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Prelude

_Hismind absorbed the scene before him, so quiet and cam and... normal._

_Itwasthelife he had dways wanted, a gathering of family and friends--he knew that they were just that,
though the only one he recognized was his dear mother._

_Thiswasthe way it was supposed to be. The warmth and the love, the laughter and the quiet times. This
was how he had aways dreamed it would be, how he had aways prayed it would be. The warm, inviting
smiles. The pleasant conversation. The gentle pats on shoulders._

_But mogt of dl there wasthe amile of his beloved mother, so happy now, no more adave. When she
looked at him, he saw dl of that and more, saw how proud she was of him, how joyful her life had
become._

_She moved before him, her face beaming, her hand reaching out for him to gently stroke hisface. Her
smile brightened, then widened some more._

_Too much more. For amoment, he thought the exaggeration a product of love beyond norma bounds,
but the smile continued to grow, his mother's face stretching and contorting weirdly._

_She seemed to be moving in dow motion then. They al did, dowing asif their limbs had become
heavy.

_No, not heavy, heredized, hiswarm fedings turning suddenly hot. It was asif these friendsand his
mother were becoming rigid and giff, asif they were becoming something less than living and bresthing
humans. He stared back at that caricature of asmile, the twisted face, and recognized the pain behind it,

acrysdlineagony._
_Hetried to call out to her, to ask her what she needed him to do, ask her how he could help._

_Her face twisted even more, blood running from her eyes. Her skin crystdlized, becoming amost
tranducent, dmost like glass._

_CGlass Shewasglass Thelight glistened off her crystaline highlights, the blood ran fast over her smooth
surface. And her expression, alook of resignation and apology, alook that said she had failed him and
that he had failed her, drove a sharp point straight into the hel pless onlooker's heart.

_Hetried to reach out for her, tried to save her._

_Cracks began to appear in the glass. He heard the crunching sounds asthey elongated.

_Hecried out repeatedly, reached for her desperately. Then he thought of the Force, and sent his
thoughts there with al hiswillpower, reaching for her with dl hisenergy.



_But then, she shattered.

* % %

The Jedi Padawan jumped to a sitting position in his cot on the starship, his eyes popping open wide,
swest on hisforehead and his breath coming in gasps. A dream. It was all adream.

Hetold himself that repeatedly as he tried to settle back down on the cot. It was all adream.
Or wasit?

He could see things, after all, before they happened.

"Anson!" cameacdl from thefront of the ship, the familiar voice of his Madter.

He knew that he had to shake the dream away, had to focus on the events a hand, the latest assignment
beside his Master, but that was easier said than done.

For he saw her again, hismother, her body going rigid, crystdlizing, then exploding into amillion
shattered shards.

Helooked up ahead, envisioning his Master at the controls, wondering if he should tell dl to the Jedi,
wondering if the Jedi would be able to help him. But that thought washed away as soon asit had crossed
hismind. His Master, Obi-Wan Kenobi, would not be able to help. They were too involved in other
things, in histraining, in minor assgnments like the border dispute that had brought them so far out from
Coruscant.

The Padawan wanted to get back to Coruscant, as soon as possible. He needed guidance now, but not
the kind he was getting from Obi-Wan.

He needed to speak with Chancellor Papatine again, to hear the man's reassuring words. Palpatine had
taken agreat interest in him over the last ten years, making sure that he aways got a chance to speak
with him whenever he and Obi-Wan were on Coruscant.

The Padawan took great comfort in that now, with the terrible dream so vivid in histhoughts. For the
Chancellor, the wise leader of dl the Republic, had promised him that his powers would soar to
previoudy unknown heights, that he would become a power even among the powerful Jedi.

Perhaps that was the answer. Perhaps the mightiest of the Jedli, the mightiest of the mighty, could
drengthen thefragile glass.

"Anson," camethe call again from the front. "Anakin, get up herel”

Chapter One

Shmi Skywaker Lars stood on the edge of the sand berm marking the perimeter of the moisture farm,
oneleg up higher, to the very top of theridge, knee bent. With one hand on that knee for support, the



middle-aged woman, her dark hair dightly graying, her face worn and tired, stared up at the many bright
dots of starlight on this crisp Tatooine night. No sharp edges broke the landscape about her, just the
smooth and rounded forms of windblown sand dunes on this planet of seemingly endless sands.
Somewhere out in the distance a creature groaned, a plaintive sound that resonated deeply within Shimi
thisnight.

Thisspecid night.

Her son Anakin, her dearest little Annie, turned twenty this night, abirthday Shmi observed each yesr,
though she hadn't seen her beloved child in adecade. How different he must be! How grown, how
gtrong, how wisein the ways of the Jedi by now! Shmi, who had lived al of her lifeinasmal area of
drab Tatooine, knew that she could hardly imagine the wonders her boy might have found out there
among the stars, on planets so different from this, with colors more vivid and water that filled entire
valeys

A wistful smile widened on her gtill-pretty face as she remembered those days long ago, when she and
her son had been daves of the wretch Watto. Annie, with hismischief and his dreams, with his
independent attitude and unsurpassed courage, used to so infuriate the Toydarian junk deder. Despite
the hardships of life asadave, there had been good times, too, back then. Despite their meager food,
their meager possessions, despite the constant complaining and ordering about by Watto, she had been
with Annie, her beloved son.

"Y ou should comein," cameaquiet voice behind her.

Shmi's smile only widened, and she turned to see her stepson, Owen Lars, walking over to join her. He
was astocky and strong boy about Anakin's age, with short brown hair, afew bristles, and awide face
that could not hide anything that was within his heart.

Shmi touded Owen's hair when he moved beside her, and he responded by draping an arm across her
shoulders and kissing her on the cheek.

"No gtarship tonight, Mom?' Owen asked good-naturedly. He knew why Shmi had come out here, why
she came out here so very often in the quiet night.

Shmi turned her hand over and gently stroked it down Owen'sface, smiling. Sheloved thisyoung man as
sheloved her own son, and he had been so good to her, so understanding of the hole that remained
within her heart. Without jed ousy, without judgment, Owen had accepted Shmi's pain and had aways
given her ashoulder to lean on.

"No gtarship thisnight,” she replied, and she looked back up at the starry canopy. "Anakin must be busy
saving the gadlaxy or chasing smugglers and other outlaws. He hasto do those things now, you know."

"Then | shall degp more soundly from this night forward,” Owen replied with agrin.

Though she was kidding, of course, Shmi did redlize a bit of truth in her presumption about Anakin. He
was aspecia child, something beyond the norm--even for a Jedi, she believed. Anakin had aways stood
taller than anyone dse. Not physicdly--physicaly, as Shmi remembered him, hewasjust asmiling little
boy, with curious eyes and sandy blond hair. But Annie could do things, and so very well. He wasthe
first human ever to win one of the Podraces, and that when hewas only nineyearsold! Andin aracer
that, Shmi remembered with an even wider smile, had been built with spare parts taken from Watto's
junkyard.



But that was Anakin'sway, because he was not like the other children, or even like other adults. Anakin
could "see" things before they happened, asif he was so tuned to the world about him that he understood
innately the logical conclusion to any course of events. He could often sense problems with his Podracer,
for example, long before those problems manifested themsalvesin a catastrophic way. He had once told
her that he could fed the upcoming obstaclesin any course before he actudly saw them. It was his
specia way, and that was why the Jedi who had come to Tatooine had recognized the unique nature of
the boy and had freed him from Watto and taken him into their care and ingtruction. "I had to let him go,”
Shmi said quietly. "I could not keep him with me, if that meant living thelife of adave.”

"l know," Owen assured her.

"I could not have kept him with me even if we were not daves," she went on, and she looked at Owen,
asif her own words had surprised her. "Annie has so much to give to the galaxy. His gifts could not be
contained by Tatooine. He belongs out there, flying across the stars, saving planets. He wasbornto be a
Jedi, born to give so much more to so many more.”

"That iswhy | deep better at night,” Owen reiterated, and when Shmi looked at him, she saw that hisgrin
waswider than ever.

"Oh, you'reteasng me!" she said, reaching out to swat her stepson on the shoulder. Owen merely
shrugged.

Shmi's face went serious again. "Annie wanted to go," she went on, the same speech she had given Owen
before, the same speech that she had silently repested to hersdf every night for the last ten years. "His
dream wasto fly about the stars, to see every world in the whole gdaxy, to do grand things. He was
born adave, but he was not born _to be _adave. No, not my Annie.

"Not my Annie"

Owen squeezed her sho ulder. "Y ou did theright thing. If | was Anakin, | would be grateful to you. I'd
understand that you did what was best for me. Thereis no gregater love than that, Mom."

Shmi stroked hisface again and even managed awistful smile.
"Comeonin, Mom," Owen said, taking her hand. "It's dangerous out here."

Shmi nodded and didn't resist at first as Owen started to pull her along. She stopped suddenly, though,
and stared hard at her stepson as he turned back to regard her. "It's more dangerous out there," she said,
sucking in her breath, her voice bresking. Alarm evident in her expression, she looked back up at the
wide and open sky. "What if heis hurt, Owen? Or dead?'

"It's better to diein pursuit of your dreamsthan to live alife without hope,” Owen said, rather
unconvinangly.

Shmi looked back at him, her smile returning. Owen, like hisfather, was about as grounded in smple
pragmatism as any man could be. She understood that he had said that only for her benefit, and that
madeit al the more specid.

Shedidn't resst anymore as Owen began to lead her dong again, back to the humble abode of Cliegg
Lars, her husband, Owen'sfather.



She had done theright thing concerning her son, Shmi told herself with every step. They had been daves,
with no prospects of finding their freedom other than the offer of the Jedi. How could she have kept
Anakin here on Tatooine, when Jedi Knightswere promising him al of his dreams?

Of course, at that time, Shmi had not known that she would meet Cliegg Larsthat fateful day in Mos
Espa, and that the moisture farmer would fall in love with her, buy her from Watto, and free her, and only
then, once she was afree woman, ask her to marry him. Would she have let Anakin go if she had known
the changes that would come into her life so soon after his departure?

Wouldn't her life be better now, more complete by far, if Anakin were beside her?

Shmi smiled as she thought about it. No, she redlized, she would still have wanted Annieto go, even if
she had foreseen the dramatic changes that would soon come into her life. Not for hersdlf, but for
Anakin. His place was out there. She knew that.

Shmi shook her head, overwhelmed by the enormity of it al, by the many winding turnsin her lifé's path,
in Anakin's path. Even in hindsight, she could not be sure that this present Situation was not the best
possible outcome, for both of them.

But till, there remained adeep and empty holein her heart.

Chapter Two

| can help with that," Beru said politely, moving to join Shmi, who was cooking dinner. Cliegg and Owen
were out closing down the perimeter of the compound, securing the farm from the oncoming night--a
night that promised adust storm.

Smiling warmly, and glad that this young woman was soon to be amember of their family, Shmi handed a
knife over to Beru. Owen hadn't said anything yet about marrying Beru, but Shmi could tell from the way
the two looked at each other. It was only amatter of time, and not much time at that, if she knew her
stepson. Owen was not an adventurous type, was as solid as the ground beneath them, but when he
knew what he wanted, he went after it with single-minded purpose.

Beru was exactly that, and she obvioudy loved Owen as deeply as he loved her. She waswdll suited to
be the wife of amoisture farmer, Shmi thought, watching her methodically go about her dutiesin the
kitchen. She never shied from work, was very capable and diligent.

_And she doesn't expect much, or need much to make her happy, Shmi thought, for that, in truth, was

the crux of it. Their existence here was smple and plain. There were few adventures, and none a al that
were welcomed, for excitement out here usually meant that Tusken Raiders had been seenin theregion,
or that a gigantic sandstorm or some other potentially devastating westher phenomenon was blowing up.

The Larsfamily had only the smple things, mostly the company of each other, to keep them amused and
content. For Cliegg, this had been the only way of life he had ever known, alifestyle that went back
severd generaionsin the Larsfamily. Same thing for Owen. And while Beru had grown up in Mos
Eidey, sheseemed tofit right in.



Y es, Owen would marry her, Shmi knew, and what a happy day that would be!

The two men returned soon after, dong with C-3PO, the protocol droid Anakin had built back in the
days when he had Watto's junkyard to rummage through.

"Two more tangaroots for you, Mistress Shimi," the thin droid said, handing Shmi a pair of
orange-and-green freshly picked vegetables. "1 would have brought more, but | wastold, and not in any
cavil way, that | must hurry.”

Shmi looked to Cliegg, and he gave her agrin and ashrug. "Could've left him out there to get sandblasted
clean, | suppose,” he said. " Of course, some of the bigger rocks that are sure to be flying about might've
taken out acircuit or two."

"Y our pardon, Master Cliegg,” C-3PO said. "I only meant--"

"We know what you meant, Threegpio," Shmi assured the droid. She placed a comforting hand on his
shoulder, then quickly pulled it away, thinking that a perfectly slly gesture to offer to awaking box of
wires. Of course, C-3PO was much more than abox of wiresto Shmi. Anakin had built the droid.
Almost. When Anakin had left with the Jedi, 3PO had been perfectly functiona, but uncovered, hiswires
exposed. Shmi had left him that way for along time, fantasizing that Anakin would return to complete the
job. Just before marrying Cliegg had Shmi finished the droid herself, adding the dull meta coverings. It
had been quite a touching moment for Shmi, an admission of sortsthat she was where she belonged and
Anakin was where he belonged. The protocol droid could be quite annoying at times, but to Shmi,
C-3PO remained areminder of her son.

"Coursg, if there are Tuskens about, they'd likely have gotten him under wraps before the sorm,” Cliegg
went on, obvioudy taking greet pleasurein teasing the poor droid. "Y ou're not afraid of Tusken Raiders,
areyou, Thregpio?'

"Thereisnothing in my program to suggest such fear,” 3PO replied, though he would have sounded more
convincing if he hadn't been shaking as he spoke, and if his voice hadn't come out dl squesky and
uneven.

"Enough,” Shmi demanded of Cliegg. "Oh, poor Threepio," she said, patting the droid's shoulder again.
"Go ahead, now. I've got more than enough help thisevening." As shefinished, she waved the droid

away.

"You'rejust terrible to that poor droid,” she remarked, moving beside her husband and playfully patting
him across his broad shoulder.

"Wel, if | can't have fun with him, I'll have to set my sights on someoneelse” the rarely mischievous
Cliegg replied, narrowing his eyes and scanning the room. He findly settled athreatening gaze on Beru.

"Cliegg," Shmi was quick to warn.

"What?' he protested dramatically. "If she's thinking to come out and live here, then she had better learn
to defend hersdlf!"

"Dad!" Owen cried.

"Oh, don't fret about old Cliegg,” Beru piped in, emphasizing theword _old._"A finewife | would make



if | couldn't out-dud that onein awar of words!"
"Ahal A chalengel" Cliegg roared.

"Not so much of onefrom where I'm stting," Beru dryly returned, and she and Cliegg began exchanging
some good-natured insults, with Owen chiming in every now and again.

Shmi hardly listened, too engaged in merely watching Beru. Y es, shewould certainly fit in, and well,
about the moisture farm. Her temperament was perfect. Solid, but playful when the situation alowed.

Gruff Cliegg could verbaly spar with the best of them, but Beru had to be counted among that ditelot.
Shimi went back to her dinner preparations, her smile growing wider every time Beru hit Cliegg with a

particularly nasty retort.

Intent on her work, Shmi never saw the missile coming, and when the overripe vegetable hit her on the
sde of the face, shelet out ashriek.

Of course, that only made the other three in the room howl with laughter.

Shmi turned to see them gitting there, staring a her. From the embarrassed expression on Beru'sface,
and from the angle, with Beru sitting directly behind Cliegg, it ssemed obviousto Shmi that Beru had
launched the missile, aming for Cliegg, but throwing abit high.

"The girl lisgenswhen you tell her to stop,” Cliegg Lars said, his sarcastic tone shattered by a burst of
laughter thet cameright from hisbelly.

He stopped when Shmi smacked him with apiece of juicy fruit, splattering it across his shoulders.

A food fight began--measured, of course, and with more threats hurled than actual missiles.

When it ended, Shmi began the cleanup, the other three helping for abit. ™Y ou two go and spend some
time together without your troublemaking father,” Shmi told Owen and Beru. "Cliegg started it, so Cliegg
will help clean it up. Go on, now. I'll call you back when dinner'son thetable.

Cliegg gavealittlelaugh.

"And if you mess up the next one, you're going to be hungry,” Shimi told him, threateningly waving a
spoon hisway. "And londy!"

"Whoa! Never that!" Cliegg said, holding his hands up in asign of surrender.
With awave of the spoon, Shimi further dismissed Owen and Beru, and the two went off happily.
"Shell mekehim afinewife" Shmi said to Cliegg.

He walked up beside her and grabbed her about the waist, pulling her tight. "We Larsmenfal in love
with the best women.”

Shimi looked back to see hiswarm and sincere smile, and she returned it in kind. Thiswasthe way it was
supposed to be. Good honest work, a sense of true accomplishment, and enough free time for some fun,
a least. Thiswasthelife Shmi had dways wanted. Thiswas perfect, dmost.



A wigtful look came over her face.
"Thinking of your boy again,” Cliegg Lars stated, instead of asked.

Shmi looked at him, her expression amixture of joy and sadness, asingle dark cloud crossing asunny
blue sky. "Yes, but it'sokay thistime," she said. "He's safe, | know, and doing grest things.”

"But when we have such fun, you wish he could be here"

Shmi amiled again. "l do, and in dl other times, aswell. | wish Anakin had been here from the beginning,
snceyou and | first met.”

"Fiveyearsago," Cliegg remarked.

"Hewould love you as | do, and he and Owen..." Her voice weakened and trailed away.

"Y ou think that Anakin and Owen would be friends?’ Cliegg asked. "Bah! Of course they would!"
"Y ou've never even met my Annie!" Shmi scolded.

"They'd be the best of friends," Cliegg assured her, tightening his hug once again. "How could they not
be, with you asthat one's mother?"

Shmi accepted the compliment gracefully, looked back and gave Cliegg a deep and appreciative kiss.
Shewasthinking of Owen, of the young man's flowering romance with the lovely Beru. How Shmi loved
them both!

But that thought brought with it someleve of discomfort. Shmi had often wondered if Owen had been
part of the reason she had so readily agreed to marry Cliegg. She looked back at her husband, rubbing
her hand over his broad shoulder. Y es, sheloved him, and deeply, and she certainly couldn't deny her
joy at finaly being relieved of her dave bonds. But despite dl of that, what part had the presence of
Owen played in her decisons? It had been a question that had stayed with her al these years. Had there
been aneed in her heart that Owen had filled? A mother's need to cover the holeleft by Anakin's

departure?

In truth, the two boys were very different in temperament. Owen was solid and staid, the rock who
would gladly take over the farm from Cliegg when the time came, as this moisture farm had been passed
down in the Larsfamily from generation to generation. Owen was ready, and even thrilled, to bethe
logica and rightful heir to the place, more than able to accept the often difficult lifestyle in exchange for
the pride and sense of honest accomplishment that came with running the place correctly.

But Annie...

Shmi nearly laughed aoud as she congdered her impetuous and wanderlust-filled son put inasimilar
gtuation. She had no doubts that Anakin would give Cliegg the same fits he had dways given Watto.
Anakin's adventurous spirit would not be tamed by any sense of generationa responsbility, Shmi knew.
His need to leap out for adventure, to race the Pods, to fly among the stars, would not have been
diminished, and it surely would have driven Cliegg crazy.

Now Shimi did giggle, picturing Cliegg turning red-faced with exasperation when Anakin had let hisduties
dideonceagain.



Cliegg hugged her dl thetighter at the sound, obvioudy having no clue of the menta images fluttering
through her brain.

Shmi melted into that hug, knowing that she was where she belonged, and taking comfort in the hope that
Anakin, too, was where he truly belonged.

* * %

She wasn't wearing one of the grand gowns that had marked the station of her life for the last decade and
more. Her hair was not done up in wondrous fashion, with some glittering accessory woven into the thick
brown strands. And in that plainness, Padm Amidalaonly appeared more beautiful and more shining.

The woman sitting beside her on the bench swing, so obvioudy arelation, was abit older, abit more
matronly, perhaps, clothes even more plain than Padm's and with her hair abit more out of place. But she
was no less beautiful, shining with an inner glow equaly strong.

"Did you finish your meetings with Queen Jamillia?' Solaasked. It was obvious from her tone that the
meetings to which she had referred were not high on her persond wish list.

Padm looked over at her, then looked back to the playhouse where Sola's daughters, Ryoo and Pooja,
werein the midst of awild game of tag.

"It was one meeting,”" Padm explained. "The Queen had some information to passaong.”

"About the Military Creation Act," Sola stated.

Padm didn't bother to confirm the obvious. The Military Creation Act now before the Senate was the
most important piece of businessin many years, onethat held implications for the Republic even beyond
those during the dark time when Padm had been Queen and the Trade Federation had tried to conquer
Naboo.

"The Republicisal in atumult, but not to fear, for Senator Amidaawill put it dl aright,” Solasaid.
Padm turned to her, somewhat surprised by thelevel of sarcasmin Solastone.

"That'swhat you do, right?" Solainnocently asked.

"It'swhat | try to do."

"Its_dl you trytodo."

"What isthat supposed to mean?' Padm asked, her face twisting with puzzlement. I am a Senator, after
al”

"A Senator after a Queen, and probably with many more offices ahead of her," Sola said. She looked
back at the playhouse and called for Ryoo and Poojato ease up.

"Y ou speek asif it'sabad thing," Padm remarked.

Solalooked at her earnestly. "It'sagreet thing,” shesaid. "If you'redoing it al for the right reasons.”



"And what isthat supposed to mean?'

Sola shrugged, asif shewasn't quite sure. "I think you've convinced yourself that you're indispensable to
the Republic," shesad. "That they couldn't get dong at al without you."

IISSII
"It'strue,” Solainssted. Y ou give and give and give and give. Don't you ever want to take, just alittle?"
Padm's smile showed that Solas words had caught her off guard. "Take what?'

Solalooked back to Ryoo and Pooja. "L ook at them. | see the sparkle in your eyes when you watch my
children. I know how much you lovethem.”

"Of course | do!"
"Wouldn't you like to have children of your own?' Solaasked. "A family of your own?"

Padm sat up straight, her eyes going wide. "1..." she started, and stopped, severa times. "I'm working
right now for something | deeply believein. For something that'simportant.”

"And after thisis settled, after the Military Creation Act isfar behind you, you'l find something elseto
deeply believein, something else that's really important. Something that concerns the Republic and the
government morethan it really concernsyou.”

"How canyou say that?'

"Becauseit'strue, and you know it'strue. When are you going to do something just for yourself?"
"l am."

"Y ou know what | mean.”

Padm gave alittle laugh and a shake of her head, and turned back to Ryoo and Pooja. "Is everyoneto
be defined by their children?' she asked.

"Of course not,” Solareplied. "It'snot thet at dl. Or not just that. I'm talking about something bigger, Sis.
Y ou spend al of your time worrying about the problems of other people, of this planet's dispute with that
planet, or whether thistrade guild isacting fairly toward that system. All of your energy isbeing thrown
out thereto try to make the lives of everyone else better.”

"What'swrong with thet?"

"What about _your_life?" Solaasked in dl seriousness. "What about Padm Amidaa? Have you even
thought about what might make your life better? Most people who have been in public service aslong as
you have would have retired by now. | know you get satisfaction in helping other people. That's pretty
obvious. But what about something deeper for you? What about love, Sis? And yes, what about having
kids? Have you even thought about it? Have you even wondered what it might be like for you to settle
down and concern yoursdlf with those thingsthat will make your own lifefuller?!



Padm wanted to retort that her life didn't need to be any fuller, but she found hersdf holding back the
words. Somehow they seemed hollow to her at that particular moment, watching her nieces romping
about the backyard of the house, now jumping al about poor R2-D2, Padm's astromech droid.

For thefirst time in many days, Padm's thoughts roamed free of her responsihilities, free of the important
vote she would have to cast in the Senate in less than amonth. Somehow, thewords _Military Creation
Act_ couldn't filter through the whimsical song that Ryoo and Pooja were then making up about R2-D2.

* % %

"Too close," Owen remarked gravely to Cliegg, the two of them walking the perimeter of the moisture
farm, checking the security. The cal of abantha, the large and shaggy beasts often ridden by Tuskens,
had interrupted their conversation.

They both knew it was unlikely that a banthawould be roaming wild about this region, for there waslittle

grazing area anywhere near the desolate moisture farm. But they had heard the call, and could identify it
without doubt, and they suspected that potential enemies were near.

"What is driving them so close to the farms?’ Owen asked.
"It's been too long since weve organi zed anything againgt them," Cliegg replied gruffly. "We let the beasts

run free, and they're forgetting the lessons we taught them in the past.” Helooked hard &t Owen's
skeptical expression. "Y ou have to go out there and teach the Tuskens their manners every now and

agan."
Owen just stood there, having no response.

"See how long it's been?' Cliegg said with asnort. Y ou don't even remember the last time we went out
and chased off the Tuskens! There'sthe problem, right there!”

The banthalowed again.

Cliegg gave agrowl in the generd direction of the sound, waved his hand, and walked off toward the
house. "Y ou keep Beru close for abit," heinstructed. "The both of you stay within the perimeter, and
keep ablaster a your side.”

Owen nodded and dutifully followed as Cliegg staked into the house. Right before the pair reached the
door, the banthalowed again.

It didn't seem so far away.

"What's the matter?' Shmi asked the moment Cliegg entered the house.

Her husband stopped, and managed to paste on a bit of acomforting smile. "Just the sand,” he said.
"Covered some sensors, and I'm getting tired of digging them out.” He smiled even wider and walked to
the sde of the room, heading for the refresher.

"Cliegg..." Shmi caled suspicioudy, sopping him.

Owen came through the door then, and Beru looked at him. "What isit?" she asked, unconscioudy
echoing Shmi.



"Nothing, nothing at al," Owen replied, but as he crossed the room, Beru stepped before him and took
him by the arms, forcing him to look at her directly, into an expression too serious to be dismissed.

"Just Sgnsof asandstorm,” Cliegg lied. "Far off, and probably nothing."

"But dready enough to bury some sensors on the perimeter?' Shmi asked.

Owen looked at her curioudly, then heard Cliegg clear histhroat. He looked to hisfather, who nodded
dightly, then turned back to Shmi and agreed. "Thefirst winds, but | don't think it will be as strong as
Dad bdlieves."

"Areyou both going to stand there lying to us?' Beru snapped suddenly, stedling the words from Shmi's
mouth.

"What did you see, Cliegg?' Shmi demanded.

"Nothing," he answered with conviction.

"Then what did you hear?" Shmi pressed, recognizing her husband's semantic dodge clearly enough.
"I heard abantha, nothing more," Cliegg admitted.

"And you think it was a Tusken mount,” Shmi stated. "How far?'

"Who cantdl, in the night, and with the wind shifting? Could've been kilometers."

Cliegg walked back across the room to stand right before hiswife. "What do you want from me, love?’
he asked, taking her inafirm hug. "1 heard abantha. | don't know if there was a Tusken attached.”

"But there have been more signs of the Raiders about,” Owen admitted. "The Dorrsfound apile of
bantha poodoo haf covering one of their perimeter sensors.”

"It may bejust that there's afew banthas running loose in the area, probably half starved and looking for
somefood,” Cliegg offered.

"Or it might be that the Tuskens are growing bolder, are coming right down to the edges of the farms,
and are even beginning to test the security,” Shmi said. Almost prophetically, just as shefinished, the
adarmswent off, indicating a breach about the perimeter sensor line.

Owen and Cliegg grabbed their blagter rifles and rushed out of the house, Shmi and Beru close behind.

"You stay herel" Cliegg instructed the two women. "Or go get aweapon, at least!" He glanced about,
indicated a vantage point to Owen, and motioned for his son to take up a defensive position and cover
him.

Then he rushed across the compound, blaster riflein hand, Zigzagging hisway, staying low and scanning
for any movement, knowing that if he saw aform that resembled either Tusken or bantha, hed shoot first
and invedtigate after.



But it didn't cometo that. Cliegg and Owen searched the whole of the perimeter, scanned the areaand
rechecked the darms, and found no sign of intruders.

All four stayed on edge the remainder of that night, though, each of them keeping aweapon close at
hand, and degping only in shifts.

The next day, out by the eastern rim, Owen found the source of the darm afootprint along a patch of
sturdier ground near the edge of the farm. It wasn't the large round depression a bantha would make, but
the indentation one might expect from afoot wrapped in soft materia, much like a Tusken would wear.

"We should speak with the Dorrs and all the others,” Cliegg said when Owen showed the print to him.
"Get agroup together and chase the animals back into the open desert.”

"The banthas?'

"Them, too," Cliegg snarled. He spat upon the ground, as steely-eyed and angry as Owen had ever seen
him.

* % %

Senator Padm Amidaafdt strangely uneasy in her office, in the same complex as, but unattached to, the
roya pdace of Queen Jamillia. Her desk was covered in holodisks and al the other usua clutter of her
dation. At thefront of it, aholo played through the numbers, asoldier on one scale, aflag of truce on the
other, talying the predicted votes for the meeting on Coruscant. The hologram depiction of those scales
seemed almost perfectly balanced.

Padm knew that the vote would be close, with the Senate almost evenly divided over whether the
Republic should create aformal army. It galled her to think that so many of her colleagueswould be
voting based on persond gain--everything from potentia contractsto supply the army for their home
systemsto direct payoffs from some of the commerce guilds--rather than on what was best for the
Republic.

In her heart, Padm remained steadfast that she had to work defesat the creation of thisarmy. The
Republic was built on tolerance. It was avast network of tens of thousands of systems, and even more
species, each with adigtinct perspective. The only element they shared was tolerance--tolerance of one
another. The creation of an army might prove unsettling, even threatening, to so many of those systems
and species, beingsfar removed from the grest city-planet of Coruscant.

A commotion outside drew Padm to the window, and she looked down upon the complex courtyard to
see agroup of men jostling and fighting as the Naboo security forces rushed in to control the Situation.

There came asharp rap on the door to her office, and as she turned back that way, the portd did open
and Captain Panaka strode in.

"Just checking, Senator,” said the man who had served as her persona bodyguard when she was Queen.
Tal and dark-skinned, he had a stedly gaze and an athletic physique only accentuated by the cut of his
brown leather jerkin, blue shirt, and pants, and the mere sight of Panakafilled Padm with comfort. He
wasin hisforties now, but still looked asif he could outfight any man on Naboo.

"Shouldn't you be seeing to the security of Queen Jamillia?' Padm asked.



Panakanodded. "She iswell protected, | assure you.”
"From?' Padm prompted, nodding toward the window and the continuing disturbance beyond.

"Spice miners," Panakaexplained. "Contract issues. Nothing to concern you, Senator. Actualy, | wason
my way here to speak with you about security for your return trip to Coruscant.”

"That isweeks away." Panakalooked to the window.
"Which gives us moretimeto properly prepare.”

Padm knew better than to argue with the stubborn man. Since she would be flying an officid starship of
the Naboo fleet Panaka had theright, if not the respongbility, to get involved. And in truth, his concern
pleased her, dthough sheld never admit it to him.

A shout outside and renewed fighting drew her attention briefly, making her wince. Another problem.
There was dways a problem, somewhere. Padm had to wonder if that was just the nature of people, to
creste some excitement when al seemed well. Given that unsettling thought, Solal's words came back to
her, dong with images of Ryoo and Pooja. How she loved those two carefree little sprites!

"Senator?' Panaka said, drawing her out of her private contemplations.
llY@l
"We should discuss the security procedures.”

It pained Padm to let go of the images of her nieces a that moment, but she nodded and forced herself
back into her responsible mode. Captain Panaka had said that they had to discuss security, and so Padm
Amidaahad to discuss security.

* * %

The Larsfamily was being serenaded through yet another night by the lowing of many banthas. None of
the four had any doubt that Tuskens were out there, not far from the farm, perhaps even then watching its
lights

"They're wild beasts, and we should have gotten the Mos Eidey authorities to exterminate them like the
vermin they are. Them and the stinking Jawad!"

Shmi sighed and put her hand on her husband's tense forearm. " The Jawas have helped us," she reminded
him gently.

"Then not the Jawas!" Cliegg roared back, and Shmi jumped. Taking note of Shmi's horrified expression,
Cliegg calmed at once. "I'm sorry. Not the Jawas, then. But the Tuskens. They kill and steal whenever
and wherever they can. No good comes of them!”

"If they try to comein here, therell beless of them to chase back out into the desert,” Owen offered, and
Cliegg gave him an appreciaive nod.

They tried to finish their dinner, but every time abantha sounded, they al tensed, hands shifting from



utensiisto readied blasters.

"Ligten,” Shmi said suddenly, and they al went perfectly quiet, straining their ears. All was quiet outside;
no banthas were lowing.

"Perhaps they were just moving by," Shimi offered when she was certain the others had caught on.
"Heading back out into the open desert where they belong.”

"WEII go out to the Dorrs in the morning,” Cliegg said to Owen. "WEell get dl the farmers organized, and
maybe get acal into Mos Eidey, aswell." Helooked to Shmi and nodded. " Just to make sure.”

"Inthe morning,” Owen agreed.

* * %

At dawn the next day, Owen and Cliegg started out from the compound before they had even eaten a
good breskfast, for Shmi had gone out ahead of them, as she did most mornings, to pick some
mushrooms & the vaporators.

They expected to pass her on their way out to the Dorrs farm but instead found her footprints,
surrounded by the imprints of many others, the soft boots of the Tuskens. Cliegg Lars, as strong and
tough aman asthe region had ever known, fell to his knees and wept.

"We haveto go after her, Dad,” came a suddenly solid and unwavering voice.

Cliegg looked up and back to see Owen standing there, a man indeed and no more a boy, his expression
grim and determined.

"Sheisalive and we cannot |leave her to them,"” Owen said with astrange, almost supernatura calm.

Cliegg wiped away the last of histears and stared hard at his son, then nodded grimly. " Spread the word
to the neighboring farms.”

Chapter Three

"Therethey arel" Sholh Dorr cried, pointing straight ahead, while keeping his speeder bike at full throttle.

The twenty-nine others saw the target, the rising dust of aline of walking banthas. With aco mmuna
roar, the outraged farmers pressed on, determined to exact revenge, determined to rescue Shmi, if she
was dill alive among this band of Tusken Raiders.

Amidst theroar of engines and cries of revenge, they swept down the descending wash, closing fast on
the banthas, eager for battle.

Cliegg pumped his head, growling dl thewhile, asif pleading with his speederbike to accelerate even
more. He swerved in from the left flank, cutting into the center of the formation, then lowered his head
and opened the speederbike up, trying to catch the lead riders. All he wanted wasto be in the thick of it,
to get his strong arms about a Tusken throat.



The banthas were clearly in Sght, then, along with their robed riders. Another cry went up, one of
revenge.

Onethat fast turned to horror.

The leading edge of the farmer army plowed headlong into awire cleverly strung acrossthe field, at neck
height to aman riding aspeeder bike.

Cliegg's own cry aso became one of horror as he watched the decapitation of severa hisfriends and
neighbors, as he watched others thrown to the ground. Purely on ingtinct, knowing he couldn't stop his
speeder intime, Cliegg legpt up, planting one foot on the seet, then legpt again.

Then hefdt aflash of pain, and he was spinning head over hedls. He landed hard on the rocky ground,
skidding briefly.

All theworld about him became ablur, afrenzy of sudden activity. He saw the boots of hisfellow
farmers, heard Owen crying out to him, though it sesemed asif hisson'svoice wasfar, far avay.

He saw the wrapped leather of a Tusken boot, the sand-colored robes, and with arage that could not be
denied by his disorientation, Cliegg grabbed the leg asthe Tusken ran past.

Helooked up and raised hisarmsto block as the Tusken brought its staff damming down at him.
Accepting the pain, not even feding it through hisrage, Cliegg shoved forward and wrapped both his
arms around the Tusken's legs, tugging the cresture down to the ground before him. He crawled over it,
his strong hands battering it, then finding the hold he wanted.

Criesof pain, from farmersand Tuskens dike, were al aout him, but Cliegg hardly heard them. His
hands remained firmly about the Tusken'sthroat. He choked with al his considerable strength; helifted
the Tusken's head up and bashed it back down, over and over again, and continued to choke and to
batter long after the Tusken stopped resisting.

"Dad!"

That cry aone brought Cliegg from hisrage. He dropped the Tusken Raider back to the ground and
turned abouit, to see Owen in close battle with another of the Raiders.

Cliegg spun about and started to rise, putting one leg under him, coming up fast...

hellip;And then hefdl hard, his balance inexplicably gone. Confused, he looked down expecting that
another Tusken had tripped him up. But then he saw that it was his own body that had failed him.

Only then did Cliegg Larsredize that he had lost hisleg.

Blood pooled dl about the ground, pouring from the severed limb. Eyeswide with horror, Cliegg
grabbed at hisleg.

He cdlled for Owen. He called desperately for Shimi.

A speeder bike whipped past him, afarmer fleeing the massacre, but the man did not dow.



Cliegg tried to call out, but there was no voice to be found past the lump in histhroat, the redlization that
he had failed and that al waslost.

Then a second speeder came by him, this one stopping fast. Reflexively, Cliegg grabbed at it, and before
he could even begin to pull himsdlf up a dl, it ped away, dragging him aong.

"Hold on, Dad!" Owen, the driver, cried to him.

Cliegg did. With the same stubbornness that had sustained him through dl the difficult times at the
moisture farm, the same gritty determination that had alowed him to conquer the harsh wild land of
Tatooine, Cliegg Larsheld on. For dl hislife, and with Tuskensin fast pursuit, Cliegg Larsheld on.

And for Shmi, for the only chance she had of any rescue, Cliegg Larsheld on.

Back up the dope, Owen stopped the speeder and leapt off, grabbing at hisfather'storn leg. Hetied it
off aswell as he could with the few moments he had, then helped Cliegg, who wasfast dipping from
consciousness, to lie over the back of the speeder.

Then Owen sped away, throttle flat out. He knew that he had to get hisfather home, and quickly. The
viciouswound had to be cleaned and sedled.

It occurred to Owen that only asingle pair of speeders were to be seen fleeing the massacre ahead of
him, and that through al the commotion behind, he didn't hear the hum of asingle speeder engine.

Forcing despair away, finding the same grounded determination that sustained Cliegg, Owen didn't think
of themany lost friends, didn't think of hisfather's plight, didn't think of anything except the courseto his
necessary destination.

* % %

"Thisisnot good news," Captain Panaka remarked, after delivering the blow to Senator Amidala

"Weve suspected dl aong that Count Dooku and his separatists would court the Trade Federation and
the various commercid guilds," Padm replied, trying to put agood face oniit al. Panaka had just comein
with Captain Typho, his nephew, with the report that the Trade Federation had thrown in with the
Separatist movement that now threatened to tear the Republic apart.

"Viceroy Gunray isan opportunist,” she continued. "Hewill do anything that he believeswill benefit him
financialy. Hisloydtiesend at his purse. Count Dooku must be offering him favorable trade agreements,
free run to produce goods without regard to the conditions of the workers or the effect on the
environment. Viceroy Gunray has left more than one planet as abarren dead ball, floating in space. Or
perhaps Count Dooku is offering the Trade Federation absolute control of lucrative markets, without
competition.”

"I'm more concerned with the implicationsto you, Senator," Panakaremarked, drawing a curious stare
from Padm.

"The separtists have shown themsalves not to be above violence," he explained. "There have been
nation attempts across the Republic.”

"But wouldn't Count Dooku and the separatists consider Senator Amiddaamost an dly at thistime?”



Captain Typho interjected, and both Panaka and Padm looked at the usudly quiet man in surprise.

Padm'slook quickly turned into a stare; there was an angry edge to her fair features. "1 am no friend to
any who would dissolve the Republic, Captain,” she insisted, her tone leaving no room for debate--and
of course, there would be no debating that point. In the few years she had been a Senator, Amidala had
shown hersdlf to be among the most loya and powerful supporters of the Republic, alegidator
determined to improve the system, but to do so within the framework of the Republic's congtitution.
Senator Amiddafervently believed that thereal beauty of the governing system wasits built-in abilities,
even demands, for self-improvement.

"Agreed, Senator,” Typho said with abow. He was shorter than his uncle but powerfully built, muscles
filling the blue deeves of hisuniform, his chest solid under the brown leather tunic. He wore ablack
leather patch over hisleft eye, which he had lost in the battle with that same Trade Federation a decade
before. Typho had been just ateenager then, but had shown himsdlf well, and made his uncle Panaka
proud. "And no offense meant. But on thisissue concerning the creation of an army of the Republic, you
have remained firmly in the court of negotiation over force. Would not the separatists agree with your
vote?'

When Padm put her initid outrage aside and considered the point, she had to agree.

"Count Dooku has thrown in with Nute Gunray, say the reports,” Panakacut in, histoneflat and
determined. "That mere fact demands that we tighten security about Senator Amidala.”

"Please do not speak about me asthough | am not here,”" she scolded, but Panaka didn't blink.

"In matters of security, Senator, you _are _not here," hereplied. "At least, your voiceis not. My nephew
reportsto me, and his respongbilities on this matter cannot be undermined. Take all precautions.”

With that, he bowed curtly and walked away, and Padm suppressed her immediate desire to rebuke him.
Hewasright, and she was better off because he dared to point it out. She looked back at Captain
Typho.

"Wewill bevigilant, Senator.”

"l have my duty, and that duty demands that | soon return to Coruscant,” she said.

"And | have my duty,” Typho assured her, and like Panaka, he offered abow and walked away.

Padm Amidaawatched him go, then gave agreat Sigh, remembering Sola's words to her and wondering
honestly if she would ever find the opportunity to follow her Sster's advice--advice that she wasfinding
strangely tempting at that particular moment. She realized then that she hadn't seen Sola, or the kids, or
her parents, in nearly two weeks, not since that afternoon in the backyard with Ryoo and Pooja.

Time did seem to be dipping past her.

* * %

"It won't move fast enough to catch up to the Tuskens!" Cliegg Lars bellowed in protest as his son and
future daughter-in-law helped him into a hoverchair that Owen had fashioned. He seemed obliviousto the
pain of hiswound, where hisright leg had been sheared off a midthigh.



"The Tuskens arelong gone, Dad,” Owen Lars said quietly, and he put his hand on Cliegg's broad
shoulder, trying to calm him. "If you won't use amechno-leg, this powerchair will haveto do.”

"Y oull not be making meinto ahaf-droid, that'sfor sure," Cliegg retorted. "Thislittle buggy will do fine."

