdly al my life. My formal training started when | wasfour,” shesaid. And
probably ended as of today, she added silently.

"I have been in businesswith Lorn Pavan for five Sandard years." Then the droid went silent and left
Darshato her own thoughts. She redized that he had given her a clue to the mystery of Lorn's past.



She cast her thoughts back five years earlier. A new student had come to the temple back then, a
two-year-old. Darsharemembered it because of the boy's high midi-chlorian count. She hadn't heard dll
the details of course, but the temple was asmall pond, and ripples of any discord traveled quickly across
its surface. Ap-parently the boy had been the son of atemple em-ployee, who had been fired after he
agreed to let his son be trained-why, she wasn't sure.

She gave Lorn ameasuring look. If he were that student's father, and if his son had been taken from him
without his consent, to be raised by the order- well, then it was certainly no wonder that he hated the
Jedi.

Shetried to imagine how shewould fed in his place, but could not.

Shelooked at Lorn again and knew her suspicion wasright. It certainly explained the man's attitude
toward her and Master Bondara. She felt agreat up-surge of pity for him then, so much so that she had
to look away from him lest heread it in her expression.

She turned her focus back to their surroundings. It till rankled her that she hadn't noticed the Cthons
be-fore they had attacked, and she had vowed to hersaf not to let something like that happen again.

Seeking out life-forms around her with the Force was atask with varying degrees of difficulty. Intelligent,
Force-sengtive beings were usudly easy to spot, of course, while lower-level forms-insects and animals,
for example-did not broadcast nearly much of ablip on her mental radar. It was true that her mastery of
the Force was nowhere near perfect, but that was no ex-cuse for not doing the best she could. Her
Twi'lek Master had once explained to her that sengitivity and fine-tuning camewithtime. "Asa
Padawan,” he had said, "I could push boulders around with ease, but seeds were next to impossible.”
The thought reminded Darsha that it was time to check on possible pursuit again.

Ever since they had entered the underground tunnels she had periodically scanned behind them for any
signs of the Sith. She had not sensed his approach before the Cthon attack and was till hoping that he
had been killed along with Master Bondara. But she couldn't take the chance of becoming complacent.
She closed her eyes, keeping adight cognizance of her immediate surroundings with the Force, and cast
her awareness backwards, aong the path they had traced across the old bridge, across the ledge, back
into the tunnd.

A cold pillar of darknessformed in her mind as her awareness reached the tunnel. Power and en-ergy
seemed to radiate off of it like dectricity from athundercloud.

Hewasright behind them!

"Lorn, I-Five-the Sith isbehind us, dmost to the bridge!" There was no response from ether of them.
Darsha opened her eyes and for amoment forgot about the imminent threat of the Sith.

They had found the reason why the Cthons had not  pursued them.

CHAPTER 24

Darth Maul advanced aong the dark passage as fast as he dared. His sense of the Jedi and her
compan-ions grew stronger. Events had stretched out much longer than they should have; it was well past

timeto put an end to this.

Even 50, heredlized he was|etting his eagerness overcome his caution. He deliberately dowed his pace,



forcing patience. It would not do to be caught in some trap deep underground, to have half of the Sithin
the galaxy lost dueto cardessness.

He probed the darkness with renewed caution, sensing nothing dangerous ahead.
The path of the Jedi was very fresh now; he could sense her presence. Not much farther.

And then hefdt her find him. A clumsy probe it was, wesk and hesitant. He was disappointed by it. It
would be no red chalenge to face someone so little steeped in the ways of the Force. Definitely notin
the same class as her Magter, the Twi'lek who had de-stroyed his speeder bike. He had been aworthy
adver- sary. Not as good as Maul, of course, but that was to 'be expected.

He saw afaint light up ahead as he came around a curve in the tunnel. The echoes of hisfootsteps
changed, and he redlized he had reached alarger open space. He sent menta investigative tendrils of the
Force outward, finding the boundaries of the ledge he stood on and the bridge just ahead. He sensed the
Jedi on the bridge, perhaps halfway across, with Lorn Pavan and hisdroid just ahead of her, and
be-yond them.

Maul frowned. Therewas an odd quality ahead of them in the darkness-an empty spot in the mental
topography of his probe. The light, which he now realized had to be from the droid's photoreceptors,
gave him abrief glimpse of something huge and oddly insubstantid, like aweaving pillar of smoke ahead
of the three on the middle of the bridge. Whatever it was he saw produced no corresponding vibration in
the Force. Thiswas most odd.

Curious, hetried again. And again his probe met with nothingness. No, not exactly nothingness-the
sensation was amost like encountering a surface so dick that one could find no purchase onit. It waslike
trying to see something that radiated only ultra-violet light. A strange phenomenon, but one he paid little
attention to, because he now noted that the Jedi and Pavan were coming back along the bridge toward
him.

He was surprised-pleased, but surprised. Surely the Padawan knew she could not defeat him. What,
then, was her purpose? Had the other human con-tinued ahead he would have been certain it was a
de-laying tactic, such asthe Twi'lek had attempted earlier. But no-Pavan was accompanying the Jedi,
adongwith hisdroid.

Once again Darth Maul admitted to being im-pressed by his prey. They were brave enough to come
back and face him, and smart enough to redlize, fi-ndly, that it was pointlessto keep running. Natu-raly
they would die, but perhaps he would grant them some small measure of mercy, would be atrifle quicker
in killing them than he had origindly planned.

The woman had activated her lightsaber. Asif that would make the dightest bit of difference, he thought.
He stepped forward onto the bridge and walked out to meet them.

Darshahad never seen anything like the creature that faced them on the bridge.

It was huge, agreat long body that stretched back at least asfar as a hover-bus. As she watched,
segment after segment wound over the side of the bridge, which shuddered in re-sponse as the motion
brought the creature up from underneath and onto the structure with them. Its skin was composed of

segmented overlapping plates, dotted here and there with smal nodules that were perhaps two
centimetersin diameter. Its head was capped by two great black eyes and apair of curved mandibles,



each easly aslong as her leg. Below them were an array of small, clawed arms, and below that a series
of short, thick legs.

The most amazing thing about it, however, was that its chitinous exaskel eton and interna organs seemed
to be completely transparent. Apparently it had no in-ternal skeletal structure, though how a cresture that
Sze could exist without the support of bonesin aone-gravity field was beyond her understanding. Darsha
saw aflash of reflected light from within its midsec-tion, afew segments back from the head, and stared
indisodief.

Momentarily illuminated by |-Five's photo-receptors was a pile of bones-human bones-that shifted in the
thing'sgut asit heaved more of its quaking mass up onto the bridge. Also in the mon-gter's digestive tract
was amore recent acquisition-apartialy digested Cthon. Thankfully, the droid'slight failed to show it in
great detail.

"Why didn' this thing show up on your sensors?’ Lorn hissed at I-Five as the two backed hastily away
from the giant beast.

"Perhaps you forget it was the less-expensive unit you had installed? Not the one with the extra
sengi-tivity hi-band-something about saving money, as| recdl..." Those two would probably die arguing,
Darsha thought as she backpedaled carefully, trying to keep her balance on the swaying bridge. The big
question asfar as she was concerned was why the Force hadn't warned her of thisthing's presence.
Whileit wastrue that sentient beings were on the whole easier to sense than nonsentient ones, aliving
creature this size and this close would have made a noticeable dent in the energy field eveniif it had a
brain the size of ajakka seed.

As sheretreated, Darsha sent a questing menta beam toward the creature-and felt it disappear. There
was no psychic reverberation at all.

How could that be?

Her surprise nearly caused her to topple into the abyss. Her eyestold her the monster was there before
them, her body felt the bridge swing and vibrate asit raised more of its bulk up out of the depths, but as
far assengng it viathe Force, shefdt nothing.

Thiswasimpossible. Maybe she wasn't an adept in the same league as Masters Y oda or Jinn, but she'dd
have to have zero-point-zero midi-chloriansin her bloodstream not to get some kind of reading on
some-thing that huge!

The creature reared up, some of itslegs quivering in the light of I-Five's photoreceptors. Therewas a
sound, akind of dry rasping, which it seemed to make by rattling its segmented chitinous plates. It
towered over them and opened its mouth.

Darsha activated her lightsaber asthe droid fired both finger blasters, hitting severa pairs of legsand
scarring the creatures torso. It shrieked and dammed the upper length of its body back down on the
bridge, nearly shaking the group off. They had to drop prone to keep from falling-which was lucky,
because the stream of fluid that arced from the dark rictus of its mouth passed over their headsinstead of
coating them. Even as she clung to the metal plank beneath her, it was clear to Darshathat the stuff being
gpat by the monster was the same substance that made up the gray silken material of the bridge.

Thisthing had made the bridge.



Something about dl this seemed familiar, but she couldn't recall how or why. A vagrant stream of the silk
drifted toward the Padawan, and without thinking, she moved her lightsaber to intercept it. The slk
burned asit hit the yellow energy beam, vaporizing into acloud of smdly vapor.

- Thethree got to their feet and started moving quickly back down the bridge toward the tunnel.
Be-hind them the mongter hitched itsdf forward, its mul-tiple legs clinging to the silken bridge,

Wédll, I-Five's blasters hadn't worked, Darshatold hersdlf. Let's see how well it stands up to alightsaber.

Lorn wasredly wishing he had awegpon right about now. Forget hand blasters-he wasfar past de-siring
something that small. Maybe atripod-mounted V-90, or afew plasmagrenades. Aslong ashewas
wishing, how about a ship-mounted turbol aser-with him safely insde the ship.

Where had this creature come from? One minute they were walking aong the bridge, the next it wasjust
there.

Retreat was the obvious choice. But just before this thing reared its ugly head, hadn't he heard Darsha
say something about the Sith being right behind them?

Tak about being trapped between the Black Hole of Nakat and the Magataran Maelstrom.
At that moment he realized what the cresture was.

When Lorn had worked for the Jedi held had accessto alot of literature about them and many related
topics. After hed learned that Jax was off-limits to him held spent weeks studying everything he could
about the Jedi: their history, their powers, their strengths and weaknesses. He hadn't found anything that
could help him, but he had come across some in-teresting and esoteric bits of knowledge-including, in
one old text, stories about asupposedly extinct species of giant invertebrates that could, after afash-ion,
hide from the Force. What had it been called?

Taozin-that wasit.
Apparently they weren't extinct.
At that moment Darshadived past him and I-Five toward the monster, her lightsaber flashing.

"Darshal Stop! It'sataozin!" Darshacame out of her forward roll near the base of the creature,
lightsaber extended. She thrust forward, angling the cut of the wegpon to carve out a huge chunk of the
mongter's belly. Let's see how hungry you are after your prey bites back, she thought.

She executed the move as perfectly as she ever had in practice; Master Bondarawould have been
proud. The only problem wasthat it didn't work.

She watched in dishdieving shock asthe ydlow glow of her blade diffused as she sank it into the
crea-ture, losing its coherency and radiating in al direc-tions. Darsha dodged back, narrowly avoiding
the backsplash of her own weapon. The blade regained its congruency as she withdrew it from the
creature's ab-domen. The beast spasmed and roared angrily, its trand ucent flesh rippling in reaction; the
strike had evidently hurt it, though not nearly as much as she had anticipated.

Darshawas so astonished by the result of her attack that she dmost et the beast seize her with those
sharp mandibles and pull her into the mouth that gaped overhead. At the last moment she scrambled



back, waving the lightsaber to evaporate the gout of wet silk that it vomited toward her. At least the
energy blade was good against that. She noted that the silk expellant became opaque only after it Ieft the
thing'smouth.

Sheredized belatedly that Lorn had called out something to her amoment ago.
It hadn't registered at firdt, but now it did.

A taozin?

She remembered afew referencesto the beastsin her first history class.

Thought to be extinct, they had been one of the few living creatures ever encountered that could not be
perceived through the Force. Appar-ently someone had imported one to Coruscant sometimein the

past.

There was an old Jedi adage that Master Bon-dara had been fond of quoting: Any enemy may be
defeated-at theright time.

This, Darsharealized, was not theright time.

Sheretreated toward Lorn and 1-Five, who had gained another few meters. The taozin sprayed more
webbing at them. Darsha pushed with the Force, deflecting the flow of sticky fluid when she could and
vaporizing it with her lightsaber when she couldn't. There was nothing e se to do but keep retreating-
back into the clutches of the Sith.

CHAPTER 25 Lorn, I-Five, and Darshamoved away from the taozin asfast asthey could without
didodging the planks and plates that made up the bridge. These were held in place only by the stickiness
of the web support cables, so the three couldn't break into afull run.

Fortunately, for al its many feet, the creature waan't terribly fast. It lurched aong behind them, launching
webbing from time to time, which Darshamanaged for the most part to deflect. Asthey retreated, I-Five
spoketo Lornin alow voice, pointing at the varied surfaces they were walking on.

"Help meremove some of these." Lorn blinked. Did I-Five think the taozin might fall through the cracks?
He started to question the droid's instructions, but then shrugged. Apparently his com-panion had aplan,
which was more than Lorn had a the moment. It wasn't like he had anything better to do; why not spend
thelast few minutes of hislife dis-mantling abridge?

Darsha saw what they were doing and dowed her pace dightly, giving them more time to work. It went
surprisingly quickly, considering that Lorn had no tools.

I-Five used hisfinger blastersto sever the largest connecting points between each item and the
sup-porting web, and they began tossing the various pieces over the side.

Lorn estimated that they were about three-quarters of the way back to the ledge.
For an ingtant he enter-tained the crazy hope that maybe Darsha was wrong and the Sith actually wasn't

behind them. Which would give them alittle more space in which to re-treat, athough eventualy they
would reencounter the Cthons.



That hope was quickly extinguished, how-ever, when he glanced over his shoulder and saw thetwin
crimson blades of the Sith'slightsaber glowing behind them. So much for that idea. Their nemesiswas
therewaiting for them.

Heturned back to I-Five. "If you're going to do something, now would be agood time." The droid
glanced back at the Sith and shook his head. "Not yet. We need to be closer to the edge.” Lorn resisted
the temptation to point out that he personally was aready far closer to the edge than he cared to be.
Instead he grabbed the corner of the next support piece-it looked like the cowling of avapo-rator
unit-and tugged it free of the bridge. Maybe he would jump before he let the Sith get him. He tossed the
cowling over the bridge and watched it sail out of range of I-Five's photoreceptors. There was no sound
of it hitting bottom. A plethora of waysto die were available here, none of them pleasant: eaten by a
mon-gter, decapitated by alightsaber, or faling to smash againgt the planet's bedrock. Lorn gritted his
teeth and pulled another support free.

Even with the aid of the Force, Darsha could barely manage to keep dodging fast enough asthetaozin
fired barrage after barrage of silken webbing at her. She had given up trying to influenceit with the Force;
its eerie invulnerability to that form of attack was evidently quite complete.

Despite the desperate straits she found hersdlf in, however, Darsha had never felt so deeply in the Force.
So much at peace, s0... cam. Thelogical, rationa sde of her mind kept reminding her that shewas
trapped in atightening vise, but for some reason that just didn't bother her. All that mattered was reacting
to the monster's attack, | etting the Force guide her movements, letting it fill the vessel that she had
be-come. A congtant current of challenge and opposition, attack and defense. Asinsane asit sounded,
given the Situation, shefelt good. Better than good, in fact; shefelt grest.

Master Bondara had told her it would be like this. "When you are one with the Force," he had once said,
"you are as nothing. A cam in the storm, a pivot to the lever. Chaos may rage around you, yet you are
gtill. You will experience it someday, Darsha, and you will understand.” A distant part of her mind was
sad that she could not tell him now, could not share thejoy of discovery with him-but another part of her
was somehow cer-tain that he already knew.