"WEell get more men together,” he said, hisvoicerisng franticaly, hishand indinctively moving down to
the stump of hisleg. "Y ou get to Mos Eidey and see what support they'll offer. Send Beru to the farms.”

"They've no moreto offer,” Owen replied honestly. He moved close to the chair and bent low, looking
Cliegg squarein theface. "All the farmswill be yearsin recovering from the ambush. So many families
have been shattered from the attack, and even more from the rescue attempt.”

"How can you tak like that with your mother out there?' Cliegg Larsroared, hisfrudtration boiling
over--and dl the more so becausein his heart, he knew that Owen was speaking truthfully.

Owen took adeep breath, but did not back down from that imposing look. "We have to beredlistic,
Dad. It's been two weeks since they took her," he said grimly, leaving the implications unspoken.
Implicationsthat Cliegg Lars, who knew the dreaded Tuskenswdll, surely understood.

All of asudden, Cliegg's broad shoulders dumped in defeet, and his fiery gaze softened ashiseyes
turned toward the ground. " She's gone," the wounded man whispered. "Redly gone.”

Behind him, Beru Whitesun started to cry.

Beside him, Owen fought back his own tears and stood cam and tall, the firm foundation determined
above d| to hold them together during this devastating time.

Chapter Four

The four starships skimmed past the great skyscrapers of Coruscant, weaving in and out of the huge
amber gructures, artificid salagmitesrisng higher and higher over the years, and now obscuring the
natura formations of the planet unlike anywhere esein the known galaxy. Sunlight reflected off the many
mirrorlike windows of those massive structures, and gleamed brilliantly off the chrome of the deek ships.
Thelarger sarship, which resembled aflying slver boomerang, dmost glowed, smooth and flowing with
huge and powerful engines set on each of itsarms, athird of the way to the wingtip. Alongsideit soared
severd Naboo sarfighters, their graceful engines set out on wings from the main hullswith their distinctive
elongated tals.

One of the garfighters|ed the procession, veering around and about nearly every passing tower, running
point for the second ship, the Naboo Roya Cruiser. Behind that larger craft came two more fighters,
running swift and close to the Roya Cruiser, shidding her, pilotsready to ingantly intercept any threet.
Thelead fighter avoided the more heavily trafficked routes of the greet city, where potential enemies
might be flying within the cover of thousands of ordinary vehicles. Many knew that Senator Amidaa of
Naboo was returning to the Senate to cast her vote againgt the creation of an army to assst the
overwhelmed Jedi in their dedings with the increasingly antagonistic separatist movement, and there were
many factionsthat did not want such avote to be cast. Amidaahad made many enemies during her reign
as Naboo's Queen, powerful enemieswith great resources at their disposal, and with, perhaps, enough
hatred for the beautiful young Senator to put some of those resources to work to her detriment.



In thelead fighter, Corpora Dolphe, who had distinguished himsdf greeatly in the Naboo war against the
Trade Federation, bresthed asigh of rdlief asthe appointed |anding platform came into sight, appearing
secure and clear. Dolphe, atough warrior who revered his Senator greetly, flew past the landing platform
to the l€eft, then cut atight turn back to the right, encircling the great structure, the Senatorid Apartment
Building, adjacent to the landing platform. He kept hisfighter up and about as the other two fighters put
down side by side on one end of the platform, the Royal Cruiser hovering nearby for just amoment, then

gertly landing.

Doalphe did another circuit, then, seeing no traffic a dl in the vicinity, settled hisfighter acrossthe way
from his companion craft. He didn't put it down al the way just yet, though, but remained ready to swivel
about and strike hard at any attackers, if need be.

Opposite him, the other two fighter pilots threw back their respective canopies and climbed from their
cockpits. One, Captain Typho, recently appointed as Amidalas chief security officer by hisuncle
Panaka, pulled off hisflight helmet and shook his head, running ahand over his short, woolly black hair
and adjusting the black leather patch he wore over hisleft eye.

"Wemeadeit," Typho said ashisfellow fighter pilot legpt down from awing to stand beside him. "'l guess
| waswrong. Therewas no danger at all.”

"There's always danger, Captain,” the other responded in adigtinctly female voice. " Sometimes we're just
lucky enough to avoidiit.”

Typho started to respond, but paused and looked back toward the cruiser, where the ramp was aready
lowering to the platform. The plan had been to get the contingent off the exposed platform and into a
trangport vehicle as quickly as possible. Two Naboo guards appeared, dert and ready, their blaster rifles
presented before them. Typho nodded grimly, glad to seethat his soldiers were taking nothing for
granted, that they understood the gravity of the situation and their responsibility herein protecting the
Senator.

Next came Amidda, in her typica splendor, with her paradoxica beauty, both smple and involved. With
her large brown eyes and soft features, Amidala could outshine anyone about her, even if shewas
dressed in ssimple peasant's clothing, but in her Senatorid attire, thistime afabulous weave of black and
white, and with her hair tied up and exaggerated by a black headdress, she outshone the stars
themsdlves. Her mixture of intelligence and beauty, of innocence and dlure, of courage and integrity and
yet with agood measure of a child's mischievousness, floored Typho every time he looked upon her. The
captain turned from the descending entourage back to Dolphe across the way, offering asatisfied nod in
acknowledgment of the man's point-running work.

And then, suddenly, Typho was lying facedown on the permacrete, thrown to the ground by a
tremendous concussion, blinded for amoment by abrilliant flash as an explosion roared behind him. He
looked up as hisvision returned to see Dol phe sprawled on the ground.

Everything seemed to move in dow motion for Typho at that terrible moment. He heard himsdlf yelling
"No!" as he scrambled to his knees and turned about.

Pieces of burning metal spread through the Coruscant sky like fireworks, fanning high and wide from the
wreckage. The remaining hulk of the Roya Cruiser burned brightly, and seven figureslay on the ground
before it, one wearing the decorated raiments that Typho knew so very well.



Disoriented from the blast, the captain sumbled as hetried to rise. A great lump welled in histhroat, for
he knew what had happened.

Typho was aveteran warrior, had seen battle, had seen people die violently, and in looking at those
bodies, inlooking & Amidaas beautiful robes, a their placement about the very till form, heingtinctively
knew.

The woman'swounds were surely morta. Shewasfast dying, if not already dead.

* % %

"Y ou reset the coordinates!” Obi-Wan Kenobi said to his young Padawan. Obi-Wan's wheat-col ored
hair was longer now, hanging loosely about his shoulders, and a beard, somewhat unkempt, adorned his
gtill-young-looking face. Hislight brown Jedi traveling clothes, loose fitting and comfortable, seemed to
settle on him well. For Obi-Wan had become comfortable, had grown into the skin of Jedi Knight. No
longer was he the intense and impulsive Jedi Padawan learner under the training of Qui-Gon Jinn.

His companion at thistime, however, gppeared quite the opposite. Anakin Skywalker looked asif his
tall, thin frame smply could not contain his overabundance of energy. Hewas dressed smilarly to
Obi-Wan, but his clothing seemed tighter, crigper, and his muscles under it ways seemed taut with
readiness. His sandy-blond hair was cropped short now, except for the thin braid indicative of his status
asaJedi Padawan. His blue eyes flashed repeatedly, asif bursts of energy were escaping.

"Just to lengthen our timein hyperspace a bit," he explained. "Well come out closer to the planet.”

Obi-Wan gave agreat and resigned sigh and sat down at the console, noting the coordinates Anakin had
input. Therewas little the Jedi could do about it now, of course, for a hyperspace leap couldn't be reset
once the jump to lightspeed had aready been made. "We cannot exit hyperspace too closeto
Coruscant's approach lanes. There's too much congestion for a safe flight. 1've already explained thisto
you."

llBut__ll

"Anakin," Obi-Wan said pointedly, asif he were scolding a pet perootu cat, and he tightened hiswide
jaw and stared hard at his Padawan.

"Yes, Madter," Anakin said, obediently looking down.

Obi-Wan hdld the glare for just amoment longer. "I know that you're anxiousto get there," he conceded.
"We have been too long away from home." Anakin didn't look up, but Obi-Wan could see the edges of
hislipscurl upinabit of asmile.

"Never do thisagain,” Obi-Wan warned, and he turned and walked out of the shuttle's bridge.

Anakin flopped down into the pilot's chair, his chinfaling into his hand, his eyes set on the control panels.
The order had been about as direct as one could get, of course, and so Anakin Slently told himsalf that
hewould adhereto it. Still, as he considered their current destination, and who awaited them there, he
thought the scolding worth it, even if hisresetting of the coordinates had bought him only afew extra
hours on Coruscant. He was indeed anxious to get there, though not for the reason Obi-Wan had stated.
It wasn't the Jedi Temple that beckoned to the Padawan, but rather arumor he had heard over the comm
chatter that a certain Senator, formerly the Queen of Naboo, was on her way to address the Senate.



Padm Amidda

The name resonated in young Anakin's heart and soul. He hadn't seen her in adecade, not since he,
along with Obi-Wan and Qui-Gon, had helped her in her struggle againgt the Trade Federation on
Naboo. He had only been ten year sold at that time, but from the moment he had first laid eyeson
Padm, young Anakin had known that she was the woman he would marry.

Never mind that Padm was severa years older than he was. Never mind that he was just aboy when he
had known her, when she had known him. Never mind that Jedi were not alowed to marry.

Anakin had smply known, without question, and theimage of beautiful Padm Amidalahad stayed with
him, had been burned into his every dream and fantasy, every day since he had |eft Naboo with
Obi-Wan adecade ago. He could till smell the freshness of her hair, could still see the sparkle of
intelligence and passion in her wondrous brown eyes, could still hear the mel ody that was Padm's voice.

Hardly registering the movement, Anakin let his hands return to the controls of the nav computer.
Perhaps he could find alittle-used lane through the Coruscant traffic congestion to get them home faster.

* * %

Klaxons blared and myriad darmsrent the air dl about the area, screaming loudly, drowning out the cries
from the astonished onlookers and the wails of theinjured.

Typho's companion pilot raced past him, and the captain scrambled to regain hisfooting and follow.
Acrossthe way, Dolphe was up and smilarly running toward the falen form of the Senator.

Thefemaefighter pilot arrived first, dropping to one knee beside the fallen woman. She pulled the helmet
from her head and quickly shook her brown tresses free.

"Senator!" Typho yelled. It wasindeed Padm Amidaaknedling beside the dying woman, her decoy.
"Come, the danger has not passed!”

But Padm waved the captain back furioudy, then bent low to her fallen friend.

"Cord," she said quietly, her voice breaking. Cord was one of her beloved bodyguards, awoman who
had been with her, serving her and serving Naboo, for many years. Padm gathered Cord up in her arms,

hugging her gently.

Cord opened her eyes, rich brown orbs so smilar to Padm's own. "I'm sorry, M'Lady," she gasped,
struggling for breath with every word. "I'm... not sure..." She paused and lay there, staring at Padm.
"I'vefailed you."

"No!" Padm ingsted, arguing the bodyguard's reasoning, arguing againgt dl of thisinsanity. "No, no, no!"

Cord continued to stare at her, or stare past her, it seemed to the grief-stricken young Senator. Looking
past her and past everything, Cord's eyes stared into afar different place.

Padm felt her rlax suddenly, asif her spirit Smply legpt from her corporeal form.

"Cord!" the Senator cried, and she hugged her friend close, rocking back and forth, denying this awful
redlity.



"M'Lady, you are dtill in danger!" Typho declared, trying to sound sympathetic, but with a clear sense of
urgency in hisvoice.

Padm lifted her head from the side of Cord's face, and took a deegp and steadying breath. L.ooking upon
her dead friend, remembering al a once the many times they had spent together, she gently lowered
Cord to the ground. "I shouldn't have come back," she said as she stood up beside the wary Typho,
tears stresking her cheeks.

Captain Typho came up out of hisready stance long enough to lock stareswith his Senator. "Thisvoteis
very important,” he reminded her, histone uncompromising, the voice of aman sworn to duty above al
else. So much like hisuncle. "Y ou did your duty, Senator, and Cord did hers. Now come.”

He started away, grabbing Padm's arm, but she shrugged off his grasp and stood there, staring down at
her lost friend. " Senator Amidaal Please!" Padm looked over a the man. "Would you so diminish Cord's
death asto stand here and risk your own life?" Typho bluntly stated. "What good will her sacrifice be

if--"

"Enough, Captain,” Padm interrupted.

Typho motioned for Dolphe to run a defensive perimeter behind them, then he led the stricken Padm
avay.

Back over at Padm'’s Naboo fighter, R2-D2 beeped and squeded and fdll into line behind them.

Chapter Five

The Senate Building on Coruscant wasn't one of the tallest buildingsin the city. Dome-shaped and
relaively low, it did not soar up to the clouds, catching the afternoon sun asthe othersdid in a brilliant
display of shining amber. And yet the magnificent structure was not dwarfed by those towering
skyscrapers about it, including the various Senate gpartment complexes. Centrally located in the
complex, and with adesign very different from the typical squared skyscraper, the bluish smooth dome
provided awelcome reief to the eye of the beholder, a piece of art within acommunity of smple

effidency.

Theinterior of the building was no less vast and impressive, its gigantic rotunda encircled, row upon row,
by the floating platforms of the many Senators of the Republic, representing the great mgority of the
gaaxy'sinhabitable worlds. A significant number of those platforms stood empty now, because of the
Separatist movement. Severa thousand systems had joined in with Count Dooku over the last couple of
years to secede from a Republic that had, in their eyes, grown too ponderous to be effective, aclaim that
even the staunchest supporters of the Republic could not completely dispute.

Stll, with this most important vote scheduled, the walls of the circular room echoed, hundreds and
hundreds of voices chattering al at once, expressing emotions from anger to regret to determination.

Inthe middle of the main floor, Sanding at the stationary dais, the one unmoving spesking platform in the
entire building, Supreme Chancellor Pa patine watched and listened, taking in the tumult and wearing an
expression that showed deep concern. He was past middle age now, with silver hair and aface creased



by deep lines of experience. Histerm limit had ended severa years ago, but a series of crises had
dlowed him to Say in officewell beyond the legd limit. From adistance, one might have thought him frail,
but up close there could be no doubt of the strength and fortitude of this accomplished man.

"They are afraid, Supreme Chancdllor," Papatinés aide, Uv Gizen, remarked to him. "Many have heard
reports of the demonstrations, even violent activity near thisvery building. The separatists-—-"

Pd patine held up his hand to quiet the nervous aide. "They are atroublesome group,” hereplied. "It
would seem that Count Dooku has whipped them into murderous frenzy. Or perhaps,” he said with
gpparent reflection, "their frustrations are mounting despite the effort of that estimable former Jedi to cam
them. Either way, the separatists must be taken serioudy.”

Uv Gizen gtarted to respond again, but Palpatine put afinger to pursed lipsto silence him, then nodded to
the main podium, where his mgjordomo, Mas Amedda, was calling for order.

"Order! We shdll have order!” the mgordomo cried, hisbluish skin brightening with agitation. Hislethorn
head tentacles, protruding from the back side of his skull and wrapping down over hiscollar to frame his
head like a cowl, twitched anxioudy, their brownish-tipped horns bobbing on his chest. And as he turned
sSdeto sde, hisprimary horns, standing straight for dmost half ameter above his head, rotated like
antennae gathering information on the crowd. Mas Amedda was an imposing figure in the Senate, but the
chatter, the thousand private conversations, continued.

"Senators, pleasel" Mas Ameddacdled loudly. "Indeed, we have much to discuss. Many important
issues. But the motion before us at thistime, to commission an army to protect the Republic, takes
precedence. That iswhat we will vote on at thistime, and that alone! Other business must defer.”

A few complaints came back at Mas Amedda, and afew conversations seemed to gather momentum,
but then Supreme Chancellor Pl patine stepped up to the podium, staring out over the gathering, and the
great hal went silent. Mas Amedda bowed in deference to the great man and stepped aside.

Pd patine placed his hands on the rim of the podium, his shoulders noticesbly sagging, his head bowed.
The curious posture only heightened the tension, making the cavernous room seem even more silent, if
that was possible.

"My esteemed colleagues,” he began dowly and deliberately, but even with that effort, his voice wavered
and seemed asif it would bresk apart. Curiosity sent murmurs rumbling throughout the nervous gethering
once more. It wasn't often that Supreme Chancellor Palpatine appeared rattled.

"Excuseme," Pdpatine said quietly. Then, amoment later, he straightened and inhaled deeply, seeming to
gather inner strength, which was amply reflected in his solid voice as he repested, "My esteemed
colleagues. | have just received sometragic and disturbing news. Senator Amidala of the Naboo
system... has been assassinated!”

A shock wave of silence rolled about the crowd; eyes went wide; mouths, for those who had mouths,
hung openin disbdief.

"Thisgrievous blow is especidly persona to me," Pa patine explained. "Before | became Chancdlor, |
was a Senator, serving Amidalawhen she was Queen of Naboo. She was a greet |eader who fought for
justice. So beloved was she among her people that she could have been elected Queen for lifel"” He gave
agreat Sgh and ahelpless chuckle, asif that notion had been received as purdly preposterous by the
idedigtic Amidala, asindeed it had. "But Senator Amidaabdieved in term limits, and she fervently



believed in democracy. Her death isagreat lossto usal. Wewill al mourn her as areentless champion
of freedom." The Supreme Chancedllor tilted hishead, his eyeslowering, and hesighed again. "And asa
dear friend.”

A few conversations began, but for the most part, the reverentid sllence held strong, with many Senators
nodding their headsin agreement with Pal patine's eulogy.

But at that critical time, on this most important day, the grim news could not overwhelm. Palpatine
watched, without surprise, asthe volatile Senat or of Maagtare, Ask Aak, maneuvered hisfloating
platform down from the ranks and into the center of the arena. Hislarge head rotated dowly about, his
three eyes, protruding on fingerlike stalks, seeming to work independently, his horizonta earstwitching.
"How many more Senatorswill die beforethiscivil strife ends?’ the Mdastarian cried. "We must confront
these rebels now, and we need an army to do it!"

That bold statement brought many shouts of assent and dissent from the huge gathering, and severd
platforms moved al at once. One, bearing a blue-haired, scrunch-faced being, swept down fast beside
the platform of Ask Aak. "Why weren't the Jedi ableto stop this nation?' demanded Darsana, the
ambassador of Glee Ansalm. "How obviousit isthat we are no longer safe under the protection of the
Jedi!"

Another platform floated in fast on the hedls of Darsana's. " The Republic needs more security now!"
agreed Twi'lek Senator Orn Free Taa, histhick jowls and long blue lekku head tentacles shaking. "Now!
Beforeit comesto war!"

"Mugt | remind the Senator from Madastare that negotiations are continuing with the separatits?*
Supreme Chancellor Papatine interjected. "Peaceis our objective here. Not war."

"Y ou say thiswhile your friend lies dead, nated by those same people with whom you wish to
negotiate?' Ask Aak asked, his orange-skinned face amask of incredulity. All around the central arena,
shouts and cries erupted, with Senators arguing vehemently. Many fists and other, more exatic,
appendages were waved in the air at that explosive point.

Pdpatine, supremely cam through it al, kept his disarming stare on Ask Aak.
"Did you not just name Amidalaas your friend?' Ask Aak screamed at him.

Pd patine smply continued to stare at the man, acenter of calm, the eye of the storm that wasraging all
about him.

Pd patine's mgjordomo rushed to the podium then, taking the cue that his master must remain above this
petulant squabbling if he was to be the voice of reason throughout this ferocious debate.

"Order!" Mas Amedda cried repeatedly. " Senators, please!" But it went on and on, the screaming, the
shouting, thefist waving.

Unnoticed through it al, yet another platform, bearing four people, approached the Senate galery from
the sde, moving dowly but ddliberately.

Aboard the approaching platform, Senator Padm Amidaawas shaking her head with disgust at the
shouting and lack of civility emanating from the huge gdlery before them. "Thisis exactly why Count
Dooku was able to convince so many systemsto secede,”" she commented to her handmaiden Dorm,



who was standing beside her, with Captain Typho and Jar Jar Binksin front of them, the captain driving
the platform.

"There are many who believe that the Republic has become too large and digointed,” Dorm agreed.

They cameinto the gdlery, then moved dowly onto the main, centra arena, but the Senators there, and
those in the lower rows of the galery, were too involved with their shouting and arguing to even notice
the unexpected appearance.

Standing at the podium, though, Palpatine did see Amidaa. His expression was one of blatant shock, for
just amoment, but then he shook himsalf out of it and a smile widened upon hisface.

"My noble colleagues," Amiddasaid loudly, and the sound of her most familiar voice quieted many of the
Senators, who turned to regard her. "I concur with the Supreme Chancellor. At dl costs, we do not want
war!" Gradudly at first, but then more quickly, the Senate Hall went quiet, and then came athunderous
outburst of cheering and applause.

"It iswith great surprise and joy that the chair recognizes the Senator from Naboo, Padm Amidaa,”
Pd patine declared.

Amidaawaited for the cheering and clapping to subside, then began dowly and deliberatdly. "L essthan
an hour ago, an assassination attempt was made upon my life. One of my bodyguards and six others
were ruthlessy and sensdlesdy murdered. | was the target, but, more important, | believe this security
measure before you was the target. | have led the opposition to building an army, but there is someone
who will stop at nothing to assure its passage.”

Cheers became boos from many areas of the gdllery as those surprising words registered, and many
others shook their headsin confusion. Had Amidalajust accused someone in the Senate of trying to
assassinate her?

As she stood there, her gaze moving about the vagt, circular room, Amidaaknew that her words, on the
surface, could be seen as an insult to many. In truth, though, she wasn't thinking along those lines
concerning the source of the nation. She had a definite hunch, one that went against the obvious
logic. The people who would most logicaly want her slenced were indeed those in favor of the formation
of an army of the Republic, but for some reason she could not put her finger on--some subconscious
clues, perhaps, or just agut feding--Amidala believed that the source of the attempt was exactly those
who would not logicaly, on the surface, at least, want her sllenced. She remembered Panakas warning
about the Trade Federation reportedly joining hands with the separatists.

Shetook a deep breeth, steeling hersalf against the growing rancor in the audience, and steadfastly went
on."l warnyou, if you voteto create thisarmy, war will follow. | have experienced the misery of war
firsthand; | do not wish to do so again.”

The cheering began to outweigh the booing.

"Thisisinsanity, | say!" Orn Free Taaydled aboveit dl. "l move that we defer thisvote, immediately!”
But that suggestion only led to more yelling.

Amidalalooked at the Twi'lek Senator, understanding his sudden desire to defer avote that her mere
presence had cast into doulbt.



"Wake up, Senators--you must wake up!" she went on, shouting him down. "If we offer the separatists
violence, they can only show usviolencein return! Many will losether lives, and dl will losether
freedom. This decision could well destroy the very foundation of our great Republic! | pray you do not
let fear push you into adisastrous decision. Vote down this security measure, which isnothing lessthan a
declaration of war! Does anyone here want that? | cannot believe they do!™

Ask Aak, Orn Free Tag, and Darsana, on their floating platforms down by the podium, exchanged
nervous glances as the cheers and boos echoed about the great hal. The fact that Amidalahad just
survived an nation attempt and yet was here begging the Senate to put off raisng an army againgt
the likely perpetrators only added strength to her argument, only eevated Amidaahigher in the eyes of
many--and the former Queen of Naboo, having stood firm against the Trade Federation a decade
before, was aready held in high esteem by many. At Ask Aak's nod, Orn Free Taa demanded the floor,
and wasgiven it promptly by Palpatine.

"By precedence of order, my motion to defer the vote must be dedlt with firgt," Orn Free Taa demanded.
"That istherule of law!"

Amidadaglared at the Twi'lek, her expression both angry and frustrated by the obvious delaying tactic.
Sheturned plaintively to Papatine, but the Supreme Chancellor, though his responding expression
seemed to be sympathetic to her plight, could only shrug. He moved to the podium and held up his hands
for order, and when the room was quiet enough, announced, "In view of the lateness of the hour and the
seriousness of thismotion, wewill take up these matters tomorrow. Until then, the Senate stands
adjourned.”

* % %

Traffic clogged the Coruscant sky, flowing dowly about the meandering smoggy haze. The sun was up,
giving the sprawling city an amber glow, but many lights were till on, shining behind the windows of the
great skyscrapers.

The massive towers of the Republic Executive Building loomed aboveit al, seeming asif they would
reach the very heavens. And that seemed fitting indeed, for inside, even at thisearly hour, the events and
participants took on godlike stature to the trillions of common folk of the Republic.

Supreme Chancellor Palpatine sat behind his desk in his spacious and tasteful office, staring across at his
four Jedi Master visitors. Acrosstheroom, apair of red-clad guards flanked the door, imposing,
powerful figures, with their great curving helmets and wide, floor-length capes.

"| fear thisvote," Pdpatine remarked.

"Itisunavoidable,” replied Mace Windu, atal and muscular human, bald, and with penetrating eyes,
standing next to the even taller Ki-Adi-Mundi.

"And it could unravel the remainder of the Republic,” Papatine said. "Never have | seen the Senators so
at odds over any issue.”

"Few issueswould carry theimport of creating a Republic army,” Jedi Master Plo Koon remarked. He
wasatdl, sturdy Kel Dor, hishead ridged and ruffled at the sideslike the curly hair of ayoung girl, and
with dark, shadowed eyes and a black mask over the lower portion of hisface. "The Senators are
anxious and afraid, and believe that no vote will ever be more important than this one now before them.”



"And thisway or that, much mending must you do,” said Master Y oda, the smalest in physical Sature,
but a Jedi Master who stood tall against anyone in the galaxy. Y odas huge eyes blinked dowly and his
tremendous ears swiveled subtly, showing, for those who knew him, that he was deep in thought, giving
this Stuation his utmost attention. "Unseen ismuch that ishere," he said, and he closed hiseyesin
contemplation.

"I don't know how much longer | can hold off the vote, my friends," Papatine explained. "And | fear that
delay on this definitive issue might well erode the Republic through attrition. More and more star systems
arejoining the separatids.”

Mace Windu, apillar of strength even among the Jedi, nodded his understanding of the dilemma. "And
yet, when the vote is done, if the losers do break away--"

"I will not let this Republic that has stood for athousand years be split in two!™ Palpatine declared,
damming afis determinedly on hisdesk. "My negotiationswill not fail!™

Mace Windu held his cam, keeping hisrich voice even and controlled. "But if they do, you must redlize
there aren't enough Jedi to protect the Republic. We are keepers of the peace, not soldiers.”

Pd patine took afew steadying bresths, trying to digest it al. "Master Y oda," he said, and he waited for
the greenish-skinned Jedi to regard him. "Do you redly think it will come to war?"

Again Yodaclosed hiseyes. "Worsethan war, | fear," he said. "Much worse."

"What?' an darmed Palpatine asked.

"Master Y oda, what do you sense?' Mace Windu prompted.

"Impossibleto see, the futureis” the smal Jedi Master replied, hisgreat orbs ill looking inward. "The
dark side clouds everything. But this| am sure of..." He popped open his eyes and stared hard a
Pdpatine. "Do their duty, the Jedi will."

A brief look of confusion came over the Supreme Chancellor, but before he could begin to respond to

Y oda, ahologram gppeared on his desk, the image of Dar Wac, one of hisaides. "The loyaist committee
has arrived, my Lord," said Dar Wac, in Huttese.

"Send themin."

The hologram disappeared and Palpatine rose, along with the seated Jedi, to properly greet the
digtinguished visitors. They camein two groups, Senator Padm Amidalawaking with Captain Typho, Jar
Jar Binks, her handmaiden Dorm, and mgjordomo Mas Amedda, followed by two other Senators, Bail
Organaof Alderaan and Horox Ryyder.

Everyone moved to exchange pleasant greetings, and Y oda pointedly tapped Padm with hissmdl cane.

"With you, the Force is strong, young Senator,” the Jedi Master told her. ™Y our tragedy on the landing
platform, terrible. To see you dive bringswarm fedingsto my heart.”

"Thank you, Magter Yoda," she replied. "Do you have any ideawho was behind this attack?

Her question had everyone in the room turning to regard her and Y oda directly.



Mace Windu cleared histhroat and stepped forward. " Senator, we have nothing definitive, but our
intelligence points to disgruntled spice miners on the moons of Naboo."

Padm looked to Captain Typho, who shook his head, having no answers. They had both witnessed the
frustration of those spice miners back on Naboo, but those demonstrations seemed along way from the
tragedy that had occurred on the landing platform here on Coruscant. Releasing Typho from her gaze,
she stared hard at Mace Windu, wondering if it would be wise to voice her hunch at thistime. She knew
the controversy she might stir, knew the blatant illogica ring to her daim, but till...

"l do not wish to disagree," she said, "but | think that Count Dooku was behind it."

A dtir of surprise rippled about the room, and the four Jedi Masters exchanged looks that ranged from
astonishment to disapprova.

"You know, M'Lady," Mace said in his resonant and calm voice, "Count Dooku was once a Jedi. He
wouldn't nate anyone. It'snot in his character.”

"Heisapolitical idedlist," Ki-Adi-Mundi, the fourth of the Jedi contingent, added. "Not amurderer.”
With his great domed head, the Cerean Jedi Master stood taller than anyone in the room, and the ridged
flaps at the Sde of his pengve face added ameasure of introspection to hisimposing physicd form.

Magter Y odatapped his cane, drawing attention to himsdlf, and that aone exerted a calming influence
over theincreasingly tense mood. "In dark times, nothing iswhat it gppearsto be," the diminutive figure
remarked. "But the fact remains, Senator, in grave danger you are.”

Supreme Chancellor Palpatine gave a dramatic sgh and walked over to the window, staring out at the
Coruscant dawn. "Master Jedi," he said, "may | suggest that the Senator be placed under the protection
of your graces?"

"Do you think that awise use of our limited resources at this stressful time?' Senator Bail Organawas
quick to interject, stroking hiswell-trimmed black goatee. "Thousands of systems have gone over fully to
the separatists, and many more may soon join them. The Jedi are our--"

"Chancdlor," Padm interrupted, "if | may comment. | do not believe the--"

"Situation isthat serious," Pdpatinefinished for her. "No, but | do, Senator.”

"Chancdllor, please!" she pleaded. "I do not want any more guards!”

Pd patine stared at her aswould an overprotective father, alook that Padm might have viewed as
condescending from any other man. | redize dl too well that additiona security might be disruptive for
you," he began, and he paused, and then alook came over him asif he had just struck upon alogica and
acceptable compromise. "But perhaps someone you are familiar with, an old friend.” Smiling cleverly,

Pd patine looked to Mace Windu and Y oda. "Master Kenobi?' he finished with anod, and hissmile only
widened when Mace Windu nodded back.

"That's possible," the Jedi confirmed. "He hasjust returned from a border dispute on Ansion.”

"Y ou must remember him, M'Lady," Pdpatine said, grinning asif it was adone dedl. "He watched over
you during the blockade conflict.”



"Thisisnot necessary, Chancellor," Padm said determinedly, but Pdpatine didn't relinquish hisgrininthe
least, showing clearly that he knew well how to defest the independent Senator's argument.

"Doit for me, M'Lady. Please. | will rest eesier. We had abig scare today. The thought of losing you is
unbearable.”

Severd times, Amidala started to respond, but how could she possibly say anything to deny the Supreme
Chancellor's expressed concern? She gave a great defeated sigh, and the Jedi rose and turned to leave.

"1 will have Obi-Wan report to you immediately, M'Lady," Mace Windu informed her.

As he passed, Y odaleaned in close to Padm and whispered so that only she could hear, "Too little about
yoursdlf you worry, Senator, and too much about politics. Be mindful of your danger, Padm. Accept our
hdp."

They dl left the room, and Padm Amidala stared at the door and the flanking guardsfor along while.

Behind her, at the back of his office, Chancellor Pal patine watched them all.

* % %

"It troubles me to hear Count Dooku's name mentioned in such amanner, Master," Mace said to Y oda
asthe Jedi made their way back to their Council chamber. "And from one as esteemed as Senator
Amidaa Any mistrust of Jedi, or even former Jedi, in times such as these can be disastrous.”

"Deny Dooku'sinvolvement in the separatist movement, we cannot,” Y odareminded him.

"Nor can we deny that he began in that movement because of ideals," Mace argued. ""He was once our
friend--that we must not forget--and to hear him dandered and named as an assassin--"

"Not named,” Y odasaid. "But darknessthereis, about usal, and in that darkness, nothing iswhat it
seems”

"But it makeslittle sense to me that Count Dooku would make an attempt on the life of Senator Amidala,
when sheisthe one most adamantly opposed to the creation of an army. Would the separatists not wish
Amiddawdl in her endeavors? Would they not believe that sheis, however unintentiondly, an dly to
their cause? Or are weredlly to believe that they want war with the Republic?’

Y oda leaned heavily on his cane, sseming very weary, and his huge eyesdowly closed. "Moreishere
than we can know," he said very quietly. "Clouded isthe Force. Troubling it is.”

Mace dismissed hisforthcoming reflexive response, afurther defense of hisold friend Dooku. Count
Dooku had been among the most accomplished of the Jedi Masters, respected among the Council, a
student of the older and, some would say, more profound Jedi philosophies and styles, including an
arcane lightsaber fighting style that was more front and back, thrust and riposte, than the typica circular
movements currently employed by most of the Jedi. What a blow it had been to the Jedi Order, and to
Mace Windu, when Dooku had walked away from them, and for many of the same reasonsthe
Separatists were now trying to walk away the perception that the Republic had grown too ponderous and
unrespongve to the needs of theindividud, even of individua systems.



It was no less troubling to Mace Windu concerning Dooku, asit was, no doubt, to Amidalaand
Pal patine concerning the separatists, that some of the arguments against the Republic were not without
merit.

Chapter Six

Asthelights of Coruscant dimmed, gradudly replaced by the naturd lights of the few twinkling stars that
could get through the nearly continua glare, the greet and towering city took on avastly different
gppearance. Under the dark evening sky, the skyscrapers seemed to become gigantic natural monaliths,
and al the supersized structures that so dominated the city, that so marked Coruscant as a monument to
theingenuity of the reasoning species, seemed somehow the mark of folly, of futile pride striving against
the vastness and majesty beyond the grasp of any mortal. Even thewind at the higher levels of the
Structures sounded mournful, dmost as aherald to what would eventudly, inevitably, become of the great
city and the great civilization.

As Obi-Wan Kenobi and Anakin Skywalker stood in the turbolift of the Senate apartment complex, the
Jedi Master wasindeed pondering such profound universal truths as the subtle change of day to night.
Beside him, though, his young Padawan certainly was not. Anakin was about to see Padm again, the
woman who had captured his heart and soul when he was but ten years old and had never let it go.

"Y ou seem alittle on edge, Anakin," Obi-Wan noted asthe lift continued its climb.

"Not at dl," came the unconvincing reply.

"I haven't seen you this nervous since we fell into that nest of gundarks.”

"You fdl into that nightmare, Magter, and | rescued you. Remember?’

Obi-Wan'slittle distraction seemed to have the desired effect, and the pair shared amuch-needed laugh.
Coming out of it, though, Anakin remained obvioudy on edge.

"Y ou're sweeting,” Obi-Wan noted. "Take adeep breath. Relax.”
"l haven't seen her in ten years."
"Anakin, relax," Obi-Wan reiterated. " She's not the Queen anymore.”

The lift door did open and Obi-Wan started away, while Anakin, behind him, muttered under his bregath,
"That's not why I'm nervous.”

Asthe pair stepped into the corridor, adoor across the way did open and awell-dressed Gungan,
wearing fine red and black robes, stepped into the corridor opposite them. The three regarded each
other for just amoment, and then the Gungan diplomat, losing al sense of reserve and propriety, began
hopping around like a child.

"Ohbi! Obi! Ohi!" Jar Jar Binks cried, tongue and ears flapping. "Mesa so smilen to see'en yousal
Wahoooo!"



Obi-Wan smiled politely, though his glance at Anakin did show that he was abit embarrassed, and he
patted his hands gently in the air, trying to cam the excitable fellow. "It's good to see you, too, Jar Jar."

Jar Jar continued to hop about for just amoment, then suddenly, and with obvious great effort, calmed
down. "And this, mesa guessen, issen yousa gpprentice,” he went on, and the Gungan seemed to have
much more control of himsdlf. For amoment, at least, until he took agood ook at the young Padawan,
and dl pretense melted away. "Noooooooo! " he shrieked, clapping his hands together. " Annie?
Noooooooo! Little bitty Annie?" Jar Jar grabbed the Padawan and pulled him forcefully to arm'slength,
studying him head to toe. "Noooooooo! Y ousaso biggen! Yiyiyiyi! Annie! Mesano believen!”

Now it was Anakin's turn to wear the embarrassed smile. Politely, he offered no resstance asthe
overexcited Gungan dammed him into a crushing hug, childish hops shaking him violently.

"Hi, Jar Jar," Anakin managed to say, and Jar Jar just continued on, hopping and crying out his name,
and issuing aseries of strange _yiyi sounds. It seemed asif it would go on forever, but then Obi-Wan
gently but firmly grabbed Jar Jar by the arm. "We have come to speak with Senator Amidaa. Could you
show usto her?

Jar Jar stopped bouncing and looked at Obi-Wan intently, his duck-hilled face taking on amore serious
expression. " Shesa expecting yousa. Annie! Mesano believen!™ His head bobbed a bit more, then he
grabbed Anakin by the hand and pulled him aong.

The apartment inside was tastefully decorated, with cushiony chairsand adivan st in acircular patternin
the center, and afew, well-placed artworks set about the walls. Dorm and Typho werein the room,
standing beside the divan, the captain wearing histypica military garb, blue uniform under abrown
leather tunic, with black leather gloves and a giff cap, its brim and band of black leather. Beside him
stood Dorm in one of the elegant, yet understated dresses typical of Padm's handmaidens.

Anakin, though, didn't see either of them. He focused on the third person in the room, Padm, and on her
aone, and if he had ever held any moments of doubt that she was as beautiful as he remembered her,
they were washed away, then and there. His eyes roamed the Senator's small and shapely framein her
black and deep purple robes, taking in every detail. He saw her thick brown hair, drawn up high and far
at the back of her head in a basketlike accessory, and wanted to lose himsdlf in it. He saw her eyesand
wanted to stare into them for eternity. He saw her lips, and wanted to...

Anakin closed hiseyesfor just amoment and inhaled deeply, and he could smell her again, the scent that
had been burned into him as Padm's.

It took every ounce of willpower he could muster to walk in dowly and respectfully behind Obi-Wan,
and not merely rushin and crush Padm in ahug... and yet, paradoxicaly, it took every bit of his
willpower to move hislegs, which were suddenly seeming so very week, and take that first step into the
room, that first step toward her.

"Mesahere. Lookie! Lookie!" screeched Jar Jar, hardly the announcement Obi-Wan would have
preferred, but one that he knew he had to expect from the emotiondly volatile Gungan. "Desa Jedi
ariven.”

"It'sapleasureto see you again, M'Lady," Obi-Wan said, moving to stand before the beautiful young
Senator.

Standing behind his Master, Anakin continued to stare at the woman, to note her every move. Shedid



glance at him once, though very briefly, and he detected no recognition in her eyes.

Padm took Obi-Wan's hand in her own. "It has been far too long, Master Kenobi. I'm so glad our paths
have crossed again. But | must warn you that | think your presence hereis unnecessary.”

"l am sure that the members of the Jedi Council have their reasons," Obi-Wan replied.

Padm wore aresigned, accepting expression at that answer, but alook of curiosity replaced it as she
glanced again behind the Jedi Knight, to the young Padawan standing patiently. Shetook a step to the
Sde, so that shewasdirectly in front of Anakin.

"Annie?"' she asked, her expression purely incredulous. Her smile and the flash in her eyes showed that
she needed no answer.

For just aflicker, Anakin felt her spirit leap.

"Annie" Padm said again. "Can it be? My goodness how you've grown!" She looked down and then
followed theline of hislean body, tilting her head back to emphasize his height, and he redized that he
now towered over her.

That did little to bolster Anakin's confidence, though, so lost was he in the beauty of Padm. Her amile
widened, aclear Sgn that shewas glad to see him, but he missed it, or theimplications of it, at least. "So
haveyou," he answered awkwardly, asif he had to force each word from his mouth. " Grown more
beautiful, | mean." He cleared histhroat and stood taller. "And much shorter,”" he teased, trying
unsuccessfully to sound in control. "For a Senator, | mean.”

Anakin noted Obi-Wan's disapproving scowl, but Padm laughed any tension away and shook her head.
"Oh, Annie, you'll ways bethat little boy | knew on Tatooine," she said, and if she had taken the
lightsaber from hisbelt and diced hislegs out from under him, she would not have shortened Anakin
Skywaker any more.

He looked down, his embarrassment only heightened by the looks he knew that both Obi-Wan and
Captain Typho were throwing hisway.

"Our presence will beinvisble, M'Lady," he heard Obi-Wan assure Padm.

"I'm very grateful that you're here, Master Kenobi," Captain Typho put in. "The Situation ismore
dangerous than the Senator will admit.”

"I don't need any more security,” Padm said, addressing Typho initidly, but turning to regard Obi-Wan as
she continued. "I need answers. | want to know who istrying to kill me. | believe that there might liean
issue of the utmost importance to the Senate. There is something more here..." She stopped asafrown
crossed Obi-Wan Kenobi's face.

"We're here to protect you, Senator, not to start an investigation,” he said in cam and ddliberate tones,
but even as hefinished, Anakin contradicted him.

"Wewill find out who'strying to kill you, Padm," the Padawan insgsted. "'l promise you."

As soon as hefinished, Anakin recognized his error, one that clearly showed on the scowl that Obi-Wan



flashed hisway. He had been fashioning aresponse to Padm in his thoughts, and had hardly even
registered his Magter's explanation before he had blurted out the obvioudy errant words. Now he could
only bite hislip and lower hisgaze.

"We are not going to exceed our mandate, my young Padawan learner!" Obi-Wan said sharply, and
Anakin was stung to be so dressed down publicly--especialy in front of this particular audience.

"I meant, in the interest of protecting her, Magter, of course.”
Hisjustification sounded inane even to Anakin.

"We are not going through this exercise again, Anakin,” Obi-Wan continued. "Y ou will pay attention to
my lead.”

Anakin could hardly bdlieve that Obi-Wan was continuing to do thisin front of Padm. "Why?" he asked,
turning the question and the debate, trying desperately to regain some footing and credibility.

"What?" Obi-Wan exclaimed, as taken aback as Anakin had ever seen him, and the young Padawan
knew that he was pushing too far and too fast.

"Why else do you think we were assgned to her, if not to find the killer?' he asked, trying to bring a
messure of calm back to the Situation. "Protection isajob for loca security, not for Jedi. It's overkill,
Madter, and S0 an investigation isimplied in our mandate."