She kept the lightsaber moving, keeping the taozin at bay. Although the blade was less than fully effective
againg the creature, it il respected the wegpon's in-candescent bite. She swung it again, grazing the
thing's exoskel eton and shaving a couple of those small skin nodules off. They hit the bridge's surface and
stuck to the webhing.

Whatever the droid'sideawas, it had better be quick. Darsha could fedl the presence of the Sith without
seek-ing him now.

Darth Maul felt surprise as the Padawan and Pavan approached closer. Neither was facing him; instead,
they were backing away from some huge, incredible cresture.

Onceit was close enough for him to see clearly, he recognized what it was.

Darth Sidious had ingsted that he read and reread every scrap of information available on the Jedi, as
well asall datathat related to them, no matter how obscurely. Knowledge of the enemy was power, his
master had told him, and the Sith are the acme of power. An obscure HoloNet ar-ticle on beasts that
had, through various quirks of mu-tation and natural selection, become invisible in the Force had told him
about thetaozin.

They were supposed to be extinct-but then, so were the Sith. Sidious's apprentice sent a strong ten-dril



of power molded from the dark side toward the creature-and felt the mental probe passthrough it, as
light penetrates transparisted.

Fascinding.
Darth Maul stepped back a pace; his presence had drawn the creature's attention.

It fired athin runnel of webbing at him, and he let his connection to the Force take over, hislightsaber
eadlly vaporizing the stream.

The creature paused and spat webbing at the Sith, who was just afew meters behind them now. I-Five
pulled afinal object from the bridge's surface, then spoketo Lorn and Darsha. "Now isthetime,” he
said. "Hold on tightly to me." The droid waited to be sure both humans had done as he said, and then
jumped over the side of the bridge, hooking one of his arms around the main support rope nearest him.

"Cut the support,” he said to Darsha.

Darsha understood what his plan was now. It was abold one, she had to give him that. He and Pavan
had ripped away enough of the detritus that coated the bridge's webbing to render its supports unstable.
When the Padawan's lightsaber bit through the thick sup-port cable, the section of the Structure they
were clinging to collapsed. Asthe three began fdling, I-Five fired upward, hisfinger blasters striking the
juncture of every remaining plate and the support rope they were clinging to. Their momentum increased,
and suddenly they were past the tail of thetaozin, swinging in avery long arc toward the opposite side of
the chaam.

In the distance they heard the Sith shout-in rage, it sounded like-as they kept faling. After asecond or
two I-Five no longer had to shoot to separate the support cable from the bridge decking. Their weight
and momentum ripped the strand away for them asthey fell.

"If you can dow our acceleration,” the droid said to Darsha, "it will perhgps makethisfal survivable.”
Darsha closed her eyes, knitting her brow in concen-tration, and reached out for the Force once more.
After afew seconds she could fedl their speed decrease.

I-Fivesad, "I caculate that we will reach the other side of the cavern in aout-" Thetrio hit the rock wall
on the opposite side of the cavern. Even with Darsha's use of the Force to dow them, theimpact was
considerable. Darsha gasped, the wind knocked out of her. She barely managed to keep her grip.

"Well, about now," |-Fivefinished.

"Thanks," Lorn managed, "for your accurate-as-usua timing." " Y ou're welcome." They'd madeit across.
Now al they had to do was climb up the cable.

As hefanned the vaporized webbing away from hisvison with one gloved hand, Darth Maul saw his
quarry jump over the side of the bridge and cut the support strand away, turning it into an escape route.
For amoment the Sith apprentice stood absolutdly still, realizing how he had been outwitted. He let his
rage boil out of him in afrustrated shout. The Force-dampening energy of the taozin had prevented his
sensing their escape until they were dready gone. It was astounding, the amount of good fortune his prey
were experiencing.

Hewasredly going to enjoy completing thismisson.



Just now, however, he had more pressing mattersto attend to. Between the weight of the taozin and the
dismantling by his quarry, the bridge was beginning to fal gpart. The Sith jumped nimbly over to the
re-maining support cable and began to move toward the opposite Side of the cavern. He could easily
cross the remaining distance before his prey climbed up out of the chasm. His athletic skillsand
connection to the Force made the thin support rope seem as wide as awakway.

But the taozin had other idess. It wound around the remaining support cable, blocking his path. Its head-
now below the cable-fired another stream of web-bing up at him.

Again he vaporized the arcing reticulation. The creature attacked again, but in adifferent way thistime,
using itslegsto vibrate the strand on which the Sith stood.

Darth Maul began to fall backwards, but he did not panic. He reached out, grabbing the support cable
with hisfree hand, careful to keep hislightsaber away from it. He now hung directly in front of the
creature, only acouple of meters away from its sharp mandibles.

He knew now that he wouldn't be catching up to Pavan and the others within the next few minutes. He
spun hislightsaber over in a perfect execution of Sash-ing Wampaand cut the remaining bridge support
that he clung to. He and the taozin fell away in opposite di-rections, he damming against the wal on the
opposite side from the three fugitives while the taozin disap-peared into the abyss.

Unfortunately, disposing of the creature had also disposed of his only route across the cavern. Darth
Maul climbed up the support cable to the ledge from whence he had come.

He gritted histeeth. Even with the Force to aid him he could not leap across achasm thiswide. He
would have to retrace his route back up to the surface, which was frustrating beyond bearing. He knew
he would find them again. There was no place in the galaxy he could not follow them, and he would not
fail, how-ever long it took. But to be so close and to fall yet again-it enraged him.

They would pay for thisin full.
CHAPTER 26

Obi-Wan Kenobi shouldered through the doors of the Tusken Oasis and for afew seconds felt as though
he had returned uplevels. The club waslav-ishly decorated and well kept. Statues of beasts from various
gaactic mythologiesintertwined in alusty wal frieze that stretched around the big room, and photonic
crystd fixtures glowed with multicolored lights, offsetting the overall darkness. The predomi-nant color at
the moment was blue, but as the Pada-wan watched, it cycled higher up the spectrum toward violet. A
quartet of Bith musicians were playing something lively in the corner, their large, bulbous heads bobbing
intimeto ameody from their leader's omni box.

Only after looking more closdly at the patrons of the club was he reminded that he was ill below levels
in the Crimson Corridor. Gamorrean bodyguards car-rying blasters mingled with their gambling clients,
and many patronswithout paid protection carried their own wegpons. There was enough firepower in the
room to start asmall revolution.

As Obi-Wan let his sensesride the currents of the Force and expand into the club-fedling its pulse, so to
speak-he sensed awrongness, an out-of-step se-quence. Something had happened here not too long
ago, of that he was sure. He spotted a Twi'lek's lekku wiggling over the heads of some of the patrons
near the band, and for amoment he thought he'd found Anoon Bondara, but acloser look told him it was
not the Jedi after all.



He moved toward the large bar at the back of the room and noticed that he was being watched. Severd
Rodians at the end of the bar followed him with their black, featureless gaze, snouts quivering. Each wore
cut-down versons of Stalker armor suits and might aswell have been slamped with the words Black Sun
En-forcer. Ashe neared the back of the room a Kubaz crunching on still-wriggling insects from abowl

on the bar looked up, noticed the cowled figure approaching, and promptly hopped off his barstoal,
heading for one of the exits.

The bartender was of a species that Obi-Wan did not recognize. Its dark blue head had no neck, instead
flowing smoothly into large shoulders from which draped six muscular arms resembling serpents. At the
end of each arm was a pair of digits. Two armswere currently mixing alarge drink while another tapped
information into a datapad. As Obi-Wan gpproached the bar, he saw the remaining three arms drop
down below the level of the bar.

It didn't take the skills of someone like Y odato guessthat a weapon was being readied down there. His
source regarding the Hutt's establishment had ap-parently been correct. He faced the bartender and
dowly moved his hands up to dide back the cowl cov-ering hisface. The bartender looked at him with
an expression that, on ahuman face, would have been caled ascowl. " Whar' yawan'?" it croaked in
thickly accented Basic.

"I'm looking for someinformation.” "Don' hav'ny," the bartender rumbled, afourth arm dithering furtively
down under the bar to join the other three. Obi-Wan could fedl the tension building.

Bein the moment; be aware only of the present.

He had heard Master Qui-Gon's admonition so many times, it seemed almost as though his Jedi mentor
was standing next to him. The Padawan knew that his tendency to look to the future sometimes blinded
him to the present. In his current Situation, hefelt it prudent to take Qui-Gon's advice.

Obi-Wan reached out with hismind and felt what could not be seen. The bartender was closeto
acti-vating a blaster under the bar, which was pointed straight at the Padawan's abdomen. Thetwo
Rodians had split up and were flanking him now, just out of lightsaber range. He could sense their
weapons being readied, aswell.

What were they waiting for?

Then he noticed the bartender's four eyes glance over a atiny pair of crystasinset in the bar's surface
near the datapad, seemingly part of the design. Onewaslit; it glowed red. Near it was agreen crystd,
unlit. As hewatched, the red crystal winked out and the green crystd lit up.

Events dowed and perception stretched then, as Obi-Wan Kenobi reached for the Force and his
lightsaber smultaneoudy. He dropped flat to the floor as the bartender fired its weapon, sending pieces
of the beautiful wooden bar exploding outward to shower the apprentice with splinters. Heignited his
lightsaber and swung it up in ashdlow arc, the superhot blade dicing dmost without resistance through
the bar and the blaster it concedled without touching the bar-tender's prehensle limbs. Herose to hisfeet
quickly, dmost levitating with the aid of the Force, and con-tinued the arc, twigting to face the Rodians,
who had raised their weapons. He gestured, and one of the blasters leapt out of its surprised owner's
hand and seemingly flung itsalf across the room. His partner fired, a particle beam burst that was
deflected by the cobalt-hued energy blade, sending itstrgectory off into the celling somewhere.
Obi-Wan gestured again, and the second Rodian's blaster flew over to land at hisfest.



All around him, the club's habitues had stopped their gambling to watch, many dropping inginctively into
defendve postures, wegpons ready, or hiding be-hind their bodyguards. Sensing the immediate danger
was over, they turned back to their games of sabacc, dgjarik, and other pursuits.

Obi-Wan turned around and faced the bartender, his lightsaber already deactivated.

"Likel said-1 just want someinformation. No trouble." Although he couldn't read the being's face,
Obi-Wan noted that the color of the bartender's head had dtered to a much lighter shade of blue and that
it seemed to be having trouble with its respiration. He sensed movement behind him: the Rodians were
mov-ing in again. He turned to face them.

"That's enough, boys," someone said. "Our Jedi guest isn't here to cause a problem. Areyou, friend?..."
"Kenobi. Obi-Wan Kenobi. And, as| mentioned to your bartender, al I'm looking for isinformation.”
The Padawan turned to face the new arriva, who was a short, muscular human with alarge braid of hair
trailing down his back. There was an aura of power about him-not Force related, just sheer animal

prepotency.

"I'mlooking for information, too, Jedi Kenobi," the man said. " Perhaps we can help each other. My name
isDal Perhi." Perhi led Obi-Wan down ashort flight of stairs and aong a corridor, gpologizing asthey
walked.

"Sorry about the rough stuff-but we had to be sure you really were a Jedi. Thefact that you didn't even
have to harm any of our boys speaksfor itsdlf. The Jedi are known, after al, for vauing life" Therewas
more than atouch of sarcasm to histone. Obi-Wan smiled tightly.

"And the Black Sun arenot. You redizeif | hadn't been aJedi, | would likely be dead now." The
gangster nodded. "As| said, asmple precaution.

You'll seewhy inaminute. Just part of doing business, Jedi Kenobi." "Are you taking meto see Y anth
the Hutt?' The gangster glanced at the Padawan. "Good guess.” They reached the end of the corridor
and passed through a pair of wide doorsthat looked asif they had been melted in the center. Asthey
entered the room, Obi-Wan immediately noted several Gamor-rean guards lying on the floor. Hewas no
forensic spe-cidig, but it seemed as though they had been shot with blasters. He stepped over abroken
force pike and followed Perhi toward alarge shape on the floor ahead.

He kndlt down and examined the wound that had killed the Huitt. It looked amogt asif it might have
come from alightsaber. That wasn't possible, of course. It had to be ablaster burn.

Helooked over at the Black Sun representative. Could it be that his organization was having one of its
periodic in-fighting episodes? A coup in the making?

"I was hoping, Jedi Kenobi, that you might be able to shed alittlelight here.

Isn't there some-" Perhi gestured vaguely. "-mystic way you can tell who did this?' It was interesting,
Obi-Wan thought, the mytholo-gies of various organizations.

Among the Jedi there might well be those who wondered about the myste-rious Black Sun, exaggerating
their reach, their con-nections, their dangerousness.

Certainly the opposite was true here. Perhi obvioudy fdlt there was some ca-bdistic way his Jedi guest
could learn what had hap-pened here.



"Give meaminute," Obi-Wan said. The gangster nodded and stepped back.

Obi-Wan kndlt on the floor and alowed his senses to expand, meditating on the apparent events. The
sense of corruption held felt before on the street came ; back strongly, as did the disturbances caused by
many other beings-but it was all too muddled. Too much time had passed, too many people had beenin
and out.

A Master such as Mace Windu could probably make sense of it-but Obi-Wan was not a Master. He
wasn't even aJedi Knight yet.

; He shook hishead. "I'm sorry. Perhapsif I'd been here earlier-" The gangster nodded. Obi-Wan
sensed his disap-pointment, though Perhi hid it well. "Not your fault. Thanks anyway." Obi-Wan was
surprised to find that he fet dightly relieved. After dl, if hed found it was Darshaor Master Bondara
who had perpetrated this carnage... But in al probability it was not.

But who could it have been?
"No one saw who did this?' he asked Perhi.

"No. Youd think thered be at least one witness, but everyone says they couldn't get agood look at him,
even when heran right by them." Obi-Wan nodded. That could be the naturd reti-cence to get involved
usualy found in people on the far side of the law-or in fear of retribution.

Hewalked toward the exit, followed by Perhi.

"Jedi Kenohi?' "Yes?' "I've never had the pleasure of seeing one of you work until today. What you did
up therein the bar- are all Jedi that good?" Obi-Wan stopped and turned to face Perhi. "No, they're
not." The gangster seemed to relax dightly-but his ex-pression changed as Obi-Wan continued.

"I'm only an apprentice. | have yet to teke the Jedi tridls. My Master isfar more skilled than |. Asa
su-dent, I'm afraid I'm abit of a disappointment to him. In terms of fighting skills, I'm probably least
among the Jedi." The Padawan had the satisfaction of watching the gangster pae dightly. Then heturned
and left Y anth's underground office, and the Tusken Oasis. With any luck, he had given Dd Perhi
something to think about.

As he returned to the street, Obi-Wan mentally re-viewed what he knew so far.

Not much, unfortunately. He debated reporting back to the council, but decided to wait until he had
something more than hearsay and supposition to offer. So far, al he knew for certain wasthat Darsha
Assant had lost the informant she was as-signed to protect. Her skyhopper had been gutted by a street
gang, and her Master's skycar had been de-stroyed after a supposed brawl with a cowled figure. He had
seen the vehicles, but no body for the infor-mant, no Darsha, and no Master Bondara.

Add to that the fact that a Black Sun vigo, Y anth the Huitt, had been killed by a cowled figure. There had
been asense of corruption pervading the location, similar to what he had experienced at the crash site
of.! Bondara's skycar.

Obi-Wan had two theories, which unfortunately were mutually contradictory.

Theory number one: Darsha loses her informant to Black Sun attackers and trails them to the Tusken



Oasis, where sheis attacked and defeats an entire roomful of guards, dong with Y anth the Hutt. She
calsfor help, and her master comesto aid her. They fleeand... vanish.

There were holesin that theory that he could fly a Dreadnought through. Darshawas good in afight, but
if shewasthat good, she would never havelogt her informant in the first place. Also, it didn't explain the
sense of wrongnessthat lingered over the Site of the skycar crash and the murders.

Theory number two was that there was some other entity - most likely connected somehow with Black
Sun - involved who had killed Y anth the Hutt and his bodyguards. Obi-Wan liked the second theory
better for severa reasons, not the least of which wasthat he didn't want to believe any Jedi capable of
the crimes heéld been investigating. But neither theory explained where Darshaand her Master were, or
why they hadn't been heard from for so long.

Obi- Wan sighed. He hadn't exhausted dl hisleads yet. There was il the block of cubiclesto
investigate. He checked the address he had been given and started to walk. With any luck at al, he might
learn something there that would shed some light on the entire mess.

No such luck. the site of the cubicle explosion Obi- Wan had learned some very interesting news-but it

was news that served only to muddy the waters further. One of theloca policeinvestigating the incident
had told him that Hath Monchar, the Neimoidian deputy viceroy of the Trade Federation, had been the

tenant of the blasted cubicle, and that he, too, had been killed.

It seemed obvious that Black Sun was somehow mixed up in dl this. There was no evidence anywhereto
suggest that the crime cartel was in bed with the Trade Federation, but it was possble, certainly.

Too many questions, Obi-Wan thought. Too many questions, and not nearly enough answers.
CHAPTER 27
Therewaslight a the end of the tunndl.

Lorn, I-Five, and Darsha hurried toward it. They reached a doorway-the partially boarded-over
en-trance to another kiosk smilar to the one by which they had entered the underground-and emerged
into the tenebrous shadows of Coruscant's Crimson Cor-ridor section.

It was like stepping into bright sunlight compared to the labyrinth they'd been trapped in for so long.

Lorn breathed asigh of reief. It had taken longer than they had expected to find a path back to the
sur-face, involving severa dead ends and retracing of their routes, but at least they had not suffered any
further attacks by more underground denizens. Apparently the only Cthons on the other sde of the
bridge had been the onesin the taozin's belly. was fortunate, because after the effort of *

climbing the long silken rope to the top of the under-ground chasm, the two humans were exhausted. But
they couldn't afford to rest, or even dow down. They had to assume that the Sith was till somewhere
be-hind them, still pursuing them.

Which wastheworst of their problems, but by no meansthe only one. Lorn figured that in dl likelihood
the bank's security personne were after him and I-Five by now, aswell. The transaction fraud they had
committed would probably have aso attracted the notice of the planetary police, and very possibly afew
Republic treasury agents.



It had also occurred to Lorn that Black Sun might have afew questionsfor him, depending on what kind
of records Y anth had left of hisbusiness dedlings and what the eyewitnesses at the Tusken Oasis had
pieced together. In short, probably just about every orga-nized power on the planet waslooking for him
and |-Five.

Of course, the only pursuit he knew of for certain wasthe Sith's. The rest I-Five would probably
charac-terize as paranoia. So what? Lorn told himself.

Down-levels, paranciawasn't adisorder; it was alifestyle.

Darsha spoke. "My people will no doubt have sent out searchers by now. If we can get to acomm
gation, all we haveto do isdert them to come pick us up.” Right-the Jedi. Hed forgotten about them.
That made one more at the party.

I-Five said, "We arein an areawith very few oper-ating public comm stations.

It'slikely there will be ahigher quantity of functiond ones somelevelsup.” Sharp, Lorn thought. There
were stations to be found if you knew where to ook, but he didn't want to give Darshaachanceto drag
them back to the Temple just yet. Back there in the tunndls, during the endless search for away out, he'dd
managed to whisper afew ingtructionsto the droid without Darsha hearing him. 1-Five knew Lorn
wanted to get to Tuden Sal as quickly as possible-without the Jedi Padawan.

"So we're back to the question of the day: How do we get uplevels?' Darshaasked. "Climbing isrisky. |
had a bad experience earlier with some hawk-bats. | found my way up amonad, but | don't see any of
those nearby.” It wastrue: without some kind of transportation, the problem of getting uplevelsin this
areawas agticky one. Of coursg, if he could contact Tuden Sal, the man would send atransport-but the
problem was circular. First he had to get to acomm station.

It was extremdly frugtrating. They had never been more than haf akilometer from one of the most
cos-mopoalitan areasin the galaxy. The only problem was, it was haf akilometer straight up. The
possibility of freedom lay only ascore of levels over their heads, and yet it might aswell be on one of the
orbiting space sta-tionsfor al that they could reach it. All things consid-ered, Lorn thought, it was hard to
see how things could get any worse.

"We are being watched," the droid said.

Even asthe droid spoke, Darsha could fed them- more than one, of different species, and with
unmis-takably malign intent.

"Why am | not surprised?' Lorn said. "Any way to tell exactly who iswatching us?' Darshareached out
with her senses and felt familiar sgnatures. She was sure she had come across them be-fore recently.

"It'snot the Sith," she said, and saw the broker relax. And then she recognized the vibration in the Force.
"It's" "Hey, lady-<till dumming?* It was Green Hair, the leader of the Raptor gang that had attacked her
when shefirst touched down in the Corridor. Three of his cronies-the Trandoshan, a Saurin, and a
Devaronian-were with him. Darshad-most smiled inrelief.

Compared to the creatures she'd faced under the surface, these punks were nothing.

Lorn seemed to fed the same way. He said, " Slide off, boys-we're more trouble than you're worth." She
could tdll from the look on Green Hair's face that this was not the script he had planned on run-ning. His



purported victims were showing no fear. She had to give him credit, though-he tried again, spesking asif
he hadn't heard Lorn.

"You'rein our territory, and you gotta pay thetoll." Darshaamost laughed. It seemed like years ago that
sheld been nervous about facing thisriffraff. Her perspective had radicaly changed in thelast thirty-six
hours. Something of what she felt must have gotten across to the Raptor |eader, because he looked
wor-ried for afew seconds.

"l said-" he began.
Lorninterrupted him. "What you said and what -
you're gonnaget are two entirely separate things.

Listen up-thisis how it'sgonnaplay. Y ou give us your money now-al of you. And you-" He pointed at
the leader. "-are taking us on atour.” Green Hair could not have looked more shocked if Lorn had
shoved apower prod againgt his chest. He stood there like a statue for afew moments, his electro- satic
hairdo quivering dightly in thelow breeze. His mates|ooked uneasy, aswdll; thiskind of confidence was
not something they encountered often on their turf. They glanced a Green Hair, and Darshadid not need
the Force to read what was in that look. They werewaiting for him to make a decision.

It was equally obvious that Green Hair knew what was expected of him. He looked back at his crew,
then at Darsha, Lorn, and I-Five. "Take 'em!™ he shouted, jumping toward Lorn.

Lorn sidestepped, tripping the youth as he rushed by. I-Five hammered the green head with one meta
figt, and the boy went down. The Trandoshan lunged forward, a vibroblade extended. The droid used his
finger blaster to hegt the vibrating blade to incandes-cence. With a scream, the Trandoshan dropped the
blistering meta and bolted into the shadows, cradling his burned hand with his other one.

Darshawas deep in the Force, knowing what her at-tackers were going to do before they did it. It was
far easier than facing the taozin. Before she was even aware of reaching for it, the lightsaber wasin her
grasp, its blade gleaming in the shadows as she deflected the blaster bolts that whizzed from the
Devaronian's wegpon toward her and her friends. She thrust out her free hand, and the Saurin's blaster
legpt from his hand toward Lorn, who caught it. He thumbed the setting to stun and fired twice. The
remaining two gang members collgpsed on the Street's cracked ferrocrete alongside their stunned leader.

The skirmish had taken no more than afew sec-onds. Lorn and |-Five began searching the three
un-conscious bodies.

"What are you doing?' the Padawan asked.

"What doesit look like?' Lorn replied. "We're taking from those who don't need and giving to those who
do-namely us. Weve got to have creditsto get uplevels." Darsha started to say something, then thought
better of it. She didn't like scavenging off the bodies, but she could see the necessity.

Green Hair stirred and moaned. Lorn prodded him with the blaster. "Up," he said.

Green Hair got to hisfeet, not looking too happy.

"I'm sure you boys have away uplevels" Lorn saidto him. " Let'sgo find it." Darshacould fed the boy's
resistance. She started to make a hand motion to focus the Force on him and give Lorn's suggestion a



better chance of working, but Lorn held out a pam to her. "No mind tricks, Darsha-| want him dert.”
She started to say something, then shrugged. He seemed to have aplan, which was more than she had at
the moment.

Lorn prodded the Raptor with his newly acquired blaster. He felt much better now that he had a
weapon., True, it wasn't much-only aBlasTech DH-17, without optica sighting arrays and with its power
charge nearly depleted, but it had made a satisfying sizzle when held fired it during the short battle. Hed
aso picked up avibroblade. These weapons might not help him if the Sith caught up with them, but they
were better than facing his nemes's empty-handed.

There was another reason to celebrate. Since he and I-Five had been the only onesto check the
uncon-scious bodies of the Raptors, Darsha had missed I-Five'sfind. The droid had flashed it at Lorn
when she had been watching Green Hair. It was asmall com-link-no doubt keyed to the Raptor who had
owned it, but both Lorn and I-Five had hacked comlinks often enough that he knew getting around basic
secu-rity would be no problem at al.

Thethree of them sat out, following their unwilling guide, alert for any deception on his part. Heled them
toward an dley about two hundred meters from the direction held come.

Now if I-Five could just get afew minutes away, or have a chance to socket the comlink into his data
plug, he could call Tuden Sal and set up ameeting. Things were looking better and better, Lorn told
himsdlf. He and his partner just might be able to get themsalves safely offplanet after al.

Of course, it would mean dropping Darsha-a prospect that, he had to admit, he wasn't looking for-ward
to nearly as much as he thought he would. After dl, she had helped keep him dive through this
night-mare. Hetried to remind himsdf that shewas doing it purdly to get the Neimoidian'sinformation
into the hands of the Jedi-but at this point she knew practi-cally as much ashedid.

While he might be able to supply some more details, Darsha was as capable of delivering the gist of the
datato the Jedi Council as he was.

Though it galed him to admit it, the truth was that he was growing somewhat fond of her. True, shewas
younger than he was by a considerable factor, but there was till a certain attractive quality to her.

Remember, hetold himsdf sternly, she'sa Jedi.

Or aPadawan, to be pedantic. A Padawan on her first solo mission-that much he'd gleaned from
lis-tening to conversations she'd had with I-Five. Tough cut of the cards, Lorn thought, to lose her
Magter, her mission, and even her informants on the first trip out. Why did she keep going? What made
her want to bring them back to the Temple? Couldn't she see what manipulators the Jedi were?

Lorn wanted to find out. Asthey walked, he dropped back a couple of paces until he was dongside her,
leaving I-Fiveto keep tabs on Green Hair.

"Padawan Assant,” he said, somewhat stiffly, "1 hope you don't mind my asking, but-just what made you
choose the Jedi path? They're not-1 mean-" He stopped, unsure how to continue. He glanced at her and
saw her watching him.

Eveninthisdimlight, her eyeswere so in-credibly blue.

"Never mind," he said gruffly. He tarted to walk faster, to bring himsdlf back up to I-Five, but she put



her hand on hisarm. Helooked at it, then &t her.

"l was chosen,” she said. "Chosen by the Force." Shetold him that she had never been part of afamily.
"When the Jedi came and told me | could beapart of , theirs, it all made perfect sense” [} Of courseit
did, he thought. Y ou weren't taken | from afather who loved you by an order who then | fired him
because they thought it best that his son | have no attachments.

Hefet angry at her answer. He wanted to somehow break that composure, shatter that maddening cam,
that sanctimonious righteousness she shared with dl the others of her order.

"But now you might not be able to keep on being aJedi," he said. "Doesn't that make you angry? These
people, this order that you consider your family, ; casting you out?' i "Do you know of the Jedi Code?" ;
Lorn nodded. " Yes. I've heard it plenty of times." " "Thereisno emotion; thereis peace,’ " she quoted.
"Thisdoesn't mean | won't be upset if | can't Say at the Temple-just that emotion does not rule me.

| am joined with the Force for my entire life. Down there, facing the taozin, | had achanceto redly
understand what that means.

"Whether or not | become a Jedi doesn't matter now. | have felt the balance of the Force at a deeper
leve, and | know that | have done-and will continue to do-what | can to help maintain that balance. Il

do it with the Jedi, or on my own-but | will doit. | am at peace, even though | may suffer
disappointment.” His confusion must have shown on hisface, because she smiled. There was atime when
agmilelike that on the face of a Jedi would have infuriated him, probably would have even made him try
to wipeit off with hisfigs.

Hedidn't fed that way now.

"L et me put it another way," Darsha continued. "1 have achieved my goals, evenif | do not complete my
mission." Lorn nodded, but did not reply. It sounded like just the kind of ambiguity al the Jedi Knights
were so fond of spouting-but like the smile, it didn't anger him to hear it coming from her. Hewasn't sure
what that meant.

Hewasn't sure he wanted to find out.
CHAPTER 28

Darth Maul stalked the underground passage back the way he had come, hisrage bailing into the
darkness like superheated steam. His power in the Force was magnified by this; unlike the foolish Jedli,
the Sith harnessed the intengity of their emotions, re-fusing to pretend that such things did not exist. Any
creature foolish enough to impede his speedy prog-ress to the surface would be sorry indeed.

He passed through the Cthons cavern and saw no sign of the subterraneans.

Doubtless his previous pas-sage through their domain had given them ample cause to make themselves
scarce. Which wasjust as well-though he would have wel comed the opportu-nity to mow some of them
down given the mood he wasin, time was of the essence.

Theintengity of his connection to the Force brought back amemory: another day of intensefocus of his
power. The day he had constructed his lightsaber. Maul was not wont to revisit his past, unless doing so
somehow served his master, but the satisfaction of the creation, the perfection of focus and the highly
charged connection to the Force that had wrought his weapon stood out now in hismemory.



The specidized furnace, which he had created from plans taken from his master's Sith Holocron, had
radi-ated an intense heat asit shaped the synthetic crystals needed for hislightsaber. But rather than
leaving the kiln chamber and alowing them to form on their own, he had remained near the device,
concentrating on the metamorphosing gems, using the Force to pu-rify and refine the lattice of the
molecular matrices.

Most Jedi used naturd crystalsin their lightsabers, Adegan crystals were the gems of choice. Mogt of the
other components of alightsaber were easily obtained-power cdlls, field energizers, stabilizing rings, flux
apertures-but not the crystals themsalves. They had to be mined in the Adega System, deep within the
Outer Rim Territories. The difficulty of us-ing naturd materials meant that the alignment process could
take along time-and the cdibration had to be perfect, because mismatched crystals could destroy not
only the lightsaber, but its creator. Finding and align-ing the crystalswas a Jedi te<t, but it was not the
way of the Sith. The dark masters of the Force preferred to create their own synthetic crystas, to match
the har-monicsin the searing heat of a crucible and thus take their creation of the weapon to a deeper
leve.

Maul had sat by the furnace, focusing his hatred of the Jedi to afiery pesk and expanding his control of
the Force, which he used to manipul ate the molecular structures of the four gems required for his
double-bladed weapon. The choice to make two blades in-stead of one had been an easy one. Only an
expert would even think of trying to handle a double-bladed weapon, and he would be no less than an
expert. The glory of the Sith required it, as did his magter.