"Wewill do asthe Council hasinstructed,” Obi-Wan countered. "And you will learn your place, young
one"

"Perhaps with merely your presence about me, the mysteries surrounding this threet will be reveded,”
offered Padm, ever the diplomat. She smiled dternately at Anakin and at Obi-Wan, an invitation for
civility, and when both leaned back, shouldersvisibly relaxing, she added, "Now, if you will excuse me, |
will retire”

They all bowed as Padm and Dorm exited the room, and then Obi-Wan stared hard at his young
Padawan again, neither seeming overly pleased with the other.

"Well, | know that I'm glad to have you here," Captain Typho offered, moving closer to the pair. "I don't
know what's going on here, but the Senator can't have too much security right now. Y our friends on the
Jedi Council seem to think that miners have something to do with this, but | can't redlly agree with that.”
"What have you learned?’ Anakin asked.

Obi-Wan threw him alook of warning.

"Well be better prepared to protect the Senator if we have some idea of what we're up againgt,” Anakin
explained to his Magter, logic he knew that Obi-Wan had to accept as reasonable.

"Not much,” Typho admitted. " Senator Amidaaleads the opposition to the creation of a Republic army.
She'svery determined to deal with the separatists through negotiation and not force, but the attempts on
her life, even though they'vefailed, have only strengthened the oppaosition to her viewpoint in the Senate.”

"And since the separatists would not logicaly wish to see aRepublic army formed..." Obi-Wan



reasoned.

"Wereleft without aclue,” Typho said. "In any such incident, the first questioning eyes turn toward Count
Dooku and the separatists.” A frown crossed Obi-Wan's face, and Typho quickly added, "Or to some of
those loyd to hismovement, at least. But why they'd go after Senator Amidaais anyone's guess.”

"And we are not here to guess, but merely to protect,” Obi-Wan said, in tones that showed he was
finished with this particular line of discusson.

Typho bowed, hearing him clearly. "I'll have an officer on every floor, and I'll be at the command center
downdairs."

Typho |eft, then, and Obi-Wan began a search of the room and adjoining chambers, trying to get afed
for the place. Anakin started to do likewise, but he stopped when he walked by Jar Jar Binks.

"Mesabustin wit happiness seein yousaagain, Annie.”

"Shedidn't even recognize me," Anakin said, staring at the door through which Padm had departed. He
shook his head despondently and turned to the Gungan. "I've thought about her every day sncewe
parted, and she'sforgotten me completely.”

"Why yousasayen that?" Jar Jar asked.
"Y ou saw her," Anakin replied.

"Shesa happy,” the Gungan assured him. "Happier than mesaseeen her in alongo time. These are bad
times, Annie. Bombad timed!"

Anakin shook his head and started to repest his distress, but he noted Obi-Wan moving toward him and
wisdly held histongue.

Except that his observant Master had already discerned the conversation.

"Y ourefocusng on the negative again,” he said to Anakin. "Be mindful of your thoughts. She was
pleased to see us--leave it at that. Now, let's check the security here. We have much to do.”

Anakin bowed. "Yes, Magter."

He could say the compliant words because he had to, but the young Padawan could not dismissthat
which wasin hisheart and in histhoughts.

* % %

Padm st at her vanity, brushing her thick brown hair, staring into the mirror but not really seeing anything
there. Her thoughts were replaying again and again the image of Anakin, thelook he had given her. She
heard hiswords again, "...grown more beautiful," and though Padm was undeniably that, those were not
words she was used to hearing. Since she had been ayoung girl, Padm had been involved in palitics,
quickly rising to powerful and influential positions. Most of the men she had come into contact with had
been more concerned with what she could bring to them in practica terms than with her beauty, or, for
that matter, with any true persond fedlings for her. As Queen of Naboo and now as Senator, Padm was
well aware that she was attractive to men in ways deeper than physica attraction, in ways degper than



any emotiond bond.

Or perhaps not deeper than the latter, shetold hersdlf, for she could not deny the intensity in Anakin's
eyes as he had looked at her.

But what did it mean?

She saw him again, in her thoughts. And clearly. Her menta eye roamed over hislean and strong frame,
over hisface, tight with the intengity that she had ways admired, and yet with eyes sparkling with joy,
with mischief, with...

With longing?

That thought stopped the Senator. Her hands dipped down to her sides, and she sat there, staring at
hersdlf, judging her own gppearance as Anakin might.

After afew long moments, Padm shook her heed, telling herself that it was crazy. Anakin was a Jedi
now. That wasther dedication and their oath, and those things, above dl ese, were things Padm
Amiddaadmired.

How could he even look at her in such amanner?
Soitwasdl her imagination.
Or wasit her fantasy?

Laughing at herself, Padm lifted her brush to her hair again, but she paused before she had even begun.
She was wearing a slky white nightgown, and there were, after dl, security camsin her room. Those
cams had never redlly bothered her, since she had dways|ooked at them clinically. Security cams, with
guards watching her every move, were afact of her existence, and so she had learned to go about her
daily routines, even the private ones, without a second thought to the intrusive eyes.

But now she realized that a certain young Jedi might be on the other end of those lenses.

Chapter Seven

Clad in gray armor that was somewhat outdated, burned from countless blaster shots, but still undeniably
effective, the bounty hunter stood easily on the ledge, ahundred stories and more up from the Coruscant
street. Hishelmet, too, was gray, except for ablue ridge crossing his eyes and running down from brow
to chin. His perch seemed somewhat precarious, considering thewind at this height, but to one as agile
and skilled as Jango, and with a penchant for getting himsdlf into and out of difficult places, thiswas
nothing out of the ordinary.

Right on time, a speeder pulled up near the ledge and hovered there, Jango's associate, Zam Wesdll,
nodded to him and climbed out, stepping lithely onto the ledge in front of a couple of bright advertisement
windows. Shewore ared vell over the bottom half of her face. Thiswas not a statement of modesty or
fashion. Like everything else she wore, from her blaster to her armor to her other concedled and equaly
deadly wesgpons, Zam's veil was apractical implement, used to hide her Clawdite festures. Clawdites



were not atrusted species, for obvious reasons.
"Y ou know that we failed?' Jango asked, getting right to the point.

"Y ou told meto kill those in the Naboo starship,” Zam said. "I hit the ship, but they used adecoy. Those
who were aboard are al dead.”

Jango fixed her with asmirk, and didn't bother to call her words adodge. "Well have to try something
more subtle thistime. My client is getting impatient. There can be no more mistakes.” As hefinished, he
handed Zam a hollow, transparent tube containing apair of whitish centipeddike creatures aslong ashis
forearm.

"Kouhuns" he explained. "Very poisonous.”

Zam Wesd| lifted the tube to examine the marvel ous little murderers more closdly, her black eyes
gparkling with excitement, and her cheekboneslifting as her mouth widened benegth the veil. She looked
back at Jango and nodded.

Certain that she understood, Jango nodded and started around the corner toward his waiting speeder.
He paused before stepping in, and looked back at his hired assassin.

"There can be no mistakesthistime," he said.
The Clawdite saluted, tapping the tube containing the deadly kouhunsto her forehead.
"Tidy yoursdf up," Jango instructed, and he headed away.

Zam Wesdl| turned back to her own waiting speeder and pulled off her vell. Even as shelifted the cloth,
her features began to morph, her mouth tightening, her black eyes sinking back into shapely sockets, and
the ridges on her forehead smoothing. In thetime it took her to unhook her veil, she had aready assumed
ashapdy and attractive fema e human form, with dark and sensuous features. Even her clothing seemed
to fit her differently, flowing down gracefully from her face.

Off to the sde, Jango nodded approvingly and sped awvay. As a Clawdite, achangding, Zam Wesdl| did
bring some advantages to the trade, he had to admit.

* % %

Thevast Jedi Temple sat on aflat plain. Unlike so many of Coruscant's buildings, monuments of
efficiency and spare design, thisbuilding itsalf wasawork of art, with many ornate columns and oft,
rounded linesthat drew in the eye and held it. Bas-reliefs and statues showed in many aress, with lights
st a varying anglesto distort the shadows into designs of mystery.

Inside, the Temple was no different. Thiswas aplace of contemplation, a place whose design invited the
mind to wander and to explore, a place whose lines themsel ves asked for interpretation. Art was as much
apart of what it wasto be a Jedi Knight aswaswarrior training. Many of the Jedi, past and present,
considered art to be a conscious link to the mysteries of the Force, and so the scul ptures and portraits
that lined every hall were more than mere replicas--they were artistic interpretations of the great Jedi they
represented, saying in form aone what the depicted Masters might speak in words.

Mace Windu and Y odawaked dowly down one polished and decorated corridor, the lights low, but



with abrightly illuminated room in the distance before them.

"Why couldn't we see this attack on the Senator?' Mace pondered, shaking his head. "This should have
been no surpriseto the wary, and easy for usto predict.”

"Masking thefutureisthis disturbancein the Force," Y odareplied. The diminutive Jedi seemed tired.
Mace understood well the source of that weariness. "The prophecy iscoming true. The dark sdeis

growing."

"And only those who have turned to the dark side can sense the possibilities of the future,” Y odasaid.
"Only by probing the dark side can we see.”

Mace spent amoment digesting that remark, for what Y odareferred to was no small thing. Not at al.
Journeysto the edges of the dark side were not to be taken lightly. Even more dire, the fact that Master
Y oda bdlieved that the disturbance dl the Jedi had sensed in the Force was so entrenched in the dark
Sdewastruly foreboding.

"It's been ten years and the Sith till have not shown themsalves," Mace remarked, daring to say it doud.
The Jedi didn't like to even mention the Sith, their direst of enemies. Many timesin the past, the Jedi had
dared hope that the Sith had been eradicated, their foul stench cleansed from the galaxy, and so they all
would have liked to deny the existence of the mysterious dark Force-users.

But they could not. There could be no doubt and no denying that the being who had dain Qui-Gon Jnn
those ten years before on Naboo was a Sith Lord.

"Do you think the Sith are behind this present disturbance?' Mace dared to ask.

"Out there, they are," Y odasaid with resgnation. "A certainty that is.”

Y odawas referring to the prophecy, of course, that the dark side would rise and that one would be born
who would bring balance to the Force and to the galaxy. Such a potential chosen one was now known
among them, and that, too, brought more than alittle trepidation to these hallowed halls.

"Do you think Obi-Wan's learner will be able to bring balance to the Force?' Mace asked.

Y oda stopped walking and owly turned to regard the other Master, his expression showing arange of
emotionsthat reminded Mace that they didn't know what bringing baance to the Force might truly mean.
"Only if he choosesto follow hisdestiny,” Y odareplied, and as with Mace's question, the answer hung in
the air between them, a spoken belief that could only lead to more uncertainty.

Both Y oda and Mace Windu understood the places that some of the Jedi, at least, might haveto travel to
find the true answers, and those places, emotiona stops and not physical, could well test dl of them to
the very limitsof their abilitiesand senghilities

They resumed their walk, the only sound the patter of their footsteps. In their ears, though, both Mace
and Y oda heard the ominous echo of the diminutive Jedi Master's dire words.

"Only by probing the dark side can we see.”



Chapter Eight

The door chime was not unexpected; somehow, Padm had known that Anakin would come to speak
with her as soon as the opportunity presented itself. She started for the door, but paused, and moved
instead to retrieve her robe, aware suddenly that her nightgown was somewhat reveding.

Her movements again struck her as curious, though, for never before had Padm Amidaaharbored any

fedings of modesty.

Still, she pulled the robe up tight as she opened the door, finding, predictably, Anakin Skywalker
gtanding before her.

"Hdlo," hesaid, and it seemed asif he could hardly draw his breath.
"Iseverything dl right?'

Anakin stuttered over aresponse. "Oh yes" hefinadly managed to say. "Y es, my Master has goneto the
lower levelsto check on Captain Typho's security measures, but al seems quiet.”

"Y ou sound disappointed.”
Anakin gave an embarrassed laugh.
"You don't enjoy this," Padm remarked.

"Thereisnowheredsein dl the gdaxy I'd rather be," Anakin blurted, and it was Padm'sturnto give an
embarrassed little laugh.

"But this... inertia," she reasoned, and Anakin nodded as he caught on.

"We should be more aggressive in our search for the assassin,” heinsisted. "To St back and wait isto
invitedisager.”

"Master Kenobi does not agree.”

"Master Kenobi isbound by the letter of the orders,” Anakin explained. "He won't take a chance on
doing anything that isn't explicitly asked of him by the Jedi Council."

Padm tilted her head and considered thisimpetuous young man more carefully. Was not disciplinea
primary lesson of the Jedi Knights? Were they not bound, strictly so, within the structure of the Order
and their Code?

"Master Kenobi isnot like hisown Magter," Anakin said. "Master Qui-Gon understood the need for
independent thinking and initiative--otherwise, he would have left me on Tatooine.”

"And you are more like Master Qui-Gon?' Padm asked.
"| accept the duties | am given, but demand the leeway | need to see them to a proper conclusion.”

"Demand?"



Anakin smiled and shrugged. "Wadll, | ask, at least.”

"And presume, when you can't get the answers you desire,” Padm said with aknowing grin, though in her
heart she was only hdf teasing.

"I do the best | can with every problem | am given,” was the strongest admission Anakin would offer.
"And so gtting around guarding meis not your idea of fun.”

"We could be doing better and more exciting things," Anakin said, and there was adouble edgeto his
voice, onethat intrigued Padm and made her pull her robe up even tighter.

"If we catch the assassin, we might find the root of these attempts,” the Padawan explained, quickly
putting the discussion back on a professond levd. "Either way, you will be safer, and our dutieswill be
madefar easier.”

Padm's mind whirled as shetried to sort out Anakin's thoughts, and his motivations. He was surprising
her with every word, considering that he was a Jedi Padawan, and yet, given the fire that she clearly saw
burning behind his blue eyes, he was not surprising her. She saw trouble brewing there, in those
smmering and too-passionate eyes, but even more than that, she saw excitement and the promise of
thrills

And, perhaps, the promise of finding out who it was that wastrying to kill her.

* % %

Obi-Wan Kenobi stepped off the turbolift tentatively, warily, glancing left and right. He noted the two
posted guards, alert and ready, and he nodded his approva to them. Every corridor had been like this
throughout the massive gpartment complex, and in this particular area, above, below, and near Amiddas
room, the place was locked down tight.

Captain Typho had been given many soldiersat his digposa, and he had situated them well, overseeing
asfine adefensive perimeter as Obi-Wan had ever witnessed. The Jedi Master took great comfort in
that, of course, and knew that Typho was making hisjob easier.

But Obi-Wan could not relax. He had heard about the attack on the Naboo cruiser in great detail from
Typho, and considering the many precautions that had been taken to protect the vessel--everything from
broadcasting fa se entry lanes to the appointed landing pad to the many shielding fighters, the three
accompanying the ship directly, and many more, both Naboo and Republic, covering every conceivable
attack lane--these ns could not be underestimated. They were good and they were well
connected, to be sure.

And, likely, they were stubborn.
To get a Senator Amidalathrough the hals of this building, though, would take an army.

Obi-Wan nodded to the guards and walked a circuit of thislower floor then, satisfied, headed back to
the turbalift.

* * %



Padm took a deep breath, her thoughtslost in the last images of Anakin as he had left her room. Images
of her sster Solaflitted about her, dmost asif she could hear Solateasing her already.

The Senator shook al of the thoughts, of Solaand particularly of Anakin, away and motioned to R2-D2,
thelittle droid standing impassively against the wall beside the door. "Implement the shutdown,” she
ingructed. R2-D2 replied with afearful _"0000."

"Go ahead, Artoo. It'sdl right. We have protection here.”

The droid gave another worried call, but extended a probe out to the security panel on thewall beside
him.

Padm looked back to the door, recalling again the last images of Anakin, her tall and lean Jedi protector.
She could see hisshining blue eyes as surdly asif he was standing before her, full of intengity, watching
over her more carefully than any security cam ever could.

* % %

Anakin stood in theliving room of Padm'’s gpartment, absorbing the silence around him, using the lack of
physica noise to bolster his mental connection to that more subtle realm of the Force, fedling thelife
about him asclearly asif hisfive physicd senseswered| atunedtoiit.

His eyeswere closed, but he could see the region about him clearly enough, could sense any disturbance
inthe Force.

Anakin's eyes popped open wide, his gaze darting about the room, and he pulled hislightsaber from his
belt.

Or dmost did, stopping fast when the door did open and Master Kenobi walked into the room.

Obi-Wan looked about curioudy, his gaze settling on Anakin. "Captain Typho has more than enough
men downgtairs," he said. "No assassin will try that way. Any activity up here?"

"Quiet asatomb,” Anakin replied. "I don't like just waiting here for something to happen.”

Obi-Wan gave alittle shake of his head, amovement showing hisresignation concerning Anakin's
predictability, and took aview scanner from hisbelt, checking his screen. His expresson, shifting from
curious to confused to concerned, spoke volumesto Anakin He knew that Obi-Wan could see only part
of Padm's bedroom--the door area and R2-D2 standing by the wall, but nothing more.

The Jedi Knight's expression asked the question before he even spoke the words.

"Padm... Senator Amidala, covered the cam,” the Padawan explained. "1 don't think she liked me
watching her."

Obi-Wan'sface tensed and he let out alittle growl. "What is she thinking? Her security is paramount, and
is compromised--"

"She programmed Artoo to warn usif therés an intruder,” Anakin explained, trying to cam Obi-Wan
before his concern could gain any real momentum.



"It's not an intruder I'm worried about,” Obi-Wan countered. "Or not merdly an intruder. There are many
waysto kill aSenator.”

"] know, but we also want to catch this assassin,”" Anakin said, histone determined, stubborn even.
"Don't we, Master?'

"You're using her asbait?" Obi-Wan asked increduloudy, his eyeswidening with shock and disbelief.

"It was her idea," Anakin protested, but his sharp tone showed clearly that he agreed with the plan.
"Don't worry. No harm will cometo her. | can sense everything going on in that room. Trust me."

"It'stoo risky," Obi-Wan scolded. "Besides, your senses aren't that attuned, my young apprentice.”

Anakin parsed hiswords and histone carefully, trying to sound not defensive, but rather suggestive. "And
yours are?"

Obi-Wan could not deny the look of intrigue that crossed hisface. "Possibly,” he admitted.

Anakin smiled and nodded, and closed hiseyes again, falling into the sensations of the Force, following
them to Padm, who was deeping quietly. He wish ed that he could see her, could watch the quiet rise
and fall of her belly, could hear her soft bresthing, could smell the freshness of her hair, could fed the
smoothness of her skin, could kiss her and taste the sweetness of her lips.

He had to sattlefor this, for fegling her life energy in the Force.
A place of warmth, it was.
In adifferent way, Padm was thinking of Anakin, aswell. He was there beside her, in her dreams.

She saw the fighting match that she knew would soon ensuein the Senate, the screaming and fist waving,
the threats and the loud objections. How badly it drained her.

Anakin wasthere.

Her dream became a nightmare, some unseen n chasing her, blaster bolts whipping past her, and
her feet seemed asif they were stuck in degp mud.

But Anakin rushed padt, his lightsaber ignited and waving, deflecting the blaster bolts aside.

Padm shifted abit and gave alittle groan, on many levels as uncomfortable with the identity of her rescuer
as she was with the presence of the n. She didn't truly awaken, though, just thrashed a bit and
raised her head, opening her eyes only briefly before burying her facein her pillow.

She didn't see the smdll round droid hovering behind the blinds outside her window. She didn't seethe
appendages come out of it, attaching to the window, or the sparks arcing about those arms as the droid
shut down the security system. She didn't seethe larger arm deploy, cutting a hole in the glass, nor did
she hear the dight, faint sound asthe glass was removed.



Over by the door in Padm's room, R2-D2's lights went on. The droid's domed head swiveled about,
scanning the room, and he gave asoft _"woo0" _ sound.

But then, apparently detecting nothing amiss, the droid shut back down.

Outsde, asmadl tube came forth from the probe droid, moving to the hole in the window, and crawling
through it, into Padm's room, came apair of kouhuns, like bloated white maggots with lines of black legs
along their sdes and nasty mandibles. Dangerous as those mandiblesooked, though, the true danger of
the kouhuns lay at the other end, thetail stinger, dripping of venom. The vicious kouhuns crawled in
through the blinds and started immediately toward the bed and the deeping woman.

* % %

"You look tired," Obi-Wan said to Anakin in the adjoining room.

The Padawan, still standing, opened his eyes and came out of his meditative trance. He took a moment to
register the words, and then gave alittle shrug, not disagreeing. "1 don't deep well anymore.”

That was hardly newsto Obi-Wan. "Because of your mother?' he asked.

"I don't know why | keep dreaming about her now,” Anakin answered, frustration coming through in his
voice. "l haven't seen her sncel waslittle.”

"Your lovefor her was, and remains, deep,” Obi-Wan said. "That is hardly reason for despair.”

"But these are more than..." Anakin started to say, but he stopped and sighed and shook his head. "Are
they dreams, or are they visons? Are they images of what has been, or do they tdll of something thet is
yet to be?"

"Or arethey just dreams?’ Obi-Wan said, his gentle smile showing through his scraggly beard. "Not
every dream isapremonition, some vision or some mystical connection. Some dreams arejudt... dreams,
and even Jedi have dreams, young Padawan.”

Anakin didn't seem very satisfied with that. He just shook his head again.

"Dreams passintime,” Obi-Wan told him.

"I'd rather dream of Padm,” Anakin replied with ady smile. "Just being around her againis...
intoxicating."

Obi-Wan's sudden frown erased both hisand Anakin's smiles. "Mind your thoughts, Anakin," he scolded
in no uncertain tone. "They betray you. Y ou've made acommitment to the Jedi Order, acommitment not
eadly broken, and the Jedi stand on such relationshipsis uncompromising. Attachment isforbidden.” He

gave alittle derisive snort and looked toward the deeping Senator's room. "And don't forget that she'sa

politician. They're not to be trusted.”

"She's not like the othersin the Senate, Master," Anakin protested strongly.
Obi-Wan eyed him carefully. "It's been my experience that Senators focus only on pleasing those who

fund their campaigns, and they are more than willing to forget the niceties of democracy to get those
funds”



"Not another lecture, Magter," Anakin said with a profound sigh. He had heard this particular diatribe
repeatedly. " At least not on the economics of palitics.”

Obi-Wan was no fan of the palitics of the Republic. He started speaking again, or tried to, but Anakin
abruptly interrupted.

"Please, Magter," Anakin said emphatically. "Besdes, you're generdizing. | know that Padm--"
"Senator Amidala," Obi-Wan sternly corrected.
"—-ign't likethat,” Anakin finished. "And the Chancellor doesn't seem to be corrupt.”

"Pdpatines apolitician. I've observed that heis very clever at following the passions and prejudices of
the Senators.”

"l think heisagood man," Anakin stated. "My ingtincts are very positive abot..."
The young Padawan trailed off, his eyeswidening, his expression becoming one of shock.
"l senseit, too," Obi-Wan said breathlessly, and the two Jedi exploded into motion.

Inside the bedroom, the kouhuns crawled dowly and deliberately toward the deeping Padm's exposed
neck and face, their mandibles clicking excitedly.

_"Wee 0000!" R2-D2 shrieked, catching on to the threat. The droid tootled a series of darms and
focused alight on the bed, highlighting the centipede invaders perfectly as Obi-Wan and Anakin burst
into the room.

Padm awoke, her eyes going wide, sucking in her breath in terror as the wicked little creatures stood up
and hissed, and came a her.

Or would have, except that Anakin wasthere, his blue lightsaber blade dashing across, just above the
bedcovers, once and again, dicing both creaturesin half.

"Droid!" Obi-Wan cried, and Anakin and Padm turned to see him rushing for the window. There,
hovering outside, was the remote assassin, its gppendages retracting fast.

Obi-Wan legpt into the blinds, taking them with him right through the window, shattering the glass. He
reached into the Force as he legpt, using it to extend hisjump, to send him far through the air to catch
hold of the retreating droid assassin. With his added weight, the floating droid sank considerably, but it
compensated and stabilized quickly, leaving the Jedi hanging on to it ahundred stories up.

Off flew the droid, taking Obi-Wan withit.

"Anakin?' Padm asked, turning to him. When she saw him return the look, and saw the sudden flicker of
intengity in his blue eyes, she pulled her nightdress higher about her shoulders.

"Stay herel™ Anakin ingtructed. "Watch her, Artoo!" He rushed for the door, only to stop abruptly as
Captain Typho and apair of guards, dong with the handmaiden Dorm, charged in.



"Seeto her!" wasdl that Anakin explained as he scrambled past them, running full out for the turbolift.

* * %

Not without defensive systems, the probe droid repeatedly sent eectrical shocks arcing over its surface,
ginging Obi-Wan's hands.

The Jedi Knight gritted through the pain, having no aternative but to hold on. He knew he shouldn't look
down, but he did so anyway, to see the city teeming far, far below.

Another shock nearly sent him plummeting toward that distant bustle.

Reflexively, and hardly considering dl theimplications, the Jedi fumbled with one hand, found a power
wire, and pulled it free, ceasing the eectrical shocks.

But ending, too, the power that kept the probe droid aloft.

Down they went, faling like stones, the lights of the various floorsflashing past them like strobes asthey
dropped.

"Not good, not good!" Obi-Wan said over and over as he worked frantically to reconnect the wire.
Finally, he got it. The probe droid's lights blinked back on, and off the remote soared, with Obi-Wan
hanging on desperately. The droid wasted no timein reigniting the series of dectrica shocks, singing the
Jedi, but not shaking the stubborn man free.

* % %

Anakin wasin no mood to wait for aturbolift. Out came hislightsaber, and with asingle well-placed
thrust the Padawan had the doors open, though the turbolift car was nowhere near hisfloor. Anakin
didn't even pause long enough to discern if it was above him or below, he just legpt into the shaft,
catching hold of one of the supporting poles with one arm, propping the side of hisfoot tight againgt i,
and spinning downward. Hismind whirled, trying to remember the layout of the building, and which levels
held the various docking bays.

Suddenly that sixth sense, fedling through the Force, derted him to danger.

"Yikes!" heyelled as he looked down to see the turbolift racing up at him.

Grabbing on tighter to the pole, he held his open pam downward, then sent atremendous Force push
below, not to stop the lift, but to propel himself back up the shaft, keeping him ahead of the lift with
sufficient speed for him to reorient himself and land, sprawled, atop the speeding car.

Again, whipping out his lightsaber, he stabbed it through the catch on the lift's top hatch. Ignoring the
shrieks from the car's occupants below, Anakin pulled open the hatch, grabbed the edge as he shut off
his blade, then somersaulted into the car.

"Docking bay level?" he asked the pair of stunned Senators, a Sullustan and a human.

"Forty-seven!" the human responded at once.

"Too late," the Sullustan added, noting the rolling floor numbers. The diminutive Senator started to add,



"Next is Sxty-something,” but Anakin dammed the brake button, and when that didn't work fast enough
for him, he reached into the Force again and grabbed at the braking mechanisms, forcing them even more
tightly into place.

All three went off the floor with the sudden stop, the Sullustan landing hard. Anakin banged on't he door,
ydling for it to open. A hand on his shoulder dowed him, and he turned to see the human Senator step
by, onefinger held up in agesture bidding the eager young Jedi to wait.

The Senator pushed a button, clearly marked on the pandl, and the turbolift door did open.

With a shrug and a sheepish smile, Anakin had to fall to his belly and squeeze through the opening to
drop to the hallway below. Heran franticdly, left and then right, finally spotting abalcony adjacent to the
parking garage. Out he ran, then vaulted over arail, dropping to aline of parked speeders. Oneyellow,
snub-nosed speeder was open, so he jJumped in, firing it up and zooming away, off the platform and then
up, up, heading for theline of traffic flowing high above.

Hetried to get his bearings as he rose. What side of the building was he now on? And which side had
Obi-Wan flown away from? And what angle had the fleeing probe droid taken?

Ashetried to sort it dl out, Anakin redlized that only one of two things could possibly put him on
Obi-Wan'strail, dumb luck or...

The Padawan fdll into the Force yet again, searching for the sensation that he could identify as his Jedi
Magter.

* % %

Zam Wesd| leaned againgt the side of her speeder, impatiently tapping her gloved fingers on the roof of
the old vehicle. Shewore an oversized purple helmet, front-wedged and solid save asmdll rectangle cut
out about her eyes, but while that hid her assumed beauty, her formfitting grav-suit showed every
femininecurve.

Zam didn't think much about it at that time, though, for with this particular mission it was more important
that she merdy blend in. Often she had taken assgnments where her assumed feminine wiles had helped
her tremendoudly, where she had played upon the obvious weakness of amaeto get close.

Those wilesweren't going to help her with this assgnment, though, and Zam knew it. Thistime, shewas

out to kill awoman, a Senator, and one who was very well guarded by beings absolutely devoted to her,
as protective of her as aparent might be to achild. Zam wondered what this woman might have doneto
so invoke the wrath of her employers.

Or at leadt, she started to wonder, as she had started to wonder severa times since Jango had hired her
to kill the Senator. The professiona n never truly let her thoughtstravel down that path. It wasn't
her business. She was not amora gauge for anyone, not one to decide the value of her assgnment or the
justice or injustice involved--she was just atoal, in many ways, a machine. She was the extension of her
employers and nothing more.

Jango had bade her to kill Amidala, and so she would kill Amidaa, fly back and collect her due, and go
on to the next assignment. It was clean and it was Smple.

Zam could hardly believe that the explosive charge she had managed to hide on the landing platform had



not done the job, but she had taken that |esson to heart, had come to understand that the weaknesses of
Senator Amidaawere not easily discerned and exploited.

The changeling banged her fist on the roof of the speeder. She hated that she had been forced to go
outside for help, to procure a probe droid to do the task that she so relished handling persondly. But
now there were Jedi about Amidala, by al the rumors, and Zam had little desire to do battle with one of
those troublesome fanétics.

She glanced into the speeder, to the timepiece on the console, and nodded grimly. The job should be
completed by now. The poisonous kouhuns had been delivered, likely, and one scratch of avenomous
ginger should be more than enough.

Zam stood up straight, senang something, some sudden fedling of uneasiness.

She heard acry, of surprise or of fear, and she glanced dl about, and then her eyes, within the cut-out
rectangle of the helmet, went wide indeed. She watched in blank amazement as the probe droid, her
programmed n, wove through the towering buildings of Coruscant, with aman, dressed like a Jedi,
hanging onto it! Zam'sfear lessened and her smile widened, though, as she watched the droid go into
defensive action, for this one waswdll programmed. It smacked against the sde of a building, nearly
didodging the Jedi, and when that didn't work, the clever droid dived back into the traffic lane, soaring
behind a speeder, just above the vehicle's exhaust.

The Jedi squirmed and tucked and somehow managed to keep himself out of that fiery exhaust, and so
the droid swooped off to the Sde, taking adifferent tack. It flew inlow over the top of one building.

Zam's eyes widened as she watched the spectacle. She wasimpressed at the way the Jedi did not allow
himsdlf to be dammed off, but rather tucked hislegs enough to run along the rooftop asthe droid
skimmed acrossit. Oh, he was good!

Thiswastruly entertaining to the confident bounty hunter, but enough was enough.

Zam reached into the speeder and pulled out along blagter rifle, casudly lifting and leveling. Shefired of f
aseries of shots, and explosionsignited al about the Jedi and the droid.

Zam looked up from her sights, stunned to see that the crafty man had somehow avoided those shots,
had dodged, or had, she mused, used his Jedi powersto deflect them.

"Block this," the bounty hunter said, raising therifle again. Taking aim at the Jedi's chest, shelifted the
barrd just abit and squeezed the trigger.

The probe droid exploded.

The Jedi plummeted from sight.

Zam sighed and shrugged, telling hersdf that the cost of the probe droid was worth the show. And
hopefully the victory. If Senator Amidalalay dead in her room, then that cost would be aminor thing
indeed, for this bounty exceeded anything Zam had ever hoped to collect.

The bounty hunter dipped her rifle back into her speeder, then bent low and squeezed in, soaring off into
the Coruscant traffic lanes.



Obi-Wan screamed as he dropped... ten stories... twenty. There was nothing in his Jedi repertoire to
save him thistime. Helooked dl about frantically, but there was nothing--no handholds, no platform, no
awning of thick and padded cloth.

Nothing. Just another five hundred stories to the ground!
Hetried to find his sense of cam, tried to fal into the Force and accept this unwelcomed end.

And then a speeder swooped beside him and he saw that cocky smile of his unruly Padawan, and never
in hislife had Obi-Wan Kenobi been happier to see anything. "Hitchhikers usudly stand on the
platforms,” Anakin informed him, and he swooped the speeder near enough for Obi-Wanto grab on. "A
novel approach, though. Gets the attention of passng traffic."

Obi-Wan was too busy clawing hisway into the passenger seat to offer aretort. Hefinally settled in next
to Anakin.

"I dmost lost you there," the Padawan remarked.
"No kidding. What took you so long?'

Anakin eased back in his seat, putting hisleft arm up on the door of the open speeder and assuming a
casud posture. "Oh, you know, Master," he said flippantly. "1 couldn't find a speeder | redlly liked. One
with an open cockpit, of course, and with the right speed capabiilities to catch your droid scooter. And
then, you know, | had to hold out for just the right color--"

"Therel™ Obi-Wan shouted, pointing up to a closed-in speeder, recognizing it as the one behind the
assassin who had been shooting at him. It soared above them, and Anakin cut hard on the whedl and the
dick, angling infast pursuiit.

Almost immediately, an arm came out of the lead speeder's open window, holding ablaster pistal, and
the bounty hunter squeezed off a series of shots.

"If you'd spend as much time working on your lightsaber skills asyou do on your wit, young Padawan,
you would rival Master Y odal" Obi-Wan said, and he ducked, getting jostled about, as Anakin cut a
seriesof evadveturns.

"| thought | dready did."

"Only inyour mind, my very young Padawan," Obi-Wan retorted. He gave alittle cry and ducked
reflexively as Anakin dived in and out of traffic, narrowly missing severd vehicles. "Careful! Hey, easy!
Y ou know | don't likeit when you do that!"

"Sorry, | forgot you don't like flying, Master!" Anakin said, hisvoicerising a the end as he took the
speeder down suddenly to avoid another blaster bolt from the stubborn bounty hunter.

"l don't mind flying," Obi-Wan ingsted. "But what youre doing issuicide!" Hiswords nearly caught in his
throat, along with his scomach, as Anakin cut hard to the right, then dropped suddenly, punched the
throttle, pulled back to the left, and lifted the nose, zipping the speeder up through the traffic lane and
back in sight of the bounty hunter--only to see another line of blaster bolts coming at them.



Then the bounty hunter dived to the sde suddenly, and both Jedi opened their eyes and their mouths
wide, their screams drowned out by acommuter train crossing right in front of them.

Obi-Wan tasted bile again, but somehow, Anakin managed to avoid the train, coming out the other side.
Obi-Wan looked over to his Padawan, to see him assuming a casua, in-control posture.

"Madter, you know I've been flying since before | could walk," Anakin said with ady grin. "I'm very
good at this."

"Just dow down,” Obi-Wan instructed, in avoice that suggested the dignified Jedi Knight was about to
throw up.

Anakin ignored him, taking the speeder in fast pursuit of the assassin, right into aline of giant trucks.
Around and around they went, cutting fast cornersthrough the traffic, over thetraffic, under the traffic,
and around the buildings, dways keeping the assassin's speeder in sight. Anakin took his craft right up on
edge, skimming the side of one building.

"He can't lose me," the Padawan boasted. "He's getting desperate.”

"Great," Obi-Wan answvered dryly.

"Ohwait," Obi-Wan added when the speeder in front dived into atram tunnel. "Don't go in there!™

But Anak in zoomed right in, and then zoomed right back out, a huge rushing train chasing him, Obi-Wan
screaming about as loudly asthe train was blowing itshorn. Y ou know | don't like it when you do that!”

"Sorry, Magter," Anakin answered unconvincingly. "Don't worry. Thisguy's gonnakill himsdf any minute

"WEell, let him do that done!" Obi-Wan insisted.

They watched asthe n zoomed right into traffic, soaring the wrong way down acongested lane.

Anakin went in right behind.

Both speeders zigged and zagged wildly, franticaly, the occasiond blaster bolt shooting back from the

Itsve;i ;eré? And then, suddenly, the assassin cut fast, straight up, atight loop that brought Zam behind the

"Great move," Anakin congratulated. "'l got one, too." He dammed on his brakes, reversing thrust, and
the assassin's speeder flashed up right beside them.

And therewasthe n, firing point blank at Obi-Wan.
"What are you doing?' Obi-Wan demanded. "He's going to blast me!”
"Right," Anakin agreed, working frantically to maneuver away. "Thisisn't working."

"Nice of you to notice." Obi-Wan dodged, then lurched as the speeder dropped suddenly, Anakin taking
it right under the assassin's.



"He can't shoot us down here," the Padawan congratulated himsdlf, but his smile lasted only the split
second it took for their opponent's new tactic to register. The n swerved out of the traffic lane and
shot straight for abuilding, coming in a an angleto just skim the rooftop.

Obi-Wan started to shout out Anakin's name, but the word came out as_"Ananananana.” _The
Padawan was in control, though, and he dowed and lifted his speeder's nose just up over the edge of the
rooftop.

Another obstacle showed itsdf dmost immediately, alarge craft coming in low and dow.

"It'slanding!" Obi-Wan shouted, and when Anakin didn't immediately respond, he added desperately,
"Or] lngl

It cameout, "On uuuuuuuuuuuuus”_ as Anakin brought the speeder up on edge and zipped around a
corner, clipping aflagpole and taking its cloth contents free.

"Clear that," the seemingly unshakable Padawan said, nodding down to the torn flag, which had caught
itself on one of the speeder's front air scoops.

"What?'
"Clear theflag! Were losing power! Hurry!™

Complaining under his breath with every movement, Obi-Wan crawled out of the cockpit and gingerly
onto the front engine. He bent low and tugged the flag free, and the speeder lurched forward, nearly

didodging him.
"Don't do that!" he screamed. "'l don't likeit when you do that!"
"So sorry, Madter."

"He's heading for the power refinery,” Obi-Wan said. "But take it easy. It's dangerous near those power
couplings”

Anakin zoomed right past one of the couplings, and ahuge dectrical bolt had the air crackling al about
them. "Sow down!" Obi-Wan ordered. "Slow down! Don't go through there!”

But Anakin did just that, banking l€ft, right, |€ft.
"Wheat are you doing?"
"Sorry, Magter!"

More bolts crackled dl about them. Right, left, right again, up and over, down and around, and
somehow, incredibly, out the other side.

"Oh, that was good," Obi-Wan admitted.

"That was crazy," the raided Anakin corrected. The older Jedi snapped aglare a him, recognized the
greenish color that had suddenly come to the Padawan's face, and then just put his head in his hands and



groaned.

"Got him now!" Anakin announced. The nwas diding his speeder sdelong around a corner
between two buildings up ahead.

Anakin went right around behind, only to find the lead speeder stopped and blocking the dleyway, the
assassin leaning out the door, blaster pistol leveled.

"Ah, blagt," the Padawan remarked.

"Stop!" Obi-Wan told him, and both ducked as aline of bolts came at them.

"No, we can makeit!" Anakin ingsted, punching the throttle.

He dived his speeder under the n's, barely missing it, then went up on edge, dipping through a
small gap in the building. But there were pipesthere, and no levd of flying could put the speeder safely
through them. They bounced sidelong, then nipped end over end, narrowly missing agiant crane and
clipping some sruts. The damage brought forth agiant fiery gasbal, nearly immolating them, and in the
uncontrolled spin that followed, they bounced off yet another building and the speeder staled out.
Anakin winced, expected aline of cursesto come at him, but when hefindly looked a Obi-Wan, he saw
the Jedi staring straight ahead, eyeswide and unblinking, and saying, "I'm crazy, I'm crazy, I'm crazy..."
over and over again.

"But it worked," Anakin dared to say. "We madeit.”

"It didn't work!" Obi-Wan yelled a him. "Weve staled! And you amost got uskilled!"

Anakin looked down at his hands and body, and waggled hisfingers. "I think were il divel" He
grinned, trying to disarm hisfuming Master, but Obi-Wan seemed asif he was about to explode.

"It was stupid!" Obi-Wan roared.

Anakin worked wildly, trying to restart the speeder. "'l could have madeit," he protested sheepishly. His
confident expression strengthened as the speeder roared back to life.

"But you didn't! And now wevelog him!*

Even as Obi-Wan finished, abarrage of laser bolts rained down around them, setting off explosions that
rocked them back and forth. The pair looked up, to see the assassin zooming away.

"No, wedidn't," asmiling Anakin said. He took the speeder up, the sudden thrust violently throwing them
both back in their seats. They came through the area of smoke and carnage with severa smal fires
burning on their speeder. Obi-Wan dapped at flames on the control pand.

Again they chased the ninto the main travel lanes, dodging and turning fast about incoming traffic.
Up ahead, the n cut fast to the left, between two buildings, and Anakin responded, going right and

up.

"Where are you going?' a perplexed Obi-Wan asked. "He went down there, the other way."



"Thisisashortcut. | think."

"What do you mean, _you think? What kind of shortcut? He went completely the other way! Y ou've
logt him!"

"Master, if we keep this chase going, that cregp's gonna end up deep-fried,” Anakin tried to explain.
"Persondly, 1'd very much like to find out who heis, and who he'sworking for."

"Oh," Obi-Wan replied, hisvoice dripping with sarcasm. " So that's why we're going in the wrong
direction.”

Anakin took them up and around, finally settling into a hover somefifty stories up from the street.
"Wall, you logt him," Obi-Wan sad.

"I'm deeply sorry, Magter," Anakin replied. Again, he seemed hardly convincing, asif hewas saying just
what he had to say to keep Obi-Wan from scolding him further. The Jedi Knight looked at him hard,
ready to cal him onit, when he noticed that Anakin, seemingly deep in concentration, was counting
oftly.

"Excuse me for amoment,” the Padawan said. He stood up and, to Obi-Wan's compl ete shock, stepped
out of the speeder.

Obi-Wan lurched over to the edge and stared down, watching Anakin drop--about five stories, before
landing atop the roof of afamiliar speeder that was zooming beneath them.

"I hate it when he does that,” Obi-Wan muttered increduloudy, shaking his head.

* % %

Zam Wesdll skimmed close to the buildings, staying to the side of the main traffic lanes. She didn't know
whether the probe droid had successfully completed its mission, but she was fedling pretty good at that
moment, having outwitted a pair of Jedi.