Not even the compressed ferrocrete walls of the pressurized chamber could entirely contain the in-tense
temperature required to form the crystals. Hour after hour had passed, the searing heat washing over the
apprentice. But his control had not wavered; the pain had not swayed hisfocus. Layer after countless
layer of the crystals had been laid down, digned, and perfected. It had taken days, days without food or
water or deep, but eventualy he had sensed their readiness. Then he had deactivated the furnace and
cracked it open.

There, sitting in the formation cru-cibles, had been hisfour perfect crystals.

Maul grinned into the darkness. Y es, it was agood memory, an attainment that reminded him of his
powers, that reassured him of his eventua and in-evitable triumph. He had been thwarted thusfar by an
odd chain of events, but that would change soon.

Hewas back in the transport tube now. Ahead of him he could see light shining down from overhead,
where hefd cut through the ventilation grid. Maul gathered the Force to himsalf and jumped straight up,
risng sev-era body lengthsto shoot through the opening. A derelict human, deep in the throes of some
narcotic delusion, was lying on the street nearby. He saw the Sith rise from the depths, gave out alittle
gasp, and passed out as Maul's boots touched the pavement.

Not far away, the wreckage of the Twi'lek Jedi's skycar and its attendant debris ill partialy blocked the
greets. The Sith Lord considered how he might best locate his quarry. Once he reacquired their trail he
could easly locate them.

The weakness of that strategy wasthat he would till be following them. There had been far too much of
that. Much better to get ahead of them somehow and be waiting for them.

Maul recalled the method by which held located the Neimoidian earlier. Perhaps the planetary net cams
would be ussful to him again; if he could find the most recent location where the humans had been seen,



he could save time tracking them by going straight to it.

But to begin his search he needed a data terminal, and there were none to be found in this urban jungle.
He was reminded of something Lord Sidious had oncetold him: "For every solution there are two
problems." Darth Maul considered for amoment, then acti-vated hiswrist comm and holoscreen
monitor. He commed the Infiltrator, tapped into its main com-puter, and used that to access the port
datdink, by-passing the regular navigation request screens until he located amenu offering accessto
other networks. His master's password again opened locked doors, and within afew seconds he had
caled up severa data sources.

Thefirst was aholomap of this section of the Crimson Corridor. Maul located his current position and
tapped in the last known vectors for the humans and the droid.

The planetary data bank gave him the information he wanted. It was as he had suspected; they were
heading in the direction of the Jedi Temple, using the droid's globa positioner to guide them. Fortunately
they gtill had along way to go, not only toward the Temple, but uplevels, aswell. He zeroed down to
dreet level and identified severa exits from the sub-terranean passages that they might have used.

Next he tapped into Coruscant's security network and called up alisting of surveillance cams near those
exits. He flashed through hundreds of images from the last few minutes, finding nothing that would help
him. He l&ft the link open and shifted to check recent crimesin the area. Not surprisingly, hundreds of
inci-dents popped up for the last few hoursin the Crim-son Corridor: street fights, petty theft, other
common crimes. He noted in passing an oddity: adroid was being sought for scamming the banking
system. But he found nothing recent that had happened in the target areas that would serve him.

Darth Maul scowled. He needed transportation; that way he could get nearer histarget zones. He
considered the problem.

Ashedid s0, hiscomm flashed that he had an in-coming message. He felt afinger of worry touch him. It
could be only his master. The thought of not an-swering did not occur to the Sith. He toggled the se-cure
communications mode, dumping his connection to the security net, and waited for the readout to con-firm
his scrambled sgndl.

Sidioussvoice crackled over the comlink. "Time grows short, my gpprentice.

What isthe state of your current project?’ "My master, | have obtained the holocron. | am holding it for
your ingpection. There have been... de-laysin finding the human whom the Neimoidian spoke with, but
they are now within my grasp. | shall not fail you." Darth Sidious was slent for asecond before he
replied.

"Seethat you do not. When they are dead, contact me, and | will instruct you in how to deliver the
holocron. Be very careful not to reved our presence, Lord Maul-itisnot yet time" "Y es, my master.”
Darth Maul moved toward the clearing where the Jedi's skycar had crashed. It would be agood location
to try what he had planned. He reached out with his senses. There was no sign of Jedi anywhere close
now.

Cautioudy Maul shielded his strength, hooding his power in the Force lest any approaching Jedi notice. It
was sensible that those of the Temple would investi-gate the crash of one of their transports, but it was
gtill causefor discretion. He had little doubt that he could defeat any living Jedi, but there were many of
them here on the capital of the Republic. Even he was not foolish enough to try to tekethemon dl at
once. With the Jedi searching, events were complicated that much more.



It had certainly turned out to be a much more inter-esting mission than he had thought it would be.

Maul settled himsdf in the shadows beyond the areawhere the skycar had crashed, and reaccessed the
planetary security grid, using the same technique he had before. Few taxi drivers could be enticed to
enter the Crimson Corridor, and even the security forcesdid ,a’, not enter the zone without good
cause. But good cause was something he could supply.

Thistime, instead of activating the menu, he scanned the current patrol routes for this quarter of the city.
High above, till severd kilometers awvay, were apair of patrol officers on speeder bikes, circling on their
regular beat. Maul noted their designations and then accessed the dispatch queue for emergency cdlls. He
fed data directly into the dispatch computer. Eventualy an audit might reved hiscdl to be aruse, with no
comlink recording, but it would serve for now.

The bait he chose was the droid banking crime. The police would be wary of any dangerous call-outs for
the area, but they would perhaps be less concerned with awhite-collar crime conducted by someone's
me- chanical servant. It was the best inticement he could come up with on short notice.

Having set out his lures, the Sith gpprentice waited to see what he might catch. He did not have to wait
long. A few minutes after he'd entered the data into the security net, two police speeder bikes came roar-
ing in from uplevels, strobe lights flashing. From the shadows in which he crouched, Darth Maul prepared
to move.

Abruptly he hated. At the edge of his perceptions was something else. He reached for it, projecting
jagged tendrils of the Force to discover what lay un- seen. And then, as his probe reached it, it swung
lower into view, hovering above the crash Site.

It was a PCBU-a droid-piloted police cruiser backup unit. The Crimson Corridor had been the site of a
num-ber of officer murders over the years, which was why the PCBU had been devel oped. It carried
two state-of-the-art swivel laser cannons mounted on the top and bot-tom of the unit, aswell asavariety
of sensors, scanners, and disrupters. Maul watched it approach. He had not expected the arrival of such
aheavily armed craft, but it would delay his plansonly dightly.

Hewaited until the unit had passed him, following the two speeder bikes, and then acted. He seized the
Force and used it to propel himsdf highinto the air, to land on the top of the PCBU. Hislightsaber
bladesignited as hisfeet hit the surface of the craft, and he quickly sheared the upper gun free of its
mount, spinning the double-ended blade after thisto cleave through the transparisted cockpit bubble and
the droid pilot. The PCBU began to descend, its autopilot taking over now that the droid was no longer
activated.

Either the speeder bike patrol officers had noted the descent of the craft, or the driver of the PCBU had
had time to get off asignd, because they spun their bikes around and flew toward him.

Excelent.

One speeder bike was ahead of the other. Maul de-activated one of hislightsaber's blades and hurled it
toward thefirst of the oncoming speederslike aspear. It pierced the officer's armored chest while the
Sith, again assisted by the Force, jumped from the de-scending PCBU toward the other officer.

By the time he had landed on the speeder hislight-saber had rejoined him, snatched back to him by a
feathery runner of the Force. Within moments the second police officer was dead, and Darth Maul had



his transportation. With no witnesses, there was little chance of anyone suspecting the use of the Force,
and the entire operation had been accomplished quickly enough that, in al probability, neither of thetwo
offi-cers had had a chanceto send adistresssignal.

Immediately helifted off on one of the speeder bikes, heading uplevelsto get ahead of hisquarry. He set
the speeder into avertica spiral and checked hiswrist comm as herose. Again, he noted nothing
un-usud inthetarget area.

However, one of the cam pickup sites seemed unusualy devoid of traffic.

Some-thing about it.

Darth Maul replayed the scene again at adower speed. Yes, right there-a flicker of something. He
watched the security cam footage play again, dowing it even more. Nothing, nothing... and then, aoruptly,
there he was.

It was unmigtakably histarget: the information broker known as Lorn Pavan.

The Sith checked the time stamp on the data. The image had been recorded only about twenty minutes
ago. He accelerated the speeder toward the location given on the screen.

He had them now.
CHAPTER 29

Lorn poked the Raptor leader in the back with the barrel of hisblaster asthey reached the dley. "Hold
it," Lorn said. Heturned to I-Five and Dar-sha. " Any warnings from the science and sorcery team?" he
asked. "And don't start whining again about the cheap sensor suite | had ingtaled in you,” he added to the
droid.

"Well, it was less expensive than the Mark Ten." "But more expensive than the other five choices. A lot
more expengve." Lorn glanced a Darsha as he spoke, intending to ask her if she was recelving any-thing
on the Force bandwidth, and was somewhat surprised to see that she was smiling. What was even more
surprisng-downright shocking, actudly-was the way he found himself reacting to that smile.

Helikedit.

Heliked her.

Thiswas bad.

He knew he would soon have to break clear of her. There was just no way he was going back to the
Temple. Sure, she was nice-looking, but he'd had nice-looking before, lots of times since Sienahad |eft
him. Thiswas definitely not the direction in which hisbest interestslay. It was best to cut this off, right
here and right now. Raise the blast shields, secure the air locks, bolt the hatches.

But ingtead, to his horror, Lorn redlized he was smiling back.

Asthey waked toward the aley, Darshaenjoyed the patter between Lorn and I-Five. It was clear that

they cared as much for each other astwo friends would, two equas. Unusud, but at the sametime it
seemed quite naturd.



Shéld rarely had the opportunity to develop that kind of bond. The Jedi didn't discourage friendships, of
course, but theintensity of her studies and the time they demanded made it difficult to cultivate anything
more than casua friendships with the other Pada-wans. Probably the closest she had to afriend at the
Temple-aside from her Master, of course-was Obi-Wan Kenobi, and if she had the opportunity to speak
with him more than once aweek, she counted hersaf lucky.

Asshelistened to Lorn and I-Five, she kept her senses aert for any potential dangers ahead or behind.
The only obvious latent trouble was Green Hair; the Raptor was brimming with hatred that he had been
s0 eadly captured, and that he was being made to lead enemiesto his gang's secret exit route uplevels.
Hewould bear very close watching, but I-Five and Lorn seemed to have the Situation in hand.

Behind them, she could fed no sign of the Sith, which either meant that they had findly made a
suc-cessful escape, or was merely evidence of the fact that she still had along way to go before she
could stay in the Force at dl times.

Earlier, while fighting the Rap-tors, sheld stepped back into afull communion with it, every sense
sharpened and honed, as she had done with the taozin. But she was not yet to a point where she could
remain there. She had many years to go before she could be anywhere as good as Master Bon-dara had
consstently been.

Lorn was arguing with I-Five about the latter's sen-sors. Darsha quested outward with the Force, fedling
only the minimal vibrations of animd life in the aley-afew spider-roaches, armored rats, those sorts of
creatures. Certainly nothing that represented much of athreat.

"... more expengve than the other five choices. A lot more expensive,”" Lorn was saying to the droid. He
glanced at her as shefinished the sentence. She grinned, and was very surprised to fed adepth to his
answering smile. Could he possibly be attracted to her? There was certainly no hostility in him at the
mo-ment, which was afar cry from his attitude toward her when they had first been thrown together.

It was tempting to probe his emations, to use the Force on an empathic level to seeif she wasright. But
even asthe urge to do so came over her, she qudled it. It would be taking unfair advantage. Besides,
looking at him now, Darsharedlized that she didn't need to

use the Force. The attraction was definitely there on his end, obvious to anyone.

How interesting.

Which begged the question: How did she fed in response?

Lorn suddenly looked away, and Darsha knew he was uncomfortable, unsure of how to ded with this
new dynamic between them. A strong sense of guilt came from him: thiswasn't aquestion of probing;
sheld have to be blind to the Force not to notice. She could certainly understand where the guilt was
com-ing from.

After years of hating the Jedi, to find him-sdlf attracted to one would have to be a cons derable shock.

Now was neither the time nor the place to explore this, Darshatold herself.

With any luck, there would 'be better opportunities later. For now, she decided to save face-his and
hers.



"l don't senseany largelife-formsinthedley, for what it'sworth,” shetold him.
Lorn nodded, till looking away, and prodded the Raptor again with his blaster.

"Okay, killer- lead on." Off balance a bit, still focused on the fact that she'd just noticed his attraction,
Darshadmost missed the Raptor's sudden surge of anger. It reminded her that they were by no means
out of the woods yet.

Lornfollowed Green Hair into the dley, hismind sill very much on the wordless interchange that had just
taken place between him and Darsha. Had she somehow felt what he was thinking, used the Force to
peer at his naked emotions? He hoped not. But let'sfaceit, he told himsdlf, shewas a Jedi. She certainly
had the ability to do such athing, and in Lorn's expe-rience, people who had skills tended to use them.

Hetried to fed angry, to fed invaded by her action, but al he felt was curiogity-curiosity asto whether
there was any attraction on her sde. And that both-ered him even more than the invasion of privacy.

I-Five broke into histhoughts. "I concur with Padawan Assam's conclusions about life-forms, but you
might be interested to know that there are two ac-tive power relaysin thefirst fifteen metersof-" "Lorn,
watch it! HEs going to try something!" Darsha shouted from behind.

Sure enough, the Raptor dived toward apile of trash just under asmall architectura overhang on the left
sdeof thedley. Lorn legpt after him, trying to see what the gang member was reaching for under the
garbage. Green Hair hit the ground first, however, tearing into the trash. His padm dammed toward a
large yellow activation reader. Lorn had seen readers like these before; they were capable of being
utilized only when someone with the right identification pat-tern touched them. That pattern could be the
user's DNA, a subcutaneous chip, or sometimes a skin deco-ration, like atattoo. Whatever the activation
mode, Lorn knew that if he didn't move fast, he would very shortly find out what the switch wasfor.

Lorn caught the boy's wrist and pulled his arm up behind his back, hard. Green Hair let out acry, and
Lorn grabbed his other hand, aswell. He dragged the struggling youth back to where |-Five and Darsha
stood.

"Got anything we can useto immobilize him?' he asked the droid.

"What aclever ideg," I-Five said, handing Lorn alength of rope he had picked out of the trash. "Too bad
it didn't occur to you before we were nearly vaporized." Lorn secured Green Hair'swrists, then turned
the youth around to face him. "All right, what's the switch for?* Green Hair just stared at him, mouth
defiantly clamped shuit.

Lorn glanced at I-Five, who said, "I traced the cir-cuit to an energy source high on the alley wall-about
there." Thedroid pointed up at arusty vent about three meters above the group. Abruptly his pointing
finger deformed, the end irising open. A beam fired four times, each hair-thin line of ruby light striking a
corner of the vent. Lorn smelled the tang of vaporized metd faintly over the ripe organic scentsthet filled
thedley.

The vent cover fdl off and hit the ground below with a clang, and he could see the harsh end of a
tripod-mounted blaster just inside the hole. Motor-ized, no doubt, and cued to zap anyone not near the
activation switch.

Wouldn't that have been anasty surprise.



Lorn shook his head, then glanced at Darsha. "Here'sathought,” he said. "Maybe we ought to try one of
those mind tricks you wanted to use earlier." Darsha gave him awry look, then turned her atten-tion to
Green Hair. She made a subtle gesture with one hand as she said, "Y ou will show ustheway uplevels,
with no moretricks." Fascinated, Lorn watched as the Raptor's eyes defo-cused and he repeated, "1 will
show you the way uplevels, with no moretricks.” It was eerie, seeing the ease with which she con-trolled
the boy, and Lorn found himsalf wondering, not for thefirgt time, if she could do the samething to him.

Their prisoner pointed deeper into the dark aley. "Thisisthe way,” he said woodenly.
Lorn glanced a Darsha. She nodded. Lorn took the lead.

Darsha couldn't believe sheld missed the relays. She'd been so focused on the idea of living enemies that
it hadn't occurred to her to check for mechanical ones. She had to make surethat it didn't happen again.

She sent her senses questing out ahead of them, fedling for living and nonliving eyes. Just around the
corner was a security cam. Lorn stepped around the bend before she could cal out, but it didn't matter-
shehad it handled. It took alittle more concentration to defeat amechanica device, but it certainly wasn't
beyond her ahilities. She smply jammed the lens aper-ture control shut.

She, the Raptor, and I-Five caught up to Lorn in short order. He was looking at the security cam.

"Dont worry," shesaid, "l rascded it." He glanced at her. "It waslive? | figured it was adummy they'd
set out to keep their trail clear.” "There were, you'll remember, two active power re-lays back there,”
|-Five said.

Lorn glanced at him, shrugged, then nodded thanks to Darsha. The gesture came from him easily and
naturaly. It was hard to believe that less than a day ago he'd resented her for saving hislife.

They continued on. It was atwisty path that Green Hair led them down, even for Coruscant-through
dark dleysand back utility routes grown vermicularly complex over the centuries. At timesthe way was
S0 narrow and the darkness so complete, it was hard to believe that they had returned to the surface.
Darsha kept her senses sharp, but other than an occasional mendicant or vagrant huddled shapelesdy in
dark cor-ners, they met no one on the route. After another ten minutesthey came to alarge round tube,
identified asatherma conduit. Faded sgnsdl around it gave warningsin various Republic languages as
well as uni-versd pictograms about the dangers of the pipeline.

Green Hair indicated an access hatch on the side of the pipe. "Through there," he said.

Lorn stared at the access hatch on the side of the con-duit, then at Green Hair.

"Y ou're sure the whammy you put on himis still working?' he asked Darsha.

Darshanodded. "Hes not lying,” she said. "He be-lievesthisisthe route.

Unless hé'sdelusiond, thisisthe way they useto go uplevels.” I-Five tapped the pipe. It rang hollow.
"My sensors can't penetrate the insulation. It could be safe, though.” "Fine," Lorn said. "Y ou openit." He

stepped back and let |-Five take his place.

"I liveto serve," the droid said sarcastically, grip-ping the access whed. He twirled it easily and popped
the hatch. No clouds of boiling steam poured out, and the droid looked inside.



"It appearsto go up ten levels, at least. Thereé'saladder on theinsde.

Anyoneready?' Lorn glanced at Darsha. Green Hair waited placidly beside them. "Do we bring Fashion
Plate herewith us, or leave him?' he asked her.

Darshaturned to the youth. " Are there any other traps or codes we need to know to get through the
tube?" The Raptor nodded. "Only the door access code at the other end.

One-one-three-four-oh." The Padawan looked at Lorn. "Leave him." Lorn nodded and untied their
captive. Darshalad her hand on the youth's shoulder and spoke to him one moretime. ™Y ou will forget
al about us." "I will forget al about you." "Be on your way. If danger threatens, you will cometo your
sensesimmediatdy.

Otherwise, you will be-come yoursdf again after an hour. Go. And," Darsha added as he turned to leave,
"get ahaircut." Green Hair nodded and wandered off, still in his Jedi-induced daze. Lorn couldn't help
smiling at the Padawan again. Not bad, not bad at al. He glanced at |-Five and saw the droid watching
him, his blank ex-presson somehow even more noncommitta than usual. Lorn cleared histhroat and
motioned the droid into the pipe. He wasn't looking forward to climbing aladder ten stories.

Darshafollowed Lorn and I-Five up the ladder. It was along, claustrophobia-inducing climb, and on top
of dl the other exertions she had been through, it wasfairly grueling. But the thought of findly leaving the
lawless abyss that was the Crimson Corridor helped propd her upward.

There was another access hatch at the top, which I-Five popped open easily. They followed him through.

They werein alarge chamber that, by the look of it, once had been acentral power-dispensing agency
for savera blocks worth of buildings. It wastwo stories high and filled with conduits of al types, a
bewil-dering array of catwalks, and what looked like severa old therma generators. At some point the
plant must have been closed down and turned into a storage fa-cility. At the far end of the room wasa
thick durasted storage chamber designed for hazardous wagtes. I-Fivetook alook insdeit.

"Morejunk," he reported, "including asmal carbon-freezing chamber.” The droid looked around the
room, noticing the various containers of fuel and tanks of gas for welding stacked all over the place. "l
wouldn't fire any blastersif | wereyou," I-Fivesaid to Lorn.

"If I have anything to say about it," Lorn said with heartfdt intengity, "I'll never fireablaster again.”
Darshalooked at I-Five and would have sworn the droid was smiling. Across the room was adoor.

There were severd windowsin the upper walls, and through them streamed bright sunlight. She grabbed
Lorn and hugged him.

"We madeit!" Helooked surprised, then uncertain-then surren-dered to the moment and returned the
hug. Before he could say anything, however, Darshafet her joy wash away in aflood of dread.

She could feel him before she could see him. Shelet go of Lorn and spun toward the door, lightsaber
a-ready in her hand.

The door opened.

The Sithwasthere.



CHAPTER 30

Darth Maul stood in the doorway and gazed upon his quarry, fegling the surprise and horror of the two
facing him ripple across the room. They were trapped. He knew it and so did they, and it made this
moment al the more glorious. He grinned dowly.

He had arrived at the lower end of the conduit quickly, using the patrol speeder's strobesto clear a path
through the traffic. He had missed them, of course, but a quick reconnaissance of the conduit had
reveded the only logical destination of the group. All the while he had acted with just the barest
awareness of the Force, cloaking himsdlf from its embrace. He had lived within the powerful boundaries
of the dark sdefor so long that to not do so had left him feding naked and blind at first, but it was
necessary in order to not provide any warning to the Jedi apprentice who had sided with his quarry. He
had circled the building, seeing only afew high transparisted windows and one main doorway to the
interior. He could not have de-vised a better trap had he tried.

Still further removed from the Force than he had been in years, he had extended the tiniest tendril of
awareness to the edge of the door leading into the building. There he had stood, waiting for confirma-tion
that his prey was at itsfind destination.

After atime, it had come, and he had stepped back into the Force, enjoying the sensation as the dark
sde enfolded him. Immediately he had felt the Padawan react, and then he had opened the door.

Now Darth Maul stepped forward, igniting both blades of hislightsaber. The moment had been perfect,
but likeal such, it wasfleeting, already over. It wastimeto creste another, far more satisfying one: the
tri-umph of findly completing hismisson.

For afew incredibly long heartbeats Darshawas paralyzed by shock, defeated by her emotions. Fear,
de-spair, and hopel essness clawed at her, sapping her will.

She faced the ultimate enemy; the Sith was far more powerful than shein the Force. He had dain Master
Bondara, one of the Jedi's best fighters.

Give up, aningstent voice in the back of her mind whispered. Drop your weapon.
Giveup.

But asthe Sith activated his lightsaber'stwin blades, years of training that had grown amost into ingtinct
flared within her. The council of despair in her head was tilled.

She embraced the Force.
Thereisno emotion; thereis peace.
Her fear evaporated and was replaced by quietude.

Shewas gtill conscious of the fact that the Sith waswell capable of killing her, but it was adistant
con-cern. If death was inevitable, then what mattered was how she faced it.

Thereisno ignorance; thereis knowledge.

She had attended alecture on battle techniques given by Master Y oda earlier thisyear, and the memory



of it came back to her now.

Y oda had faced the assembled students and spoken, histhin reedy voice somehow carrying to the far
cor-ners of the lecture hal without benefit of amplifiers.

"Better than training, the Force is. More than expe-rience or speed it gives.” And he had given a
demondtration. Three members of the council-Plo Koon, Saesee Tiin, and Depa Bil-laba, excellent
fighters all-had come forward and at-tacked him. Master Y oda had not been armed, and had not
seemed to move more than ameter or so, histread dow and measured. Nevertheless, none of the three
had been ableto lay afinger on him. The lesson had struck powerfully home: Knowledge of the Force
wasinfinitely better than technique.

Now Darshalet herself sink into the Force, not trying to maintain any control over it, letting it take over
as she had when facing the taozin and the Rap-tors. How many times had Master Bondaratold her to
smply relax, to let go?

She did so now, fedling her-sdlf reach a deeper place in the Force than she had ever been before. How
she knew this she could not say-it aSmply was. She felt her senses heighten to diamond sharpness, and
every feature of the abandoned power station came into focus, both the visible and the in-visible. She
knew every wall, door, and piece of ma-chinery, each particle of dust.

And she knew what she had to do.
All this, in lessthan asecond'stime.

With asmdl wave of her hand behind her, Darshateekinetically pushed Lorn and I-Five backwards,
sending them shooting dozens of metersinto the storage chamber that she knew had been designed to be
strong enough to hold dangerous, volatile waste. The hatch dammed shut. The Sith would not be able to
reach them immediately, which would give her time. With a thought she scrambled the lock mechanism so
that the door could not be opened, then ignited her lightsaber, its golden glow shining in the dimness of
the old power station.

The twin ruby blades of the Sith's lightsaber spun as he leapt toward her, and she stepped forward to
mest him.

Lorn pounded on the door of the waste-contain-ment chamber, but it would not open.
"Darshal Open the door!" He tugged franticaly at the latch, but the lock mechanism had been scrambled.

Therewasasmall port of yellowed transparisted in the hatch, and through it he could see Darshaand the
Sith battling, the energy blades calliding in showers of sparks.

Thiswas madness! What had she done? She had to know she had no chance against the demon who
had killed her Master. The three of them together, with I-Fives finger blasters and his own blaster, might
pos- sbly be able to take him. But there was no way she could face him aone.

Shewasgoingtodie.

After her, indl probability, he would be next-but Lorn barely thought about that. All that mattered was
getting that hatch open so that he could reach her, somehow help her!



He pulled the vibroblade from his pocket and tried it on the locking mechanism.
No good.
"I-Five, get usout of herel" he shouted. When the droid did not respond, he turned to see why.

I-Five had powered up the carbon-freezing unit. A cloud of bilious smoke-carbonite vapor-misted the
amadl chamber.

"What are you doing? She'sgoing to die out therel” "Yes," thedroid sad. "Sheis" Darth Maul felt a
change in the Force as the woman stepped forward.

| nteresting-she was more powerful than he had thought. It did not matter, of course. He, who had trained
hisentire lifeto kill Jedi, could cer-tainly not fail to kill amere Padawan. But amore cha-lenging
opponent would take more time. Still, there were no other exits from the building; histarget and the droid
weren't going anywhere.

Hemight aswel enjoy himsdf.

Maul twirled histwin bladesin an overhand arc, the better to separate her upper body from her lower.

And she caught the strike on her wegpon's yellow length of plasma, deflecting the first blade, then
spark-ing on the second to twist it past.

He changed direction, stabbing forward in the form known as Striking Sarlacc to pierce her heart.
"Which was deflected by her in adownward stroke, the tip of her blade then arcing out to gut him.
But he waan't there, having backflipped to land in adefensive posture.

Darth Maul bared histeeth at her. For a Padawan, she was aworthy opponent. No Jedi Master lived
within the Force more fully than she did a this moment.

But hewas going to kill her. He knew it, and so did she.

The Sith apprentice launched a s multaneous at-tack, using the Force to throw arusty power-wrench and
abucket of old fasteners from aworktable at her as he launched himsdlf forward, lightsaber dancing a
variant of ateraskas Death Weave.

This entertainment was beginning to pal. Timeto kill her and move on to hisprimary target.

Thereisno passon; thereis serenity.

It wastrue. Every action she took was committed and well defined, but there was no emotion, no
con-scious thought preceding it. The Force guided her, helped her make the lightning-fast movements
neces-sary to deflect the Sith, and even to counterattack.

But it was not enough. The Sith was the best fighter Darsha had ever seen. His movement was precise,

his control of the Force that of amusician playing an in-tricate solo. All of which made it even more
manda-tory that informeation about him reach the Temple.



Using the Force, she deflected the tool and bucket of parts he hurled at her.

Severd of the latter got through, striking her legs and torso as she legpt five meters up and onto a
catwalk that ran the length of the chamber. As she landed, she caught aglimpse of Lorn's stricken face,
framed in the viewport of the containment unit's hatch. She barely had time to catch her breath before the
Sithwastherein front of her.

His eyes were hyp-notic, their golden hue an eerie counterpart to the bloodred and black tattoos
covering hisface. But they did not prevent her from deflecting his strikes as he again moved within range,
his twin blades spinning so fast they seemed to merge into acrimson shield.

There was asizzle as her blade intersected his, aflash of sparks as they separated, sheto deflect, heto
attack with the blade opposite.

Darsha dashed backhand, feding aweaknessin his defense.

But it was atrap, carefully laid, and he spun aruby shaft to intersect, which would have hit her at the
sametime,

But she wasn't there, having propelled herself sde-waysto anew position ameter away, her lightsaber
pointed at his chest.

And the Sith dived forward, striking |eft-right-left in a series of attacks that left her winded, even assisted
as she was by the Force. She deflected, forcing her mind to disengage from following histechnique, to
relax and maintain her degp connection to the Force. Thoughts were ahazard.

He did not share that weakness; she could fed the truth of that. He had more conscious control of the
power a his command, and that gave him the edge. If shetried to increase her control of the Force, she
would reduce her ability to smply react-but if she did not, she could only defend.

The problem reverberated within her as she main-tained her connection with the environment, her senses
reaching out, her mind searching for answers.

When she found one, shetested it and redlized it was her only chance.

Lorn grabbed the droid's arms and tried to pull him away from the unit's controls. He might aswell have
tried to pull a skyhook down from orbit. "What are you doing?" I-Five did not stop working as he
answered. "Try-ing to ensure that her sacrificeisnot afutile one™ "It won't be, if you'l just blast that
damned door open!™ 1-Five kept talking, his voice maddeningly even. "Even my reactions are no match
for the Sith's-and | am far faster than you and Padawan Assant. Sheisdoing for uswhat her Master did
for her-buying time." "What good will that do? We're trapped in this chamber-" "With a carbon-freezing
unit that can be adapted to put us both in cryostasis.”" Sheer surprise kept Lorn from protesting for a
mo-ment. The droid continued, "It'stheoretically possible for living beingsto be frozen in a carbonite
block and later revived. | read an interesting treetise on the sub-ject oncein Scientific Galactica" Lorn
turned, asnarl building deep in histhroat, and aimed the Saurin's blaster at the hatch lock. One way or
another he was going to reach her.

"Stop!" 1-Five commanded. "This chamber's mag-netically sealed. The ricochet would most likely
de-stroy us both." Lorn spun about and pointed the blaster at |-Five. "Get over there and open that
door," hesaid, in avoicethat did not sound remotely like hisown, "or I'll blow you to scrap metd.”
I-Five turned his head and looked at him for amo-ment. Then the droid reached out and grabbed the



blaster, taking it away from Lorn before the latter had time to pull the trigger.

"Now listento me," I-Five said as he returned to hiswork. "We have one chance to survivethis, and it's
not avery good one. The Padawan has no chance. She knowsthis." Hefinished entering afind bit of
data on the unit's control pand. "Get into the unit." Lorn stared at him, then turned and looked back out
of the hatch window. He couldn't see Darsha or the Sith directly, but he could see their shadows moving
on thefloor, cast by the light from the high windows. He realized they had taken the battle to one of the
overhead catwalks.

Sheisdoing for uswhat her Magter did for her- buying time.