Suddenly her speeder shook hard. At first she thought she had been hit by ablaster bolt, but then,
surveying for damage, she came to know the truth of the missile, and to know that it--that he--had
somehow landed on her speeder.

Zam backed off on the throttle, then dammed it out full, lurching the craft ahead. The force of the sudden
acceleration nearly didodged Anakin, sending him diding back to the tail, but he hung on stubbornly and,
to Zam's dismay, even began crawling back toward the cockpit.

With asneer, Zam hit the brakes, hard, and Anakin went diding and bouncing past her.

But the stubborn young Jedi caught one of the twin front forks of the speeder and hung on yet again.
Zam accelerated and reached out her blagter pistal, letting fly aseries of boltsin Anakin's generd
direction. The angle was wrong, though, and she couldn't score any hits. And there he was, crawling

back stubbornly toward the roof despite dl of Zam's evasive maneuvers. Her Clawdite form came back,
suddenly and briefly, as she lost concentration, but she recovered quickly.



The bounty hunter cursed under her breath and swooped back into traffic, trying to formulate some plan
for ridding hersdlf of the troublesome Jedi. She went back into her evasive, traffic-dodging maneuvers yet
again, entertaining the thought of moving in closeto some of the heavier traffic and letting the exhaust
plume smoke the fool atop her craft. She had dmost convinced hersdlf to do just that when suddenly a
glowing blue blade of energy sheared through the top of her speeder and plunged down beside her. She
looked up to see the stubborn young Jedi cutting through the roof.

Swerving al about, she fired off ashot at him, then another. Finally, to her relief, ashot took the
lightsaber from his hand, though whether she had taken the hand, aswell, or just the weapon, she could
not tell.

* % %

Obi-Wan had finally caught sight of Zam's speeder, with Anakin scrambling aop it, when the lightsaber
tumbled from the Padawan's grasp. Obi-Wan gave a shake of his head and dived his speeder toward the
dreet, angling for an interception.

* % %

Anakin's hand plunged through the holein the roof, and Zam lifted her blaster pistal in hisdirection. He
didn't reach for her, just held his hand there outstretched, and before she could fire, some unseen force
yanked the pistol from her hand, throwing it ri ght into the Jedi's grasp. "No!" the bounty hunter yelled,
gasping in astonishment. She lurched in her seat, letting go of her speeder’s controlsto grab the pistol
desperately with both hands. The pair struggled over the weapon, the speeder dipping right and left, and
then the pistol went off, hitting neither opponent, but blowing aholein theflooring of Zam's speeder,
cutting some control pipesin the process.

The speeder careened out of control, and Zam fell back over the controls, desperately but futilely.

They dived and spun, sidelong and head over. Screaming, both hung on for dear life asthey spiraled
toward the street.

Findly, at thelast possible second, Zam gained some control, enough to turn theimpending crash into a
spark-throwing skid aong the broken permacrete of this seedy section of Coruscant's belly.

The speeder bounced up on edge and dammed to a halt, and Anakin went flying, tumbling aong the
dreet for along, long way. When hefindly got control, he saw the assassin legping from the speeder and
running down the street, so he climbed back to hisfeet and started to follow.

The splash as he stepped in one dirty puddle woke Anakin to the harsh redlities about him. Thiswasthe
underbelly of Coruscant, the smelly and dirty streets. He dowed--the nwas out of sght
anyway--and looked about curioudy, noting the many lowlifes, mostly nonhumans of quite avariety of
species. Many beings were panhandling up and down the Street.

He shook it dl away quickly, though, reminding himself of the red reason he was here, and of Padm and
her need for security. Spurred by images of the beautiful Senator from Naboo, the young Jedi sprinted
aong the broken sidewalk, catching sight of the n moving through acrowd of ruffians. Anakin
charged right in behind, pushing and shoving, but making little headway againgt the press.

He spotted the n at the last second, before the helmeted killer disappeared through a doorway.



Anakin shoved through, finaly, and glanced up to seethe glare of the gambling sign above the
establishment. Undaunted, he started again for the door, and then stopped as he heard Obi-Wan caling.

A familiar yellow speeder dropped to aresting place on the Side of the street. "Anakin!™ Obi-Wan
walked toward the young Jedi, pointedly holding Anakin's dropped lightsaber in his hand.

"Shewent into that club, Magter!"

Obi-Wan patted hishand in the air to calm the Padawan, not even registering Anakin's surprising use of
the feminine pronoun. "Patience," he said. "Use the Force, Anakin. Think."

"Sorry, Magter."

"Hewent in there to hide, not run,” Obi-Wan reasoned.

"Yes, Mager."

Obi-Wan held the lightsaber out toward his student. "Next timetry not to loseit.”
"Sorry, Magter."

Obi-Wan pulled the precious weapon back as Anakin reached for it, and held the young Padawan's gaze
with hisown stern look. "A Jedi's lightsaber is his most precious possession.”

"Yes, Magter." Again, Anakin reached for the lightsaber, and again Obi-Wan pulled it back, never letting
Anakin go from hisscrutinizing Sare.

"Hemust kegp it withhim at dl times."

"I know, Master," Anakin replied, abit of exasperation cregping into histone.
"Thiswegponisyour life"

"I've heard thislesson before."

Obi-Wan held it out again, findly relinquishing that awful stare, and Anakin took the wegpon and
replaced it on his belt.

"But you haven't learned anything, Anakin," the Jedi Knight said, turning away.
"I try, Magter."

There was sincerity in histone, Obi-Wan clearly recognized, and abit of regret, perhaps, and that
reminded Obi-Wan of the difficult circumstances under which Anakin had entered the Order. He had
been far too old, nearly ten years of age, and Master Qui-Gon had taken him in without permission,
without the blessing of the Jedi Council. Master Y oda had seen potential danger in young Anakin
Skywalker. No one they had ever encountered had been stronger with the Force, in terms of sheer
potential. But the Jedi Order normally required training from the earliest possible age. The Force wastoo
powerful atool--no, not atool, and that was the problem. An unwise Jedi might consider the Forcea
tool, ameansto his own ends. But atrue Jedi understood that the Force was a partner on a concurrent
course, acommon pathway to true harmony and understanding.



After Qui-Gon's degth at the hands of a Sith Lord, the Jedi Council had rethought their decision about
young Anakin, and had alowed histraining to go forward, with Obi-Wan fulfilling his promiseto
Qui-Gon that he would take the talented young boy under histutelage. The Council had been hesitant,
though, and obvioudly not happy about it. Y oda had seemed dmost resigned, asif this path was one that
they could not deny, rather than one they would willingly and eagerly walk. For the whispers spoke of
Anakin as the chosen one, the one who would bring balance to the Force.

Obi-Wan wasn't sure what that meant, and he was more than allittle fearful. He looked up at Anakin,
who was standing patiently, properly subdued after the tongue-lashing, and he took comfort in that
image, inthisincredibly likable, somewhat stubborn, and obvioudy brash young man.

He hid hissmile only becauseit would not do for Anakin to understand himself forgiven so easily for his
rash actions and theloss of hiswespon.

Obi-Wan had to disguise a chuckle as a cough. After al, hadn't he been the one who had lespt out
through awindow a hundred stories above the streets of Coruscant?

The Jedi Knight led the way into the gambling club. Humans and nonhumans mingled about in the smoky
air, apping drinks of every color and puffing on exotic pipesfull of exotic plants. Many robes showed
bulges reminiscent of wegpons, and in looking around, both Jedi understood that everyonewasa
potential threst.

"Why do | think that you're going to be the death of me?' Obi-Wan commented above the clamor.

"Don't say that, Magter," Anakin replied serioudy, and the intensity of histone surprised Obi-Wan.
"Yourethe closest thing | haveto afather. | love you, and | don't want to cause you pain.”

"Then why don't you ligen to me?"

"I will," Anakin said eagerly. "I'll do better. | promise.”

Obi-Wan nodded and glanced dl around. "Do you see him?"

"l think hesashe.”

"Then be extra careful,” Obi-Wan said, and he gave asnort.

"And | think she'sachangdling,” Anakin added.

Obi-Wan nodded to the crowd ahead of them. "Go and find her." He Started the opposite way.
"Where are you going, Master?'

"To get adrink," came the short response.

Anakin blinked in surprise to see his Master heading for the bar. He dmost started after, to inquire
further, but he recaled the scolding he had just received and his promise to do better, to obey his

Madgter. He turned and started away, milling through the crowd, trying to hold his cam against the wave
of faces garing a him, most with obvious suspicion, some even openly hodtile.



Over at the bar, Obi-Wan watched him for a bit, out of the corner of hiseye. He signaled to the
bartender, then watched as a glasswas placed in front of him and amber liquid poured in.

"Wanna buy some degth sticks?* came aguttural voice from the side.

Obi-Wan didn't even turn to fully regard the speaker, who wore awild mane of dark hair, with two
antennae twirled up from his hair like curly horns.

"Nobody's got better death sticks than Elan Sleazebaggano,” the ruffian added with a perfectly evil amile.

"Y ou don't want to sell me deeth sticks" the Jedi coolly said, waggling hisfingersdightly, bringing the
weight of the Forceinto hisvoice.

"I don't want to sell you death sticks," Elan Sleazebaggano obediently repested.

Again the Jedi waggled hisfingers. ™Y ou want to go home and rethink your life."

"I want to go home and rethink my life," Elan readily agreed, and he turned and walked away.
Obi-Wan tossed back his drink and motioned for the bartender to fill it up.

A short distance away, walking among the crowd, Anakin continued his scan. Something didn't seem
quite right to him--but of course, how could he expect it to bein this seedy place? Still, some sensation
nagged at him, some mounting evil that seemed above the level expected evenin here. He didn't actualy
seethe blaster pistol coming out of the holster, didn't seeit rising up toward the gpparently unsuspecting
Obi-Wan's back.

But hefdt...

Anakin spun as Obi-Wan spun, to see his Master coming around, lightsaber igniting, in abeautiful and
graceful turn with perfect balance. It seemed dmost asif in dow motion to Anakin, though of course
Obi-Wan was moving with deadly speed and precision, as his blade, blue like Anakin's, cut ashort
vertica loop and then a second, reaching farther out toward his foe. The would-be assassin--and he
could see clearly now that it was awoman, since she had taken off her helmet--shrieked in agony as her
arm, dill clutching the blagter, fell free to the floor, sheared off above the elbow.

The room exploded into motion, with Anakin rushing to Obi-Wan's side, club patrons legping up al
about them, bristling with nervous energy.

"Easy!" Anakin said loudly, patting his handsin the air, imbuing his voice with the strength of the Force.
"Officia business. Go back to your drinks.”

Gradudly, very gradudly, the club resumed its previous atmosphere, with conversations beginning again.
Seeming hardly concerned, Obi-Wan motioned for Anakin to help him, and together they helped the
assassin out to the Street.

They lowered her gently to the ground, and she started awake as soon as Obi-Wan began to attend her
wounded arm.

She growled ferdly and winced in agony, al the while staring up hatefully at the two Jedi.



"Do you know who it was you were trying to kill ?* Obi-Wan asked her.

"The Senator from N aboo,” Zam Wesdll said matter-of-factly, asif it hardly mattered.
"Who hired you?'

Her answer wasaglare. "It wasjust ajob.”

"Tdl ud" Anakin demanded, coming forward thresteningly.

The tough bounty hunter didn't even flinch. "The Senator's going to die soon anyway," she said. "It won't
end with me. For the price they're offering, therell be bounty hunterslining up to take the hit. And the
next one won't make the same mistake | did."

Tough as she was, she ended with agrunt and agroan.

"Thiswound's going to need more treatment than | can giveit here," an obvioudy concerned Obi-Wan
explained to Anakin, but if the younger man even cared, he didn't show it. His expression angry, he came
forward.

"Who hired you?' he asked again, and then he continued, throwing the full weight of the Forceinto his
demand, astrength that surprised Obi-Wan, that came from something more than prudence or dedication
to hiscurrent job. "Tdl us. Tdl usnow!"

The bounty hunter continued to glare a him, but, lipstwitching, she started to answer. "1t was a bounty
hunter called--"

They heard a puff from above and the bounty hunter twitched and gasped, and smply expired, her
human fema e features twisting grotesquely back into the lumpy form of her true Clawdite nature.

Anakin and Obi-Wan tore their eyes away from the spectacle to look up, and heard the roar asthey
watched an armored rocket-man lift away into the Coruscant night, disappearing into the sky. Obi-Wan
looked back to the dead creature and pulled asmal item from her neck, holding it up for Anakin to see.
"Toxic dart."

Anakin sighed and looked away. So they had foiled this attempt and killed one assassin.

But it was clear to him that Senator Amidal a--Padm--remained in grave danger.

Chapter Nine

Anakin stood quietly in the Jedi Council chamber, encircled by the Magters of the Order. Beside him
stood Obi-Wan, his Master, but not one of _the Magters. Obi-Wan, like the mgjority of the ten
thousand Jedi, was a Knight, but these select few dtting around the edges of thisroom were Magters, the
highest-ranking members of this Order. Anakin had never been comfortablein this esteemed company.
He knew that more than haf of the Jedi Masters Sitting here had expressed grave doubts about alowing
him into the Order at the advanced age of ten. He knew that even after Y oda had swayed the vote to
alow him to begin studying under Obi-Wan, afew continued to hold those doubts.



"Track down this bounty hunter, you must, Obi-Wan," Master Y oda said as the others passed the toxic
dart aboui.

"Most importantly, find out who he'sworking for,” Mace Windu added.

"What about Senator Amidaa?' Obi-Wan asked. "She will ill need protecting.” Anakin, anticipating
what might be coming, straightened as'Y odaturned his gaze hisway.

"Handle that, your Padawan will."

Anakin fdt hisheart soar a Y oda's declaration, both because of the confidence obvioudy being shownin
him, and aso because this was one assgnment he knew that he would truly enjoy.

"Anakin, escort the Senator back to her home planet of Naboo," Mace added. " Shell be safer there,
And don't use registered transport. Travel asrefugees.”

Anakin nodded as the assgnment was explained, but he knew immediatdly that therewould be afew
obstaclesto such acourse. "Asthe leader of the opposition to the Military Creation Act, it will be very
difficult to get Senator Amidalato leave the capitd "

"Until caught thiskiller is, our judgment she must respect,” Y odareplied.

Anakin nodded. "But | know how deeply she cares about this upcoming vote, Master," he replied. "She
is more concerned with defeating the act than with--"

"Anakin," Mace interrupted, "go to the Senate and ask Chancellor Pal patine to speak with her.” Thetone
of hisvoice madeit clear that they had spent enough time on these issues. The Jedi Knight and his
Padawan had their assgnments, and Y oda dismissed them with anod.

Anakin garted to say something further, but Obi-Wan had hisarm amost immediately, guiding him out of
the room.

"I was only going to explain Padm's passion about thisvote," Anakin said when he and Obi-Wan were
outinthehal.

"Y ou made Senator Amidaasfedings quite clear,” Obi-Wan replied. "That iswhy Master Windu bade
you to have the Chancellor intervene.” The two started walking down the corridor, Anakin biting back
any responsesthat cameto him.

"The Jedi Council understands, Anakin," Obi-Wan remarked.

"Yes Mader."

"Y oumug trust in them, Anakin."

"Yes, Magter." Anakin's response was automatic. He had dready gone past thisissue in histhoughts. He
knew that Padm wouldn't be easily convinced to leave the planet before the vote, but in truth, it hardly

mattered to him. The important thing was that he would be with her, guarding her. With Obi-Wan off
chasing the bounty hunter, Padm would be his sole responsibility, and that was no smdl thing to Anakin.



No smdl thing at all.

* * %

Anakin was not nervous in the office of Chancellor Palpatine. Certainly he understood the man's power,
and certainly he respected the office itself, but the young Padawan felt very comfortable here, felt asif he
was with afriend. He hadn't spent much time with Palpatine, but on those few occasions when he had
spoken with the man privatdly, he had awaysfelt asif the Supreme Chancellor was taking an honest
interest in him. In some ways, Anakin felt asif Palpatine was an additional mentor--not as directly as
Obi-Wan, of course, but offering solid and important advice.

More than thet, though, Anakin awaysfdt asif he was welcome here.

"l will talk to her," Palpatine agreed, upon hearing Anakin's request that he speak with Padm about
leaving Coruscant for the relative safety of Naboo. " Senator Amidalawill not refuse an executive order. |
know her well enough to assure you of that."

"Thank you, Y our Excdlency.”

"And so, my young Padawan, they havefindly given you an assgnment,” the Chancellor said with awide
and warm smile, the way afather might talk to ason. "Y our patience has paid off."

"Y our guidance more than my patience," Anakin replied. "I doubt my patience would have held, had it
not been for your assurancesthat my Jedi Masters were watching me, and that they would trust me with
some important duties beforetoo long.”

Palpatine nodded and smiled. "Y ou don't need guidance, Anakin," hesaid. "In time you will learn to trust
your fedings. Then you will beinvincible. | have said it many times, you are the most gifted Jedi | have
ever met."

"Thank you, Y our Excdlency," Anakin replied coally, though in truth, he had to conscioudy stop himself
from trembling. Hearing such acompliment from one who did not understand--like from his mother--was
much different than hearing it from Pa patine, the Supreme Chancellor of the Republic. Thiswasan
accomplished man, more accomplished, perhaps, than anyone esein dl the galaxy. He was not an
underling of Y odaor Mace Windu. Anakin understood that a man like Pal patine would not throw out
such complimentsif he did not believe them.

"| see you becoming the grestest of dl the Jedi, Anakin,” Pa patine went on. "Even more powerful than
Master Y oda."

Anakin hoped hislegs wouldn't smply buckle beneath him. He could hardly believe the words, and yet a
part of him did believe them. There was a strength within him, apower beyond the limits the Jedi seemed
to place upon him, and upon themselves. Anakin sensed that clearly. He knew that Obi-Wan didn't
understand, and that was his biggest frustration with his Master. To Anakin's thinking, Obi-Wan'sleash
was far too short.

He had no idea of how he might answer Pal patine's continuing compliments, o he just stood in the center
of the room and smiled for abit, while the Chancellor stood by the window, looking out at the endless
streams of Coruscant traffic.

After many moments had passed, Anakin worked up the courage to move around the desk and join him



following the Supreme Chancellor's gaze up at the traffic lanes.

* * %

"I am concerned for my Padawan," Obi-Wan Kenobi said to Y odaand Mace Windu asthe three
walked aong the corridors of the Jedi Temple. "Heis not ready to be given this assignment on hisown.”

"The Council is confident in thisdecison, Obi-Wan," Y odasaid.
"The boy has exceptiona skills" Mace agreed.
"But he dill has much to learn, Master,” Obi-Wan explained. "His skills have made him... well, arrogant.”

"Yes, yes," Yodaagreed. "It'saflaw more and more common among Jedi. Too sure of themsdlves, they
are. Even the older, more experienced Jedi.”

Obi-Wan considered the words with an assenting nod. They certainly rang true, and the current
conditions among the Jedi in thistime of mounting tension were a bit unsettling, with many off onther
own far from Coruscant. And had not arrogance played amgor rolein Count Dooku's decision to
depart the Order, and the Republic?

"Remember, Obi-Wan," Mace remarked, "if the prophecy istrue, your apprenticeisthe only onewho
can bring the Force into balance.”

How could Obi-Wan ever forget that little fact? Qui-Gon had been thefirst to seeit, thefirst to predict
that Anakin would be the oneto fulfill the prophecy. What Qui-Gon, or anyone e sefor that matter, had
faled to explain, was exactly what bringing bal ance to the Force might mean.

"If hefollowstheright path,” the Jedi Knight said to the two Masters, and neither of them corrected him.

"Attend to your own duties, you must,” Y odareminded, drawing Obi-Wan from his distracting
contemplation as surely asif he was reading the Jedi's mind. "When solved isthismystery of the n,
other riddles might be answered.”

"Yes, Master," Obi-Wan replied, and he held the small dart he had taken from the dead Clawdite up
before hiseyes.

* * %

_With gentle hands, Shmi Skywalker Larslifted the dull bronze chest piece up to the wiry droid, setting
itin place. She smiled at C-3PO, and, though hisface could not smilarly twist, she could tdll that he, too,
in that curious droidlike way, was pleased. How often he had complained about the sand blowing into his
wiring, chipping away & the slicon coverings, even breaking through and causing jarring jolts on acouple
of occasions. And now Shmi wastaking care of that problem, wasfinishing what Anakin had Sarted in
building thedroid._

"Now?" she managed to ask aloud, through lips caked with dried blood. No, she redlized, it was not
now. She had covered C-3PO all those days ago--or wasit weeks ago, or even years ago?--when
Cliegg had taken her to the moisture farm. Y es, there were spare coveringsto fit the protocol droid inthe
garage areg, againgt the wall, under an old workbench.



She remembered that, so clearly, but she had no idea of when it had been.
And now... now shewas... somewhere.

She couldn't open her eyesto look around; she didn't have the strength at that moment, and the blood on
them had dried, making any flutter of her eyelids painful.

She thought it curiousthat her eydids were the only place where she actudly felt any red pain at that
moment. She thought she wasinjured.

Shethought...

Shmi heard something behind her. Shuffling footsteps? Then some mumbling. Y es, they were dways
mumbling.

Her thoughts went back to C-3PO, poor 3PO, who till needed his battered wiry arms covered.
_Gently, shelifted the covering..._

She heard a sharp sound--or she knew it was a sharp sound, though she heard it only distantly--then felt
abrush across her back.

There were no nerves|eft there to register the bite of the whip any more clearly than that.

Chapter Ten

Anakin Skywalker and Jar Jar Binks stood at the door separating Padm's bedroom from the anteroom
where Anakin and Obi-Wan had kept watch the night before. Looking through the room to the broken
window, the pair watched the Coruscant skyline, the endlesslines of traffic.

Padm and her handmaiden Dorm rushed about the bedroom, throwing the luggage together, and from her
sharp movements, both Anakin and Jar Jar knew that they would do well to keep afair distance from the
upset and angry young Senator. Asthe Jedi had requested, Chancellor Palpatine had intervened to bid
Padm to return to Naboo. She was complying, but that did not mean that she was happy about it.

With a profound sigh, Padm stood straight, one hand on her lower back, which ached from all the
bending. She sighed again and moved before the two observers.

"I'm taking an extended leave of absence," she said to Jar Jar, her voice thick and somber, asif shewas
hoping to inject some of that gravity into the goofy Gungan. "It will be your respongibility to take my
place in the Senate. Representative Binks, | know | can count on you."

"Mesahonored..." Jar Jar blurted in reply, standing at attention, except that his head was wagging, and
his ears were flopping. One could dress a Gungan up like adignitary, but such a creature's nature was
not so easily changed.

"What?' Padm's voice was stern and showed more than alittle exasperation. She was entrusting
something important to Jar Jar, and was obvioudy not thrilled to hear him acting like his old, goofy sdif.



Obvioudy embarrassed, Jar Jar cleared histhroat and stood a bit straighter. "Mesa honored to be taken
on dissa heavy burden. Mesa accept this with muy... muy humility andda--"

"Jar Jar, | don't wish to hold you up,” Padm interrupted. "1'm sure you have agreat deal to do.”

"Of course, M'Lady.” With agreat bow, asif trying to use pretense to cover up the fact that he was
blushing like aDardlian fire crab, the Gungan turned and lft, flashing abright smile Anakin'sway as he

passed.

Anakin's eyesfollowed the retreating Gungan, but any levity or sense of cdm he felt from that last
exchange was washed away a moment later, when Padm addressed him in atone that reminded him that
shewas not in the best of moods.

"l do not likethisideaof hiding," she said emphaticaly.

"Don't worry. Now that the Council has ordered an investigation, it won't take Master Obi-Wan long to
find out who hired that bounty hunter. We should have done that from the beginning. It is better to take
the offensve againgt such athrest, to find out the source rather than try to react to the Stuation.” He
meant to go on, to claim credit for asking for such an investigation from the very beginning, to let Padm
know that he had been right al dong and that it had taken the Council long enough to come around to his
way of thinking. He could see, though, that her eyes were already beginning to glaze over, 0 he quieted
and let her speak.

"And whileyour Magter investigates, | haveto hide away."

"That would be most prudent, yes."

Padm gave alittle sigh of frustration. "I haven't worked for ayear to defeat the Military Creation Act not
to be herewhen itsfate is decided!”

"Sometimes we haveto let go of our pride and do what is requested of us," Anakin replied--arather
unconvincing statement, coming from him--and he knew as soon as he spoke the words that he probably
shouldn't have phrased things quite like thet.

"Pridel" cametheroaring response. "Annie, you're young, and you don't have avery firm grip on palitics.
| suggest you reserve your opinions for some other time.”

"Sorry, M'Lady, | was only trying to--"

"Annie! No!"

"Please don't call methat."

mWhat?

"Annie. Please don't call me'Annie’ "

"I've dways called you that. It isyour name, isn't it?"

"My nameisAnakin," the young Jedi said camly, hisjaw firm, hiseyes strong. "When you say Annie, it's
likelI'm ill alittle boy. And I'm not.”



Padm paused and looked him over, head to toe, nodding as she took the sight of him in completely. He
could see sincerity on her face as she nodded her agreement, and her tone, too, became one of more
respect. "I'm sorry, Anakin. It'simpossible to deny you've... that you've grown up.”

There was something in the way she said that, Anakin sensed, some suggestion, some recognition from
Padm that he was indeed a man now, and perhaps a handsome one at that. That, combined with the little
amile sheflashed him, had him abit flushed and put him back up on his heds. He found an ornament
gtting on ashelf to the side, then, and using the Force, picked it up, letting it hover above hisfingers,
needing the digtraction.

Still, he had to clear histhroat to cover his embarrassment, for he was afraid that his voice would break
gpart as he admitted, "Master Obi-Wan manages not to seeit. He criticizes my every move, asif | was
gl achild. He didn't listen to mewhen | insisted that we go in search of the source of the
assassination--"

"Mentors have away of seeing more of our faultsthan wewould like," Padm agreed. "It'sthe only way
wegrow."

With athought, Anakin used the Forceto lift the little globe ornament higher into the air, manipulating it al
about. "Don't get mewrong," he remarked. "Obi-Wan is agreat mentor, aswise as Master Y odaand as
powerful as Master Windu. | am truly thankful to be hislearner. Only..." He paused and shook his head,
looking for the words. " Only, athough I'm a Padawan learner, in some ways-—-in alot of ways--I'm ahead
of him. I'mready for thetrias. | know | am! Heknowsit, too. He fedls I'm too unpredictable--other Jedi
my age have gone through the trials and madeit. | know | started my training late, but hewon't let me
moveon."

Padm'’s expression grew curious, and Anakin could well understand her puzzlement, for he, too, was
surprised a how openly he was speaking, criticaly, of Obi-Wan. He thought that he should stop right
there, and slently berated himself.

But then Padm said, with dl sympathy, "That must be frustrating.”

"Itsworse!" Anakin cried in response, willingly diving into that warm place. "He'soverly criticd! He
never lisens! He just doesn't understand! It's not fair!™

He would have gone on and on, but Padm began to laugh, and that stopped Anakin as surely asadap
acrosstheface.

"I'm sorry," she said through her giggles. "'Y ou sounded exactly likethat little boy | once knew, when he
didnt get hisway."

"I'm not whining! I'm not."

Across the room, Dorm, too, began to chuckle.

"I didn't say it to hurt you," Padm explained.

Anakin took adeep breeth, then blew it dl out of him, his shouldersvisibly rdaxing. "1 know."

He seemed <0 pitiable then, not pitiful, but just like alogt little soul. Padm couldn't resist. She walked



over to him and lifted her hand to gently stroke his cheek. "Anakin."

For the first time since they had been reunited, Padm truly looked into the blue eyes of the young
Padawan, locked stares with him so that they each could see beneath the surface, so that they each could
view the other's heart. It was afleeting moment, made so by Padm's common sense. She quickly dtered
the mood with asincere but lighthearted request. "Don't try to grow up too fast.”

"l am grown up,” Anakinreplied. "You said it yoursdlf." Hefinished by making hisreply into something
suggestive, as helooked deeply into Padm's beautiful brown eyes again, thistime even moreintensdly,
more passionately.

"Please don't look at melikethat," she said, turning away.

"Why not?'

"Because | can seewhat you're thinking.”

Anakin broke thetension, or tried to, with alaugh. "Oh, so you have Jedi powers, too?"

Padm |ooked past the young Padawan for amoment, glimpsing Dorm, who was watching with obvious
concern and not even trying to hide her interest anymore. And Padm understood that concern, given the
strange and unexpected road this conversation had taken. She looked squarely at Anakin again and said,
with n o room for debate, "It makes me fed uncomfortable.”

Anakin relented and looked away. " Sorry, M'Lady," he said professiondly, and he stepped back,
alowing her to resume her packing.

Just the bodyguard again.

But he wasn't, Padm knew, no matter how much she wished it weretrue.

* * %

On awater-washed, wind-lashed world, far to the most remote edges of the Outer Rim, afather and his
son sat on askirt of shining black meta, watching carefully in the few somewhat calm pools creeted by
the currents swirling about the gigantic caryatid that climbed out of the turbulent ocean. Therain had let
up ahit, arare occasion in thiswatery place, dlowing for some cam surface areg, at least, and the pair
gtared hard, searching for the meter-long dark silhouettes of rollerfish.

They were on the lowest skirt of one of the greet pillars that supported Tipoca City, the greatest city on
al of Kamino, aplace of deek structures, al rounded to deflect the continua wind, rather than flat-faced
to battle againgt it. Kamino had been designed, or upgraded at least, by many of the best architectsthe
galaxy could offer, who understood well that the best way to battle planetary e ementswasto subtly
dodge them. Towering transparisted! windows looked out from every porta--the father, Jango, often
wondered why the Kaminoans, tall and thin, pasty white creatures with huge dmond-shaped eyes set in
oblong heads on necks aslong as his arm, wanted so many windows. What was there to see on this
violent world other than rolling waters and nearly constant downpours?

Still, even Kamino had its better moments. It was dl relative, Jango supposed. Thus, when he saw that it
was not raining very hard, he had taken hisboy outside.



Jango tapped his son on the shoulder and nodded toward one of the quiet eddies, and the younger one,
his face showing al the exuberance of aten-year-old boy, lifted his pocker, an ion-burst-powered atlatl,
and took deadly aim. He didn't use the laser sighting unit, which automatically adjusted for watery
refraction. No, thiskill wasto be atest of hisskill aone.

He exhaled deeply, as hisfather had taught him, using the technique to go perfectly steady, and then, as
the prey turned sidelong, he snapped hisarm forward, throwing the missile. Barely ameter from the boy's
extended hand, the back of the missile glowed briefly, asudden and short burst of power that shot it off
like ablagter balt, knifing through the water and taking the fish in the Side, its barbed head driving

through.

With ashout of joy, the boy twisted the atlatl handle, locking the nearly invisible but tremendoudy strong
line, and then, when the fish squirmed away enough to pull the line taut, the boy dowly and ddliberately
turned the handle, reding in his caich.

"WEell done," Jango congratulated. "But if you had hit it a centimeter forward, you would have skewered
the primary musclejust below the gill and rendered it completdly helpless.™

The boy nodded, unperturbed that hisfather, his mentor, could always find fault, even in success. The
boy knew that his beloved father did so only because it forced him to strive for perfection. Andina
dangerous galaxy, perfection alowed for survival.

The boy loved hisfather even morefor caring enough to criticize.

Jango went tense suddenly, sensing amovement nearby, afootfall, perhaps, or just asmell, something to
tell the finely attuned bounty hunter that he and his boy were not done. There weren't many enemiesto
be found on Kamino, except far out in the watery wastes, where giant tentacled creatures roamed. Here
there wasllittle life above the water, other than the Kaminoans themsalves, and so Jango wasn't surprised
when he saw that the newcomer was one of them Taun We, hisusua contact with the Kaminoans.

"Greetings, Jango," thetall, lithe creature said, holding up adim arm and hand in agesture of peace and
friendship.

Jango nodded but didn't smile. Why had Taun We come out here--the Kaminoans were hardly ever out
of their city of globes--and why would she interrupt Jango when he was with his son?

"Y ou have been scarce within the sector of late," Taun We remarked.

"Better thingsto do.”

"With your child?'

In response, Jango looked over at the boy, who was lining up another rollerfish. Or at least, hewas
appearing to, Jango recognized, and the insght brought a knowing nod of satisfaction to the crusty
bounty hunter. He had taught his son well the art of deception and deflection, of gppearing to do one
thing while, in redlity, doing something quite different. Like listening in on the conversation, messuring
Taun We's every word. "The tenth anniversary gpproaches,” the Kaminoan explained.

Jango turned back to her with a sour expression. ™Y ou think | don't know Boba's birthday?*

If Taun Wewasfazed at dl by the sharp retort, the ddlicately featured Kaminoan didn't show it. "We are



ready to begin again.”

Jango looked back at Boba, one of histhousands of children, but the only one who was a perfect clone,
an exact replicawith no genetic manipulation to make him more obedient. And the only one who hadn't
been artificidly aged. The group that had been created beside Boba had dl reached maturity now, were
adult warriors, in perfect hedth.

Jango had thought that policy of accelerating the aging process a mistake--wasn't experience as much a
part of attaining warrior skill as genetics?--but he hadn't complained openly to the Kaminoans about it.
He had been hired to do ajob, to serve as the source, and questioning the process wasn't in hisjob
description.

Taun We cocked her head abit to the side, eyes blinking dowly.

Jango recognized her expression as curiosity, and it nearly brought a chuckle bubbling to hislips. The
Kaminoans were much more dike than were humans, especialy humans from different planets. Perhaps
their sngular concept, their commonness within their own species, was apart of their typica reproductive
process, which now included afair amount of genetic manipulation, if not outright cloning. Asasociety,
they were practicaly of one mind and one heart. Taun We seemed genuinely perplexed, and so she was,
to see ahuman with so little apparent regard for other humans, clones or not.

Of course, hadn't the Kaminoans just created an army for the Republic? There wouldn't be wars without
some disagreement, now, would there?

But that, too, held little interest for Jango. He was a solitary bounty hunter, arecluse--or he would have
been if not for Boba. Jango didn't care awhit about palitics or war or thisarmy of hisclones. If every
one of them was daughtered, then so beit. He had no attachment to any.

He looked to the side as he considered that. To any except for Boba, of course.

Other than that, though, thiswas just ajob, well paying and easy enough. Financiadly, he couldn't have
asked for more, but more important, only the Kaminoans could have given him Boba--not just ason, but
an exact replica. Bobawould give Jango the pleasure of seeing dl that he might have become had he
grown up with aloving and caring father, amentor who cared enough to criticize, to force him to
perfection. He was as good as it got concerning bounty hunters, concerning warriors, but he had no
doubt that Boba, bred and trained for perfection, would far outshine him to become one of the greatest
warriorsthe galaxy had ever known.

This, then, was Jango Fett's greatest reward, right here, Sitting with his son, hisyoung replica, sharing
quiet moments.

Quiet moments within the tumult that had been Jango Fett's entire life, surviving thetrids of the Outer Rim
aone practicaly from the day he learned to walk. Each trial had made him stronger, had made him more
perfect, had honed the skills that he would now pass dong to Boba. There was no one better in al the
gaaxy to teach his son. When Jango Fett wanted you caught, you were caught. When Jango Fett wanted
you dead, you were dead.

No, not when Jango "wanted" those things. Thiswas never persond. The hunting, thekilling, it wasdl a
job, and among the most valuable of lessons Jango had learned early on was how to become
dispassionate. Completdy so. That was his greatest weapon.



Helooked at Taun We, then turned to grin at his son. Jango could be dispassionate, except for those
times when he could spend time aone with Boba. With Boba, there was pride and there waslove, and
Jango had to work constantly to keep both of those potential weaknesses at aminimum. While he loved
his son dearly--_because he loved his son dearly--Jango had been teaching him those same attributes of
dispassion, even calousness, from hisearliest days.

"Wewill commence the process again as soon asyou are ready," Taun We remarked, bringing Jango
back from his contemplations.

"Don't you have enough of the materia to do it without me?'

"Well, snceyou are here anyway, wewould like you to beinvolved,” Taun We said. "The origind hostis
awaysthe best choice"

Jango rolled his eyes at the thought--of the needles and the probing--but he did nod his agreement; this
was redlly an easy job, considering the rewards.

"Whenever you are ready." Taun We bowed and turned and waked away.

_If you wait for that, you'll be waiting forever,_ Jango thought, but he kept quiet, and again he turned to
Boba, motioning for the boy to put hisatlatl back to work. _Because now | have dl that | wanted,
Jango mused, watching Bobas fluid motions, his eyes darting about, searching for the next rollerfish.

* * %

Theindustrid sector of Coruscant held perhapsthe greatest freight docksin dl the galaxy, with aline of
bulky transports coming in continually, huge floating cranes ready to meet them and unload the millions of
tons of supplies necessary to keep dive the city-planet, which long ago had become too populousto
support itself thr ough its own resources. The efficiency of these docks was nothing short of amazing, and
yet the place was till tumultuous, and sometimes gridlocked by the sheer number of docking shipsand
floating cranes.

Thiswas dso aplacefor living passengers, the peasantry of Coruscant, catching cheap rides on freighters
outbound, thousands and thousands of people looking to escape the sheer frenzy that had become the
world.

Blended into that throng, Anakin and Padm walked aong, dressed in smple brown tunics and breeches,
the garb of Outland refugees. They walked side by side to the shuttle exit as they approached the dock
and walkway that would take them to one of the gigantic transports. Captain Typho, Dorm, and
Obi-Wan stood waiting for them at that exit door.

"Besafe, M'Lady," Captain Typho said with genuine concern. It was clear that he was not thrilled with
alowing Padm out of hissight and control. He handed a pair of small luggage bags over to Anakin and
gave anod of confidence to the young Jedi.

"Thank you, Captain,” Padm replied, her voice thick with gratitude. "Take good care of Dorm. The thregt
will be on you two now."

"Hell be safewith me!™ Dorm put in quickly.

Padm smiled, appreciating the smd| attempt at levity. Then she embraced her handmaidenin agreat and



tight hug, squeezing dl the tighter when she heard Dorm start to weep.
"Youll befine" Padm whispered into the other woman's ear.
"It'snot me, M'Lady. | worry about you. What if they redlize you've left the capita ?"

Padm moved back to arm's length and managed a smile as she looked over to Anakin. "Then my Jedi
protector will have to prove how good heis.”

Dorm gave anervous chuckle and wiped atear from her eye as she smiled and nodded.

Off to the sde, Anakin held his smile within, deciding conscioudy to wear aposture that exuded
confidence and control. But insde he was thrilled to hear Padm's compliments coming hisway.

Obi-Wan shattered that warmth, pulling the young Padawan off to the Side,

"Y ou stay on Naboo," Obi-Wan said. "Don't atract attention. Do absolutely nothing without checking in
with me or the Council."

"Yes, Madter," Anakin answered obediently, but inside, he was churning, wanting to lash out a
Obi-Wan. Do nothing, absolutely nothing, without checking in, without asking for permisson? Hadn't he
earned abit more respect than that? Hadn't he proven himsalf abit more resourceful, a Padawan to be
trusted?

"I will get to the bottom of this plot quickly, M'Lady," he heard Obi-Wan say to Padm. Anakin seethed
inwardly. Hadn't that been exactly the course he had suggested to his Master when they had first been
assigned to watch over the Senator?

"You'll be back herein no time," Obi-Wan assured her.
"I will be most grateful for your speed, Master Jedi.”

Anakin didn't appreciate hearing Padm speak of any gratitude a all toward Obi-Wan. At least, he didn't
want Padm to devate Obi-Wan'simportancein dl of thisabove hisown. "Timeto go,” hesad, striding
forward.

"I know," Padm answered him, but she didn't seem pleased.

Anakin reminded himself not to take it personally. Padm felt that her duty was here. She wasn't thrilled
with running offplanet--and she wasn't thrilled with having another of her dear handmaidens stepping into
theline of firein her stead, especialy with images of dead Cord so fresh in her mind.

Padm and Dorm shared another hug. Anakin took up the luggage and led the way off the speeder bus,
onto alanding where R2-D2 waited.

"May the Force be with you," Obi-Wan said.

"May the Force be with you, Magter." Anakin meant every word of it. He wanted Obi-Wan to find out
who was behind the nation attempts, to make the galaxy safe for Padm once again. But he had to
admit that he hoped it wouldn't happen too quickly. His duty now put him right beside the woman he
loved, and he wouldn't be happy if this assgnment proved ashort one, if duty pulled him away from her



yet again.

"Suddenly I'm afraid,” Padm said to him asthey walked away, heading toward the giant star freighter that
would take them to Naboo. Behind the pair, R2-D2 rolled aong, tootling cheerily.

"Thisismy first assgnment on my own. | am, too." Anakin turned about, taking Padm's gaze with his
own, and grinned widely. "But don't worry. Weve got Artoo with ugl”

Again, the levity was much needed.

Back at the bus, waiting for it to take them back to the main city, the three left behind watched Anakin,
Padm, and R2-D2 blend into the throng of the vast spaceport. "1 hope he doesn't try anything foolish,”
Obi-Wan said. The merefact that he would speak so openly concerning his student showed Captain
Typho how much the Jedi Knight had cometo trust him.

"I'd be more concerned about _her_ doing something than him," Typho replied. He shook hishead, his
expression serious. " She's not oneto follow orders.”

"Like-minded traveling companions," Dorm observed.

Obi-Wan and Typho turned to regard her, and Typho shook his head helplesdy again. Obi-Wan didn't
disagree with Dorm's assessment, however innocently she meant it. Padm Amidalawas a stubborn one
indeed, one of strong and independent thinking and more than willing to trust her own judgment above
that of others, whatever their position and experience.

But of the pair who had just |eft the speeder bus, she wasn't the most headstrong.

It was not acomforting thought.

Chapter Eleven

The grest Jedi Temple was a place of reflection and of hard training, and it was a so a place of
information. The Jedi were traditionally the keepers of the peace, and also of knowledge. Benegath their
high ceilings, off the main corridor of the Temple, stood the glass cubicles, the analysisrooms, filled with
droids of various shapes and sizes, and various purposes.

Obi-Wan Kenobi was thinking of Anakin and Padm as he made hisway through the Temple. He
wondered, not for the first time and certainly not for the last, about the wisdom of sending Anakin off
with the Senator. The eagerness with which the Padawan had embraced his new duty set off warning
bellsin Obi-Wan's head, but he had alowed the mission to go forth anyway, mostly because he knew
that he'd be too busy following the leads he hoped he could garner here, uncovering the source of
Amidaastroubles.