He had known her for bardly forty-eight hours, and in that time he had gone from hating her and
every-thing she stood for, to-this. Thisfrantic pain, thisfrustration, thiswelter of emotions he had not
a-lowed himsdlf to fed for years. He did not love her; there hadn't been enough timefor that. But he had
cometo fed fondnessfor her, to deeply respect and admire her. If dl the Jedi were like her.

Hedidn't want to finish the thought. He forced himself to.

If &l Jedi arelike her, then what happened to Jax was the best thing for him.

"Hurry!" I-Five sad. "The unit'son atimer. We have lessthan aminute." Lorn pressed hisfaceto the
trangparisted, trying to get alast ook at her.

Hefailed. He could dimly hear the crackling and buzzing of the lightsabers, could see the flashes and
cascades of sparks asthey clashed against each other or diced through meta asthough it were
flimaplast. But he could not see her.

I-Five took him gently but firmly by the shoulders and turned him away from the hatch. Lorn let the droid
lead him over to the carbon-freezing unit. He felt no fear as he stepped into it. The temptation wasto not
fed anything at dl, to just be numb.

No, hetold himself. He had lived too long that way. If these wereto be hisfind moments-which they

could very wdll be; the odds of the droid's plan suc-ceeding were dim indeed-he would not livethem in
anemotiond void.

It wasthe very least he could do in acknowledgment of her sacrifice.

He stepped into the open cylinder of the device. I-Five crowded in beside him.

There was barely enough room for both.

Lornlooked at the droid.

"If we come out of thisdive," hesaid, "I'm going to kill that Sith." I-Five did not reply; therewas no time.
Lorn fet freezing-cold steam boiling up around him. His vison was obscured by mist, which turned to
darkness-a darkness as deep and compl ete as death.

CHAPTER 31

Darth Maul felt adight disappointment as he redized that the Jedi was not truly as powerful as she had
first appeared. Her depth in the Force was im-pressive, but her methodology did not match it. Both of



them knew it was only amatter of time now. He focused his attacks, forcing her to useamore
technique-based defense.

She legpt down to the floor, and he followed her. He felt a Force-powered pressure move toward him
and deflected it, senaing severd large tanks and canisters being shoved around behind him. Shewas
growing wesk. Such an attack was asign of desperation. Soon it would be over.

He dived forward, rolling to come up dongside her, deflecting her attack as he did so. Another invisble
pressure wave knocked over more equipment behind where he had been.

Aitiful.

Maul thrust upward with his blade and was met with hers, thwarted for the moment. A deliberately left
weaknessin his attack was not exploited, and again hefelt aloss of respect for her.

It was too bad, but there would be other missions, other challenges more worthy of his skills. Someday
the Jedi Temple would bein ruins, and he would be there to seeit, after having killed many of the Jedi
himsdlf. But now it wastimeto end this,

Darth Maul readied himsdlf for thefind strike.

Darsha sent a second wave of the Force outward, tumbling over yet another tank of fuel. She had
man-aged to move severd welding cylinders and fuedl cellstoward each other. They were heaped
together now, an extremely explosive accident waiting to happen.

How appropriate, she thought, to use Master Bon-dara's sacrifice as an example.

Darshalet hersdf think of Lorn for amoment. She hoped the droid had figured out the potentia for
es-cape that the carbon-freezing unit represented. If not, then her sacrificewould beinvain.

She had seen Lorn's face in the hatch window, his expression full of desperation and concern-not for
himself, but for her. It had most definitely not been the expression of someone who hated her, or was
even in-different to her fate.

It was too bad, she thought. If they had had moretime... If they'd been able to see thisthrough to the
end, reach the Jedi Temple together.

But that was not the way it was fated to be.
Thereisno passon; thereis serenity.

Shethrust a the Sith, her lightsaber thrumming, and moved into a better position. She had to get thisjust
right, makeit look likeit wasn't ddiberate.

Sheleft hersalf open. The Sithimmediately took ad-vantage of it.
Hisblade pierced her side, afiery hot jet of pain that caused her to cry out.

Darsha Assant released her lightsaber, using the Force to send it forward, il lit, to pierce one of the gas
cylinders.



She had timefor onelast thought.
Thereis no death; thereisthe Force.
She kneaw it was the truth.

Darth Maul saw his opponent's strategy, realizing what she planned to do nearly too late. He jumped,
using the Forceto propel him upward toward one of the high windows. He smashed through it easily and
landed on anearby walkway as the explosive canisters within detonated.

Fortunately, the strong walls of the structure con-tained the explosion. The Padawan had been truly
de-vious at the end; he now redlized she'd been preparing the trap with her feeble Force attacks. A far
more worthy opponent than held redlized.

Her actions had cost him the pleasure of killing his primary target. Maul offered asmileto her memory.
Not al could fight so well; thiswasto be honored.

A crowd was beginning to gather. He had to make sure his mission was complete, and that was best
done quickly. He legpt back to the window he had just broken through. Smoke was pouring from it now:
through it he could dimly make out the inferno that the chamber had become. He used the Force to
mo-mentarily dissipate the clouds and saw below him the waste-containment unit that histarget had
hidden in. The contained pressure wave of the explosion had ripped it open; Maul could see shattered
and twisted pieces of equipment.

Nothing could have survived that. He saw no trace whatsoever of either the Padawan's or Lorn Pavan's
bodies; the explosion had vaporized them.

Hismission at last was complete.

Stll, it behooved him to be absolutely certain. After adl, Pavan had proved extraordinarily hard to kill, had
even survived a previous explosion. Maul had to make sure.

He asked the dark side, sending investigatory vibrartions throughout the chamber, searching for any signs
of life

There were none.
Excdlent.

Darth Maul dropped back down to the walkway. Paying no attention to the milling onlookers, he pulled
his cowl up and waked away from the burning building.

It was timeto inform his master of his success. At last.
CHAPTER 32

Obi-Wan Kenobi sensed death as he once more neared the site of Master Bondara's wrecked skycar. It
wasn't the Jedi's passing that he had noticed ear-lier; this was something new.

Ashedrew closer he saw smoke rising from the street and noticed strobes flashing from police cruisers
surrounding the area. Obvioudy some new disaster had occurred here-one important enough to bring the



locd lawv enforcement out.

After leaving the Tusken Oasis, he had decided to return to the last place that Darshaand Master
Bon-dara had been seen, which wasin the latter's skycar. A floating barricade warned the Padawan to
stay back, and for asecond Obi-Wan considered doing so. Thiswas the Crimson Corridor, after al. No
doubt some unconnected crime was being investigated here, and if that was the case, he would only get
intheway.

But then he fdt it again-the sense of foreboding that had so unnerved him when held been a the Site
before.

Obi-Wan maneuvered hisvehicle past the barricade. A forensics droid was ready to warn him off, but
when it saw that hewas a Jedi Padawan, it let him through.

The Jedi did not like to use their secular powers, but within the structures of the Republic they were
legally empowered to cross police lines on any investigation that touched on their own.

Ashelanded just outside the scanning line of police lasers, two plainclothesinvestigators-aMrlss and a
Sullustan, both of whom looked like they'd rather be anywhere but here-made their way to intercept him.
The Mrlss spokefirdt.

"Can we help you?" Obi-Wan decided to see what response he got with part of the truth. Therewas no
reason for them to know that two Jedi Knights had gone missing.

"I've been following reports of acrimina who has been reported operating in the area. Apparently there
have been some assaults..." Helet his statement taper off, focusing on the reactions of the pair, hoping to
provoke a response.

"l wasled to believe that there might be some connection here. The Sullustan looked at the Mrlss.
"Well, yesah, there might be. Come have alook." Obi-Wan followed the two over toward anew piece of
wreckage, perhaps half ablock from Master Bon-dara's vehicle. Although it had been badly burned and
the metd twisted in the hegt of thefire, it was plain that alarge section of the police unit had been sheared
away, and there was a cut through the canopy where the pilot droid would have sat.

"Any ideas, Padawan?..." "Kenobi. Obi-Wan Kenohi." The Sullustan spoke. "Recognize the skycar
type?' Obi-Wan shook his head. "Isthere any significanceto it?' Theinvestigator nodded. "Thisis-or
was-a PCBU: police cruiser backup unit.

They're specificaly designed to aid officers answering callsin placeslike the Crimson Corridor. SOPis
to hover back ten meters, up fifteen meters from answering units." Obi-Wan could see the problem they
were wrestling with. How could someone get fifteen metersinto the air to reach the PCBU without

getting shot?

"Was anyone killed?" he asked, athough he already knew the answer.

"Two patrol officers" theMrlss sad.

Obi-Wan nodded to the two investigators. " This may be the work of Black Sun operatives. | will

con-tact the Temple regarding this. Y ou will have the full cooperation of the Jedi in this matter.” So
saying, he turned away, heading back to his skycar.



This matter had now grown too large to be dealt with by one Jedi Padawan. Given possible involve-ment
with Black Sun, and now the death of two Cor-uscant officers, Obi-Wan knew that the only prudent
thing to do wasto report back to his superiors. A full-scae investigation would have to be launched, in
cooperation with the security forces.

He raised his skycar up to around the tenth level- below the lowest stratum of traffic, but high enough to
ensure ardatively straight course back to the Temple. Whatever was going on, he was certain now that it
involved far more than just the disappearance of Master Bondara and Darsha.

Darth Sidious could fed adight disturbance in the Force before his scrambled comlink chimed, and
knew by thisthat his apprentice was about to contact him.

He stepped to the holoprojector and activated the grid. Privacy failsafes glowed green before he spoke.

"My gpprentice. Y our misson iscomplete.” It was a statement, not aquestion. Sidious knew Darth Maul
would not cal to report failure, and there were no untoward signsin the energies that surrounded his

image.

"Y es, my master. The Jedi Padawan died in combat. She fought well, for aneophyte. An explosion
gener-ated from our battle destroyed Lorn Pavan and hisdroid." Darth Sidious nodded. He could feel
the truth of the statement even at this distance. Thiswas excellent news. Any leaksthat could impact his
plans had been sedled. Certainly there would be other chalenges-he didn't trust the Neimoidians abilities
in combat any more than he did their veracity-but such obstacles would come only after his plan wastoo
far dong to be stopped.

"I will require you to bring the holocron to thislo-cation." Sidious gave Maul the coordinates and the
specidized ingructions his apprentice would require to get past the security droids. Darth Maull
acknowl-edged the ingtructions.

"Bemost wary, my gpprentice. Our stedth isvital. The Jedi will be most unhappy at the loss of two of
their number, and will be searching for answers.

Y ou must seethat they find none." Darth Sidious did not wait for aresponse; none was necessary. With
agesture he closed the relay, breaking the connection.

It wastime to make other preparations. Timeto fi-naly put into motion the plan that had taken decades
to set up. The gtrategy that would culminate in the fina destruction of the Jedi.

Soon.

Very soon.

Obi-Wan pushed the skycar to the maximum safe speed, swooping through the narrow maze of streets
and buildings. Suddenly his attention was dis-tracted by arumble and aflash of orange light two Streets
over.

Y et another explosion, he thought wonderingly as he headed toward its source. He didn't know what
was going on, but if it didn't stop soon, this sector of the city was going to look like it had been bombed

from orhit.

He brought his skycar to astop on alanding plat-form and walked cautioudy closer to theinferno, using



the Force once moreto try to discern what had happened. His senses expanded into the building,
de-tecting no life, but picking up the resdua disturbances of apowerful struggle. He could sense
Darsha's pres-ence and the same tendrils of evil that had plagued him al day. Looking around, the
Padawan noticed a sec- tion of burned rubble that had been blasted from the entrance. Something
gleamed in the debris, and he stepped forward to see what it was.

Shock sent waves of jangling sensations up his body, and he had to till himself, force hismind to
unclench and accept what he was seeing.

He used the Force to grasp the shiny bit of metd, pulling it out of the rubble, bringing it to his hand.
It wasthe twisted, melted hilt of alightsaber, its body scorched almost beyond recognition.

Almost.

In practice dudls at the Temple, two Padawans tra-ditionaly exchanged salutes prior to their match,
ras-ing ther lightsaber hiltsto their foreheads before igniting the energy coils. Obi-Wan had noted more
than once the carefully wound wire grip on Darsha's wegpon, aunique design.

The same design hewas looking at now.

The Force confirmed it, asif there were any doubt. Darsha Assant was dead.

Obi-Wan Kenobi stood quietly, looking at the hilt in his hand.

Thereisno emotion; thereis peace.

How hewished it were so.

CHAPTER 33

Lorn stared up at the brightest light he had ever seen.

Hefdot... brittle, asthough he might crack into countless piecesif hetried to move. Therewas astrange
ringing in hisears, an odd smell in hisnogtrils,

His eyesrefused to focus. Everything seemed dream-like. He had no ideawhere he was or how he had
gotten there.

Abruptly the light-which he now redlized was the sun-was blotted out by afamiliar face.

"Good-you're awake. How do you fed?* Lorn moved hisjaw experimentally, found that he could speak
without too much difficulty. "Like abattle dog's chew-toy." He sat up, hisvison gtill blurred, amultitude
of achestrying to drag him down. "What happened?" I-Five didn't reply for amoment. "Y ou don't
re-member our recent... Stuation?' Lorn looked around him. He and the droid were on a small setback
roof about halfway up the sde of abuilding. Thelast thing he remembered.

He turned and looked in another direction. Perhaps fifty meters away was the building they had been
trapped in by the Sith. He remembered Darsha opening the door, remembered seeing the Sith framed in
the doorway-but nothing more than that. He said asmuch to I-Five.



The droid nodded. "L oss of short-term memory. Not surprising, given the trauma of recent events and
the carbon-freezing." He helped Lorn to hisfeet. "Can you walk?' Lorn tested hisbalance. "'l think s0."
"Good. The authoritieswill no doubt be here soon, but with any luck Tuden Sdl will arrive before they
do." Tuden Sal. For some reason the name triggered more flashes of memory. "Y ou froze usin
carbonite." I-Five nodded. " The waste-trestment chamber we werein was set up to contain volatile
materiasfor trangport. It was smply amatter of readjusting the parametersfor-" It hit him then, likea
stun grenade at closerange. "Darshal™ The sunlight, so much brighter than he was accus-tomed to, faded
momentarily back to the grayness of downlevels. I-Five's mechanical hand gripped his upper am,

Seadying him.

Darsha, the Jedi Padawan, the woman with whom held shared the last tumultuous forty-eight hours- the
woman who'd come to mean, in that short and | intense time, more to him than anyone except Jax and
|-Five-Darshawas dead.

No. It couldn't be. The droid and he had managed to cheat certain death; surely there had been some
way that she, too, might have.

He looked desperately at |-Five. Saw that the droid knew what was going through his head. And read,
somehow, in the other's metallic, expressionlessface, the truth.

They had escaped because she had bought them time-had bought it with her own heart's blood.
That part came back, too. She was... gone.
"What happened?' he asked dully.

" She managed to stack some of the flammable con-tainers together during her battle and ignited them as
she was struck down." Struck down.

Lornwas quiet asthey made their way to the roof's edge.

"Why aren't we dead?' "Carbonite is extremely dense. It survived the ex-plosion, and since we were
encysted within it, so did we. There was a processtimer, which | set to thaw us after ahalf hour. Then |
thought it prudent for usto relocate.” Lorn nodded dowly. "What about the Sith? Did he survive, or did
he diewith-" He could not bring him-self to finish the sentence.

"Unknown. If he did survive-which, were we dedling with anyone dse, | would deem extremely
unlikely-thenin al probability he thinkswere dead. The carbon-freezing lowered al biologica and elec-
tronic processesto alevel far too faint for even amaster of the Force to detect.” Lorn stretched hisarms
and twisted cautioudy from side to side. Other than amajor headache, he seemed to be experiencing no
adverse effects. All in al, held had hangoversthat were worse.

A pinging sound came from I-Five's midsection. "That would be our ride," the droid said, pulling the
comlink out of historso compartment and activating it.

He confirmed their location and toggled it off.
Within seconds alarge black skycar with a canopied roof and dark windows dropped toward them, its

sde doors opening when it reached their level. Lorn looked in and saw that Tuden Sa himsdlf had come
to pick them up.



"I'm wondering what you two have gotten your-salvesinvolved in thistime,” Sa said asthe chauf-feured
skycar lifted away from the scene. He glanced out the tinted window at the destruction below. "But given
what | see down there, I'm not sure | want to know." "A wisedecision,” I-Five said, as he leaned over to
look out the side window.

"Thelessyou know, the lessthey canindict you for." The skycar was drifting higher, heading toward a
traffic lane that would take them to Eastport, where one of Sdl's restaurants was located. |-Five tapped
Lorn on the arm and pointed out the side window.

"Y ou may not want to seethis," hesaid.

Lorn looked out the window and saw atiny figurein black striding along one of the elevated walkways
below. Hefdt hisinsdesice over asif held been plunged once more into carbonite. He got only a
glimpse of the figure, who was pretty far away, but it |ooked like- Histhroat was dry; he had to swallow
twice before he could speak. "Got enhancers on this crate?' he asked Tuden Sal, who was douched on
the cushioned bench across from him.

The restaurateur was a Sakiyan-short, stocky, and possessed of skin that looked like burnished metd.
He nodded and tapped a control aongside the window panel.

The arcar was the epitome of plushness: tiny drink dispenser, high-powered comlink, and an
inter-species climate contral. Ingtantly, in response to Sd's command, the tiny figure below became much
larger, zooming to fill up haf the window. His cowl was up, covering hisface, and the enhancement
threatened to break up the image into component blocks of digita artifacting, but Lorn recognized him
nonetheless.

It wasthe Sith.

Ashewatched, the cowled killer pulled something from his belt compartment and held it up to look at. A
request to Sal caused the enhancer to focus on it. Lorn wasn't surprised to see the holocron in the Sith's
hand.

"Friend of yours?' Sal asked.

Lorn shook hishead. "Not at dl. But I'd like to keep track of him. Do you mind if wetake alittle
detour?' "No problem. | oweyou, Lorn." "Keep the enhancers at full, and stay asfar back asyou can,”
|-Five advised.

Sd toggled a switch and gave the droid chauffeur the ingtructions. They began to follow the cowled figure
a the maximum visble distance, just bardly kesping himin sght.

Darth Maul reined in his connection to the dark side and made his shadow within it as smdl as he could.
His master wasright: it would not do to suc-ceed in slencing the enemies of the Sith only to reved
himsdlf to others of them through amistake.

The apprentice hailed a cab. With his speeder bike destroyed and the one he'd taken from the patrol no
doubt dangerous to use by now, he needed transporta-tion to take him nearer to the abandoned monad
where his ship was|ocated.

Astheair taxi lifted off, itsdriver having been given directions, Maul kept an eye out for followers. It was
unlikely there would be any, snce dmost al who had seen him had died, or were ten or morelevels



below- but his master had ordered stedlth, and thus it would be.

Lorn and I-Five watched the dark figure aight from the cab and walk toward the upper entrance of an
abandoned monad. They watched for afew more minutes until the Sith regppeared on the rooftop.

A few seconds later they saw him step into thin air and vanish.
"Nicetrick," Tuden Sal said.

Lornjust stared, completely baffled for the moment, not sure whether to believe his eyes. Wasthis some
new arcane power of the murdering Sith? But then he heard I-Five say, in answer to Sal's comment, "He
must have a high-grade cloaking device. Probably crystal based." Of course. Their nemesis had gotten
into a cloaked spaceship. It made perfect sense, Lorn thought. The Sith had accomplished hismission; he
had gotten the holocron and, asfar as he was concerned, killed everyone who knew anything aboui it.
He was no doubt preparing to leave Coruscant.

Only I'm not dead, you murderer. Y ou think | am, but I'm not.
The question was, what was he going to do now?

For the first time since this nightmare had begun, he was safe. The Sith thought he was dead. All Lorn
had to do waslielow and the demonic killer would pass out of hislife forever. He and I-Five could get
off Cor-uscant and pile as many parsecs between them and the hub of the galaxy asthey deemed
necessary. They wouldn't berich, but they'd be dive.

And the rankweed sucker who had killed Darshawould get away with hiscrime.

Lorn knew he could go to the Jedi and tell them what had happened. They would no doubt mobilize their
ranks and start hunting for the one who had killed two of their order. Even though Lorn and they had
some bad history, there would be no problem convincing them to believe him-one of the few ad-vantages
of deding with afraternity of Force users.

But the wheds of any organization, no matter how self-conscioudy benign, turn dowly and ponderoudly.
Even now, the Sith was no doubt getting ready to raise ship. Could even the Jedi find him once hefled
thisworld?

Lorn stared out the window. Before him, spread from horizon to horizon, lay Coruscant in all itstes-
sdllated splendor. More than just about anybody else, he felt he could say that he had seen the best and
the worst the capital planet had to offer. He had led alife that had been by turns dangerous, frustrating,
terri-fying, and heartbresking. There had been littlejoy init. Still, he was reluctant to do anything that
might result in hislosing it.

He had never wanted to be ahero. All he had wanted wasto live aquiet, normd life with hiswife and
son. But hiswife had left him, and the Jedi-those whom the galaxy |ooked upon as heroes-had se-duced
him into giving them hisson.

Hewould never have called any Jedi a hero-until he met Darsha Assant.

He took a deep breath and looked at Tuden Sal. "We need a spaceship,” he said.

Hisfriend nodded. "I-Five told me. No problem. Where do you want to go?"' Lorn looked back down at



the roof of the monad, where the Sith had been visible until amoment ago.
"Wherever hésgoing.” CHAPTER 34

Darth Maul settled into the pilot's chair. He pressed his hand to a sensor plate on the console be-fore
him, and the hemispheric control chamber filled with various hums, tones, and vibrations as the Infil-trator
powered up. A quick outside scan reveaed nothing in the immediate area that would interfere with his
launch. Maul nodded in satisfaction.

Hismisson was nearly over at last. It had taken far longer than anticipated and had led him into dark
corners of Coruscant he had not even known existed.

But now his assgnment was dmost accomplished. Everyone whom Hath Monchar had spoken to, every
potentia information leak, had been gtilled. Darth Sidiouss plan for the trade embargo, and eventudly the
destruction of the Republic, could now proceed unchalenged.

Maul pulled the holocron from one of hisbelt com-partments and looked at it.

Such asmall item, and yet the repository of so much potential power. Here-turned it to the
compartment, then activated the ver-tical repulsor array. He watched on the overhead monitors asthe
monad's rooftop fell away from the ship. The Infiltrator's nav computer began plotting di-rectiond and
velocity vectorsthat would take him to the rendezvous point specified by his master. There hewould
deliver the holocron to Darth Sidious, and then his mission would be complete.

Within amatter of minutes he was high above the clouds, the curve of the planet reveaing itself. It would
take alittletimeto reach his destination; the orbital shells surrounding Coruscant were nearly as
congested asthe traffic strata.on or near the surface. Once hewasin orbit he would have to disable his
in-vighility field; otherwise it would be too difficult to avoid acollison with one of the myriad satellites,
space stations, and shipsthat circled the planet.

Maul took the ship off autopilot and fed minimal power to the ion drive. The autopilot was more than
capable of ddivering him to his destination, but he preferred to bein control.

As he settled the Infiltrator into low orbit, barely skimming the tenuous gases of the upper ionosphere,
Maul thought about his battle with the Jedi Padawan.

She had certainly been smarter and more resourceful than he had given her credit for. So had her
com-panion, for that matter. They had led him on quite a merry chase. He mentally saluted them both. He
ad-mired courage, skill, and brains, even in an enemy. They had been doomed from the start, of course,
but at least they had fought their fate instead of submit-ting meekly toit, like that cowardly Neimoidian
who had caused dl thistrouble to begin with.

Hewondered what his master had in mind for his next misson. Something relaing to the Naboo
block-ade, most likely. He hoped there would be more Jedi involved.

Killing the Padawan had only whetted his gppetite.

The ship Tuden Sal provided for Lorn and I-Five was an ARE Thixian Seven-afour-passenger
modi-fied cruiser. The craft had definitely seen better days, Lorn thought asthe skycar settled down next
to the ship's berth a Eastport, but that didn't matter. Aslong asit could fly and shoot, that was dl he
cared about.



AsTuden S arranged for launch clearance viahis comlink, Lorn turned to |-Five and said, "Give methe
blaster.” I-Five returned the Raptor's weapon to him. "Aslong as you're not planning on trying to shoot
mewithit again," thedroid said.

"I wouldn't have shot you." I-Five made no reply to thet.

"Listen," Lorn continued, "1 don't expect you to go with me. In fact, it makes more sense for you to go to
the Temple and tell the Jedi what's been happening.

That way therelll be abackup planif | fail." "Oh, please," I-Five said. "Y ou take on the Sith done?

Y ou've got about as much chance asasnow-ball in asupernova” " It'snot your fight." "Findly,
something we agree on. Nevertheless, I'm not |etting you go up there done. Y ou're going to need dl the
help you can get. Which reminds me-" Thedroid pulled from his chest compartment what looked like a
small white ball. He handed it to Lorn, who looked closdly at it. It was semitransparent, roughly
spherical, about haf the length of histhumb in di-ameter, and gpparently made of some organic materid.

"What isit?' "A skin nodule from the taozin. They're made of specidly adapted cellsthat block
receptivity to the Force." Lorn regarded the ball askance. Now that he knew what it was, he felt revulsed
by itstouch. "Y ou're saying if | havethis, the Sith can't use the Forceon me ?' "I'm saying it may shroud
your presence long enough for you to sneak up on him unnoticed. It won't protect you from histelekinetic
powers, and it certainly won't do anything about hisfighting skills. But it's better than nothing. Now |
suggest weraise ship.” So saying, the droid turned toward the ramp of the Thixian Seven.

Lorn let him get two paces ahead of him, then reached out and deactivated the master switch on the back
of I-Five's neck. The droid collapsed, and Lorn caught him, settling him to the ground. He turned to see
Tuden S watching.

"Family squabble?' " Something like that. | need one morefavor," Lorn said. "Deliver this bucket of bolts
to the Jedi Temple. He's got information they'll want to hear.” Sal nodded. He picked I-Five up under the
arms and dragged him over to his skycar. Lorn watched for aminute, then turned and boarded the ship.

Lorn could honestly say that he wasn't frightened at the thought of facing the Sith done. Frightened was
far too mild aword. He wasterrified, parayzed, to-taly unmanned by what he was contemplating. He
knew hewas pursuing asuicidal course of action, and for what? Some quixatic notion of revenge for the
death of awoman he barely knew? It was madness. |-Five was right: his chances for survival were so
long that the odds were up in the purely theoretical number range.

Asthe Thixian Seven lifted away from the space-port, Lorn felt himsdf on the verge of hyperventila-tion.
Every nervein histrembling body was on firewith adrendine; every brain cell till functioning after his
periodic bouts of acohol abuse was screaming at him to leave orbit and just keep on going.

Instead, he instructed the nav computer to plot the possible trgjectories of a ship coming from the surface
grid containing the abandoned monad.

Within far too short atime the computer had identi-fied a craft in low orhit, thirty-five kilometers away.
Lorn put it on visua, since the readout said that the stealth mechanism had been deactivated. He stared at
the computer-enhanced image of the Sith's vessdl. With long nose and bent wings, it was adeek craft,
nearly thirty meterslong; the scan readout didn't specify ar-mament, but it looked mean.

Below him, Coruscant looked like agigantic cir-cuit board laid across the planet's surface. It was a



Spectacular sSight, but Lorn wasn't in any mood for sightseeing. He settled into an orbit below and well
behind his enemy's ship. He didn't know how much protection-if any-the taozin nodule would grant him,
and he wasn't going to press hisluck. He was going to need plenty of luck asit was.

Lornwished I-Five was with him. Hewas painfully aware that since this nightmare had begun, every time
hislife had been in peril it had been ether the droid or Darshawho had saved him. Some hero, he

thought.

He missed Darsha, aswell, dthough he didn't wish she was with him. He wished she were till diveand
far away from here, safe on some friendly planet that had never heard of either the Sith or the Jedi. He
wished he was there with her.

The nav computer beeped softly to get his attention, and displayed a course vector overlay on one of the
monitors. The Sith's ship had changed course; it was now headed for alarge space Sation in
geosynchro-nous orbit over the equator.

His mouth dry as paper, Lorn instructed the auto-pilot to follow. He had no ideawhat he was going to
do when he got there. All he knew was he had to try, somehow, to stop the Sith.

For Darsha's sake.
And for hisown.
CHAPTER 35

Luden Sal loaded the deectivated I-Fiveinto his skycar and ingtructed the droid chauffeur asto their
destination. The vehicle lifted away from the space-port, diding smoothly into the airborne traffic lanes.

Hefdt sorry for Lorn. Hisfriend hadn't told him very much about the Situation he wasin, but from the
few hints he had dropped and from the look of the goon he was chasing, Sdl figured his chances of
sur-vival were not great. That was too bad. Hed always thought Lorn had potential, even though he
came across as a chronic underachiever. One rogue can al-waly's recognize another.

But in dl probability, Lorn was going to die on this crazy quest of his. A shame, but it redly wasn't any of
Sd's business. He was far more concerned about the droid.

The Sakiyan had never redly understood how Lorn could treat |-Five as an equa-even going so far asto
cal him a"business partner.” Droids were machines- clever ones, to be sure, and able in some casesto
mimic human behavior to astartling degree. But that'sdl it was. mimicry. Legdly they were property.
Though he'd become somewhat accustomed to it during the year or so he'd known Lorn and I-Five, Sal
had never completely gotten over the vaguely creepy feding it gave him to seethe two of them interacting

as peers.

Wéll, there would be no more of that. Hed had his eye on this droid for some time; the weapons
modifi-cations alone would make him avauable asset. Since Sal occasionally had dealings with Black
Sun, it was not abad ideaat dl to have abodyguard, and he was certain that |-Five would make avery
good one-once the droid's memory had been wiped, of course.

Hewasn't overly concerned with how Lorn might feel about this. After al, he fully expected never to see
Lorn again. And even if hedid, it wasn't acapita crimeto stedl and reprogram adroid. The most he
could expect in terms of lega repercussions might be afine, which wouldn't be nearly as much asthe cost



of anew droid with I-Five's specia features.
No matter how you looked at it, even throwing in that clunker of aship, it was good business.

The Templé'sroof sparkled in the afternoon sun as Sdl's skycar shot by it. Soon it waslost to sight
among the countless other flying craft that filled the skies of Coruscant.

Thelnfiltrator settled into one of the space station's docking deeves, and Maul heard the muffled metallic
sounds of the air lock's outer hatch sealing with the Sation's. He deactivated the life support and artificia
gravity systems-then, weightless, he made hisway through the ship'sdark interior to the air lock.

This point of egressto the station was in one of the outlying service modules.

Darth Sidious had promised him that there would be neither human nor droid to interfere with his
progress, and as Maul emerged from the air lock he saw that this was s0. The lock opened into what
appeared to be aservice corridor-narrow and low, the walls and ceiling covered with pipes, con-duits,
and thelike. The artificial gravity was not on in thisregion of the station, no doubt for budgetary rea-sons.
No matter; Maul had operated in zero-g envi-ronments before.