The andysis cubicles were busy this day, asthey were nearly every day, with sudents and Magters dike
hard at their studies. Obi-Wan found one open cubicle with an SP-4 analysis droid, the type he needed.
He sat down in front of the console and the droid responded immediately, diding open atray.

"Place the subject for andysis on the sensor tray, please,” the droid's metallic voice said. Obi-Wan was



aready moving, pulling forth the toxic dart that had killed the subcontracting bounty hunter.

As soon asthe tray receded, the screen before Obi-Wan lit up and began scrolling through a series of
diagrams and streams of data.

"It'satoxic dart,” the Jedi explained to the SP-4. "' need to know where it came from and who madeit.”

"One moment, please." More diagramsrolled by, more reams of data scrolling, and then the screen
paused, showing asomewhat smilar dart. But it wasn't amatch and the scrolling started again. Images of
the dart flashed up before Obi-Wan, superimposed with diagrams of smilar objects. Nothing matched.
The screen went blank. Thetray did back out. "Asyou can see on your screen, subject weapon does
not exist in any known culture,” SP-4 explained. "Markings cannot be identified. Probably sdf-made by a
warrior not associated with any known culture. Stand away from the sensor tray, please.”

"Excuse me? Could you try again please?' There was no hiding the frustration in Obi-Wan's voice.

"Master Jedi, our records are very thorough. They cover eighty percent of the gdaxy. If | can't tell you
whereit came from, nobody can.”

Obi-Wan picked up the dart, looked at the droid, and sighed, not so sure that he agreed with that
particular assessment. "Thanksfor your assstance,” he said. He wondered if SP-4swere equipped to
understand the inflections of sarcasm.

"Y ou may not be ableto figure thisout, but | think | know someone who might.”

"The odds do not suggest such apossibility,” SP-4 started to reply, and began rolling dong with a
dissertation about the completeness of its data banks, of its unequaled search capabilities, of ...

It didn't matter, for Obi-Wan was long gone, walking briskly dong the great corridor and out of the Jedi
Temple,

He left without aword to anyone, his thoughts turned inward, trying to find some focus. He needed
answers, and quickly. He knew that ingtinctively, but he had anagging fedling thet it wasn't necessarily
about Senator Amidaas safety. He sensed that something more might be at stake here, though what it
was, he could only guess. Anakin'smindset? A grester plot against the Republic?

Or perhaps hewasjust being jumpy because the normally reliable SP-4 droid hadn't been able to help
him at al. He needed answers, and conventional methods of attaining them wouldn't suffice, gpparently.
But Obi-Wan Kenobi was not a conventional Jedi, in many ways. Although he tended to be reserved,
especidly when dealing with his Padawan, hisformer Magter, Qui-Gon Jinn, had left amark on
Obi-Wan.

He knew where to get his answers.

Hetook a speeder to the business section of Coco town, far from where he and Anakin had caught the
would-be assassin.

Obi-Wan stopped his vehicle and exited to the street. He moved to one smal building, itswindows
foggy, itswalls metdlic and brightly painted. L ettering above the door named the place, and though he
could not read that particular script, Obi-Wan knew well what it ssid DEX'S DINER. He smiled. He
hadn't seen Dex in along time. Far too long, he mused as he entered.



Theinsgdeof t hediner wasfairly typica of the establishments dong the lower leve, with booths set
againg the wals and many small freestanding circular tables surrounded by tal stools. Therewasa
counter area, aswell, partly lined with stools and partly open, avariety of beings standing and leaning
againg it, mostly freighter drivers and dockworkers, people who still used their musclesin agaaxy
grown soft through technology.

The Jedi moved to one smdll table, diding onto its stool as awaitress droid wiped the table down with a
rag.

"Can | helpya?' the droid asked.

"I'mlooking for Dexter."

The waitress droid made a rather unpleasant sound.

Obi-Wan just smiled. "I do need to speak with Dexter."

"Waddyawant him for?'

"He'snot introuble,” the Jedi assured her. "It's persond.”

The droid stared a him for ashort while, sizing him up, then, with a shake of her head, she moved to the
(k:)lpr;e]n serving hatch behind the counter. " Someoneto seeya, honey,” shesaid. "A Jedi, by thelooks of
A huge head poked through the open hatchway dmost immediately, accompanied by aline of grayish
steam. A wide smile--on amouth wide enough to swallow Obi-Wan's head whole--with huge block
teeth grew on the immense face as he set his gaze on the vigtor. "Obi-Wan!"

"Hey, Dex," Obi-Wan replied, standing and moving to the counter.

"Take asest, old buddy! Beright with yal™

Obi-Wan glanced around. The waitress droid had gone about her business, tending to other customers.
He moved to abooth just to the side of the counter.

"Y ou want a cup of ardees?’ the droid asked, her demeanor much more accommodating.
"Thank you."

She moved off toward the counter, dipping aside as the infamous Dexter Jettster moved through the
counter door, waking with agtiff gait. He was an impressive sort, aneckless mound of flesh, dwarfing
most of the toughies who frequented his establishment. His great belly poked out beneath his grimy shirt
and breeches. He was bad and sweaty, and though he had seen many years and did not move fluidly any
longer, with too many old injuries dowing him, Dexter Jettster was obvioudy not a cresture anyone
wanted to fight--especially since he was possessed of four huge arms, each with amassivefist that could
fully bust a man'sface. Obi-Wan noted the many respectful glances that went hisway as he moved to the
booth.

"Hey, ol' buddy!"



"Hey, Dex. Long time."

With great effort, Dexter managed to squeeze himsdlf into the seat opposite Obi-Wan. The waitress
droid was back by then, setting two steaming mugs of ardeesin front of the old friends.

"So, my friend, what can | do for ya?' Dexter asked, and it was obvious to Obi-Wan that Dex genuinely
wanted to help. Obi-Wan was hardly surprised. He didn't always approve of Dexter's antics, of the
seedy diner and the many fights, but he knew Dex to be among the most loya of friends that anyone
could ever ask for. Dex would crush the life out of an enemy, but would give hisown life for someone he
cared about. That was the code among the star wanderers, and one that Obi-Wan could truly
gppreciate. In many, many ways, being here with Dex gppeded to the Jedi Knight much more than the
time he had to spend among the ruling dlite.

"You can tell mewhat thisis," Obi-Wan answered. He put the dart on the table, watching Dex dl the
time, noting how the being quickly placed his mug back down, his eyeswidening as he regarded the
curious and diginctive item.

"Well, waddya know," Dex said quietly, asif he could hardly draw breath. He picked up the dart
delicatdy, dmost reverently, the weapon nearly disgppearing within the folds of hisfat fingers. "I ain't
seen one of these since | was prospecting on Subterrel beyond the Outer Rim."

"Do you know where it came from?"

Dexter placed the dart down before Obi-Wan. "This baby belongs to them cloners. What you got hereis
aKamino saberdart.”

"Kamino saberdart?' Obi-Wan echoed. "I wonder why it didn't show up in our analysisarchive.”

Dex poked down at the dart with a stubby finger. "It's these funny little cuts on the Sde that giveit avay,”
he explained. "Those andysis droids you've got over there only focus on symbols, you know. | should
think you Jedi have more respect for the difference between knowledge and wisdom.”

"Wdl, Dex, if droids could think, thered be none of us here, would there?' Obi-Wan answered with a
laugh.

The Jedi Knight sobered quickly, though, remembering the gravity of hismisson. "Kamino... doesn't
sound familiar. Isit part of the Republic?

"No, it's beyond the Outer Rim. I'd say about twelve parsecs outside the Rishi Maze, toward the south.
It should be easy to find, even for those droidsin your archive. These Kaminoans keep to themselves,
mostly. They're cloners. Good ones, too."

Obi-Wan picked up the dart again, holding it between them, his elbow resting on the table. "Cloners?* he
asked. "Arethey friendly?’

"It depends.”

"Onwhat?' The Jedi looked past the dart as he asked, and the grin on Dexter's face gave him his answer
before it was spoken aoud.



"On how good your manners are and how big your pocketbook is."

Obi-Wan looked back at the saberdart, hardly surprised.

Chapter Twelve

"Senator Padm Amidda, formerly Queen Amidala of Naboo, certainly wasn't used to traveling in this
manner. The freighter held one class, steerage, and in truth, it was nothing more than a cargo ship, with
severd great open holds more suitable to inanimate cargo than to living beings. The lighting wasterrible
and the smell was worse, though whether the odor came from the ship itself or the hordes of emigrants,
beings of many, many species, Padm did not know. Nor did she care. In some ways, Padm wastruly
enjoying thisvoyage. She knew that she should be back on Coruscant, fighting the effortsto create a
Republic army, but somehow, she felt relaxed here, felt free.

Free of respongbility. Freeto just be Padm for awhile, instead of Senator Amidala. Moments such as
these wererare for her, and had been since shewas achild. All of her life, it seemed, had been spent in
public service; dl of her focus had aways been for the greater, the public, good, with hardly any time
ever being given just to Padm, to her needs and her desires.

The Senator didn't regret that reality of her life. She was proud of her accomplishments, but more than
that, even, shefdt a profound sense of warmth, of community, of belonging to something grester than
hersdf.

Stll, these moments when the responsibility was lifted were undeniably enjoyable.

Shelooked over at Anakin, who was degping somewhat restlessly. She could see him now, not asa Jedi
Padawan and her protector, but just as ayoung man. A handsome young man, and one whose actions
repeatedly professed hislovefor her. A dangerous young man, to be sure, a Jedi who was thinking about
things he should not. A man who wasinevitably following the call of his heart above that of pragmatism
and propriety. And dl for her. Padm couldn't deny the attractiveness of that. She and Anakin were on
similar roads of public service, she as a Senator, he asa Jedi Padawan, but he was showing rebdllion
againg the present course, or at least, against the Master who was leading him aong the present course,
as Padm never had.

But hadn't she wanted to? Hadn't Padm Amidaawanted to be just Padm? Oncein awhile, at least?

She amiled widdly and pointedly turned away from Anakin, scanning the gloomy room for signsof her
other companion. Shefindly spotted R2-D2 in afood line, where he stuck out among the throng of living
creatures. Just before the droid, serversladied out bowls of bland-looking mush, and each being who
took oneinevitably gave out alow groan of disapproval.

Padm watched with amusement as one of the servers began yelling and waving hishand at R2-D2,
motioning for the droid to move dong. "No droidsin thefood linel" the server yeled. "Get out of herel™

R2-D2 started past the counter, but stopped suddenly, and a hollow tube came forth from his utilitarian
body, hovering over the buffet and sucking up some of the mush and placing it in a storage container for
trangport to his companions.



"Hey, nodroiddl" the server yelled again.

R2-D2 took another fast gulp of the mush, reached out with aclaw arm to grab apiece of bread, then
turned and tootled and rushed away, the server shaking hisfist and shouting behind him.

Thedroid came fast across the wide floor, veering to avoid the many degping emigrants, making as
graight aline as possible toward the beaming Padm.

"No, no," cameacadl besde her. It was Anakin. "Mom, no!"

Padm turned about quickly, to see that her companion was still adeep, but sweating and thrashing,
obvioudy in the throes of some nightmare.

"Anakin?' She gave him alittle sheke.

"No, Mom!" he cried, pulling away from her, and she looked down to see hisfeet kicking, asif he was
running away from something.

"Anakin," Padm said again, more forcefully. She shook him again, harder.

His blue eyes blinked open and he looked about curioudy before focusng on Padm. "What?'

"Y ou seemed to be having a nightmare.”

Anakin continued to Stare at her, his expression ranging from curiogity to concern.

Padm took abowl! of mush and a piece of bread from R2-D2. "Are you hungry?"

Anakin took the food as he sat up, rubbing ahand through his hair and shaking his head.

"We went to hyperspace awhile ago,” she explained.

"How long was | adegp?’

Padm smiled at him, trying to comfort him. ™Y ou had agood nap,” she answered.

Anakin smoothed the front of histunic and straightened himsdlf, looking dl around, trying to get his
bearings. "I look forward to seeing Naboo again,” he remarked and he shifted, trying to orient himself.
His expression soured as he looked down at the off-whi te mush, and he crinkled his nose, bending low
to sniff it. "Naboo," he said again, looking back to Padm. "I've thought about it every day sincel left. It's

by far the most beautiful place I've ever seen.”

As he spoke, his eyes bored into her, taking her in deeply, and she blinked and averted her own gaze,
unnerved. "It may not be as you remember it. Time changes perception.”

"Sometimesit does," Anakin agreed, and when Padm looked up to see that he was continuing to
scrutinize her, she knew what he was talking about. " Sometimesfor the better.”

"It must be difficult having sworn your lifeto the Jedi," she said, taking a different tack to pull his gaze off
her. "Not being ableto visit the places you like. Or do the thingsyou like."



"Or bewith the people | love?' Anakin could easily see where she was leading him.
"Areyou alowed to love?' Padm asked bluntly. "I thought it was forbidden for a Jedi."

"Attachment isforbidden,” Anakin began, hisvoice dispassonate, asif hewasreciting. "Possessonis
forbidden. Compassion, which | would define as unconditiona love, iscentral to aJedi'slife, soyou
might say were encouraged to love."

"Y ou have changed so much,” Padm heard herself saying, and in atone that seemed ingppropriate to her,
seemed toinvite...

She blinked as Anakin turned her words back on her. Y ou haven't changed abit. Y ou're exactly the
way | remember you in my dreams. | doubt if Naboo has changed much either.”

"It hasn'..." Padm's voice was breathless. They were too close together. She knew that. She knew that
shewas in dangerous territory here, both for hersalf and for Anakin. He was a Padawan learner, a Jedi,
and Jedi were not alowed...

And what about her? What about al that she had worked so hard for al her adult life? What about the
Senate, and the all-important vote againgt the creation of an army? If Padm got involved with a Jedi, the
implications concerning her vote would become huge! The army, if one was created, would be made to
stand beside the Jedi and their duties, and yet Padm would stand against that army, and so...

And s0?

It was all so complicated, but even more important than that, it was al so dangerous. She thought of her
gster then, and their |ast conversation before Padm had flown back to Coruscant. She thought of Ryoo
and Pooja.

"Y ou were dreaming about your mother earlier,” she remarked, needing to change the subject. She sat
back, putting some distance between her and Anakin, gaining some margin of safety between them.
"Weren't you?"

Anakin leaned back and looked away, nodding dowly. "I left Tatooine so long ago. My memory of her is
fading." He snapped hisintense gaze back over Padm. "I don't want to lose that memory. | don't want to
stop seeing her face.”

She started to say, "I know," and started to lift her hand to stroke his cheek, but she held back and let
him continue.

"I've been seeing her in my dreams. Vivid dreams. Scary dreams. | worry about her.”

"I'd be disappointed in you if you didn't," Padm answered him, her voice soft and full of sympathy. "You
didn't leave her in the best of circumstances.”

Anakin winced, asif those words had hurt him.

"But it wasright that you left," Padm reminded him, taking hisarm. She held his gaze with her own. "Y our
leaving was what your mother wanted for you. What she needed for you. The opportunity that Qui-Gon
offered you gave her hope. That'swhat a parent needs for her child, to know that he, that you, had been
given achance a abetter life."



"But the dreams--"

"You can't hdp but fed alittle guilty about leaving, | suppose,” Padm answered, and Anakin was shaking
his head, asif she was missing the point. But she didn't believe that to be the case, so she continued. "It's
only natura that you'd want your mother off Tatooine, out here with you, perhaps. Or on Naboo, or
Coruscant, or someplace that you fed is safer, and more beautiful. Trust me, Anakin," she said softly but
intently, and she put her hand on hisforearm again. "Y ou did the right thing in going. For yourself, but
more importantly, for your mother.”

Her expression, so full of compassion, so full of caring, was not one that Anakin Skywalker could argue
agand.

* * %

The greet port city of Theed wasin many ways akin to Coruscant, with freighters and shuttles coming
down from the skiesin lines. Unlike Coruscant, though, this city on Naboo was soft in appearance, with
few towering, imposing skyscrapers of hard meta and shining transparisted. The buildings here were of
stone and many other materials, with rounded rooflines and delicate colors. Vines of al sortswere
everywhere, crawling up the sdes of the buildings, adding vibrancy and scents. Adding comfort.

Anakin and Padm lugged their bags across afamiliar square, a place where they had seen battlea
decade before against the droids of the Trade Federation. R2-D2 came behind them, rolling along easily,
whistling a happy song, asif he were an extension of the comfortable aura of Theed.

Padm kept covertly glancing at Anakin, noting the serenity on hisface, the widening grin.
"If I grew up here, | don't think I'd ever leave," Anakin remarked.
Padm laughed. "1 doubt that.”

"No, redly. When | started my training, | was very homesick and very londly. Thiscity and my mom
werethe only pleasant things | had to think about.”

Padm's expression turned to one of curiosity and confusion. Anakin's time here had been spent, mostly,
in deadly battle! Had he so obsessed about her, about Naboo, that even the bad memories paled against
hiswarm fedings?

"The problem was," Anakin went on, "the more | thought about my mom, theworse| fdt. But | would
fed better if | thought about Naboo and the palace.”

Hedidn't say it outright, but Padm knew that what he redly meant was that he felt better when he thought
about her, or at least that he would include her in those pleasant thoughts.

"Theway the paace shimmersin the sunlight, the way the air dways smells of flowers™

"And the soft sound of the distant waterfalls," Padm added. She could not deny the sincerity in Anakin's
voice and in hiswords, and she found herself agreeing and embracing that truth of Naboo, despite her
resolve to stay away from thosefedings. "Thefirst time | saw the capitd, | was very young. I'd never
seen awaterfal before. | thought they were so beautiful. | never thought that one day 1'd livein the

pelece”



"Widll, tell me, did you dream of power and politics when you were alittle girl ?*

Again Padm had to laugh adoud. "No, that wasthelast thing | thought of." She could fed the wistfulness
creeping into her, the memories of those long-ago days before her innocence had been shattered by war,
and even more 0, by the constant deceptions and conniving of palitics. She could hardly believe that she
was opening up to Anakin like this. "My dream was to work in the Refugee Rdlief Movement. | never
thought of running for elected office. But the more history | studied, the more | redlized how much good
politicians could do. So when | was eight, | joined the Apprentice Legidators, whichislike making a
forma announcement that you're entering public service here on Naboo. From there, | went on to
become a Senatoria Adviser, and attacked my duties with such a passion that before | knew it, | was
elected Queen.”

Padm looked at Anakin and shrugged, trying not to throw al humility away. "Partly because | scored so
high on my education certificate," she explained. "But for the most part, my ascent was because of my
conviction that reform was possible. The people of Naboo embraced that dream wholeheartedly, so
much so that my age was hardly an issue in the campaign. | wasn't the youngest Queen ever dected, but
now that | think back onit, I'm not sure | was old enough." She paused and locked stares with Anakin.
"I'm not sure | wasready."

"The people you served thought you did agood job," Anakin reminded her. "I heard they tried to amend
the condtitution so that you could Say in office.”

"Popular ruleis not democracy, Anakin. It gives the people what they want, not what they need. And
truthfully, 1 was rdieved when my two termswere up.” Padm chuckled as she continued, adding
emphasis. "So were my parents! They worried about me during the blockade and couldn't wait for it al
to be over. Actudly, | was hoping to have afamily by now... "

Sheturned away ahit, fedling her face flushing. How could she be so open to him, and so quickly? He
was not alongtime friend, she reminded herself, but the warning sounded hollow in her thoughts. She
looked back at Anakin, and shefelt so at ease, so comfortable with him, amost asif they had been
friendsfor dl ther lives. "My sster has the most amazing, wonderful kids." Her eyeswere sparkling, she
knew, but she blinked the emotion away, as Padm had often blinked away her persona desiresfor the
sake of what she perceived to be the greater good. "But when the Queen asked me to serve as Senator,
| couldn't refuse her," she explained.

"| agree!" Anakin replied. "I think the Republic needs you. I'm glad you chose to serve--| fed thingsare
going to happen in our generation that will change the gdaxy in profound ways.”

"A Jedi premonition?' Padm kidded.

Anakin laughed. "A feding," he explained, or tried to explain, for it was obvious that he wasn't quite sure
what hewastrying to say. "It just seemsto measif it'sdl grown stae, asif something has to happen--"

"l think s0, t0o," Padm put in sincerely.

They had arrived at the great doors of the palace, and paused to take in the beautiful scene. Unlike most
of Coruscant's buildings, which seemed to have been designed with utter efficiency in mind, this Sructure
was more akin to the Jedi Temple, an understanding that aesthetics were important, that form went hand
in h and with purpose.



Padm knew her way about the place, obvioudy, and she was well known by amost al of the people
within, and so the two walked along easily to the throne room, where they were announced at once.

Smiling faces greeted them. Sio Bibble, Padm's dear friend and her trusted adviser when she was Queen,
stood by the throne, flanking Queen Jamillia as he had so often flanked Padm. He hadn't aged much over
the last years, hiswhite hair and beard still distinguished and perfectly coiffed, hiseyesill full of that
intengity that Padm so loved.

Beside him, Jamillialooked every hit the part of Queen. She wore agreat headdress and flowing
embroidered robes, the same type of outfit Padm had worn for so very long, and the Senator thought that
Jamillialooked at least asregd in them as she had.

Handmaidens, advisers, and guards were dl about, and Padm reflected that one of the side effects of
being Queen, and not a pleasant one, was that one was never alowed to be alone.

Queen Jamillia, standing perfectly straight so that her headdress did not topple, rose and walked over to
take Padm's hand. "We've been worried about you. I'm so glad you're here, Padm,” she said, her voice
rich and with a southeastern accent that made her enunciate the consonants powerfully "Thank you, Y our
Highness. | only wish | could have served you better by staying on Coruscant for the vote."

"Supreme Chancellor Palpatine hasexplained it dl," Sio Bibble interjected. "Returning home wasthe only
red choice you could have made.”

Padm gave him aresigned nod. Still, being sent home to Naboo bothered her; she had worked so very
hard against the creation of a Republic army.

"How many systems have joined Count Dooku and the separatists?' Queen Jamilliaasked bluntly. She
had never been one for smdl talk.

"Thousands," Padm answered. "And more are leaving the Republic every day. If the Senate votesto
cregte an amy, I'm sureit's going to push usinto civil war."

Sio Bibble punched hisfigt into his open hand. "It'sunthinkable!" he said, gnashing histeeth with every
word. "There hasn't been afull-scale war since the formation of the Republic.”

"Do you see any way, through negotiations, to bring the separatists back into the Republic?* Jamillia
asked, staying cam despite Sio Bibbl€'s obvious agitation.

"Not if they fed threatened." It amazed Padm to realize how secure she was in these estimations. She felt
asif shewas beginning to fully understand the nuances of her position, asif she could trust her instincts
implicitly. And dl of her talentswould be needed, she knew. "The separatists don't have an army, but if
they are provoked, they will move to defend themsalves. I'm sure of that. And with no time or money to
build an army, my guessisthey will turn to the Commerce Guild or the Trade Federation for help.”

"The armies of commerce!" Queen Jamillia echoed with anger and distaste. All on Naboo knew well the
problems associated with such free-ranging groups. The Trade Federation had nearly brought Naboo to
its knees, and would have had it not been for the heroics of Amidala, apair of Jedi, ayoung Anakin, and
the brave flying of the dedicated Naboo pilots. Even that would not have been enough, had not Queen
Amidaaforged an unexpected dliance with the heroic Gungans. "Why has nothing been donein the
Senate to restrain them?'



"I'm afraid that, despite the Chancellor's best efforts, there are till many bureaucrats, judges, and even
Senators on the payrolls of the guilds,” Padm admitted.

"Then it istrue that the guilds have moved closer to the separatists, as we suspected,” Queen Jamillia
reasoned.

Sio Bibble punched his open pam again, drawing their atention. "It's outrageous!” he said. "It's
outrageous that after al those hearings and four tridsin the Supreme Court, Nute Gunray is il the
viceroy of the Trade Federation. Do those money-mongers control everything?”

"Remember, Counsdlor, the courts were able to reduce the Trade Federation'sarmies,” Jamillia
reminded, again holding her calm and controlled voice. "That'samovein theright direction.”

Padm winced, knowing that she had to report honestly. "There are rumors, Y our Highness, that the
Federation's army was not reduced as they were ordered.”

Clearing histhroat, Anakin Skywaker stepped forward. "The Jedi have not been alowed to investigate,”
he explained. "1t would be too dangerous for the economy, we weretold.”

Queen Jamillialooked to him and nodded, looked back to Padm, then squared her shoulders and firmed
her jawline, looking regal in the ornate raiments--very much the planetary ruler obedient to the Republic.
"We must keep our faith in the Republic,” she declared. "The day we stop believing democracy can work
istheday weloseit.”

"Let's pray that day never comes," Padm quietly answered.

"In the meantime, we must consider your own safety,” Queen Jamilliasaid, and shelooked to Sio Bibble,
who motioned to the attendants. All of them, advisers, attendants, and handmaidens, bowed and quickly
|eft the room. Sio Bibble moved near to Anakin, the appointed protector, then paused, waiting for al of
the othersto be gone. At last he spoke. "What is your suggestion, Master Jedi ?*

"Anakin'snot a Jedi yet, Counsdor," Padm interrupted. "He's till a Padawan learner. | wasthinking--"

"Hey, hold on aminute!" Anakin cut her short, his eyes narrowed, brow furrowed, obvioudy agitated and
put off by her dismissd.

"Excuseme!" Padm shot right back, not backing down from Anakin'simposing glare. "'l wasthinking |
would stay in the Lake Country. There are some places up there that are very isolated.”

"Excuse mel" Anakin said, giving it right back to her, inwordsand intone. "I am in charge of security
here, M'Lady."

Padm started to fight back, but she noted then the exchange of suspicious looks between Sio Bibble and
Queen Jamillia. She and Anakin should not be fighting in this manner in public, she redlized, not without
making others believe that something might be going on between them. She calmed down and softened
her expression and her voice. "Anakin, my lifeisat risk and thisismy home. | know it very well--that is
why we're here. | think it would be wise for you to take advantage of my knowledge in thisinstance.”

Anakin looked around at the two onlookers, and then back at Padm, and the hardness melted from his
expresson. "Sorry, M'Lady."



"Sheisright,” an obvioudy amused Sio Bibble said, taking Anakin'sarm. "The Lake Country isthe most
remote part of Naboo. Not many people up there, and a clear view of the surrounding terrain. It would
be an excdllent choice, a place where you would have amuch easier time protecting Senator Amidaa.”

"Perfect!" Queen Jamilliaagreed. "It's settled then.”

Padm could tell from the way Anakin waslooking at her that he wasn't overly pleased. She offered an
innocent shrug in response.

"Padm," Queen Jamilliawent on, "I had an audience with your father yesterday. | told him what was
happening. He hopes you will visit your mother before you leave. Y our family's very worried about you.”

_How could they not be? Padm thought, and it pained her to consider that the dangers her strong
positions were bringing to her were affecting other people whom sheloved. _How could they not? It
was a perfect reminder of why family and public service didn't usualy mix. Padm Amidaahad madea
conscious and definitive choice public service or family. Some on Naboo juggled the two, but Padm had
always known that such adud role aswife, perhaps even mother, and Senator would not do well for
family or date.

She hadn't been worried about her own safety at dl through these trias, willing to make whatever
sacrifices were necessary. But now, suddenly, she had to remember that her choices and positions could
affect otherson avery persond leve, aswell.

She wore no smile as she walked with Anakin, So Bibble, and Queen Jamilliaout of the throne room
and down the palace's main staircase.

Chapter Thirteen

Thelargest room in the vast Jedi Temple on Coruscant was the hal of the Archives. Lighted computer
pands gtretched out in long, long lines of bluish dots dong thewalls, running so far that a person viewing
them from one end of the room would see them converging at the other end. Throughout were theimages
of Jedi past and present, groups of sculpted busts done in bronze by many of the finest artisans of
Coruscant.

Obi-Wan Kenobi stood at one of these busts, studying it, touching it, asif examining the facia features of
the person depicted would give him some ingight to the man's motivations. There weren't many visitorsin
the Archives today--there rarely were more than afew--and so the Jedi expected that hiscall to
Madame Jocasta Nu, the Jedi Archivist, would be answered shortly.

He stood patiently, studying the strong festures on the bust, the high and proud cheekbones, the
meticulous hairstyle, the eyes, wide and dert. Obi-Wan hadn't known this man, thislegend, Count
Dooku, very well, but he had seen him on occasion and he knew that this bust captured the essence of
Dooku perfectly. There was an intensity about the man as pal pable as that which had sometimes
surrounded Magter Qui-Gon, especidly when Qui-Gon had found a particularly important cause.
Qui-Gon would go againgt the Jedi Council when he felt that he was right, as he had done with Anakin
someten years earlier, before the Council had agreed to recognize that the boy's specia circumstances,
theincredible Force potentia and the promise that he might be the one spoken of in prophecy.



Y es, Obi-Wan had seen thiskind of intensity in Qui-Gon on occasion, but what he knew of Dooku was
that, unlike Qui-Gon, the man had never been able to shut it off, had aways been ssomping around,
chewing over anissue. T helightsin his eyeswere ever-burning fires.

But Dooku had taken it to extremes, and dangerous ones, Obi-Wan redized. He had | ft the Jedi Order,
had walked out on his caling and on his peers. Whatever problems Dooku must have seen, he should
have recognized that he could better repair them by remaining within the Jedi family.

"Did you call for assstance?' came a stern voice behind Obi-Wan, drawing him from histhoughts. He
turned to see Madame Jocasta Nu standing beside him, her hands folded together before her, practically
disappearing within the folds of her Jedi robes. She was afrail-looking creature, quite elderly, and noting
that brought asmile to Obi-Wan's face. How many younger and less experienced Jedi had |ooked upon
that facade, the thin and wrinkled face and neck, the white hair tied tight, thinking that they could push the
woman around, getting her to do their studying for them, only to encounter the truth that was Jocasta Nu?
She was afirebrand, that weak facade hiding her true strength and determination. Jocasta Nu had been
the Archivig for many, many years, and thiswas her place, her domain, her kingdom. Any Jedi coming in
here, even the most exated of Jedi Masters, would play by the rules of Jocasta Nu, or they would surely
face her wrath.

"Yes, yes| did," Obi-Wan finaly managed to respond, redizing that Jocasta Nu was staring at him
inquigtively, awaiting an answer.

The old woman smiled and walked past him to regard the bust of Count Dooku. "He has a powerful
face, doesn't he?' she commented, her quiet tone taking the tension out of the meeting. "He was one of
the mogt brilliant Jedi | have had the privilege of knowing.”

"I never understood why he quit,” Obi-Wan said, following Jocasta Nu's ook to the bust. "Only twenty
Jedi have ever |eft the Order.”

"The Lost Twenty," Jocasta Nu said with a profound sigh. " And Count Dooku was the most recent and
the most painful. No onelikesto talk about it. Hisleaving was agreat lossto the Order.”

"What happened?’

"WEell, one might say hewas abit out of step with the decisons of the Council,” the Archivigt replied.
"Much like your old Magter, Qui-Gon."

Even though Obi-Wan had just been thinking the same thing, somewhat, to hear Jocasta Nu speek the
words S0 definitively caught him off guard, and painted Qui-Gon in amore rebellious light than he had
ever consdered. He knew that hisformer Master had his moments, of course, the greatest of those being
the confrontations concerning Anakin, but he had never thought of Qui-Gon asthat much of arebd.
Apparently, Jocasta Nu, who had her finger as squarely as anyone on the pulse of the Jedi Temple, did.

"Redly?" Obi-Wan prompted, wanting the information about Dooku, of course, but aso hoping to garner
someingght into hisold and beloved Magter.

"Oh, yes, they were dikein many ways. Very individua thinkers. Idedigts." She stared at the bust
intently, and it seemed to Obi-Wan asif she had suddenly gonefar, far away. "He was always striving to
become amore powerful Jedi. He wanted to be the best. With alightsaber, in the old style of fencing, he
had no match. His knowledge of the Forcewas... unique. Inthe end, | think he left because helost faith
in the Republic. He believed that politics were corrupt...”



Jocasta Nu paused for amoment and looked at Obi-Wan, avery revealing expression that showed she
did not think Dooku as out of step as many of the others apparently did.

"And hefdt that the Jedi betrayed themsalves by serving the politicians" the Archivigt sated.

Obi-Wan blinked, soaking in the words. He knew that many, Qui-Gon included--even himself included,
at times--often felt the same way.

"He dways had very high expectations of government,” Jocasta Nu went on. "He disappeared for nine or
ten years, then just showed up recently as the head of the separatist movement.”

"Interesting,” Obi-Wan remarked, looking from the bust to the Archivigt. "I'm still not sure | understand.”

"None of usdoes," Jocasta Nu replied, her serious expression melting into awarm smile. "Well, I'm sure
you didn't call me over herefor ahistory lesson. Are you having a problem, Master Kenobi ?*

"Yes, I'mtrying to find aplanet system caled Kamino. It doesn't seem to show up on any of the archive
charts”

"Kamino?' Jocasta Nu looked around, asif she was searching for the system right then and there. "It's
not asystem I'm familiar with. Let me see”

A few steps brought them to the computer screen where Obi-Wan had been searching. She bent low,
and pressed a couple of commands. " Are you sure you have the right coordinates?”

"According to my information, it should bein this quadrant somewhere," said Obi-Wan "Just south of the
Rishi Maze"

A few more taps of the keyboard brought nothing more than afrown to Jocasta Nu's old and westhered
face. "But what are the exact coordinates?'

"I only know the quadrant,” Obi-Wan admitted, and Jocasta Nu turned up to regard him.

"No coordinates? It sounds like the sort of directions you'd get from a street tout--some old miner or
furbog trader.”

"All three, actudly,” Obi-Wan admitted with agrin.
"Areyou sureit exigts?'
"Absolutdy."

Jocasta Nu sat back and rubbed a hand pensively over her chin. "Let me do agravitationa scan,” she
said, as much to hersalf asto Obi-Wan.

The star map hologram of the target quadrant went into motion after afew more keystrokes, and the pair
sudied the movements. "There are some inconsistencies here," the sharp Archivist noted. "Maybethe
planet you're seeking was destroyed.”

"Wouldn't that be on record?’



"It ought to be, unlessit was very recent,” Jocasta Nu replied, but she was shaking her head even as she
spoke the words, not even convincing hersdf. "I hateto say it, but it lookslike the system you're
searching for doesn't exigt.”

"That'simpossible--perhaps the Archives areincomplete.”

"The Archives are comprehensive and totaly secure, my young Jedi," came the imposing response, the
Archivig stepping back from her familiarity with Obi-Wan and assuming again the demeanor of archive
kingdom ruler. "One thing you may be absolutely sure of If an item does not gppear in our records, it
does not exist."

The two stared at each other for along moment, Obi-Wan taking note that there wasn't the dightest
tremor of doubt in Jocasta Nu's declaration.

He looked back to the map, perplexed, caught within a seemingly unanswerable question. He knew that
no onein the galaxy was more reliable for information that Dexter Jettster, unlessthat person was Jocasta
Nu, and yet the two were obvioudy at odds here concerning their information. Dexter had seemed every
bit as certain of the origins of the saberdart as Jocasta Nu was now. Both couldn't be right.

The puzzle of finding Senator Amidalaswould-be assassin would not be easily solved, it seemed, and
that troubled Obi-Wan Kenobi for many, many reasons. With Jocasta Nu's permission, the Jedi punched
afew buttons on the keyboard, downloading the archive information on that region of the quadrant to a
smadl hologlobe. Then, theitemin hand, heleft the area.

But not without one long, last look at theimposing bust of Count Dooku.

* % %

Later on that day, Obi-Wan turned away from the Archives and the andlysis droids and turned within, to
hisown insghts, instead. He found asmall, comfortable room aong the Templ€e's grand ba cony, one of
many such rooms designed for quiet moments of Jedi reflection. A small fountain bubbled off to the sde
of him as he settled on a soft but firm mat and crossed hislegs. The water trickled down to a bed of
polished stones, making a delicate sound, a background noise naturd in its beauty and in the smplicity of
itssong.

Before Obi-Wan, apainting of reds, shifting and darkening to a deep crimson and then to black, alibera
representation of acooling lavafied, hung onthewal, inviting him not to look into it, but to surround
himsdlf withit, both itsimage and the soft warmth and hissing sound helping him to fal far away from his
corporedl surroundings.

There, in histrance, Obi-Wan Kenobi sought his answers. He focused on the mystery of Kamino firgt,
expecting that Dexter's analysis was correct. But why hadn't the system shown up in the Archives?

Another image invaded Obi-Wan's meditations as he tried to sort through that puzzle, an image of Anakin
and Padm together on Naboo.

The Jedi Knight started, suddenly afraid that this was a premonition, and that some danger would vist his
Padawan and the young Senator...

But no, he realized, settling back. No danger was about; the two were relaxed and at play.



Obi-Wan'srdief lasted only aslong asit took him to redlize that the continuing scenein hismind might be
the most dangerousthing of dl. He dismissed it, though, unsureif thiswas a premonition, an image of
redity, or just hisown fears playing out before him. Obi-Wan pointedly reminded himself that the sooner
he solved the mystery of Kamino, the mystery of who so desperately wanted Amidala dead, the sooner
he could return to Anakin and offer the proper guidance.

The Jedi Knight focused again on the bust of Count Dooku, searching for insghts, but for some reason,
the image of Anakin kept becoming interposed with that of the renegade Count...

Soon after, afrustrated and thoroughly bewildered Obi-Wan walked out of the smal meditation
chamber, shaking his head and no more certain of anything than he had been when he had entered the
place.

His patience exhausted into frustration, the Jedi Knight decided to seek a higher authority, one wiser and
more experienced. His short trip took him out of the Temple proper and onto the veranda, and there he
paused and watched, and in the innocent scene before him found some relief from the frustration.

Master Y odawas |eading twenty of the yo ungest Jedi recruits, children only four or five yearsold,
through their morning training exercises, battling floating training droids with miniature lightsabers.

Obi-Wan recaled his own training. He couldn't see the eyes of the youngsters, for they wore protective
full-face hdmets, but he could well imagine the range of emotions playing out on their innocent faces.
There would be intensity, and then greeat joy whenever an energy bolt from atraining droid was blocked,
and that eation would inevitably dissipate in the next ingtant, when the joy brought distraction and
distraction dlowed the next energy bolt to dip past and bring a sudden, jolting sting.

And those little bolts did sting, Obi-Wan remembered, as much physicaly asin pride. There was nothing
worse than getting zapped, particularly in the backside. It dways caused one to do alittle hopping and
twisting dance, which naturally made the embarrassment al the worse. Obi-Wan recalled that feding
vividly, recdled thinking that everyonein the courtyard was staring a him.

Thetraining could be humiliaing.

But it was a so energizing, because with the failures would come the successes, each one building
confidence, each onelending indghtsinto the flowing beauty that was the Force, heightening the
connection that separated a Jedi from the rest of the gdaxy.

To see Y odaleading the training this day, looking exactly as he had when he had led Obi-Wan'straining
aquarter century before, brought aflush of warmth to the Jedi Knight.

"Don't think... fed," Y odainstructed the group. "Be as one with the Force."
Obi-Wan, smiling, mouthed the exact words as Y odafinished, "Help you, it will."
How many times he had heard that!

Hewas till grinning widdly when Y odaturned to him. "Y ounglings, enough!” the grest Jedi Master
commanded. "A vigtor we have. Welcome him.”

Twenty little lightsabers clicked off and the students came to attention together, removing their helmets



and tucking them properly under their left arms.

"Master Ohi-Wan Kenobi,” Y oda said, keegping enough gravity in hisvoice so that the younglings
wouldn't fedd mocked.

"Welcome, Master Obi-Wan!" the twenty called out together.
" am sorry to disturb you, Master,” Obi-Wan said with adight bow.
"What help to you, can | be?"

Obi-Wan considered the question for amoment. He had specifically come out here looking for Y oda,

but now, in seeing the diminutive Master at hisimportant work, he wondered if he had let his patiencefall
away too quickly. Wasit his place to ask Y odato help him with amission that was hisown
respongbility? It didn't take long for Obi-Wan to dismissthe question. He was a Jedi Knight, Y oda, a
Master, and hisresponsibilities and Y oda's were ultimately one and the same. He didn't expect that Y oda
could help him with this particular problem, but then again, Y odahad aways been full of surprises, full of
going far beyond any expectations.

"I'm looking for a planet described to me by an old friend," he explained, and he knew that Y odawas
absorbing every word. "I trust him and the information he provided, but the system doesn't show up on
the archive maps." As hefinished, he showed Y odathat he had a hologlobe with him.

"Aninteresting puzzle," Y odaanswered. "Logt a planet, Master Obi-Wan has. How embarrassng... how
embarrassing. Aninteresting puzzle. Gather, younglings, around the map reader. Clear your mindsand
find Obi-Wan'swayward planet, we will try."

They went into aroom to the side of the veranda. A narrow shaft was set in the middle, with a hollow
depression at the top. Off to the side, Obi-Wan took up the hologlobe, then moved and placed it in the
hollow of the shaft. The shades closed as soon as he puit it there, darkening the room, and a star map
hologram appeared, glittering distinctly.

Obi-Wan paused amoment before presenting his dilemma, alowing the younglingsto get past theinitia
excitement. He watched with amusement as some reached up and tried to touch the projected starlights.
Then, when al quieted, he walked into the middle of the projection. "Thisiswhereit ought to be," he
explained. "Gravity ispulling dl the sarsin thisareainward to this spot. There should be astar here, but
thereisnt.”

"Mogtinteresting,” Y odasaid. "Gravity's Silhouette remains, but the star and dl its planets have
disappeared. How can thisbe? Now, younglings, in your mind, what isthe first thing you see? An
answer? A thought? Anyone?'

Obi-Wan took Y oda's quiet cue and paused then, watching the Jedi Master look over his gathering.
A hand went up, and while Obi-Wan flt the urge to chuckle at the idea of ayoungling solving ariddle
that had befuddied atrio of accomplished Jedi, including Y oda and Madame Jocasta Nu, he noted that

Y oda was quite focused and serious.

Y oda nodded to the student, who answered at once. " Because someone erased it from the archive



"That'sright!" another of the children agreed at once. "That's what happened! Someone erased it!"

"If the planet blew up, the gravity would go away," another one of the children caled out.

Obi-Wan stared blankly at the excited group, stunned, but Y oda only chuckled.

"Truly wonderful, the mind of achildis" he explained. "Uncluttered. The datamust have been erased.”

Y oda started out of the room and Obi-Wan moved to follow, flicking his hand as he passed the reader
shaft, Force-pulling the hologlobe back to his grasp and instantly dismissing the Starry scene.

"To the center of the pull of gravity go, and find your planet you will," Y odaadvised him.
"But Master Y oda, who could have erased information from the Archives? That'simpossible, isn't it?"

"Dangerous and disturbing thispuzzleis" Y odareplied with afrown. "Only aJedi could have erased
thosefiles. But who and why, harder to answer. Meditate on this, | will. May the Force be with you."

A thousand questionsfiltered through Obi-Wan's mind, but he understood that Y oda had just dismissed
him. They each had their riddles, it seemed, but at least now Obi-Wan's path seemed much clearer
before him. He gave adeferentia bow, but Y oda, aready back to hiswork with the children, didn't seem
to notice. Obi-Wan waked away.

* * %

Soon after, not wanting to waste amoment, Obi-Wan was out on the landing platform standing beside
his readied starfighter, along and deek delta-wing fighter, of atriangular design, with the cockpit set far
aft. Mace Windu was there beside him, the tall and strong-featured Master regarding Obi-Wan with his
typicaly cam and controlled demeanor. There was something reassuring about Mace Windu, a sense of
power and, even more than that, of destiny. Mace Windu had away of slently assuring dl those around
him that things would work out as they were supposed to.

"Bewary," he said to Obi-Wan, tilting his head back just abit as he spoke, a posture that made him
seem dl the moreimpressive. "This disturbance in the Force is growing stronger.”

Obi-Wan nodded, though in truth, his concerns were more focused and tangible at that moment. “I'm
concerned for my Padawan. Heis not ready to be on hisown."

Mace gave anod, asif to remind Obi-Wan that they had covered this dready. "He has exceptiona
skills" the Master replied. "The Council is confident in its decision, Obi-Wan. Not al of the questions
about him have been answered, of course, but his talents cannot be dismissed, and we are not
disappointed in the progress he has made under your tutelage.”

Obi-Wan considered the words carefully and nodded again, knowing that he was walking afineline
here. If he overstated his concerns about Anakin's temperament, he might be doing a gresat disserviceto
the Jedi and to the galaxy. And yet, if helet the magnitude of hisassgnment in training Anakin Skywaker
bring him to silence on legitimate questions, then was he doing great harm?

"If the prophecy istrue, Anakin will be the one to bring balance to the Force,” Mace finished.

"But he dill has much to learn. His kills have made him... well--" Obi-Wan paused, trying to walk that



delicateline. "--arrogant. | reglize now what you and Master Y oda knew from the beginning. The boy
wastoo old to start thetraining, and..."

The frown spreading on Mace Windu's face signaled Obi-Wan that he might be pushing abit too hard.
"There's something ese," Mace observed.

Obi-Wan took a deep and steadying bregth. "Master, Anakin and | should not have been given this
assgnment. I'm afraid Anakin won't be able to protect the Senator.”

“Why?

"Hehasa... an emotiona connection with her. It's been there since he was aboy. Now he's confused,
and distracted.” As he spoke, Obi-Wan started toward his star fighter. He climbed up the cockpit ladder
and into his sedt.

"So you have dready stated,” Mace reminded. "And your concerns were weighed properly, and did not
change the decision of the Council. Obi-Wan, you must have faith that Anakin will take the right path." It
made sense, of course. If Anakin wasto become agrest leader, a creature of prophecy, then surely his
character tests must be passed. Anakin was waging one of those tests right now, Obi-Wan knew, off in
seclusion on adistant planet with awoman whom he loved too deeply. He had to be strong enough to
pass that test; Obi-Wan just hoped that Anakin recognized thetria for what it was.

"HasMagter Y oda gained any insight asto whether or not thiswar will come about?' he asked,
somewhat changing the subject, though hefdt that it was al very connected. Finding the n, making
peace with the separatists—-all of these thingswould alow him to focus more closely on Anakin'straining
and would keep things at amore even kel around the troubled Padawan.

"Probing the dark side is adangerous process,” Mace gtated. "1 know not when he will choose to begin,
but when he does, it is quite possible that he will remain in seclusion for days.”

Obi-Wan nodded his agreement and Mace gave him asmile and awave. "May the Force be with you."

" Set the course to the hyperspace ring, Arfour,” Obi-Wan instructed his astromech droid, an R4-P unit
that was hardwired into the left wing of the deek starfighter. Silently, the Jedi Knight added to himself,
_Let'sget thisthing moving._

Chapter Fourteen

It was ascene of smplicity, of children playing and adults Sitting quietly under the warm sun, or gossiping
across neatly trimmed hedgerows. It was ascene of absolute normalcy for Naboo, but it was nothing like
Anakin Skywaker had ever witnessed. On Tatooine, the houses were singular, out in the desert, or they
were clugtered tightly in citieslike Mos Eidey, with its hustle and bustle and bright colors and brighter
characters. On Coruscant, there were no streets like this one any longer. There were no hedgerows and
treeslining the ground, just permacrete and old buildings and the gray foundations of the towering
skyscrapers. People did not gossip, with children running carefree about them, in either place.

To Anakin, it was ascene of Smple beauty.



He was back to wearing his Jedi robes, the peasant garb discarded. Padm walked alongsde himina
ampleblue dressthat only seemed to enhance her beauty. Anakin kept glancing her way, stedling images
of her to burninto hismind, to hold forever in aspecid place. She could be wearing anything, he redized,
and il be beawtiful.

Anakin smiled as he recalled the ornate outfits Padm had often worn as Queen of Naboo, huge gowns
with intricate embroidery and studded with gemstones, tremendous headpieces of plumes and swirlsand
curves and twists.

Heliked her better like this, he decided. All of the decorations of her Queenly ouitfits had been beautifully
designed, but till could only detract from the more beautifully designed Padm. Wearing a great
headpiece only hid her silken brown hair. Painting her facein whites and bright red only hid her beautiful
skin. The embroidery on the great gowns only blurred the perfection of her form.

Thiswas the way Anakin wanted to see her, where her clothing was just a finishing touch.

"Therésmy house!" Padm cried suddenly, startling Anakin from his pleasant daydreams.

Hefollowed her gaze to see asmple but tasteful structure, surrounded, like everything on Naboo, by
flowers and vines and hedges. Padm started off immediately for the door, but Anakin didn't follow right
away. He studied the house, every line, every detall, trying to seein it the environment that had produced
her. She had told him many stories of her childhood in this house during their trip from Coruscant, and he
was replaying those tales, seeing them in context now that the yard wasin view.

"What?' Padm asked him from some distance ahead, when she noticed that he was not following. "Don't
tel meyou're shy!"

"No, but I--" the distracted Anakin started to answer, but he was interrupted by the squeals of two little
girls, running out from the yard toward his companion.

"Aunt Padm! Aunt Padm!"
Padm's smile went as wide as Anakin had ever seen it and she rushed ahead, bending low to scoop the
pair, who looked to be no more than afew years old, one a bit taller than the other, into her arms. One

had hair short and blond and curly, the other, the older of the two, had hair that resembled Padm'’s.

"Ryoo! Poojal" Padm cried, hugging them and twirling them about. "1'm so happy to seeyou!" She
kissed them both and set them down, then took them by the hand and led them toward Anakin.

"Thisis Anakin. Anakin, thisis Ryoo and Poojal”

The blush on the pair asthey shyly said hello brought a burst of laughter from Padm and asmileto
Anakin'sface, though he was equally ill a ease asthe two children.

The girls shynesslasted only aslong asit took for them to notice thelittle droid rolling behind Anakin,
trying to catch up.

"Artoo!" they shouted in unison. Breaking away from Padm, they rushed to the droid, leaping upon him,
hugging him cheek to dome.



And R2-D2 seemed equally thrilled, beeping and whistling as happily as Anakin had ever heard.
Anakin couldn't help but be touched by the scene, aview of innocence that he had never known.

Wél, not never, he had to admit. There were times when Shmi had found some way to produce such
moments of joy amid the drudgery that was life asadave on Tatooine. In their own way, in that dusty,
dirty, hot, and smelly place, Anakin and his mother had carved out afew ingtants of innocent beauty.
Here, though, such moments seemed so much more the norm than the memorable exception.

Anakin turned back to Padm, to see that she was no longer looking hisway, but had turned toward the
house, where another woman, who looked very much like Padm, was approaching.

Not exactly like Padm, Anakin noted. Shewas alittle older, alittle heavier, and alittle more... _worn,
was the only word he could think of. But not in abad way. Y es, he could see it now, he thought,
watching as she and Padm hugged tightly. Thiswas whom Padm could become--more settled, more
content, perhaps. Cons dering the amazing resemblance, Anakin was hardly surprised when Padm
introduced the woman as her sigter, Sola

"Mom and Dad will be so happy to seeyou," Solasaid to Padm. "It's been a difficult few weeks."

Padm frowned. She knew that word of the attempts on her life would have reached her parents ears,
and that was possibly the most disturbing thing of al to her.

Anakin saw it dl on her face, and he understood it well, and he loved her al the more for that generosity.
Padm wasn't redly afraid of anything--she could handle the redlity of her current situation, the redity of
the fact that someone wastrying to kill her, with determination and courage. But the one thing about it all
that troubled her, asde from the political ramifications of such digtractions, the ways they might wesken
her position in the Senate, was the effect of such danger upon those she loved. He knew that she didn't
want to bring pain to her family.

Anakin, who had left his mother as adave on Tatooine, could appreciate that.

"Mom's making dinner," Solaexplained, noting Padm'’s discomfort and generoudy changing the subject.
"Asusua, your timing is perfect." She started toward the house. Padm waited for Anakin to move beside
her, then took his hand, looked up, smiled at him, and led him toward the door. R2-D2 rolled aong right
behind, with Ryoo and Pooja bouncing al about him.

Theinterior of the house was just as Smply wonderful and just asfull of life and soft color aswasthe
yard. There were no glaring lights, no beeping consoles or flickering computer screens. The furniture was
plush and comfortable; the floors were made of cool stone or covered in soft carpeting.

Thiswas not a building as Anakin had known on Coruscant, and not ahovel, as he had known dl too
well on Tatooine. No, seeing this place, this street, this yard, this home, made the young Padawan even
more convinced of what he had declared to Padm not so long before that if he had grown up on Naboo,
hewould never leave.

The next introductions were a bit more uncomfortable, but only for amoment, as Padm showed Anakin
to Ruwee, her father, a strong-shouldered man with aface that was plain and strong and compassionate
all at once. Hewore his brown hair short, but il it was abit out of place, abit... comfortable. Padm
introduced Jobal next, and Anakin knew that the woman was her mother without being told. The moment
he met her, he understood where Padm had gotten her innocent and sincere smile, alook that could



disarm amob of bloodthirsty Gamorrean raiders. Jobd's face had that same comforting quality, that same
obvious generosity.

Soon after, Anakin, Padm, and Ruwee were Sitting at the dinner table, comfortably quiet and listening to
the bustle in the next room, which included the clanking of soneware plates and mugs, and Sola
repeatedly saying, "Too much, Mom." And every time she said that, Ruwee and Padm smiled knowingly.

"| doubt they've been starving al the way from Coruscant,” an exasperated Sola said as she exited the
kitchen, glancing back over her shoulder as she spoke. She returned carrying abowl full of food.

"Enough to feed the town?' Padm asked Sola quietly as her older sister put the bowl on the table.

"Y ou know Mom," came the answer, and the tone told Anakin that thiswas not an isolated incident, that
Jobal was quite the hostess. Despite the fact that he had eaten recently, the bowl! of food looked and
amelled temptingly good.

"No one has ever left this house hungry,”" Solaexplained.
"Wll, one person did once," Padm corrected. "But Mom chased him down and dragged him back in.”

"Tofeed him or cook him?' the quick-witted Padawan retorted, and the other three stared at him for just
amoment before catching on and burgting out in laughter.

They were still chuckling when Jobal entered the room, holding an even larger bowl of steaming food,
which of course only made them laugh al the louder. But then Jobal fixed an imposing Stare over her
family and the chuckling quieted.

"They arrived just intime for dinner,” Jobal said. "1 know what that means." She set the plate down near
Anakin and put her hand on his shoulder. "I hope you're hungry, Anakin."

"A little" Helooked up and gave her awarm smile.

Thelook of gratitude was not lost on Padm. She tossed alittle wink hisway when he looked back at her.
"He'sbeing polite, Mom," shesaid. "Were sarving.”

Joba grinned widely and nodded, offering superior glances at Solaand Ruwee, who just laughed again.

It was dl so comfortable to Anakin, so natural and so... so much like what he had dways been wanting in
hislife, though perhaps he had not known it. Thiswould be perfect, absolutely perfect, except that his
mother wasn't there.

A brief cloud passed over hisface as he thought of his mother on Tatooine, and considered the disturbing
dreamsthat had been finding their way into his deep of late. He pushed the thoughts away quickly and
glanced around, glad that no one seemed to have noticed.

"If you're starving, then you cameto theright place a theright time," Ruwee said, looking a Anakin as
he finished. "Eat up, son'"

Jobal and Solatook their seats and began passing the food bowls al around. Anakin took agood helping
of saverd different dishes. Thefood was dl unfamiliar, but the smelstold him that he wouldn't be
disappointed. He sat quietly as he ate, listening with haf an ear to the chatter dl about him. Hewas
thinking of hismom again, of how he wished he could bring her here, afree woman, to live thelife she so



deserved.

Some time passed before Anakin tuned back in, cued by the sudden seriousness in Jobal's voice as she
said to Padm, "Honey, it's so good to see you safe. We were so worried.”

Anakin looked up just in time to see the intense, disagpproving glare that Padm answered with. Ruwee,
obvioudy trying to dispel the tenson before it could redly begin, put his hand on Joba's arm and quietly
sad, "Dear--"

"I know, | know!" said the suddenly animated Jobal. "But | had to say it. Now it'sdone.”

Solacleared her throat. "Well, thisisexciting,”" she said, and everyone looked at her. "Do you know,
Anakin, you're thefirst boyfriend my sster ever brought home?"

"Solal" Padm exclaimed. Sherolled her eyes. "Heisn't my boyfriend! He's a Jedi assigned by the Senate
to protect me."

"A bodyguard?' Jobd asked with great concern. "Oh, Padm, they didn't tell usit wasthat serious!”

Padm's sigh was intermixed with agroan. "It'snot, Mom,” shesaid. "l promise. Anyway, Anakin'sa
friend. I've known him for years. Remember that little boy who was with the Jedi during the blockade
crigs?'

A coupleof "ahs' of recognition came back in response, a ong with nodding heads. Then Padm smiled at
Anakin and said, with just enough weight to make him recognize that her previous claims about his place
here weren't entirely true, "He's grown up.”

Anakin glanced a Solaand saw that she was Staring at him, scrutinizing him. He shifted uncomfortably in
his segt.

"Honey, when are you going to settle down?" Jobd went on. "Haven't you had enough of that life?|
certainly havel"

"Mom, I'm not in any danger," Padm ingsted, taking Anakin's hand in her own.
"Isshe?' Ruwee asked Anakin.

The Padawan stared hard at Padm's father, recognizing the honest concern. This man, who obvioudy
loved his daughter so much, deserved to know the truth. Y es, I'm afraid sheis.”

Even asthe words eft his mouth, Anakin felt Padm's grip tighten. "But not much,” she added quickly, and
sheturned to Anakin, smiling, butina_you'l-pay-for-that-later _kind of way. "Anakin," she said quietly,
her teeth gritted, locked into that threstening smile.

"The Senate thought it prudent to give her some time away, and under the protection of the Jedi," he said,
his tone casud, showing no reflections of the pain he was feding as Padm's fingernails dug into his hand.
"My Master, Obi-Wan, is even now seeing to the matter. All should be well soon enough.”

His breath came easier as Padm loosened her grip, and Ruwee, and even Jobal, seemed to relax. Anakin
knew that he had done well, but he was surprised to see that Solawas il staring a him, till smiling asif
she knew a secret.



Hegave her aquizzicd look, but she only smiled dl thewider.

* % %

"Sometimes | wish I'd traveled more,” Ruwee admitted to Anakin asthe two walked in the garden after
dinner. "But | must say, I'm happy here."

"Padm tdls me you teach a the university.”

"Yes, and before that | wasabuilder,” Ruwee answered with anod. "'l aso worked for the Refugee
Rdief Movement, when | wasvery young.”

Anakin looked at him curioudy, not redly surprised. "Y ou seem quite interested in public service," he
remarked.

"Naboo isgenerous,” Ruwee explained. "The planet itself, | mean. We have dl that wewant, al that we
could want. Food is plentiful, the climate is comfortable, the surroundings are--"

"Beautiful,” Anakinputin.

"Quite 0," said Ruwee. "We are a very fortunate people, and we know it. That good fortune should not
be taken for granted, and so wetry to share and try to help. It is our way of saying that we welcome the
friendship of those lessfortunate, that we do not think oursalves entitled to that which we have, but
rather, that we feel blessed beyond what we deserve. And so we share, and so we work, and in doing
30, we become something larger than oursaves, and more fulfilled than one can become from idly
enjoying good fortune!™

Anakin consdered Ruwee'swords for afew moments. "It is the same with the Jedi, | suppose,” he said.
"We have been given grest gifts, and we train hard to make the most of those. And then we use our given
powersto try to help the galaxy, to try to make everything alittle bit better.”

"And to makethe thingswe love alittle bit safer?”

Anakin looked at him, catching the meaning, and he smiled and nodded. He saw respect in Ruwee's
eyes, and gratitude, and he was glad for both. He could not deny the way Padm looked at her family, the
love that seemed to flow from her whenever any of them entered the room, and he knew that if Ruwee or
Joba or Soladidn't like him, hisreationship with Padm would be hurt.

Hewas glad, then, that he had come to this place, not only as Padm's companion, but also as her
protector.

* * %

Back in the house, Padm, Sola, and Jobd were working together to clear the dishes and the remaining
food. Padm noted the tension in her mother's movements, and she knew that these latest events--the
nation attempts, the fightsin the Senate over an issue that could well lead to war--were weighing
heavily on her.

Shelooked to Sola, too, to seeif she might find some clue asto how to help dleviate the tension, but all
shefound there was an obvious curiosity that set her off her balance more than had her mother's



concerned expression.

"Why haven't you told us about him?' Solaasked withady grin.

"What's there to talk about?' Padm replied as casudly as she could. "He's just aboy.”
"A boy?' Solarepeated with alaugh. "Have you seen theway helooks at you?"
"Solal Stopit!"

"It'sobvious he hasfedingsfor you," Solawent on. "Are you saying, little baby sdter, that you haven't
noticed?"

"I'm not your baby sister, Sola," Padm said flatly, her tone turning to true congternation. "Anakin and |
arefriends. Our relationship isstrictly professond.”

Solagrinned again.
"Mom, would you tell her to stop it?' Padm burst out in embarrassed frustration.

Now Solabegan laughing out loud. "Well, maybeyou haven't noticed the way helooksat you. | think
youre afraidto.”

"Cutit out!"

Jobal stepped between the two and gave Solaa stern look. Then she turned back to Padm. " Solasjust
concerned, dear,” she said. But her words sounded to Padm like condescension, asif her mother was
dtill trying to protect ahdplesslittle girl.

"Oh, Mom, you'reimpossible,” she said with asigh of surrender. "What I'm doing isimportant.”

"Y ou've done your service, Padm," Joba answered. "It'stime you had alife of your own. Y ou're missing
somuch!”

Padm tilted her head back and closed her eyes, trying to accept the words in the spirit with which they
were offered. For amoment, she regretted coming back here, to see the same old sights and hear the
sameold advice.

For just amoment, though. Truthfully, when she considered it al, Padm had to admit she was glad to
have people who loved her and cared about her so much.

She offered her mother an gppeasing smile, and Joba nodded and gently tapped Padm's arm. She turned
to Solanext, and saw her sgter till grinning. What did Sola see?

* % %

"Now tell me, son, how seriousisthisthing?' Ruwee asked bluntly as the two neared the door that would
take them back into the house. "How much danger is my daughter redlly in?'

Anakin didn't heditate, redizing, as he had at dinner, that Padm's father deserved nothing but honesty
from him. "There have been two attempts on her life. Chances are, ther€lll be more. But | wasn't lying to



you and wasn't trying to minimize anything. My Master istracking down the ns. I'm sure héll find
out who they are and take care of them. ThisStuation won't last long.”

"I don't want anything to happen to her," Ruwee said, with the gravity of aparent concerned over a
beloved child.

"l don't either,” Anakin assured him, with amost equal weight.

Padm stared at her older sister until, at |ast, Sola broke down and asked, "What?"

The two of them were aone together, while Joba and Ruwee entertained Anakin out in the Sitting room.
"Why do you keep saying such things about me and Anakin?"

"Becauseit'sobvious," Solareplied. "Y ou seeit--you can't deny it to yourself."

Padm sighed and sat down on the bed, her posture and expression giving al the confirmation that Sola
needed.

"| thought Jedi weren't supposed to think such things," Solaremarked.

"They'renct.”

"But Anakin does." Sola'swords brought Padm's gaze up to meet hers. ™Y ou know I'm right.”
Padm shook her head helplesdy, and Solalaughed.

"Y ou think more like aJedi than he does," she said. "And you shouldn'.”

"What do you mean?' Padm didn't know whether to take offense, having no idea of where her sster was
heading with this.

"You're so tied up in your respongbilities that you don't give any weight to your desires,” Solaexplained.
"Even with your own fedingstoward Anakin.”

"Y ou don't know how | fed about Anakin."

"Y ou probably don't either,” Solasaid. "Because you won't alow yoursdlf to even think about it. Being a
Senator and being agirlfriend aren't mutualy exclusive, you know."

"My work isimportant!”
"Who said it wasn't?" Solaasked, holding her hands up in agesture of peace. "It's funny, Padm, because
you act asif you're prohibited, and you're not, while Anakin acts asif he's under no such prohibitions,

and heid"

"Y ou're way ahead of everything here," Padm said. "Anakin and | have only been together for afew
days--before that, | hadn't seen him in adecade!”



Sola shrugged. Her look went from that dy grin she had been sporting since dinner to one of more
genuine concern for her sister. She sat down on the bed beside Padm and draped an arm across her
shoulders. "I don't know any of the details, and you'reright, I don't know how you feel--about any of
this. But | know how hefeds, and so do you."

Padm didn't disagree. Shejust sat there, comfortablein Solas hug, gazing down at the floor, trying not to
think. "It frightens you," Solaremarked. Surprised, Padm looked back up.

"What are you afraid of, Sis?' Solaasked sincerdly. "Areyou afraid of Anakin'sfedings and the
responghilities that he cannot dismiss? Or are you afraid of your own fedings?'

She lifted Padm'’s chin, so that they were looking at each other directly, their faces only a breath apart. |
don't know how you fed," she admitted again. "But | suspect that it's something new to you. Something
scary, but something wonderful

Padm said nothing, but she knew that disagreement would not be honest.

* % %

"They'realot to digest, dl a once,” Padm said to Anakin later on, when the two were donein her room.
She had barely unpacked her things, and was now throwing clothesinto her bag once more. Different
clothesthistime, though. Lessformal than the outfits she had to wear as arepresentative of Naboo.

"Y our mother isafine cook,” Anakin replied, drawing acurious stare from Padm, until she redlized that
he was joking and had understood her point perfectly well.

"Y ou're lucky to have such awonderful family,” Anakin said more serioudly, and then, with ateasing grin,
he added, "Maybe you should give your sister some of your clothes.”

Padm smirked right back at him, but then looked about at the mess and couldn't really disagree. "Don't
worry," she assured him. "Thiswon't teke long."

"| just want to get there before dark. Wherever _there is, | mean." Anakin continued to scan the room,
surprised at the number of closets, dl of them full. Y ou ill live at home," he said, shaking hishead. "I
didn't expect that.”

"I move around so much,” Padm replied. "'I've never had the time to even begin to find a place of my
own, and I'm not sure | want to. Officia residences have no warmth. Not like here. | fedl good here. |
fed a home."

The smple beauty of her statement gave Anakin pause. "1've never had ared home," he said, speaking
more to himself than to Padm. "Home was dways where my mom was." He looked up at her then, and
took comfort in her sympathetic smile.

Padm went back to her packing. "The Lake Country is beautiful," she started to explain, but she stopped
when she glanced back at Anakin, to see him holding aholograph and grinning.

"Isthisyou?" he asked, pointing to the young girl, seven or eight at the most, in the holo, surrounded by
dozens of little green smiling creatures, and holding onein her ams.

Padm laughed, and seemed embarrassed. "That waswhen | went with arelief group to



Shadda-Bi-Boran. Their sun wasimploding and the planet was dying. | was helping to rel ocate the
children." Shewaked over to stand beside Anakin and placed one hand on his shoulder, pointing to the
holograph with the other. " See that little one I'm holding? His name was N'a-kee-tula, which means
‘sweetheart. Hewas so full of life--al those kidswere."

"Were?'

"They were never ableto adapt,” she explained somberly. "They were never ableto live off their native
planet.”

Anakin winced, then quickly picked up another holograph, this one showing Padm a couple of years
later, wearing officia robes and standing between two older and similarly robed Legidators. He looked
back at thefirst holo, then to this one, noting that Padm's expression seemed much more severe here.
"My first day asan Apprentice Legidator,” Padm explained. Then, asif she wasreading hismind, she
added, " Seethe difference?’

Anakin studied the holograph amoment longer, then looked up and laughed, seeing Padm wearing that
same long and stern expression. She laughed aswdll, then squeezed his shoulder and went back to her

packing.

Anakin put the holographs down side by sde and looked at them for along, long time. Two sides of the
woman heloved.

Chapter Fifteen

The water speeder zoomed above the lake, the downthrusters churning only adight, dmost
indistinguishable, wake. Every so often, awave clipped in, and afine spray broke over the bow. Anakin
and Padm reveled in the cool water and the wind, eyes haf closed, Padm's rich brown hair flying out
behind her.

Besdethem at the whedl, Paddy Accu gave alaugh at every spray, hisgraying hair spreading out widdly.
"Always better over thewater!" he shouted in his gruff voice, against the wind and the noise of the
peeder. "Areyou liking it?"

Padm turned a sincere smile upon him, and the grizzled man leaned in close and backed off the
accderator. "She'seven morefunif | put her down,” he explained. "Y ou think you'l like that, Senator?!

Both Padm and Anakin looked a him curioudy, neither quite understanding.
"We were going out to theidand,” Anakin remarked, anote of concernin hisvoice.

"Oh, I'll get you therel" Paddy Accu said with awheezing laugh. He pushed forward alever--and the
speeder dropped into the water.

"Paddy?" Padm asked.

The man laughed all the harder. "Don't tell me you've forgotten!" he roared, kicking in the accelerator.
The speeder jetted off across the water, no longer smooth in flight, but bouncing across the rippling



surface.
"Oh, yes!" Padm said to him. "I do remember!"

After amoment of initid shock, looking from Padm to Paddy, wondering if the man was up to some dark
deception, Anakin caught on, and was a so swept away by the bouncing ride.

The spray was nearly continuous, thrown up by the prow and washing over them.
"Itswonderful!" Padm exclaimed.

Anakin couldn't disagree. "We spend so much timein control," he replied. His mind went back to his
younger days, on Tatooine, Podracing aong wild courses, skirting disaster. Thiswas somewhat like that,
especialy when Paddy, in no apparent hurry to reach the idand dock, flipped the speeder up and down
from one edge to the other, zigzagging hisway. It amazed Anakin how thislittle adjustment, dropping into
the water instead of smoothly skimming above it, had changed the perspective of thisjourney. It was
true, he knew, that technology had tamed the galaxy, and while that seemed a good thing in terms of
efficiency and comfort, he had to believe that something, too, had been lost the excitement of living on the
edge of disagter. Or the smpletactile feding of aride like this, bouncing acrossthe waves, feeling the
wind and the cold spray.

At one point, Paddy put the speeder so far up on edge that both Anakin and Padm thought they would
tip over. Anakin amost reached into the Force to secure the craft, but stopped himself in order to enjoy
thethrill.

They didn't tip. Paddy was an expert driver who knew how to take his speeder to the very limits without
crashing over. It was sometime later that he dowed the craft and alowed it to drift in againgt theidand
dock.

Padm grabbed the older man's hand and leaned in to kiss his cheek. "Thank you!

Anakin was surprised that he could see Paddy's blush through the man's ruddy skin. "It was... fun,” he
admitted.

"If it isn't, then what'sthe point?" the gruff-looking man replied with agrest belly laugh.

While Paddy secured the speeder, Anakin hopped onto the dock. He reached back to take Padm's
hand, helping her stay balanced while she debarked with her suitcasein her other hand.

"I'll bring the bags up for you," Paddy offered, and Padm looked back and smiled. "Y ou go and see what
you can see--don't want to be wasting your time on the little chores!”

"Wasting time," Padm echoed. There was an unmistakable wistfulnessin her voice.

The young couple waked up along flight of wooden stairs, past flower beds and hanging vines. They
came onto aterrace overlooking a beautiful garden, and beyond that, the shimmering lake and the
mountainsrisng behind it, dl blue and purple.

Padm leaned her crossed forearms on the balustrade and stared out at the wondrous view.

"Y ou can see the mountainsin the water,” Anakin remarked, shaking his head and grinning. The water



was dtill, thelight just right, so that the mountainsin the lake seemed dmost perfect replicas. "Of course,”
she agreed without moving.

He gazed at her until she turned to look back at him.

"It ssems an obviousthing to you," he said, "but where | grew up, there weren't any lakes. Whenever |
seethismuch water, every detail of it..." He ended by shaking his head, obvioudy overwhemed.

"Amazesyou?'

"And pleasesme," he said with awarm smile.

Padm turned back to thelake. "I guessit's hard to hold on to appreciation for some things," she admitted.
"But after dl theseyears, | il see the beauty of the mountains reflected in the water. | could Sare at
them al day, every day."

Anakin stepped up to the balustrade beside her, leaning in very close. He closed hiseyes and inhded the
Sweet scent of Padm, felt the warmth of her skin.

"When | wasin Level Three, we used to com e here for school retreat,” she said. She pointed out across
the way, to another idand. " See that idand? We used to swim there every day. | love the water."

"l do, too. | guessit comes from growing up on adesert planet.” He was staring at her again, his eyes

soaking in her beauty. He could tell that Padm sensed his stare, but she pointedly continued to look out
over thewater.

"We used to lie on the sand and let the sun dry us... and try to guess the names of the birds singing.”
"l don't like the sand. It's coarse and rough and irritating. And it gets everywhere."

Padm turned to look back at him

"Not here," Anakin went on. "It'slike that on Tatooine--everything's like that on Tatooine. But here,
everything's soft, and smooth." As he finished, hardly even aware of the motion, he reached out and

stroked Padm's arm.

He nearly pulled back when he redlized what he was doing, but snce Padm didn't object, he let himsalf
stay closeto her. She seemed abit tentative, abit scared, but she wasn't pulling away.

"Therewas avery old man who lived on theidand,” she said. Her brown eyes seemed to be looking far
away, across the years. "He used to make glass out of sand--and vases and necklaces out of the glass.
They weremagicd.”

Anakin moved abit closer, staring at her intensdly until she turned to face him. "Everything hereis
megicd," hesad.

"Y ou could look into the glass and see the water. The way it ripples and moves. It looked o redl, but it
wan't."

"Sometimes, when you believe something to bered, it becomesred.” It seemed to Anakin asif she
wanted to look away. But she didn't. Instead, she wasfalling deeper into his eyes, and heinto hers.



"I used to think if you looked too deeply into the glass, you would lose yourself," she said, her voice
barely awhisper.

"I think it'strue..." He moved forward as he spoke, brushing hislips againgt hers, and for amoment, she
didn't ress, closing her eyes, losing hersalf. Anakin pressed in closer, ared and degp kiss, diding hislips
across hersdowly. He could lose himsdlf here, could kiss her for hours, forever...

But then Padm pulled back, suddenly, asif waking from adream. "No, | shouldn't have done that.”
"I'msorry,” Anakin said. "When I'm around you, my mind is no longer my own."

He gstared at her hard again, beginning that descent into the glass, losing himsdlf in her beauty. But the
moment had passed, and Padm gathered her armsin close and leaned again on the balustrade, looking
out over the weter.

* % %

As soon asthe starlight shrank back from its speed-shift € ongation, Obi-Wan Kenobi saw the "missing”
planet, exactly where the gravity flux had predicted it would be.

"Thereitis, Arfour, right whereit should be," he said to his astromech droid, who tootled in response
from theleft wing of the fighter. "Our missing planet, Kamino. Thosefiles_were dtered.”

R4 beeped curioudly.

"l have no ideawho might have doneit,” Obi-Wan replied. "Maybe well find some answers down
there

He ordered R4 to disengage the hyperspace ring, aband encircling the center area of the starfighter, with
apair of powerful hyperdrive engines, one on either side. Then he took the Ddlta-7 away, gliding in
casudly, registering information on his various scanners.

As he neared the planet, he saw that it was an ocean world, with no visible landmasses showing behind
the nearly solid cloud cover. He checked his sensors, searching for any other shipsthat might bein the
area, not realy sure of what he should expect. His computer registered atransmission directed hisway,
asking for identification, and he flipped hissignal beacon on, transferring al the information. A moment
later, to hisrelief, there came a second transmission from Kamino, this one containing gpproach
coordinates to a place caled Tipoca City.

"Wdll, herewe go, Arfour. Timeto find some answers." The droid beeped and set the coordinatesinto
the nav computer, and the fighter swooped down at the planet, breaking atmosphere and soaring dong
over rain-lashed, whitecapped seas. The trip across the stormy sky was rougher than the atmospheric
entry, but thefighter held its course perfectly, and soon after, Obi-Wan got hisfirst look at Tipoca City.
It wasdl gleaming domes and angled, gracefully curving walls, built on gigantic siltsrisng out of the
lashing s=a

Obi-Wan spotted the appropriate landing pad, but did aflyby first, crossing the city and circling about,
wanting to observe this spectacular place from dl angles. It seemed as much awork of art asapractica
and magnificent piece of engineering, the whole of the city reminding him more of the Senate Building and
the Jedi Temple on Coruscant. It was brightly lit at &l the right placesto highlight the domes and curving



wdls.

"There's so much to see, Arfour,” the Jedi lamented. He had visited hundreds of worldsin hislife, but
viewing aplace as strange and beautiful as Tipoca City only reminded him that there were thousands and
thousands more yet to see, too many for any one person to vist even if he did nothing elsefor the entirety
of hislife

At last Obi-Wan put hisfighter down on the designated landing pad. He pulled his hood up tight over
him, then did back his canopy and scrambled out against the wind and the rain, rushing acrossthe
permacrete to atower acrossthe way. A door did open before him, spilling out brilliant light, and he
went through, crossing into abrightly lit white room.

"Master Jedi, so good to seeyou,” came amelodic voice.

Obi-Wan pushed back his hood, which had offered little protection from the driving rain, and brushed the
water from hishair. Wiping hisface, he turned to face the speaker, and then he paused, caught by the
image of the Kaminoan.

"l am Taun We," sheintroduced hersdalf. She wastaller than Obi-Wan, pasty white and amazingly
dender, with gracefully curving lines, but there was nothing insubstantial about her. Thin, yes, but packed
with asolid and powerful presence. Her eyes, huge, dmond-shaped, and dark, were sparkling clear, like
those of an inquisitive child. Her nose was no more than apair of vertica dits, connected by ahorizontal
one, sitting on the bridge above her upper lip. She reached out gracefully toward him with an arm that
moved as smoothly as any dancer might.

"The Prime Minister expectsyou.”

Thewordsfinaly distracted Obi-Wan from his bemused perusa of her strangdly beautiful physique. “I'm
expected?' he asked, doing little to hide hisincredulity. How in the galaxy could these beings possibly
have been expecting him?

"Of course" Taun Wereplied. "Lama Su isanxious to see you. After al these years, we were beginning
to think you weren't coming. Now please, thisway."

Ohbi-Wan nodded and tried to play it cool, hiding the million questions buzzing about in his thoughts.
_After dl these years? They were thinking that | wasn't coming?

The corridor was nearly as brightly lit asthe room, but as his eyes adjusted, Obi-Wan found the light
strangely comfortable. They passed many windows, and Obi-Wan could see other Kaminoans busy in
sde rooms, males--distinguished by a crest atop their heads--and females working about furniture that
was highlighted at every edge by shining light, asif that light supported and defined it. He was struck by
how clean this place was, everything polished and shining and smooth. He kept his questionsto himself,
though, as anxious to see this Prime Minigter, Lama Su, as Taun We seemed to be in getting him there,
judging from the swift pace.

* * %

The Kaminoan stopped at one side door and sent it diding open with awave of her hand, then motioned
for Obi-Wan to enter first.

Another Kaminoan, abit taller and with the distinctive male crest, greeted them. He looked down at



Obi-Wan, blinked his huge eyes, and smiled warmly. With awave of his hand, he brought an egg-shaped
chair gracefully spirding down from the celling.

"May | present Lama Su, Prime Minister of Kamino," Taun We said, then to Lama Su, she added, "This
isMaster Jedi--"

"Obi-Wan Kenaobi," the Jedi finished, nodding his head deferentialy.

The Prime Minister indicated the chair, then sat back in his own, but Obi-Wan remained standing,
soaking in the scene before him.

"| trust you are going to enjoy your stay,” the Prime Minister said. "We are most happy you have arrived
at the best part of the season.”

"Y ou make me fedl most welcome." Obi-Wan didn't add that if the del uge outside was "the best part of
the season," he'd hate to see the worst.

"Mease..." Lama Su indicated the chair once more. When Obi-Wan findly sat down, the Kaminoan
continued. "And now to business. Y ou will be delighted to hear we are on schedule. Two hundred
thousand units are ready, with another million well on theway."

Obi-Wan's tongue suddenly seemed fat in his mouth, but he fought past the stutter and tucked his
guestions away, and improvised, "That isgood news."

"We thought you would be pleased.”
"Of course”

"Please tdll your Master Sfo-Dyas that we have every confidence his order will be met, ontimeandin
full. Heiswel, | hope."

"I'm sorry," the overwhelmed Jedi replied. "Master?..."

"Jedi Magter Sfo-Dyas. Heis il aleading member of the Jedi Council, ishe not?!

The name, known to Obi-Wan asthat of aformer Jedi Master, elicited yet another surge of questions,
but again, he put them out of mind and focused on keeping Lama Su talking and giving out potentialy
vauableinformation. "I'm afraid to say that Master Sifo-Dyaswas killed almost ten years ago.”

Lama Su blinked his huge eyes again. "Oh, I'm S0 sorry to hear that. But I'm sure he would have been
proud of the army we've built for him.”

"Thearmy?' Obi-Wan asked before he could even think the direction through.
"Thearmy of clones. And | must say, one of the finest we've ever created.”

Obi-Wan didn't know how far he could pressthis. If it wasindeed Sifo-Dyaswho had commissioned an
army of clones, then why hadn't Master Y oda or any of the others said anything about it? Sifo-Dyas had
been apowerful Jedi before hisuntimely death, but would he have acted a one on an issue asimportant
asthis? The Jedi studied his two companions, even reaching into the Force to gain afeding about them.
Everything seemed straightforward here, and open, and so he followed hisingtincts and kept the



conversation rolling along. "Tell me, Prime Minigter, when my Master first contacted you about the army,
did he say who it wasfor?'

"Of coursehedid,” the Kaminoan offered unsuspicioudy. "The army isfor the Republic.”

Obi-Wan amost blurted out, _The Republic!__but his discipline dlowed him to keep his surprise well
buried, dong with the tumult in his thoughts, amounting storm as furious as the one that raged outside.
What in the galaxy was going on here? An army of clonesfor the Republic? Commissioned by a Jedi
Master? Did the Senate know of this? Did Y oda, or Master Windu?

"Y ou understand the responsibility you incur in cregting such an army for the Republic?' he asked, trying
to cover his confuson. "We expect, and must have, the very best.”

"Of course, Master Kenobi," Lama Su said, seeming supremely confident. ™Y ou must be anxiousto
ingoect the unitsfor yoursdlf."

"That'swhy I'm here," Obi-Wan answered. Taking Lama Su's cue, he rose and followed the Prime
Minister and Taun We out of the room.

* % %

Lush grasses sprinkled with flowers of al colors and shapes graced the hilly meadow. Beyond its
borders, shining waterfals spilled into the lake, and from this spot, many other lakes could be seen about
the distant hills, al the way to the horizon.

Puffballs floated by on the warm breeze, and puffy clouds drifted across the shining blue sky above. It
wasaplacefull of lifeand full of love, full of warmth and full of softness

To Anakin Skywalker, it was a place perfectly reflective of Padm Amidala

A herd of benevolent creatures caled shagks grazed contentedly nearby, seemingly obliviousto the
couple. They were curious-looking four-legged beasts, with huge, bloated bodies. Insects buzzed about
inthe air, too busy with the flowersto take any time to bother either Anakin or Padm.

Padm sat on the grass, absently picking flowers, bringing them up to deeply inhale their scents. Every so
often, she glanced over a Anakin, but only briefly, dmost afraid to let him notice. She loved the way he
was reacting to this place, to al of Naboo, his smple joysforcing her to see things as she had when she
was younger, before the real world had pushed her to a place of responsibility. It surprised her that a Jedi
Padawan would be s0...

She couldn't think of theword. _Carefree? Joyous? Spirited? Some combination of the three?
"Well?' Anakin prompted, forcing Padm to consder again the question he had just asked her.

"I don't know," she said dismissively, purposely exaggerating her frustration.

"Sureyou do! You just don't want to tell me!™

Padm gave ahel plesslittle laugh. "Are you going to use one of your Jedi mind tricks on me?"

"They only work on the weak-minded,” Anakin explained. Y ou are anything but wesk-minded.” He



ended with an innocent, wide-eyed ook that Padm smply could not resist.

"All right," she surrendered. "l was twelve. His name was Palo. We were both in the Legidative Y outh
Program. He was afew years older than |..." She narrowed her eyes as shefinished, teasing Anakin with
sudden intensity. "Very cute," she said, her voice taking on a purposeful, suggestive tone. "Dark curly
hair... dreamy eyes..."

"All right, | get the picture!” the Jedi cried, waving his hands in exasperation. He calmed amoment later,
though, and settled back more serioudy. "Whatever happened to him?”

"l went into public service. He went on to become an artist.”
"Maybe he was the smart one.”

"Youredly don't like politicians, do you?' Padm asked, a bit of anger creeping in despite the warm wind
and theidyllic setting.

"I liketwo or three," Anakin replied. "But I'm not really sure about one of them." His smile was perfectly
disarming and Padm had to work hard to keep any semblance of afrown againgt it.

"l don't think the system works," Anakin finished, matter-of-factly.

"Redly?" shereplied sarcadticdly. "Well, how would you have it work?"