He pushed himsdlf away from the lock and floated down the corridor, using the impedi-menta that
festooned the wdlsto pull himsdlf dong.

The directions Darth Sidious had given him were clear in his head; he was to proceed down this
passage-way to the module proper, and then take avertica shaft up to one of the larger habitation
modules. At aprearranged time-less than fifteen minutes away-he would rendezvous with Maul. Maull
would then hand him the crystd.

And then his mission would be complete.

Lorn let the autopil ot take care of the docking pro-cedure; he wasn't al that good of apilot. I'm not al
that good at anything, he thought bitterly, except get-ting those | care about in trouble. He till had the
blaster he had taken from the Raptor, but he only now remembered its power pack wasn't good for
morethan |

afew shots. Of course, afew shotswould probably be dl he would have time for, one way or another.

After the green light flashed, Lorn crossed into the service shaft. It had been sometime since hed
experi-enced zero-g. When he could afford to, he used to work out fairly regularly a a spathat featured
null-grav sports. HeEd enjoyed the workouts; fedling like he could fly, even if only within the small
confines of the spa's structure, had alway's been good for taking some of the weight of his existence off
him.

Hewas under noillusions, however, that hisfamil-iarity with weightlessness gave him any kind of edge
over the Sith. He had no doubt that his opponent could handle himsdf with consummate and deadly skill
inany kind of environment. He would need an enormous amount of luck to pull this off.

Onceingde the corridor, he moved very cautioudy and dowly. Therewas no sign of his enemy
anywhere ahead, and it didn't look like there was anyplace to hide here. Nevertheless, he was taking no
chances. Lorn wouldn't have been surprised if the Sith sud-denly materiaized out of thin air in front of
him at thispoint.



He had no ideawhat he was going to do once he spotted him; he hadn't had time to formulate aplan. If
the taozin nodule let him get close enough to get off ashot, he had absolutely no compunctions about
shooting his adversary in the back-assuming he didn't pass out from sheer terror once he had himin his
sghts

He reached the end of the corridor. An access shaft led up from here. Before following it, Lorn pulled
out the blaster and checked its power supply.

What he found was not good. The wegpon had enough power |eft for one shot at maximum setting, or
three shots at the low-levd stun setting. After amo-ment's thought, Lorn adjusted the setting to the lower
level, figuring it would be better to have three chances of incapacitating the Sith rather than one chance of
killing him. Assuming the stun setting would in fact stun him. By now Lorn wasn't at dl persuaded that
anything could harm hisnemesis.

He eased himsdlf into the shaft. It led to alarger, better-lit chamber, perhaps ten meters by ten, and fairly
empty save for some equipment bins anchored to thewalls.

At the other end of the chamber wasthe Sith.
Hisback wasto Lorn; he was entering a code on awall pane, preparing to open a hatch in the far wall.

Lorn rose quietly out of the tube and gripped the blaster in both hands. He braced hisfeet against the
edge of the shaft; there would be adight recail in zero-g.

The taozin nodule seemed to be doing its job: the Sith was apparently unaware that Lorn was ten me-ters
behind him and drawing a bead right between his shoulder blades. His hands were trembling, but not so
much that he shouldn't be ableto hit atarget as broad as his enemy's back, especialy with three shots at
his digoosd. Once the Sith was stunned, Lorn would finish him off with the lightsaber and then grab the
in-formation crysd.

The Sith pressed awall button. A light glowed green, and the hatch started to open.

Now. It had to be now. Lorn drew a deep breath, opening his mouth wide so that the Sith wouldn't hear
theintake of air. He exhded the same way, then drew in another breath and held it.

He pulled thetrigger.
CHAPTER 36

The shot wastrue. The stun bolt nailed the Sith squarely in the middle of his back, hurling him for-ward to
dam againg the bulkhead. Lorn fired one more, which hit the Sith's lower back.

Lorn couldn't believeit. He shoved himsalf for-ward, shooting the length of the chamber toward his
adversary, who was now floating limply back toward him in adow rebound from the impact. Blaster held
ready-he had one shot |eft-Lorn grabbed the Sith's robes, pulling the latter around to face him. Ashewas
reaching for the lightsaber he noticed a sparkle of re-flected light coming from a half-open compartment
on the utility belt.

It was the holocron crystal. Lorn grabbed it and shoved it in his pocket. Then he reached for the
lightsaber.



Hewas staring directly into the sinister tattooed face when the Sith's yellow eyes opened.

Lorn froze, mesmerized by that ferocious glare. He forgot about the lightsaber he was reaching for, forgot
about the blagter ill in his other hand. Then he was hurled back by a blast, unseen but nonetheless
power-ful, that left him gasping for air.

The Sith'slightsaber legpt into a black-gloved figt, both blades flashing into existence. One of them
flick-ered toward him like crimson lightning. Lorn felt ablow to hisright hand, saw the hand, still clutching
the blaster, go spinning away in dow motion, afew globules of blood following it. He didn't fed any pain,
did not in fact realize what had happened until he saw the blackened, cauterized stump at the end of his
am.

And now the Sith was spinning around, using the energy of the last blow to rotate himsdlf into attack
position again. The moment stretched for Lorn, unbe-lievably clear and sharp. The Sith's teeth were
bared in arictus of anima hatred. The lightsaber started a horizonta arc that would, in lessthan a second,
shear through his neck.

Hewasfloating in front of the open hatch. Hisleft leg was bent, hisfoot grazing the Side of one of the
storage canisters. Lorn kicked againgt it, propelling himsalf backwards through the hatch. The energy
blade dashed through the empty space his neck had occupied amoment previoudy.

He brought hislegs up as he sailed through the hatchway. He flipped over in aback somersaullt, his head
coming up and hisleft arm reaching out for the hatch controls. He saw the Sith hurtling toward him,
framed in the opening. His hand dapped the button, and the hatch swung shut in the Sith'sface. A red
light glowed, indicating the hatchway was sealed. Lorn raked his ringers over the access pand keypad,
scram-bling the code.

Through the hatch's port he could see the Sith's face-a sight to chill the blood. Then, faintly, he heard the
sound of meta beginning to melt and saw afaint blush of red building in the hatch's center.

The Sith was using hislightsaber to melt through the hatch.

Lorn turned and started pulling himself frantically along the corridor he wasin. He didn't know where he
was going, or how he was going to escape the vengeance of the monster behind him. There was no room
in his head for anything-not even the pain of his severed wrist as the shock began to wesar off- except raw
red panic.

For possibly thefirgt timein hislife, Darth Maul had been taken completely by surprise.

He had felt no warning vibration of the Force be-fore being hit by the blaster bolts. The astonishment this
caused him was amost equaled by the shock of redlizing that the attack had come from Lorn Pavan. He
had been so certain of the Corellian's death back on Coruscant that awakening to see him dive and
looting his utility belt had caused Maul to momen-tarily question his own sanity.

It was the combined shock of these two events- plus the confusing fact that, even though he could see
Pavan before him, he could not sense his presence with the Force-that had dowed his reaction time just
enough to let the Cordlian get through the hatchway land lock it in Maul's face. Now he had to burn his
way through thelock mechanism. As soon as the hatch came loose, he savagely hurled it open and shot
after Pavan, using the Forceto propd hisweightless saf in pursuit. Therewas no timeto lose. He did not
know how Pavan had escaped the explosion back in the storage facility, or how he was ableto block his
presence in the Force-and he did not care. In afew minutes his master would be at the rendezvous point,



and Maul intended to be there, aswell, holding the holocron in one hand and Pavan's severed head in the
other. This had gone on long enough.

Lorn hauled himself up another vertica shaft, mov-ing asfast as he could with only one hand to aid him.

It seemed he could fedl the hot breath of the Sith on the back of his neck; he dared not look behind him
in case he actudly did see the latter's demonic face. To look into those yellow eyes one more time would,
hefdt sure, utterly paralyze him.

His one hope was to reach the space station's main section, where he could find some kind of security
per-sonnd. Surdly, with enough blasters between him and the Sith, he would be safe.

It seemed impossible now that he had ever serioudy intended, even for amoment, to kill the black-robed
cregture. That he had even managed to take the holocron away from him now seemed amiracle. Not
that hewould keep it for very long if he didn't find help fast.

And then he shouldered hisway through one final access port and found himsdlf in alarge solarium. As
he passed through the entry, Lorn felt weightfulness return with arush.

He looked around. Plants and dwarf treeswere tastefully arranged in asmall garden setting. Half of the
domed celling was made of polarized transpari-sted, affording a magnificent view of the sarsand ahuge
crescent of the planet. And standing in the garden were severa people of various species, some of whom
were wearing the robes of Republic Senate members, and others dressed in the dark, formfitting attire of
Coruscant guards.

He recognized one of the senators. When he had worked for the Jedi, Lorn had heard him spoken of
many times, always asaman of clear-minded practi-cality, a stranger to corruption and intrigue. If
anyone could be counted on to protect the information on the holocron and see it safely reach the
sanctuary of the Jedi Temple, it would be him.

Lorn staggered forward. One of the senators, a Gran, saw him coming and reacted with ableat of fright.
Severd of the guards moved in to protect their charges, drawing blasters.

"Wait!" The command came from the senator whom Lorn had recognized. He stepped forward, his
expression one of concern.

"What's the matter, my good fellow?What brings you herein this extreme state?" Lorn pulled the crystal
from his pocket and held it out. He saw the other's eyes narrow as he recognized it.

"A holocron crysta?" "Yes," Lorn gasped, dropping it into the senator's ? outstretched hand. "It must
reach the Jedi. Very [important.” The senator nodded, and quickly tucked the holo-cron away in afold
of hisrabe. Then he noticed the stump where Lorn's other hand had been. "Y oure in-jured!” He turned
to one of the guards, summoning him with aquick, imperious gesture. "This man re-quires hospitdization
immediately! And protection from assassins, aswell, by thelook of it." Lorn sagged into achair. Asthe
others came for-ward he risked a glance over his shoulder at the ser-vice port where he had entered.
Therewas no sign of the Sith.

Rdlief flooded over him. The nightmare was over, & last.
Hefdt his consciousness sarting to dip away and realized that for the first timein days he could alow

himself the luxury of exhaustion. "Make sure... the holocron...," he mumbled, but wastoo tired to finish
the sentence.



His benefactor leaned over him and smiled. "Don't worry, my bravefriend. I'll take care of it. Everything
will bedl right now." Lorn managed to mumble, "Thank you,... Senator Palpatine.” And then everything
faded.

CHAPTER 37

When Obi-Wan Kenobi reached the Temple he could tdll immediately that something waswrong. It
wasn't just the ominous reverberationsin the Force that pulsed invisibly al around him; the Padawans and
messengers he passed in the hallways al wore looks of concern and concentration. One of them saw him
and stopped.

"Padawan Kenobi, you are to report to your Master immediately.” Then he continued on hisway before
Obi-Wan could ask what was causing the papable air of tension.

He found the door to Master Qui-Gon's domicile open. The Jedi wasingde, loading his utility belt with
fied items such as an ascension gun and food capsules. He evidenced relief when he saw Obi-Wan
ganding in the doorway.

"Excdlent. You havereturned just intime." "What's happened, Magter?' "The Trade Federation has
blockaded Naboo. Y ou and | have been selected as ambassadors to the Trade Federation flagship to
stlethis” Obi-Wan felt stunned at the magnitude of this news. " Surdly the Republic Senate will
condemn such an action!" "l suspect the Neimoidians are counting on the sen-ate's past record of being.
lessthan effective in such matters. In any event, we must leaveimmediately.” "I understand. But | must tell
you-Master Anoon Bondaraand his Padawan, Darsha Assant, are both dead. Thereis no doubt of this."
Master Qui-Gon paused in his packing and looked at Obi-Wan. The Padawan could see the sadnessin
hismentor's eyes. "And the cause of thistragedy?' "I'm still not certain, although | suspect Black Sun
involvement." "'l want to hear dl about it," Master Qui-Gon said, "and so will the council.

But speed is of the essence now. Y ou will make your report to them viaholo transmission once we are
onour way." "Yes, Magter." Obi-Wan followed Qui-Gon Jinn asthe latter strapped his belt around his
waist and |eft the room.

Hewould do as hisMaster said, of course. Obvi-oudy this new crisis superceded the events that had
taken place in the Crimson Corridor. As he followed Master Qui-Gon, ObiWan wondered if he would
ever know the complete story of what happened to Darshaand Master Bondara. She had had the
potential to be agood Jedi Knight, and he grieved for her passing.

* * * The Sith lunged for him, twin energy blades flashing.

Lorn awoke with agasp. He stared about him, still feeling for amoment the panic of his nightmare. Then,
dowly, ashiseyestook in his surroundings, he began to relax.

Hewasin a private room in a hotel-nothing fancy, but far superior to what he had been used to for the
past five years. His severed wrist had been treated with synthflesh, and he had been told by Senator
Pd-patine that within afew days a prosthetic replacement would be grafted on. More important,

Pd patine had also told him that the information crystal had been de-livered to the Jedi Temple and the
assassin captured.

In short, Lorn had won.



Not completely, of course. He still mourned the death of Darsha. He was aso concerned about 1-Five's
whereabouts. apparently the droid had never madeit to the Temple. A Pyrrhic victory-but avictory
nonetheless.

He had been given his choice of futures: relocation to a colony world somewhere in the Outer Rim, or a
permanent address in amonad on Coruscant. Either way, he had been assured that the bank fraud
charges had been dropped, and he would be awarded a tipend that would alow him and I-Fivetolive
com-fortably. He hadn't decided yet what to do, athough he was leaning toward staying on Coruscant.
By staying he could possibly reestablish some form of re-lationship with Jax. The Jedi owed him that
much, at lesst.

Also, he owed it to himsdf. It wastime he started to live again-ared life, not the empty mockery he had
been trapped in for so long downleves. It might take along time for the nightmares to subside, but
eventu-aly they would. Eventualy he would know peece.

Lorn got out of the bed. In the closet was anew set of clothes, which he put on. He had no placein
particular to go, but hefelt like getting outside. He needed to fed the sun on hisface, to bresthe clean air.
It had been along time since he had enjoyed those smple pleasures.

He opened the door.

The Sith stood before him.

Lorn wastoo stunned to even be afraid. His enemy stepped forward, implacable, unstoppable, and

acti-vated hislightsaber. Lorn knew there was nothing he could do. The hotel room was small, barren of
wegpons, with only the one door.

Thistime there was no escape.

Surprisingly, in that moment-the final moment of hislife-he found he was not afraid. Found, in fact, that he
wasin aplace smilar to that which Darsha had described when she was deep in the embrace of the
Force.

He was at peace.

The information about the Sith had been given to the Jedi. The fact that the nwas able to escape
hisincarceration couldn't change that. His death, Lorn redized, wasin the service of ahigher purpose.

He was content that it be so.

The lightsaber's blade shimmered toward him. Hislast thought was of his son; hislast emotion was pride
that someday Jax would be a Jedi Knight.

Looking into Pavan's eyes, Darth Maul knew what the man was thinking. Even were he not
Force-sengtive, he could have read it clearly in his enemy's eyes and expression.

He sad nothing.
Though Maul had no compunctions abouit killing anyone who stood in his or his master's way, he was not

without a sense of honor. Lorn Pavan had man-aged, againgt al odds, to be more of a challenge to Maull
than many of the professiona killers of Black Sun. He was aworthy opponent and had earned the right



to diequickly.
Thelightsaber szzled through air, through flesh, through bone.
Darth Maul turned and waked away, hismisson at last complete.

Join Darth Maul for another exciting adventure as he continues to do his master's bidding, laying the
groundwork for the eventsto comein STAR WARS: THE PHANTOM MENACE.

TheEnd
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