Anakin stood up, suddenly intense. "We need a system where the politicians Sit down and discussthe
problem, agree what's in the best interests of the people, and then doit,” he said, asif it was perfectly
smpleandlogicd.

"Whichisexactly what we do," came Padm's unhesitating reply.

Anakin looked at her doubtfully.

"Thetrouble isthat people don't dways agree,” she explained. "In fact, they hardly ever do.”

"Then they should be madeto.”

That statement caught Padm a bit off guard. Was he so convinced that he had the answersthat he... No,
she put that unsettling thought out of her mind. "By whom?"' she asked. "Who is going to make them?”

"I don't know," he answered, waving his hands again in obvious frustration. " Someone.”
" ou?"

"Of course not me!™

"But someone.”

"Someonewise."

"That sounds an awful lot like adictatorship,” Padm said, winning the debate. She watched Anakin asa
mischievous ittle grin began to spread across hisface.



"Wdl," hesad camly, "if it works..."

Padm tried to hide her shock. What was he talking about? How could he believe that? She stared a him,
and he returned the severe look--but he couldn't hold it, and burst out laughing.

"Y ou're making fun of me!"

"Ohno," Anakin said, backing away and falling to St on the soft grass, hands out defensively before him.
"I'd be much too frightened to tease a Senator.”

"You're so bad!" She reached over, picked up apiece of fruit, and threw it a him, and when he caught i,
she threw another, and then another.

"Y ou're dways S0 serious," Anakin scolded, and he began juggling the fruit.

"I'm so serious?' Her incredulity was feigned, because Padm agreed with the assessment to agreat
extent. For dl her life, she had watched people like Palo go off and follow their hearts, while she had
followed the path of duty. She had known great triumph and grest joy, to be sure, but all of it had been
wrapped up in the extravagant outfits of Naboo's Queen, and now in the endlessresponsibilities of a
Galactic Senator. Maybe she just wanted to take off all those trappings, al those clothes, and dive into
the sparkling water, for no better reason than to fedl its cool comfort, for no better reason than to laugh.

She grabbed up another piece of fruit and threw it a Anakin, and he caught it and seamlesdy put it up
with the others. Then another, and another, until too many went hisway and he lost control, then tried
futilely to duck away from the dropping fruit.

Padm had to clutch at her belly, she was laughing so hard. Caught up in the whirlwind of the moment,
Anakin sprang to hisfeet and ran off to the side, cutting in front of a shaak and frightening it with his sheer
jubilance.

The normaly passve grazers gave asnort and took up the chase, with Anakin running in circles and then
off over thehill.

Padm sat back and considered this moment, this day, and her companion. What was happening here?
She couldn't dismiss the pangs of guilt that she was out here playing without purpose, while others
worked hard to carry on the fight against the Military Creation Act, or while Obi-Wan Kenobi scoured
the gaaxy in search of those who would see her dead.

She should be out there, somewhere, doing something...

Her thoughts fdl away in another burst of incredulous laughter as Anakin and the shaak came by once
more, thistime with the Jedi riding the beast, one hand clenched on afold of itsflesh, the other high and
waving behind him for balance. What madeit al the more ridiculous was that Anakin wasriding
backward, facing the shaak'stail!

"Anakin!" she cried in amazement. A bit of trepidation crept into her voice as she repeated the call, for
the shaak had broken into afull galop, and Anakin wastrying to stand up on its back.

He dmost madeit, but then the lumbering creature bucked and he flew away, tumbling to the ground.



Padm howled with laughter, clutching her scomach.
But Anakin lay very ill.

She stopped and stared at him, suddenly frightened. She scrambled up, thinking her whole world had just
crashed down around her, and rushed to hisside. "Anniel Annie! Areyou dl right?'

Gently, Padm turned him over. He seemed serene and till. And then hisface twisted into a perfectly
stupid expression and he burst out laughing.

"Oh!" Padm cried, and she punched out at him. He caught her hand and pulled her in close, and she
willingly crashed onto him, wrestling with fury.

Anakin finally managed to roll her over and pin her, and Padm stopped struggling, suddenly aware of the
closeness. She looked into his eyes and felt the press of hisbody upon hers.

Anakin blushed and let go, ralling away, but then he stood up and very serioudly reached his hand out to
her.

All sdf-consciousness was gone now from Padm. Shelooked hard into Anakin's blue eyes, findly and
dlently admitting the truth. She took his hand and followed him to the shaak, which was grazing
contentedly once more.

Anakin climbed onto its back and pulled Padm up behind him, and they rode off across the meadow,
with Padm's arms about hiswaist, her body pressed up againgt his, aswirl of emotions and questions
Spinning about in her mind.

* % %

Padm jumped at the sound of the knock on the door. She knew who it was, and knew she was
safe--from everything but her own fedings.

The afternoon at the meadow re played in her thoughts, particularly the ride on the shaak, when Anakin
had taken her back to the lodge. For the minutes of that ride, Padm had not hidden behind amask of
denid, or behind anything else. Sitting behind Anakin, her arms about hiswaist, her head resting on the
back of his shoulder, she had felt safe and secure, perfectly content and...

She had to take a deep breath to keep her hand from trembling as she reached up for the doorknob.
She pulled the door back, and could see nothing but the tall and lean silhouette, backlit by the setting sun.

Anakin shifted just abit, blocking the rosy glow enough so that Padm could see his smile. He started to
move in, but she held her ground. It wasn't a conscious decision; she was Smply entranced, for it seemed
to her asif the sun was setting behind Anakin's shoulders and not behind the horizon, asif hewasbig
enough to dismissthe day. Orange flames danced about his slhouette, dulling the distinction between
Anakin and eternity.

Padm had to conscioudy remember to bregthe. She stepped back and Anakin sauntered in, apparently
obliviousto the wondrous moment she had just experienced. He was grinning mischievoudy, and for
some reason she felt embarrassed. She wondered for amoment if she should have chosen adifferent
outfit, for the evening dress she was wearing was black and off the shoulder, showing quite abit of flesh.



She wore ablack choker, aswell, with aline of sheer fabric running down over the front of the dress,
barely concedling her cleavage.

She moved to close the door, but paused and looked back over the lake, at the rose-colored tint filtering
across the shimmering water.

When she turned back, Anakin was aready standing by the table, looking over the bowl of fruit and the
Settings Padm had put out. She watched him glance up at one of the floating light globes, its glow growing
asthe sunlight began to diminish outside. He playfully poked at it, ssemingly obliviousthat she, or anyone
else, waswatching him, and his smile nearly reached his ears as the globe bounced away from histouch,
elongating the soft sphere of light.

The next few moments of just watching Anakin were quite pleasant for Padm, but the next few after that,
when he started looking back at her, his expression dternately playful and intense, proved more than abit
uncomfortable.

Soon enough, though, the pair had settled in at the table, seated across from each other. Two of the
resort waitresses, Nandi and Teckla, served them their medl, while Anakin began recounting some of the
adventures he had known over the last ten years, training and flying with Obi-Wan.

Padm listened attentively, captivated by Anakin'sflar for storytelling. She wanted to do more, though.
She wanted to talk about what had happened out at the meadow, to try to make some sense of it with
Anakin, to share with him the solution as they had shared the out-of-bounds emotions and moments. But
she could not begin, and so she just alowed him to ramble on, contenting hersalf with enjoying histales.

Dessert was Padm's favorite, yellow-and-cream-colored shuurafruit, juicy and sweet. She grinned as
Nandi put abowl! before her.

"And when | went to them, wewent into..." Anakin paused, drawing Padm's full attention, awry smileon
hisface. "Aggressive negotiations,” hefinished, and then he thanked Teckla as she placed some dessert
fruit before him.

"Aggressive negotiations? What's that ?*

"Uh, well, negotiationswith alightsaber,”" the Padawan said, still grinning wryly.

"Oh," Padm said with alaugh, and she eagerly went for her dessert, stabbing with her fork.

The shuuramoved and her fork hit the plate. A bit confused, Padm stabbed &t it again.

It moved.

She looked up at Anakin, abit confused and embarrassed, but then she saw that he was fighting hard not
to laugh, staring down at his own plate a bit too innocently.

"You did that!"
He looked up, his expression wide-eyed. "What?'

Padm scowled, pointing her fork at him and waving it threateningly. Then, suddenly, she went for the
shuuraagain.



But Anakin was quicker. Thefruit dipped out of the way, and she stabbed the plate. Then, before she
could scowl at him again, the shuurarose into the air to hover before her.

"That!" Padm answered. "Now stop it!" She couldn't hold her feigned anger, though, and laughed aoud
as shefinished. Anakin started laughing, too. Half looking at him, Padm snapped her hand at the floating
fruit.

Hewaggled hisfingers and the fruit looped about her hand.
"Anakin"

"If Master Obi-Wan was here, hed be very grumpy,” the Padawan admitted. He pulled back his hand,
and the shuuraflew across the table to hiswaiting grasp. "But he's not here," he added, cutting the fruit
into severa dices. Reaching for the Force, he made one piece float upward and dide toward Padm. She
bitit right out of theair.

Padm laughed and so did Anakin. They finished their dessert with many fleeting glances, and then, as
Tecklaand Nandi returned to clean up the plates, the couple retreated to the Sitting area, with its
comfortable chairs and sofa, and a huge warm fire blazing in the hearth.

Nandi and Tecklafinished and bade the couple good-bye, and then they were done, completely alone,
and the tension returned dmost immediately.

She wanted him to kiss her, so desperately, and it was precisely that out-of-control sensation that had
stopped her cold. Thiswas not right--she knew that in her head, despite what her heart might be telling
her. They each had bigger responsibilitiesfor the time being; she had to dedl with the continuing split of
the Republic, and he had to continue his Jedi training.

Anakin settled back into the sofa. ""From the moment | met you, al those years ago, aday hasn't gone by
when | haven't thought of you." His voice was husky, intense, and the sparklein his eyes bored right
through her. "And now that I'm with you again, I'min agony. The closer | get to you, theworseit gets.
The thought of not being with you makes my stomach turn over, my mouth go dry. | fed dizzy! | can't
breathe! I'm haunted by the kiss you never should have given me. My heart is beating, hoping that kiss
will not becomeascar.”

Padm's hand dowly dropped to her sde and she sat listening in amazement at how honestly hewas
opening up before her, baring his heart though he knew she might teer it asunder with asingleword. She
was honored by the thought, and truly touched. And afraid.

"You arein my very soul, tormenting me," Anakin went on, not abit of falsenessin histone. Thiswasno
ploy to garner any physica favors; thiswas honest and straightforward, refreshingly so to the woman
who had spent most of her life being attended by handmaidens whose job it wasto please and
entertaining dignitaries whose agendas were never quite what they seemed.

"What can | do?" he asked softly. "1 will do anything you ask."

Padm |looked away, overwhelmed, finding security in the distracting dance of the flamesin the hearth.
Severa moments of slence dipped by uncomfortably.

"If you are suffering asmuch as| am, tel me," Anakin prompted.



Padm turned on him, her own frustrations bubbling over. "I can't!” She sat back and struggled to collect
hersdf. "We can't," she said ascamly as she could. "It'sjust not possible.”

"Anything's possible" Anakin replied, leaning forward. "Padm, please listen--"

_"You_ligten," she scolded. Somehow, hearing her own denid brought some strength to
her--much-needed strength. "We livein ared world. Come back to it, Anakin. Y ou're studying to
become a Jedi Knight. I'm a Senator. If you follow your thoughts through to conclusion, they will take us
to a place we cannot go... regardless of the way we fedl about each other."

"Then you do fed something!"

Padm swallowed hard. "Jedi aren't adlowed to marry,” she pointed out, needing to deflect attention away
from her fedingsat that debilitating moment. "Y ou'd be expelled from the Order. | will not let you give up
your futurefor me."

"You're asking meto berationd," Anakin replied without the dightest hesitation, and his confidence and
boldness here caught Padm abit by surprise. There was no longer anything of the child in the man before
her. Shefdt her control dip anotch.

"That issomething | know | cannot do,” he went on. "Believe me, | wish | could wish my fedings away.
But| cant.”

"l am not going to giveinto this™ she said with dl the conviction she could muster. Shefinished with her
jaw clenched very tightly, knowing that she had to be the strong one here, for Anakin's sake more than
for her own. "1 have moreimportant thingsto do than fal in love.”

He turned away, looking wounded, and she winced. He stared into the fire, hisface twisting thisway and
that as hetried to sort through it al. She knew he wastrying to find away around her resolve,

"It wouldn't have to be that way," he said at length. "We could keep it a secret.”

"Then wed be living alie--one we couldn't keep up even if we wanted to. My sister saw it, so did my
mother. | couldn't do that. Could you, Anakin? Could you live like that?"

He stared at her intensely for amoment, then looked back to thefire, seeming defeated.
"No, youreright," hefinaly admitted. "It would destroy us."

Padm looked from Anakin to the fire. Which would destroy her--destroy _them_--she had to wonder.
The action or the thought?

Chapter Sixteen

"Wow!" Boba Fett exclaimed, rushing across the landing pad to view the deek starfighter up close.

"Beautiful ship,” Jango agreed, strolling to catch up to his son, studying the craft with every stride. He



noted the markings and design, the extra firepower, and, particularly, the astromech droid hardwired into
the left wing, tootling happily.

"ThisisaDdta-Seven," the excited Boba a nnounced, pointing out the rear-cockpit position. Jango
nodded, glad that his son had been taking hislessons serioudy. These were new ships--so new that they
hadn't yet been fitted with hyperdrive engines, Jango realized, and he inadvertently glanced up at the
cloudy sky, wondering if parent shipswere up there. He shook the thought away, turning back to Boba.

"And what of the droid?" he asked. "Can you identify the unit?"

Boba climbed up the side of the fighter and studied the markings for amoment, then turned back to his
father, finger to pursed lips, an intense expression on hisface. "It'san Arfour-Pea," he said.

"And isthat acommon droid for thistype of sarfighter?

"No," Bobaanswered without hesitation. "A Delta-Seven pilot would usudly use an Arthree-Dee. It's
better at keeping the gunstargeted, and the fighter is so maneuverable that handling the laser cannonsis
tricky. | read that some pilots wind up shooting their own nose cones off in thisfighter! They doa

sngp-roll, coming out over and around, but they haven't compensated the manual swivd..." Ashe spoke,
he moved hisarms over each other and about, tangling them up in front of him.

Jango was hardly listening to the details, though he was thrilled that Boba had taken to hislessonswith
such energy. " Suppose the pilot didn't need the extragunnery skills of an Arthree-Dee?" he asked.

Bobalooked at him curioudy, asif he didn't understand.
"Would the Arfour-Peathen be a better choice?'

"Yes," camethe halting response.

"And what pilot wouldn't need the extradroid gunnery skills?!

Boba stared blankly, but then a smile spread on hisface. Y ou!l" he blurted, seeming quite pleased with
himsdf.

Jango took the compliment with an appreciative smile--and it was true enough. Jango could whed any
fighter, and if he ever had the opportunity to fly in aDdta-7, he'd likely choose an R4-P over the R3-D.
But that wasn't what he had in mind right now, for he knew of one other type of pilot, pilotswith
heightened senses, who would similarly choose the better nav, but less weapon-oriented droid.

Jango Fett looked back up at the sky, wondering if ahost of Jedi were about to descend upon Tipoca
City.

* % %

Great racks holding glass spheres stretched across the immense room to the end of Obi-Wan'svision.
Each sphere contained an embryo, suspended in fluid, and when the Jedi reached into the Force, he
sensed strong waves of life energy.

"The hatchery," he stated more than asked.



"Thefirgt phase, obvioudy,” Lama Su replied.
"Vey impressve"

"I hoped you would be pleased, Master Jedi," the Prime Minister said. "Clones can think cregtively.
You'l find that they areimmensely superior to droids, and that ours arethe best in dl the galaxy. Our
methods have been perfected over many centuries.”

"How many are there?' Obi-Wan asked. "In here, | mean.”

"We have severa hatcheriesthroughout the city. This, of course, isthe most crucia phase, though with
our techniques, we expect asurviva rate of over ninety percent. Every so often, an entire batch will
develop a... anissue, but we expect the clone production to remain steady, and with our accel erated
growth methods, these before you will be fully matured and ready for battle in just over adecade.”

_Two hundred thousand units are ready, with another million well ontheway. Lama Su's previous
boast echoed ominoudy in Obi-Wan's thoughts. A production center, supremely efficient, producing a
steady stream of superbly trained and conditioned warriors. The implications were staggering.

Obi-Wan stared at the closest embryo, floating contentedly initsfluid, curled and with itslittle thumb
stuck into its mouth. In ten short years, that tiny creature, that tiny man, would be a soldier, killing and,
likely, soon enough killed.

He shuddered and looked to his Kaminoan guide. "Come," Lama Su bade him, walking along the
corridor.

Next on the tour was a huge classroom, with desksin neat, orderly rows and with studentsin nest,
orderly rows. They all looked to be about ten years of age. All dressed the same, all with the same
haircut, dl with exactly the same features and posture and expressions. Obi-Wan reflexively looked at
the shining white walls of the huge room, amost expecting to see mirrorsthere, playing atrick on hiseyes
to make one boy seem to be many.

The students went about their studies without paying any more heed to the visitors than aquick glance.
Disciplined, Obi-Wan thought. Much more so than any norma children.

Another thought grabbed him. ™Y ou mentioned growth acceleration--"

"Ohyes, it'sessentid,” the Prime Minigter replied. "Otherwise amature clone would take alifetimeto
grow. Now we can do it in haf the time. The units you will soon see on the parade ground we started ten
years ago, when Sifo-Dyas first placed the order, and they're aready mature and quite ready for duty.”
"And these were started about five years ago?' the Jedi reasoned, and Lama Su nodded.

"Would you care to inspect the find product now?' the Prime Minister asked, and Obi-Wan could hear
excitement in hisvoice. Clearly hewas proud of this accomplishment. "I would like your approva before
you teke delivery."

The calousness of it dl struck Obi-Wan profoundly. _Units. Find product.  These wereliving beings

they were talking about. Living, breathing, and thinking. To create clonesfor such asingular purpose,
under such control, even stedling haf their childhood for efficiency, assaulted his sense of right and



wrong, and the fact that a Jedi Master had begun al of this was dmost too much to digest.

Thetour took him through the commissary next, where hundreds of adult clones—-al young men Anakin's
age--sat in neat rows, al dressed inred, al eating the same food in the same manner.

"Youll find that they aretotaly obedient,” Lama Su was saying, seemingly obliviousto the Jedi's
discomfort. "We modified their genetic structure to make them lessindependent than the origina, of
course.”

"Who wasthe origind?"

"A bounty hunter named Jango Fett," Lama Su offered without any hesitation. "We felt that a Jedi would
be the perfect choice, but Sifo-Dyas handpicked Jango himsdlf.”

The notion that a Jedi might have been used nearly floored Obi-Wan. An army of clones strong inthe
Force?

"Whereisthis bounty hunter now?" he asked.

"Heliveshere," Lama Su replied. "But he'sfree to come and go as he pleases.” He kept walking as he
spoke, leading Obi-Wan dong along corridor filled with narrow transparent tubes.

The Jedi watched with amazement as clones climbed up into those tubes and settled in place, closing their
eyesand going to deep.

"Very distiplined,” he remarked.
"That isthekey," LamaSu replied. "Disciplined, and yet with the ability to think creatively. It isamighty

combination. Sifo-Dyas explained to usthe Jedi aversion to leading droids. He told us Jedi could only
command anarmy of lifeforms.™

_And you wanted a Jedi as host? _Obi-Wan thought, but he did not it say aloud. He took a deep bresath,
wondering how Magter Sifo-Dyas, how any Jedi, could have so willingly and unilateraly crossed theline
to create _any army of clones. Obi-Wan redized that he had to suppress his need for adirect answer to
that right now, and smply listen and observe, gather as much information as he could so that he and the
Jedi Council might sort it out. " So Jango Fett willingly remains on Kamino?!

"The choiceishisaone. Apart from his pay, which is considerable, | assure you, Fett demanded only
onething--an undtered clonefor himself. Curious, in't it?"

"Undtered?'

"Pure genetic replication,” the Prime Minister explained. "No tampering with the structure to make it more
docile. And no growth acceleration.”

"I would very much like to meet this Jango Fett,” Obi-Wan said, as much to himsdlf asto Lama Su. He
was intrigued. Who was this man selected by Sifo-Dyas asthe perfect source for aclone army?

Lama Su looked to Taun We, who nodded and said, "'l would be most happy to arrangeit for you.”

Sheleft them, then, asthe tour continued, with Lama Su taking Obi-Wan aong the areas that showed



him pretty much the entire routine of the clones a every level of their development. The culmination came
later on, when Taun We rgjoined the pair on abacony, sheltered from the brutal wind and rain and
overlooking a huge parade ground. Below them, thousands and thousands of clone troopers, dressed in
white armor and wearing full-face hdmets, marched and drilled with al the precison of programmed
droids. Entire formations, each made up of hundreds of soldiers, moved asone.

"Magnificent, aren't they?' Lama Su said.

Obi-Wan looked up at the Kaminoan, to see his eyes glowing with pride as he looked out upon his
creation. There were no ethical dilemmas as far as Lama Su was concerned, Obi-Wan knew
immediately. Perhaps that was why the Kaminoans were so good &t cloning their consciences never got
intheway.

Lama Su looked down at him, smiling widely, prompting aresponse, and Obi-Wan offered asilent nod.

Y es, they were magnificent, and the Jedi could only imagine the brutdl efficiency this group would exhibit
in battle, in the arenafor which they were grown.

Once again, a shudder coursed down Obi-Wan Kenobi's spine. For the first time, he appreciated
Senator Amidalas crusade to stop the creation of an Army of the Republic, and the inevitable
consequence war!

* % %

A Jedi Knight here on Kamino. The thought was more than alittle unsettling to Jango Fett.

The bounty hunter fell back in his seat and tightened his face in frustration--such were the problems with
working for the Trade Federation. They were masters at weaving deception within deception, and they
were up to so much right now that there was no single focus Jango could deter mine.

Helooked across the room at Boba, who was hard at work poring over the schematics and capabilities
of aDdta-7 starfighter, and matching them up against the known strengths and weaknesses of an R4-P
unit.

Lifewas so simplefor the boy, Jango thought with atouch of envy. For Boba, there wasthe love of and
for hisfather, and his sudies. Other than those two givens, the only rea challenge before the boy wasin
finding enjoyable thingsto do at those times when Jango was away or busy with the Kaminoans.

At that moment, looking at his son, Jango Fett felt vulnerable, so very vulnerable, and it was not an
emotion with which he was the least bit comfortable. He amost told Boba to go and pack, then and
there, so they could blast away from Kamino, but he recognized the danger of that course. He would be
leaving without learning anything about his potentid enemy, this Jedi Knight who had arrived
unexpectedly. His boss would want that information.

And Jango would need that information. If hetook off now, after receiving anote from Taun Wetelling
him that he would be receiving avisitor later that same day, it would befairly obviousthat he wasflesing.

Then heldd have a Jedi Knight on histail, and one about whom he knew practically nothing.

Jango continued to Sare a Boba, at the only thing that really mattered.



"Play it cool," he whispered to himself. "Y ou're nothing more than a clone source, well paid enough to
want to know nothing about why you're being cloned.”

That was hislitany, that was his plan. And it had to work.

For Boba's sake.

* * %

A wave of Taun We's hand brought forth the chime of an unseen bell, reminding Obi-Wan yet again of
how foreign thisworld of Kamino, thiscity of Tipoca, redly was. He didn't give it much thought, though,
for he was focused on the locking mechanism on the door before him, an e aborate el ectronic clasp and
bolt. Quite abit of security, it seemed to him, given the supposedly gentedl nature of Jango Fett's

rel ationship with the Kaminoans, and the obvious control the cloners held over their city. Wasthe locking
mechanism designed to keep people out, or to keep Jango in?

Likely the former, he reasoned. Jango was a bounty hunter, after al. Perhgps he had made more than a
few dangerous enemies.

Hewas il studying the device when the door suddenly opened, revedling ayoung boy, an exact replica
of those Obi-Wan had been viewing dl day.

Theidentica onethat Jango had demanded, only thisonewas_actualy _ten yearsold.
"Boba," Taun We said with greet familiarity, "isyour father home?"

Boba Fett stood staring at the human visitor for along moment. "Yep."
"May we seehim?"'

"Sure," Boba answered. He stepped back, but his eyes never left Obi-Wan as the Jedi and Taun We
stepped across the threshold.

"Dad!" Bobayeled.

Thetitle struck Obi-Wan as curious, given that this was aclone and not anatural son. Wastherea
connection here? A red one? Had Jango wanted the exact replicanot for any professional gain but
smply because he had wanted a son?

"Dad!" the boy shouted again. "Taun We's herel”

Jango Fett walked in, dressed in smple shirt and trousers. Obi-Wan recognized him immediately, though
he was many years older than the oldest clone, hisface scarred and pitted, and unshaven. His body had
thickened with age, but he was il physicaly imposing, much like many of the old gutter dwellers
Obi-Wan encountered in far-flung places. A few extra pounds, sure, but those covered muscles
hardened by years of tough living. Tattoos crossed both of Jango's muscular forearms, of astrange
design that Obi-Wan did not recognize.

As he glanced up, he recognized the clear suspicion with which Jango was eyeing him. The man wason
edge here, dangeroudy so, Obi-Wan understood.



"Welcome back, Jango,” Taun We remarked. "Was your trip productive?'

Obi-Wan studied the bounty hunter intensaly. Back from where? But Jango was a professona, and his
expression reveaed not the dightest tic or wince.

"Fairly," the man casudly offered. He continued to size up Obi-Wan as he spoke, hiseyes narrowing in
an amost open threst.

"Thisis Jedi Master Obi-Wan Kenobi," Taun We said, her tone lighter, obvioudy an attempt to relieve
some of the papable tension. "He's come to check on our progress.”

"That right?" If Jango cared, histone didn't show it.

"Your clonesare very impressive,” Obi-Wan said. "Y ou must be very proud.”

"I'm just asmple man trying to make my way in the universe, Master Jedi.”

"Arent weal?" Obi-Wan findly broke eye contact with Jango as he spoke, scanning the room, looking
for clues. He focused on the half-open door through which Jango had appeared, and thought he saw
pieces of body armor in there, battered and stained, much like that worn by arocket-man after deivering
atoxic dart into the changeling Zam Wesdll. And he saw acurving bluish line, like the goggle and
breather area of the helmet he had seen back on Coruscant. Before he could scrutinize the sight any more
cosdly, though, Jango walked in front of him, pointedly blocking hisview.

"Ever make your way asfar into the interior as Coruscant?' Obi-Wan asked, rather bluntly.

"Onceor twice."

"Recently?'

Again the bounty hunter's gaze became obvioudy suspicious. "Possibly..."

"Then you must know Magter Sifo-Dyas," Ohi-Wan remarked, not out of any logica follow-up
reasoning, but smply to gauge the man's reaction.

There was none, nor did Jango Fett move a centimeter out of Obi-Wan'sline of sight, and when the Jedi
tried to subtly ater hisangleto gain aview, Jango said, in a coded language, "Boba, close the door."

Not until that bedroom door shut did Jango Fett move to the side, and then it seemed to Obi-Wan asif
the man was stalking him. "Master who?" Jango asked.

"Sifo-Dyas. Isn't he the onewho hired you for thisjob?"
"Never heard of him," Jango replied, and if therewas aliein hiswords, Obi-Wan could not detect it.
"Redlly?'

"I wasrecruited by aman called Tyranus on one of the moons of Bogden," Jango explained, and again it
seemed to Obi-Wan asif he was speaking truthfully.

"Curious..." Obi-Wan muttered. He glanced down, surprised and at alossasto what al of thismight



mean.
"Do you like your army?" Jango Fett asked him.
"l look forward to seeing themin action,” the Jedi replied.

Jango continued to stare at him, to try to see the intent behind hiswords, Obi-Wan knew. And then, asif
it hardly mattered, the bounty hunter gave atoothy smile. "They'll do their job well. I'll guaranteethat.”

"Likether source?’
Jango Fett continued to smile.

"Thanksfor your time, Jango,” Obi-Wan said againgt that uncompromising stare. Then he turned to Taun
We and started for the door.

"Always apleasure to meet a Jedi,” camethereply. It was heavy with double meaning, dmost likea
veiled threet.

But Obi-Wan wasn't about to call him on it. Jango Fett was clearly a dangerous man, streetwise and
cunning, and likely better than most with any weapon handy. Before he pushed things any further,
Obi-Wan resdlized that he should relay al that he had learned thus far back to Coruscant and the Jedi
Council. Thisdiscovery of aclone army was hothing short of amazing, and more than alittle unsettling,
and none of it made much sense.

And_was_Jango the rocket-man Obi-Wan had seen in Coruscant that night when Padm Amidaahad
been attacked?

Obi-Wan's gut told him that Jango was, but how did that jibe with the man aso being the host for aclone
army supposedly commissioned by aformer Jedi Master?

With Taun We beside him, the Jedi |eft the gpartment, and the door did closed behind him. Obi-Wan
paused and focused his senses back, even reaching out with the Force. The door lock quietly secured.

* * %

"It was his starfighter, wasn't it, Dad?' Boba Fett asked. "He'sa Jedi Knight, so he can usethe
Arfour-Pea."

Jango gave his son an absent nod.

"I knew it!" Bobasqued ed, but then Jango abruptly stole the moment.

Jango fixed Bobawith ano-nonsense look that the young boy had learned well not to ignore.
"What isit, Dad?"

"Pack your things. We'releaving."

Boba started to reply, but--



"Now," the bounty hunter said, and Boba practicaly tripped over himsdlf, scrambling for his bedroom.

Jango Fett shook hishead. He didn't need this aggravation. Not at thistime. Not for thefirst time, the
bounty hunter questioned his decision to take the contract against Padm Amidaa. He had been surprised
when the Trade Federation had approached him with the offer. They had been adamant, explaining only
that the degth of the Senator was critical to securing necessary dlies, and they had made an offer too
lucrative for Jango to refuse, one that would set him and Boba up forever on aplanet of their choosing.

Little had Jango known, though, that taking the contract on Senator Amidaawould put himin the
crosshairs of the Jedi Knights.

He looked across the way to Boba.

That was not a place he wanted to be a thistime. Not at all.

Chapter Seventeen

Padm awoke suddenly, her sensesimmediately tuning in to her surroundings. Something was wrong, she
knew ingtinctively, and she jJumped up, scrambling about out of fear that another of those centipede
creatures was upon her.

But her room was quiet, with nothing out of place. Something had awakened her, but not somethingin
here. "No!" came a cry from the adjoining bedroom, where Anakin was deeping. "No! Mom! No,
dont!"

Padm dipped out of bed and ran to the door, not even bothering to grab arobe, not even caring or
noticing that she was wearing arevealing silken shift. At the door, she paused and listened. Hearing cries
from within, followed by more jumbled yelling, she redized that there was no immediate danger, that this
was another of Anakin's night mares, like the one that had gripped him on the shuttle ride to Naboo. She
opened the door and looked in on him.

He was thrashing about on the bed, yelling "Mom!" repestedly. Unsure, Padm started in.

But then Anakin calmed and rolled back over, the dream, the vision, apparently past.

Then Padm did become aware of her revealing dress. She moved back through the door, shutting it
gently, then waited for along while. When she heard no further screaming or tossing, she went back to
her bed.

Shelay awvakein the dark for along, long while, thinking of Anakin, thinking that she wanted to bein
there beside him, holding him, hel ping him through histroubled dreams. Shetried to dismissthe
notion--they had aready covered this dangerous ground and had come to an understanding of what must
be. And that agreement did not include her climbing into bed beside Anakin.

The next morning, she found him on the east bal cony of the lodge, overl ooking the lake and the budding
sunrise. He was standing by the balustrade, so deep in thought that he did not notice her approach.

She moved up dowly, not wanting to disturb him, for as she neared, she redlized that he was doing more



than thinking here, that he was actually deep in meditation. Recognizing thisas a private time for Anakin,
sheturned and started away, as quietly as she could.

"Don't go," Anakin said to her.

"l don't want to disturb you," shetold him, surprised.

"Y our presence is soothing.”

Padm congdered those words for abit, taking pleasure in hearing them, then scolding hersdlf for taking
that pleasure. But till, as she stood there looking upon him, hisface now serene, she couldn't deny the
attraction. He seemed to her like ayoung hero, a budding Jedi--and she had no doubt that he would be
among the greatest that great Order had ever known. And at the same time, he seemed to her to be the
same little kid she had known during the war with the Trade Federation, inquisitive and impetuous,
aggravaing and charming al a once.

"Y ou had anightmare again last night,” she said quietly, when Anakin at last opened hisblue eyes.

"Jedi don't have nightmares,”" came the defiant reply.

"I heard you," Padm was quick to answer.

Anakin turned to regard her. There was no compromisein her expression--she knew perfectly well that
his claim wasludicrous, and she let him know that she knew it.

"I saw my mother," he admitted, lowering hisgaze. "'l saw her asclearly as| seeyou now. Sheis
suffering, Padm. They'rekilling her! Sheisin pan!”

"Who?" Padm asked, moving toward him, putting a hand on his shoulder. When shelooked a him more
closgly, she noted a determination so solid that it took her by surprise.

"I know I'm disobeying my mandate to protect you," Anakin tried to explain. "1 know | will be punished
and possibly thrown out of the Jedi Order, but | haveto go.”

ll@?l

"l haveto help her! I'm sorry, Padm," he said. She saw from his expression that he meant it, that leaving
her was the last thing he ever wanted to do. "I don't have achoice.”

"Of course you don't. Not if your mother isin trouble.”

Anakin gave her an gppreciative nod.

"I'll gowith you," she decided.

Anakin's eyes widened. He started to reply, ready to argue, but Padm'’s smile held hiswordsin check.
"That way, you can continue to protect me," she reasoned.

Somehow she made it sound perfectly logicd. "And you won't be disobeying your mandate.”



"I don't think thisiswhat the Jedi Council had in mind. | fear that I'm walking into danger, and to take
you with me--"

"Walking into danger,” Padm echoed, and she laughed aoud. "A place I've never been before.”
Anakin stared &t her, hardly believing what he was hearing. He couldn't resist, though, and his smile, too,

began to widen. For some reason he did not quite understand, the Padawan found a good measure of
judtification in his abandoning the letter of his orders now that Padm wasin on, and agreeing with, the

plan.

* * %

Neither Padm nor Anakin could missthe stark contrast when they took her deek starship out of
hyperspace and saw the brown planet of Tatooine looming before them. How different it wasfrom
Naboo, a place of green grasses and deep blue water, with cloud patterns swirling al acrossit. Tatooine
wasjust abal of brown hanging in space, as barren as Naboo was dive.

"Home again, home again, to go to rest,” Anakin recited, acommon children'srhyme.

"By hearth and heart, house and nest,” Padm added.

Anakin looked over & her, pleasantly surprised. ™Y ou know it?'

"Doexn't everyone?'

"I don't know," Angkinsaid. "l mean, | wasn't sureif anyonedse... | thought it was arhyme my mother
made up for me."

"Oh, I'm sorry,”" Padm said. "Maybe she did--maybe hers was different than the one my mother used to
tdl me”

Anakin shook his head doubtfully, but he wasn't bothered by the possibility. In astrange way, he was
glad that Padm knew the rhyme, glad that it was acommon gift from mothersto their children.

And glad, especidly, that he and Padm had yet another thing in common.
"They haven't Sgnded any coordinatesyet,” she noted.

"They probably won', unlesswe ask," Anakin replied. "Things aren't very drict here, usualy. Just find a
place and park it, then hope no one stedls it while you go about your business.”

"Aslovey as| remember it."

Anakin looked at her and nodded. How different things were now than that decade before when Padm
had been forced to land on Tatooine with Obi-Wan and Qui-Gon in order to effect repairs on their ship.
Hetried to manage asmile, but the edge of his nervousness kept it from appearing genuine. Too many
disturbing thoughts assaulted him. Was hismother dl right? Was his dream a premonition of what wasto
come, or areplay of something that had already happened?

He brought the ship down fast, breaking through the atmosphere and soaring acrossthe sky. "Mos
Espa," he explained when the skyscape of the city cameinto sight against the horizon.



Hewent in hard, and some protests did squed over the comlink. But Anakin knew hisway around this
place assurely asif he had never left. He did aflyby over the edge of the city, then put the starship down
inalargelanding bay amid ajumble of vessels of al merchant and mercenary classes.

"Y ous can't just drop in uninvited!" barked the dock officer, a stout creature with a piggish face and
spikes running down the length of hisback and tail.

"It'sagood thing you invited us, then,” Anakin said camly, with adight wave of his hand.
"Yes, it'sagood thing | invited you then!" the officer happily replied, and Anakin and Padm walked past.
"Anakin, youre bad," Padm said asthey exited onto the dusty Strest.

"It'snot like there are dozens of shipslined up to fill the bay," Anakin replied, feding pretty good about
himself and the ease with which he had Force-convinced the piggish officer. He waved down afloating
rickshaw pulled by an ES-PSA droid, a short and thin creature with awhed whereitslegs should have
been.

Anakin gaveit the address and off it went, pulling them behind in the floating rickshaw, charging dong the
sreets of Mos Espa, expertly zigging and zagging to avoid the heavy traffic, and blasting forth aghrill
sound whenever someone didn't get out of the way.

"Do you think he was involved?' Padm asked Anakin.
"Watto?'
"Y es, that was his name, right?'Y our former master?*

"If Watto has hurt my mother in any way, | will pluck hiswingsfrom hisback,” he promised, meaning
every word. He wasn't sure how he would fed about seeing the daver, even if Watto had nothing to do
with bringing any harm to Shmi. Watto had treated him better than most in Mos Espactreated their daves,
and hadn't beaten him too often, but till, it hung in Anakin's thoughts that Watto had not let Shmi go with
him when Obi-Wan and Qui-Gon had bought out his dave debt. Anakin understood that he was
probably just deflecting some of his own guilt about leaving his mother with Watto, who wasa
businessman, after all.

"Here, Espasa,” Anakin said to the droid, and the rickshaw glided to astop in front of ashop al too
familiar to Anakin Skywalker. There, sitting on astool near the door, fiddling with an eectronic driver on
abroken piece of equipment that looked like a droid component, was arounded, winged Toydarian with
along snout. A black round hat adorned his head, and asmall vest was pulled asfar asit would go about
hisgirth. Anakin recognized him immediately.

He paused for so long in just staring at Waitto that Padm got out before him and held her hand to help
him. "Wait here" sheingructed the droid. "Please.”

_"No chubadawanga, dawangal" _Waitto yelled at the broken component, and at atrio of pit droids
who were scrambling al about, trying to help.

"Huttese," Anakin explained to Padm.



"No, not that one--that one!" shereplied, and at Anakin's expression of surprise that she knew the
strange language, she added, "Y ou think it's easy being the Queen?”

Anakin shook his head and looked back to Watto, then glanced at Padm once or twice as they neared.
_"Chut chut, Watto," _he greeted.

_"Kebooda?' _came the surprised response.
_"Di nova, chut chut,_"Anakin reiterated, hiswords barely audible above the clamoring pit droids.

"Go anabopal”_ Watto yelled at thetrio, and on his command, they immediately shut down and
snapped back into their storage position.

_"Ding mi chasahopa,”_ Anakin offered, taking the piece of the broken droid from Watto, and
mani ipulating it expertly. Watto watched him for amoment, his buglike eyes growing even larger in
surprise.

_"Kebooda?' he asked. "Y 0 baan pee hota. No wega mi condorta. Kin chasadu Jedi. No batatu tu.”

"He doesn't know you," Padm whispered to Anakin, trying to hold back her laughter at Watto'slast
gatement, which trandated to "Whatever it is, | didnt do it.”

_"Mi boskadi Shmi Skywaker," Anakin bluntly stated.

Watto's eyes narrowed suspicioudy. Who would be looking for his old dave? The Toydarian's gaze went
from Anakin to Padm, then back to Anakin.

"Annie?' heasked in Badc. "Little Annie? Naaah!"

Anakin's answer came with adeft twist of his hands, and the sound of the little piece of equipment
whirring to life. Smiling widely, he handed it back to Watto.

There weren't many around who could work such magic on broken droid parts.

"You_are_Anniel" the Toydarian cried. "It _is_you!" Hiswings Started besting furioudy, lifting him from
the stool to hover intheair. "Y a sure sprouted! ™

"Hello, Wetto."

"Weehoo!" the Toydarian cried. "A Jedi! Waddya know? Hey, maybe you couldda help wit some
deadbeats who owe me alot of money--"

"My mother--" Anakin prompted.

"Oh yeah, Shmi. She'snot mineno more. | sold her."

"Sold her?" Anakin felt Padm squeeze hisforearm.

"Yearsago," Watto explained. "Sorry, Annie, but you know, businessis business. Sold her to amoisture

farmer named Lars. Least | think it was Lars. Bdlieveit or not, | heard he freed her and married her. Can
yabest that?'



Anakin just shook his head, trying hard to digest it all. "Do you know where they are?’
"Long way from here. Someplace over on the other side of Mos Eidey, | think.”
"Could you narrow it down?"

Watto thought about it for amoment, then just shrugged.

"I'd liketo know," Anakin said, histone and expression grim and determined, even threatening. The way
Watto's features seemed to tighten showed that he got the hint that Anakin wasn't fooling around.

"Yeah, sure" hesad. "Absolutdly. Let'sgo look at my records.”

The three went into the shop, and seeing the place brought memories swirling back to Anakin. How
many hours, years, he had toiled in here, fixing everything Watto threw hisway. And out back, where he
had put al the spare parts he could find, so that he could build a Podracer. Not al of the memorieswere
bad, he had to admit, but the good ones did not overcome the redlity that he had been adave. Watto's
dave

Fortunately for Watto, his records gave alocation for the moisture farm of one Cliegg Lars.

"Stay awhile, Annig," the Toydarian offered after sharing the information on Shmi's new owner--or wasiit
her husband?

Without aword, Anakin turned about and walked away. Thiswasthe last time he would look at Watto
and the shop, he decided. Unless of course, he found out that Watto was lying to him about Shmi'sfate,
or that Watto had somehow hurt his mother.

"Back to thelot, Espasa,” he said to the droid as he and Padm rushed back to the rickshaw. "Fast.”

"Yasurel can't get yasomething to drink?* Watto called to them from the door of his shop, but they
were aready rushing away, kicking up dust in their wake.

_"Anniedu Jedi,”_ Watto remarked, and he waved both his hands dismissively at the departing rickshaw.
"Waddyaknow."

* * %

Anakin took the starship out even more furioudy than he had brought it in, blasting away from the lot and
nearly colliding with asmall freighter asit maneuvered to put down. Cdls of protest cameinto him from
Mos Espa control, but he just switched off the comm and zoomed off acrossthe city. Soon after, they
passed over the race grounds where the younger Anakin had often raced in his Pods, but he barely
glanced at it as he put the ship out straight over the desert, heading for Mos Eidey. When that port came
into view, he veered to the north and crossed past it, moving higher in the sky.

They spotted one moisture farm, and then another, and then the third, dmost in adirect line from the city.

"That one," Padm said. Anakin nodded grimly, and brought the ship down on a bluff overlooking the
homestead.



"I'm redlly going to see her again,” he breathed, shutting down the engines.
Padm squeezed hisarm and offered him acomforting smile.
"Y ou don't know what it'slike, to leave your mother like that,” he said.

"l leave my family dl thetime," shereplied. "But you'reright. It'snot the same. | can't imaginewhat it's
liketo beadave, Anakin."

"It'sworse to know that your mother isone." Padm nodded, conceding the point. " Stay with the ship,
Artoo," sheingtructed the droid, who beeped in reply.

Thefirst form that cameinto view asthey walked toward the homestead was that of avery thin droid,
dull gray in color, with weatherbeaten metal coverings. Obvioudly in need of agood oil bath, he bent
tiffly and worked on some sort of fence sensor. Then he rose with ajerky motion, seeing their approach.
"Oh, hello," he greeted. "How might | be of service? | am See--"

"Thregpio?' Anakin said breathlessy, hardly believing hiseyes.

"Oh my!" the droid exclaimed, and he began to shake violently. "Oh, my maker! Master Anakin! | knew
you would return! | knew you would! And this must be Miss Padm!™

"Hello, Threepio," Padm said.
"Oh, my circuits! I'm so pleased to see you both!™

"I've come to see my mother," Anakin explained. The droid turned sharply up toward him, then seemed
to shrink back.

"I think... | think," C-3PO stuttered. "Perhaps wed better go indoors.” He turned toward the homestead,
motioning with his hand for the coupleto follow.

Anakin and Padm exchanged nervous glances. Anakin could not shake the fedling of doom that lingered
long after theimagery of hisnightmares had faded...

By the time they caught up to the droid, he wasin the courtyard, shouting, "Magter Cliegg! Master
Owen! Might | present two important visitors?'

A young man and woman came rushing out of the house dmost immediately, but dowed & the Ste of
Padm and Anakin. "I'm Anakin Skywalker," Anakin said at once.

"Anakin?' the man echoed, hiseyesgoing wide. "Anakin!"

The woman at his side brought her hand up to cover her mouth. " Anakin the Jedi," she whispered
bresthlesdy.

"Y ou know of me? Shmi Skywaker ismy mother.”

"Mine, too," said the man. "Not my real mom," he added at Anakin's obvioudy puzzled look, "but asred
amom as|'ve ever known." He extended hishand. "Owen Lars. Thisismy girlfriend, Beru Whitesun."



Beru nodded and said, "Hello."
Padm, after giving up on Anakin ever remembering to introduce her, came forward. "I'm Padm.”

"I guessI'm your stepbrother,” Owen said, his eyes never leaving the young Jedi of whom he had heard
s0 very much. "1 had afedling you might show up.”

"Ismy mother here?"

"No, she'snot," came a gruff answer from behind Owen and Beru, from the shadows of the house door.
All four turned to see aheavyset man glide out on ahoverchair. One of hislegswas heavily bandaged,
the other, missing, and Anakin knew at once that these were fairly recent wounds. His heart seemed to
legp into histhroat.

"Cliegg Lars," theman said, moving in close and extending hishand. " Shmi ismy wife. We should go
insde. We havealot to talk about."

Anakin followed asif in adream, avery horrible dream.

"It was just before dawn,” Cliegg was saying, gliding toward the table in the homestead kitchen with
Owen beside him, while Beru peded off to gather some food and drinks for the guests.

"They came out of nowhere," Owen added.

"A band of Tusken Raiders" Cliegg explained. A sinking feding nearly buckled Anakin'skneesand he
dumped into a seat across from Owen. He'd had some experience with Tusken Raiders, but on avery
limited basis. Once he had tended the wound of one gravely injured Raider, and when the Tusken's
friends showed up, they had let him go--something unheard of among the more civilized species of
Tatooine. But till, despite that one anomaly, Anakin didn't like hearing the name of Shmi spokeninthe
same breath asthe grimwords, _Tusken Raiders._

"Y our mother had gone out early, like she dways did, to pick mushrooms that grow on the vaporators,”
Cliegg explained. "From the tracks, she was about hafway home when they took her. Those Tuskens
walk like men, but they're vicious, mindless mongters.”

"Wed seen many signsthat they were about,” Owen piped in. " She shouldn't have gone out!™

"We can't live huddled in fear!" Cliegg scolded, but he calmed at once and turned back to Anakin. "All
signswere that we'd chased the Tuskens away. We didn't know how strong this raiding band
was--stronger than anything any of us have ever seen. Thirty of uswent out after Shmi. Four of us came
back."

He grimaced and rubbed hisleg, and Anakin fet the man's pain clearly.

"I'd ftill be out there, only... after | lost my leg..." Cliegg nearly broke down, and it struck Anakin how
much the man loved Shmi.

"l just can't ride anymore," Cliegg went on. "Until | hedl."

The proud man drew in adeep breath and forcibly steadied himsdlf, squaring his broad shoulders. "This
isn't the way | wanted to meet you, son,” he said. "Thisisn't how your mother and | planned it. | don't



want to give up on her, but she's been gone amonth. Theré€'slittle hope she's lasted thislong.”

Thewords hit Anakin like agtinging dap, and he retreated from them, back into himself, back into the
Force. He reached out, using his bond with his mother to try to somehow fedl her presence in the Force.

Then he shot to hisfest.

"Where are you going?' Owen asked.

"To find my mother," camethegrim reply.

"No, Anakin!" Padm cried out, rising to grab hisforearm.

"Y our mother's dead, Son," the resigned Cliegg added. "Accept it."

Anakin glowered at him, at them dl. "I can fed her pain,” he said, hisjaw clenched, teeth gritted.
"Continuing pain. And | will find her."

A moment of silence ensued, and then Owen offered, "Take my speeder bike." He jumped up from his
seat and strode by Anakin.

"I know she'sdive" Anakin said, turning to face Padm. "I _know_it."

Padm w inced but said nothing, and shelet go of Anakin's arm as he moved to follow Owen.

"I wish hed have comeabit earlier,” Cliegg lamented.

Padm |looked over a him, and at Beru, who was standing over the tearful man, hugging him.

Then, having no words to offer, Padm turned and rushed out to join Anakin and Owen. By thetime she
caught up, Owen was heading back for the house and Anakin was standing near the speeder, staring out

over the empty desert.

"You're going to have to stay here," Anakin said to her as she hurried to hisside. "These are good
people. Youll be safe.”

"Anakin..."
"I know she'sdive" he said, dill staring out at the dunes. Padm hugged him tightly. "Find her," she

whispered. "I won't belong,” he promised. He straddled the speeder bike, kicked it to life, and rocketed
away across the dunes.

Chapter Eighteen

When the call beamed into the Jedi Temple on Coruscant, using scramble code 5 and in care of "the old
folkshome," Mace Windu and Y oda knew that it was important. Extremely important.

They took the call in'Y oda's apartment, after Mace checked the corridor both ways, then pointedly



closed the door.

The hologram of Obi-Wan Kenobi appeared before them. The man was obvioudy on edge, glancing
repeetedly over his shoulder.

"Madters, | have successfully made contact with Lama Su, the Prime Minister of Kamino.”
"Ah, good it isthat your planet you havefound,” Yodasad.

"Right where your students predicted,” Obi-Wan replied. "These Kaminoans are cloners-best in the
gdaxy I've been told, and from what I've seen, | don't doubt the claims.”

Both Jedi Masters frowned.

"They are using abounty hunter named Jango Fett to create aclone army.”
"Anamy?' Mace repeated.

"For the Republic," came Obi-Wan's sartling answer.

"What's more, | have astrong feeling that this bounty hunter is behind the plot to assassinate Senator
Amidda"

"Do you think these cloners areinvolved in that, aswell?"
"No, Master, there appears to be no motive."

"Do not assume anything, Obi-Wan," Y odaadvised. "Clear, your mind must beif you are to discover the
red villain behind thisplot.”

"Yes, Magter," Obi-Wan said. "Prime Minister Lama Su hasinformed me that the first battalion of clone
troopers are ready for ddlivery. He aso wanted me to remind you that if we require more--and they've
another million well on the way to completion--it will take more time to grow them.”

"A million clonewarriors?' Mace Windu asked in disbdlief.

"Yes, Magter. They say Master Sifo-Dyas placed the order for the clone army amost ten years ago. |
was under theimpression he was killed before that. Did the Council ever authorize the creation of aclone

amy?'

"No," Mace answered without hesitation, and without even looking to Y odafor confirmation. "Whoever
placed that order did not have the authorization of the Jedi Council."

"Then how? And why?'

"The mystery deepens,” Mace said. "And it is one that needs unraveling, for more reasons than the safety
of Senator Amidda.”

"The clonesareimpressive, Magter," Obi-Wan explained. "They have been created and trained for one
purpose done.



"Into custody, take this Jango Fett,” Y odaingtructed. "Bring him here. Question him, we will."

"Yes, Magter. | will report back when | have him." Obi-Wan glanced over his shoulder again and
abruptly instructed R4 to cut the transmission.

"A clonearmy,” Mace remarked, donewith Y oda once again, the hologram gone. "Why would
Sifo-Dyas-"

"When placed, this order was, may provideinsight,” Y odasaid, and Mace nodded. If the timing of the
order was correct, then Sifo-Dyas must have placed it right before he died.

"If this Jango Fett wasinvolved in trying to kill the Senator, and just happened to be chosen as the source
for aclone army, created for the Republic..." Mace Windu stopped and shook his head. The coincidence
was too great for those two itemsto be smple chance. But how could onetie in with the other? Wasiit
possible that whoever decided to create the clone army was afraid that Senator Amidalawould be a
strong enough voice to prevent that army from being used?

The Jedi Master rubbed a hand over hisforehead and looked to Y oda, who sat with his eyes closed.
Probably contemplating the same riddles as he was, Mace knew. And equally troubled, if not more so.

"Blind we are, if the development of this clone army we could not see" Y oda remarked.
"| think it istimeto inform the Senate that our ability to use the Force has diminished.”

"Only the Dark Lords of the Sith know of our weakness," Y odareplied. "If informed the Senateis,
multiply our adversarieswill."

For the two Jedi Magters, this surprising development was troubling on severd different levels.

* * %

Obi-Wan moved dong the corridor carefully. He knew nothing of Jango Fett's accomplishments, but he
figured they must be considerable, given the selection of the man as the prototype for aclone army.
Pausing, he closed his eyes and reached out to the Force, searching for hidden enemies. A moment later,
convinced that Jango wasn't in the immediate area, he gpproached the door. Gently, he ran hisfingers
adong theframe, senang for potentia traps, then finally touched the locking mechanism. Holding one hand
there, hetried the door.

It didn't budge.

Obi-Wan reached for hislightsaber thinking to shear through the porta, but he changed his mind,
preferring subtlety. He closed his eyes and sent his strength through his outstretched hand and into the
lock, manipulating the mechanism easily. Then, one hand going to hislightsaber, hetried the door again,
and it did open.

As soon as he viewed the room inside, he knew that he wouldn't be needing his weapon. The apartment
was in complete disorder. The drawers of every cabinet hung open, somelay on thefloor, and the chairs
were knocked all askew.

To the side, the bedroom door was open, and it, too, was awreck. All the signswithin pointed to a
hurried departure.



Obi-Wan glanced dl about, looking for some clue, and his gaze finally settled on athin computer screen
set on acounter inthe main living area. Rushing to it, he turned it on and recognized it at once asa
security network, tied in to various cams set about the immediate area. Obi-Wan scrolled from view to
view, noting the corridor he had just traversed and various angles of the apartment itsalf. An outsde view
of the area showed the apartment's rain-lashed roof--and he could see himself through the transparisteel
window.

He continued his scroll, widening the lens and zooming in on anything suspicious.

Then he got a shot of anearby landing pad and an odd-looking ship with awide, flat base, narrowed to a
point on the closest end and thinning as it climbed to a smal compartment, perhaps large enough for two
or three men.

Rushing about the parked craft was afamiliar figure, either Boba Fett or another clone.

Obi-Wan nodded and smiled knowingly as he followed the boy's movements, recognizing from the
fluidity and randomness of some smal actions that this was indeed Boba and not a perfectly controlled
and conditioned clone.

Obi-Wan's grin didn't hold, though, as another familiar figure cameinto view. It was Jango, dressed in the
armor and rocket pack the Jedi had seen before, on the streets of Coruscant. If Obi-Wan had had any
doubts that Jango was the man who had hired Zam Wesdll, those doubts were now gone. He bolted
from the apartment and ran down the corridor, looking for away out.

* % %

"Yeah, I'll let you fly it,” Jango said to Boba.

Boba punched afig into the air in triumph, thrilled that hisfather was going to let him get behind the
controlsof _Savel . It had been along time, months, since Boba had been alowed to st behind the
controls.

"Not to take her out, through," Jango added, somewhat dimming the boy's jubilance. "We're going out
hot, son, but welll take her back out of lightspeed early so you can get some time working her about.”

"Can | put her down?"'

"Well see" Bobaknew that hisfather really meant "no," but he didn't pressthe point. He understood that
something big and dangerous was going on around him, and so he decided to take whatever his dad
offered, and be happy with that. He hoisted another bag and climbed up the ramp to the small storage
hold. He looked back at Jango as he did so, then looked past Jango, to a human form rushing out of the
tower's turbolift and toward them through the driving rain. "Dad! Look!"

As Jango swung about, Boba's eyes went wider ill. The running figure wastheir Jedi visitor--and he
was drawing his lightsaber and igniting a blue blade that hissed in the downpour. "Get on board!" Jango
caled to him, but Boba hesitated, watching hisfather pull out his blaster and fire off abolt a the charging
Jedi. With amazing reflexes, Obi-Wan snapped his lightsaber about, deflecting the bolt harmlesdy wide.

"Bobal" Jango ydled, and the boy came out of histrance and scrambled up theramp and into_Slavel .



Obi-Wan launched himself through the air &t the bounty hunter. Another blaster shot followed, then
another, and the Jedi easily picked them both off, deflecting one and turning the other back at Jango. But
asthe bolt ricocheted toward him, the bounty hunter legpt away, his rocket pack flaring to life, sending
him up to the top of the nearby tower.

Obi-Wan tumbled headlong, turning while he rolled to come around as Jango fired again. Without even
thinking of the movement, letting the Force guide his hand, the Jedi brought his lightsaber to the left and
down, knocking the energy bolt aside.

"Y ou're coming with me, Jango," he called.

The man answered with aseries of shots, aline of bolts coming at the Jedi. The lightsaber went
dternately left then right, picking off each one, and when Jango dtered the pattern, l€ft, ri ght, left, right,
then right again, the Force guided Obi-Wan's hand true.

"Jango!" he started to cal out. But then he realized that the bounty hunter's latest shot was not abolt but
an explosive pack, and the next moment he was diving, enhancing hislesp with the Force.

* % %

All of _Savel _recoiled from the explosion outside, and the jolt sent Bobatumbling to the side. "Dad!™
he cried. He scrambled to the viewscreen, flicking it on and orienting the cam on the scene below.

He saw hisfather immediately, and burst out in tears of rdief. He cdmed himsdlf quickly, though,
scanning the areafor the enemy Jedi, and saw Obi-Wan coming over from aroll, back to his feet--and
blocking another series of bolts with seeming ease.

Boba scanned the pand, trying to remember dl hislessonsabout _Savel_, glad that he had been so
diligent in his studies. With awicked grin that would have made his father proud, Bobafired up the
energy packs and clicked off the locking mechanism of the main laser.

"Block this, Jedi," he whispered. He took a bead on Obi-Wan and pulled the trigger.

* % %

"You havealot to answer!" Obi-Wan cdled to Jango, hisvoice sounding thin in the thunderous
downpour and lashing wind. "It'll go easier on you, and on your son, if--"

He stopped suddenly, registering the report of aheavy laser somewhere in his subconscious. The Force
had him moving ingtinctively before he even understood what was happening, legping and flying across
theair in adouble somersaullt.

Helanded to find the ground shaking violently under hisfeet, quaking from the thunder of _Savel 's
heavy laser cannon, which swung around to follow him.

Obi-Wan had to dive again, but thistime the bouncing report sent him sprawling to the ground, his
lightsaber skidding from his grasp across the rain-dickened surface.

Fortunately, Slavel_'s cannon went quiet, the energy pack depleted for the moment, and Obi-Wan



wasted no time legping to hisfeet and charging at Jango Fett, who was coming hard hisway.

A blaster bolt led the bounty hunter in, but Obi-Wan legpt above the stresking line of energy, flying
forward and spinning around to snap-kick the weapon from Jango's hand.

The bounty hunter didn't flinch. He charged right into the Jedi as Obi-Wan landed, looping hisarms over
Obi-Wan's and bearing him backward.

Hetried to wrestle Obi-Wan to the ground, but the Jedi's feet were too quick for that, setting himin
perfect baance dmost immediately. He did one leg between the bounty hunter's feet and started to twist
to the sde, weakening Jango's hold on hisarms.

Jango smiled wickedly and snapped his forehead into Obi-Wan'sface, dazing him for amoment. The
bounty hunter pulled a hand free and launched aheavy punch, but redized his mistake immediately asthe
Jedi ducked the blow and did atight, stationary somersault right under the swinging arm, double-kicking
out as he came over, hisfeet damming Jango in the chest and throwing him backward.

Now Obi-Wan had gained the initiative and he used it with afierce charge, damming into the ssumbling
bounty hunter, thinking to bring him down to the ground beneath him, where the encumbering armor the
man wore would work againgt him.

But Jango showed the Jedi why he had been chosen asthe basisfor the clones. He went with the flow of
the tackle for amoment, then suddenly reversed hisfooting and his momentum, stopping Obi-Wan's
progress cold.

Jango launched aleft hook. Obi-Wan ducked and snapped out astraight right in response. Jango dipped
his head to the side so that the blow barely grazed him. A short rocket burst had him inthe air and
spinning acirclekick out at Obi-Wan, who dropped to his knees and ducked it, then came up highina
leap, over the second kick as Jango came around again.

Now Obi-Wan snapped off akick of hisown, but Jango accepted the blow againgt hislowered hip and
snapped hisleft arm down across the Jedi's shin, locking the leg long enough for him to drive aright cross
into Obi-Wan'sinner thigh.

The Jedi threw his head and torso back, lying flat out and lifting hisleft leg as he did, kicking Jango under
theside of hisribs. A sudden scissor-twidt, right leg going down and across, left leg shooting acrossthe
other way aboveit, had Jango and Obi-Wan spinning sidelong. Obi-Wan caught himself with extended
arms as he turned facedown, broke hisfeet from their hold on Jango, and mule-kicked the falling man
backward. Then, going down to the platform to launch himsdlf right back up to hisfeet, he turned about
and rushed forward, gaining an advantage on the off-baance and struggling Jango.

A right cross smashed the bounty hunter across the face, followed by alooping left hook that should have
laid the man low. But again, with brilliant reflexes, Jango ducked the brunt of that blow and caught the
surprised Obi-Wan with a sudden and short, but heavy, left and right in the gut.

The Jedi's right hand waved across between hisface and Jango's, and he used a quick Force shoveto
throw the man back a step until he could straighten and find a defensive posture once more.

Jango cameright back in, fiercely, wildly, kicking and punching with abandon.

Obi-Wan's hands worked verticaly before him, hardly moving, amazingly precise, turning blow after



blow harmlesdy asde. He turned one hand in and down suddenly, taking the momentum from a heavy
kick, then cameright back up to lift Jango'sjabbing fist up high. Then he sngpped his hand straight out,
his stiffened fingers smashing against a seam in the bounty hunter's armor. Jango winced and fell back.
Obi-Wan launched himsdlf forward, diving onto the man, going for the victory.

But Jango had an answer, firing his rockets and lifting both himself and the grappling Jedi up into the air.
A burst of aside-thruster sent the pair out past the landing pad proper to the doping skirt of the
dructure.

Jango's hands worked amost imperceptibly, twisting in and about the Jedi's arms and hands, expertly
loosening Obi-Wan's grip. Then he fired histhrusters, left and right, causing a sudden and repeated jerk
that broke him free of Obi-Wan's grasp.

Obi-Wan hit the deck hard and did periloudy close to the edge--close enough to hear the great waves
breaking againg the platform's stilts below him. He caught a hold and reached into the Force, using it to
grab hislightsaber, recognizing that he was suddenly vulnerable,

He heard ashot from the side, not the screech of a blaster bolt, but a_pfizzt sound, and rolled asfar as
he could.

But not far enough. He lost his concentration, ong with hisgrasp on hislightsaber, asathin wiredid
under hiswrigts, then wrapped about them, securing him tightly.

And then hewas diding, back up the doping skirt and across the platform, towed by the rocket-man.
With reflexes honed by years of intensive training, and with the Force-strength of a Jedi Madter,
Obi-Wan snap-rolled his body forward, back up over his outstretched arms, tumbling to hisfeet, then
legping out to the Side as the towline again went taut, jerking him aong. He rolled about apylon and
came back to hisfeet again, now having the leverage of the meta pole helping to hold him there.

Reaching deeply in the Force once more, he grounded himsalf, becoming, for an instant, dmost asone
with the platform.

Immovable.
The wire snapped tightly, but Obi-Wan didn't budge.

Hefdt the angle of the pull change dramatically as the rocket-man plunged to the deck, his pack
bresking away.

Obi-Wan started around the pole, but stopped and shielded his eyes as Jango Fett's rocket pack
exploded with aburst of light and a tremendous concussion.

* * %

"Dad!" Boba Fett cried asthe rocket pack blew apart, hisface coming right to the viewscreen. But then
he saw Jango, off to the side and apparently unharmed, though tugging franticaly against the pull of the
wire--that was now being controlled by the Jedi.

Boba dapped one hand hel plessy againgt the screen, mouthing "Dad” again, and then he winced asthe
Jedi dammed into hisfather, kicking and butting him, and both of them, locked together, went rolling off
the back edge of the landing pad, diding fast down the skirt and toward the raging ocean. Obi-Wan



kicked and tried to find hisway back to the Force, but Jango punched him repeatedly. He could hardly
believe that the bounty hunter would waste the effort, with certain death awaiting them both at the end of
the dide and fall. He managed to pull back somewhat and saw Jango lift one forearm, asirange smileon
hisface. The bounty hunter clenched hisfist, and aline of claws popped forth from the armor.

Obi-Wan ingtinctively recoiled as Jango lifted that arm higher, but then the bounty hunter dammed it
down, not on Obi-Wan, but on the platform skirt. At the same time, Jango worked his other hand,
releasing the locking mechanism of the wire-launching bracelet, and it did free of hisarm.

He screeched to a hdt, and Obi-Wan did past him. "Catch aroller fish for me," the Jedi heard Jango say,
and then hewasfalling, over the lip and down toward the raging whitecaps.

* % %

"Dad! Oh, Dad!" Boba Fett cried in relief as he spotted hisfather clambering back over the skirt lip and
onto the platform. Jango climbed to hisfeet and stumbled toward _Slave_, and Bobarushed to the
hatch, diding it open and reaching down to help hisfather aboard.

"Get usout of here," the dazed and battered Jango said, and Boba grinned and rushed to the control
pand, firing up the engines.

"I'll put her right to lightspeed!”

"Just break atmosphere and take her straight out!" Jango ordered, and his words came out with agrowl
of pain as he held hisbruised side. Then he noticed his son's wounded look. " Get the nav computer on
line and have it set the coordinates for the jump,” he conceded.

Boba's smile beamed brighter than ever. "Liftoff." he shouted.

* * %

Obi-Wan used the Force to grab the trailing, loose end of the wire that still held him by the wrists, and he
threw that end out, looping it over a crossbeam in the platform structure. His descent stopped with a
sudden jerk.

He glanced around, then began to swing, back and forth, gaining momentum until he was far enough out
to pull himself free of the bond and drop lightly onto asmdl service platform, bardly above thelashing
waves.

Hetook only amoment to catch his breath, and then opened the door of the service turbolift with awave
of hishand. Even before the door opened at the landing platform, he heard the engines of the bounty
hunter's ship roar tolife.

He came over the lip, spotting hislightsaber immediately and calling it in to him with the Force.

But hewastoo late. The ship was aready shuddering, ready to blast away.

Obi-Wan pulled asmdl transmitter from hisbelt and threw it out long and far &t _Slave|l_. The magnetic
lock of the tracking device grasped on to the ship'shull justintime.

Rain and steam pouring al aout him, Obi-Wan Kenobi stood there for along whileuntil _Savel



disappeared from view.

He looked around at the platform, replaying the battle in his head, hisrespect for this bounty hunter,
Jango Fett, growing considerably. He understood now why Jango had been selected by Sifo-Dyas, or
Tyranus, or whoever it wasthat selected him. The man was good, full of tricksand full of skill.

He had taken Obi-Wan Kenobi, a Jedi Knight, the man who had defeated the Sith Lord Darth Maul, to
the very precipice of disaster.

But Obi-Wan was still pleased at the way it had played out. He would track Jango now. Perhaps a the
end of the coming journey, he would finaly get some answersinstead of even moreriddles.

Chapter Nineteen

Bobasat quietly, sensng thetension, as_Savel _ blasted avay from Kamino. He wanted to talk about
his shot with the laser cannon, about how he had knocked the Jedi down and sent his lightsaber flying
away. But thiswasn't the time, he knew, for Jango wore an intense expression that Boba recognized al
too well, onethat told him clearly that now was not the time for him to speak.

The boy rested back againgt the wall farthest from his father as Jango worked the controls, setting the
coordinates for the jJump to hyperspace. "Come on, come on," Jango said repeatedly, rocking back and
forth asif urging the ship on, and glancing over at the sensors every few seconds asif he expected a fleet
of starshipsto be chasing them away.

Then he gave a shout of victory and punched the hyperdrive, and Bobawent back against the wall,
watching the stars elongeate.

Jango Fett dumped back in his seat and breasthed asigh of rdlief, his expression softening dmost
immediately. "Wdll, that was abit too close" he said with alaugh.

"Y ou smashed him good," Bobareplied, his excitement beginning to bubble up again. "He never had a
chance againgt you, Dad!"

Jango smiled and nodded. "To tell the truth, Son, he had mein red trouble there," he admitted. "After he
dodged that explosive pack, 1'd about run out of tricks.”

Bobafrowned at first, wanting to argue against anyone ever getting the upper hand on hisfather, but then,

as he considered the moment Jango had mentioned, his frown became awide smile. "1 got him good with
the laser cannon!”

"You did great,” Jango replied. "You fired at just theright time, and wereright there, ready to help mein
when it wastime for usto go. You'relearning well, Boba. Better than | ever believed possble.”

"That's because I'm alittle you," the boy reasoned, but Jango was shaking his head.

"Y ou're better than | was at your age, and by along way. And if you keep working hard, you'll be the
best bounty hunter this gdaxy's ever seen.”



"Which was your plan from the beginning with the Kaminoans, right, Dad? That'swhy you wanted me!"

Jango Fett moved over and lifted one hand to toude Boba's hair. "That and alot of other reasons," he
said quietly, reverently. "And in every regard, in every hope and dream, you've done better than | ever

expected.”

There was nothing that anyonein al the galaxy could ever have said to young Boba Fett to make him fed
better than those words from hisfather.

Jango took _Slavel out of hyperspace abit early, so that Boba could have some time piloting the ship
on the approach to Geonosis. For Boba, sitting in the chair beside hisfather, working the controls deftly,
even showing off a bit, there could be no greater moment, and the boy was saddened by the sight of the
red planet, Geonosis, and the asteroid belts that ringed it.

"Security'stight here," Jango explained, taking the ham. "It'll be better if | put her down.”

Boba sat back in the chair without complaint. He knew hisfather wasright, and even if he had disagreed,
he wouldn't have done so openly.

Heturned his attention to the scan screens, showing the composition of the asteroid field nearby, and
some distant traffic around the other side of the planet.

He noted one blip in particular, disengaging from the asteroid belt and moving out behind _Savel . He
didn't think too much of it at first, until asecond blip appesred, right behind _Save_, though nothing
substantial enough to be a separate ship.

"Nearly there, Son," Jango remarked.

"Dad, | think were being tracked,” Bobatold him. "L ook at the scan screen. Isn't that a cloaking shadow
of our own ship?'

Jango looked at him doubtfully, then turned that skeptical expression upon the scan screen. Boba
watched with mounting excitement as his father's gaze turned intense and he dowly began to nod.

"That Jedi must have put atracking device on our hull before we left Kamino," he agreed. "But how? |
thought he was dead.”

"Someone's following us," Boba observed.

"WEell fix that," Jango assured him. "Hang on, son! Watch me put usinto that asteroid field--he won't be
ableto follow usthere." He looked over at Boba and winked. "And if he does, well leave him acouple
of surprises.”

Jango opened aside panel and pulled alever, releasing an eectric charge dong his hull that was designed
to destroy just such tracking devices. A quick look at the scan screen showed that the cloaking shadow
had disappeared.

"Herewe go," Jango said, and hedived _Savel_into the asteroid field, pulling afast circuit over and
around anearby rock, then diving out fast to the Side, rolling about a spinning boulder, and cutting fast
between another pair. In and around he wove, with no apparent pattern, and afew moments later, Boba,
who was gtill studying the scanner, announced, "He's gone.”



"Maybe he's smarter than | thought and headed on toward the planet surface,”" Jango said withagrin and
another wink. Even as hefinished, though, the scanner beeped. "L ook, Dad!" Boba cried, pointing out
the blip, now insde the asteroid field, aswell. "He's back!™

"Hang on!" Jango said, and he put _Slave|_through awild series of dips, climbs, and turns, then finished
with agtraight-out run, while uncapping afiring trigger and squeezing the plunger. "Seismic charge,” he
explained to Boba, who grinned.

But then the boy was screaming awarning as the forward viewscreen filled up with an asteroid.

Jango was dready on it, turning the amazingly maneuverable _Slavel _up onitsend and running up over
the giant space rock.

"Stay cdm, son," he assured Boba. "WEell be fine. That Jedi won't be able to follow usthrough this."

His declaration was accentuated by a sudden flash and ajarring buck as the sonic charge detonated far
behind them.

"He got through it!" Boba cried amoment later, seeing the Jedi's ship regppear on the scan screen.

"Thisguy can't takeahint,” said Jango, who remained unrattled. "Well, if we can't lose him, well haveto
finshhim."

Boba cried out again, but hisfather wasin complete control. He put the ship down anarrow tunnel
creasing one of the larger asteroids. He had to dow abit to maneuver, and when _Slavel came out the
other end, Jango and Boba saw the Jedi starfighter stream over and past them. The hunted had suddenly
become the hunters,

"Get him, Dad!" Bobacried out. "Get him! Fire!l"

Laser boltsburst out of _Slavel_, tracing lines all about the starfighter, which cut asnap-roll to the right
and down.

Jango stayed with him, trying to line up another shot, but the Jedi was good, snap-rolling one after
another, each time coming out near an asteroid and diding behind it for cover.

Boba continued to urge hisfather on, but Jango kept his patience, figuring that sooner or later, the Jedi
was going to run out of hiding places.

A fast dive, then a sudden turn back up, then asudden roll and bank to the right had the Jedi moving
behind yet another asteroid, but thistime, instead of following, Jango cut in short of the rock and fired

blindly patit.

Out came the Jedi's starfighter, right into the line of fire, and the ship bucked, piecesflying, asalaser bolt
clippedit.

"You got him!" Bobayelledin victory.

"And now we just haveto finish him," the ever-cool Jango explained. "Ther€ll be no more dodging." He
pushed a series of buttons, arming a torpedo and diding open the tube, then moved to punch thered



trigger. He paused, though, and smiled, and nodded for Boba to move closer.

Boba could hardly breathe as hisfather did his hand onto the smooth trigger grip, then looked down at
him and nodded. The boy punched thetrigger and _Slave| _jolted asthe torpedo did away, diving at the
Jedi sarfighter and taking up the chase as the sarfighter bolted and tried to evade.

A few brief momentslater, Savel 'sviewscreenlit up in thelight of atremendous explosion, forcing
Boba and Jango to shield their eyes with their arms. When they recovered and |ooked back, they were
greeted by pieces of wreckage and torn chunks of metal. The scan screen was clear. "Got him!" Boba
shouted. "Y eshhhh!"

"Nice shat, kid," Jango said, and he touded Bobas hair again. Y ou earned that one. Wewon't see him
agan."

A few deft turnshad _Slavel out of the asteroids and speeding down toward Geonosis, and despite his
earlier reasoning, Jango Fett alowed Bobato guide the craft down. Truly, thiswas no flight for aboy to
pilot, but Boba Fett was so far above any ordinary boy.

* * %

Anakin traveled through great canyons of multicolored stone, across dunes of blowing and shifting sand,
and along an ancient, long-dry riverbed. His only guide was the sensation of Shimi, of her pain. But it was
not a definitive homing beacon, and though he suspected he was moving in the genera direction, the
landscape of Tatooine was vast and empty, and none knew how to hide among the sand and stones
better than the Tusken Raiders.

On ahigh bluff, Anakin paused and scanned the horizon.

Off to the south, he noted a huge vehicle, resembling agigantic tilting box, plodding dong on asingle huge
track. Nodding with recognition of the Jawas, and well aware that no one knew the movements of all
creatures among the desert better than they, he kicked his speeder bike away.

He caught up to them soon after, riding into agroup of the brown- and black-robed creatures, their
inquigitive red eyes poking out a him from the shadows of huge cowls, their ceasdess chatter humming
like srangemusic dl about him.

It took him along time to convince the Jawas that he wasn't interested in purchasing any droids, and a
longer time to get them to understand that he was merely looking for information about any Tusken
Raders.

The Jawas talked excitedly among themsdlves, pointing thisway and that, hopping al about. Jawvas were
no friends of Tuskens, who preyed on them asthey preyed on anyone e se they found vulnerable. Even
worse to the Jawa salesman mentality, Tuskens never purchased any droids!

The group eventualy came to agreement, and pointed as one to the east. With anod, Anakin sped away.
The lack of monetary compensation seemed to aggravate the Jawas, but Anakin had no timeto care.

* * %

The agteroidsrolled dong their silent way, undisturbed, seemingly unshaken from the explosions and
zigzagging vesHls



In adeep depression on the back side of one such rock huddled asmdll starfighter, its definitive outline
and cong stent colors showing stark contrast to the rough-edged and bleeding, broken minerd streaks of
the asteroid.

"Blagt. Thisiswhy | hate flying," Obi-Wan said to R4, and the droid's responding beeps showed that he
was in complete agreement. Few things could rattle the Jedi Knight, but engaging in a space battle with a
pilot as obvioudy skilled as Jango Feit was surely one of them. Unlike many of his Jedi associates,
Obi-Wan Kenobi had never much enjoyed space travel, let done piloting.

Hewinced as his asteroid came over and around, showing him again aglowing piece of torn metal that
had taken up orbit within the belt. His ship was wounded from the laser blast--nothing substantial, just a
thruster-angler--and he had understood that he could not hope to outmaneuver the clever torpedo. So he
had ordered R4 to gect dl the spare parts canisters, and fortunately, that had been enough to detonate
the missile. Despite the success, between the shock of that blast and landing hard and fast on the asteroid
to complete the ruse, Obi-Wan was relieved to see that his ship had remained intact.

He wanted no further space fights with Jango and his strange, and supremdly efficient, ship, though, and
30 he had sat here as the minutes dipped past.

"Have you got their last trgjectory logged?' he asked the droid, then nodded as R4 assured him that he
did. "Wel, | think we've waited long enough. Let's go." Obi-Wan paused for amoment, trying to digest
al the amazing things he had seen on thetrail of Jango Fett. "This mystery gets more wound up dl the
time, Arfour. Think maybe well findly get some answers?' R4 gave asound that Obi-Wan could only
think of asaverba shrug.

Following the path teken by _Slavel_, Obi-Wan was not surprised that it led straight for the red planet,
Geonosis. What did surprise him, though, was that they were not aone up there.

A series of beeps and whistlesfrom R4 derted him, and Obi-Wan adjusted his scan screen accordingly,
locking on to a huge fleet of vessels, settled on the other side of the asteroid belt.

"Trade Federation ships,” he mused aoud as he angled to get a better view. "So many?' He shook his
head in confusion, noting severd of the greet battleships among the group; their unique design made them
hard to miss--a sphere surrounded by anearly enclosed ring. If the clone army was for the Republic,
commissioned by a Jedi Master, and Jango Fett was the basis for the clones, then what ties would Jango
have to the Trade Federation? And if Jango was indeed behind the assassi nation attempts on Senator
Amidala, theleading voice of opposition to creeting a Republic army, then why would the Trade
Federation approve?

It occurred to Obi-Wan that he might have migudged Jango, or migudged his motivations, at least.
Maybe Jango, like Obi-Wan and Anakin, had been chasing the bounty hunter who had tried to kill
Amidaa. Maybe the toxic dart had been fired not to slence the woul d-be assassin, but as punishment for
the attempt on Amidaaslife.

The Jedi couldn't convince himself of that, though. He till believed that Jango was the man behind the
nation attempt, and that he had killed the changeling so that she could not give him up. But why the
clonearmy? And why the Trade Federation ties? There was no apparent logic to it.

He knew that he would get no answers up here, so hetook his ship down toward Geonosis, keeping the
agteroid belt between him and the Trade Federation flest.



He went down low as soon as he broke Geonosis atmosphere, ducking below any tracking systems that
might bein place, skimming the red plains and broken stones, weaving around the buttes and mesas. The
whole of the planet seemed abarren and arid red plain, but his scanners did pick up some activity in the
distance. Obi-Wan skimmed that way, climbing one mesaand running low toitsfar end. He did hisship
under arocky overhang and put her down, then climbed out and walked to the mesa edge.

The night air had a curious metdlic taste to it, and the temperature was comfortable. A strong breeze
blew in Obi-Wan'sface, carrying that metalic taste and odor, and the occasiond strange cry.

"I'll be back, Arfour."
Thedroid gavealong _"00000."

"You'll befing" Obi-Wan assured him. "And | won't belong." Glad to be back on the ground once
again, Obi-Wan checked his bearings, measured against the area where he had noted the activity, and
garted off, moving along arocky trail.

* * %

The hours were unbearable for Padm. Owen and Beru were friendly enough, and Cliegg was obvioudy
glad for the added company in histime of great concern and profound grief, but she could hardly speak
to them, so worried was she for Anakin. She had never seen him in amood like the one that had taken
him from the moisture farm, his determination so palpable, so consuming, that it seemed dmost
destructive. She had felt Anakin's power in that parting, an inner strength beyond anything she had ever
known.

If his mother was indeed alive, and she bdieved that Shmi was, since Anakin had said so, Padm knew
that no army would be strong enough to keep the young Jedi from her.

She didn't deep that night, rising often from her bed and pacing all about the compound. She wandered
into the garage area, alone with her thoughts--or so she believed.

"Hello, Miss Padm," came a chipper voice, and as soon as Padm got over theinitia shock, she
recognized the speaker.

"Y ou can't degp?' C-3PO asked.
"No, | have too many thingson my mind, | guess.”
"Areyou worried about your work in the Senate?*

"No, I'm just concerned about Anakin. | said things... I'm afraid | might have hurt him. | don't know.
Maybe | only hurt mysdf. For thefirst timein my life, I'm confused.”

"I'm not sure it will make you fedl any better, Miss Padm, but | don't think therésbeen atimein my life
when | haven't been confused.”

"1 want him to know that | care about him, Thregpio,” Padm said quietly. "I do care about him. And now
he's out there, and in danger--"



"Don't worry about Master Annie,” the droid assured her, moving over to pat her shoulder. "He can teke
careof himsdf. Eveninthisawful place”

"Awful?' Padm asked. "Y ou're not happy here?

C-3PO stepped back and held his hands out wide, showing his battered coverings and the chipped
insulation in those areas where some of hiswiring showed. Padm moved forward, bending to see, and
noticed sand clinging in many of the droid'sjoints.

"Widl, thisisavery harsh environment, I'm afraid,” the droid explained. "And when Master Annie made
me, he never quite found the time to give me any outer coverings. Mistress Shimi did wdl infinishing me,
but even with the coverings, the wind and the sand are quite harsh. It getsin under my coverings, and it's

quite... itchy."
"Itchy?" Padm echoed with alaugh--a much-needed laugh.

"I do not know how elseto describeit, Miss Padm. And | fear that the sand is doing damage to my
wiring."

Padm looked all around, her gaze settling on achain hoist over an open tub of dark liquid. "Y ou need an
oil bath," shesaid.

"Oh, | would wdlcome abath!"

Glad for the distraction, Padm moved to the oil tub and began sorting out the hoist chain. In ashort while
she had C-3PO secured and everything in place, and she gently lowered the droid into the ail.

"Oooh!" thedroid cried. "That tickles!"
"Tickles? Youresureit'snot ani tch?'

"I do know the difference between atickle and anitch,” C-3PO answered. Padm giggled and forgot, for
awhile, al of her troubles.

* * %

As soon as he came upon the gridly scene, Anakin knew that it was the work of Tuskens. Three farmers,
likely some of those whom Cliegg had been with before being forced to return home, lay dead about a
campfire, their bodies battered and torn. A pair of copies, long-legged dromedaries with big padded feet
and equine faces that showed little intelligence, stood tethered nearby, lowing mournfully, and beyond
them hung the smoking remains of a gpeeder.

Anakin ran hisfingersthrough hisshort hair. "Cam down,” hetold himsdf. "Find her." Hefdl within
himsdlf then, within the Force, and sent his senses out far and wide, needing the confirmation thet his
mother had not yet met asmilar fate.

A gab of pain assaulted him, and a cry that was both hopeful and helpless entered hismind.

"Mom," he mouthed bregthlesdy, and he knew that time was running out, that Shmi wasin terrible pain
and was bardly holding on.



He didn't have the timeto bury the poor farmers, but he did resolve to come back for them. He jumped
astride the speeder bike and put it flat out, rushing across the dark desert landscape, following Shmi's
cal.

* % %

Thetrail was narrow and steep, but at least Obi-Wan was back on solid footing.

Or dmodst solid, heredized, asaghrill shriek split the air, startling him. Hisfoot dipped. He nearly
tumbled but caught his baance, as abunch of stonesfdl loose, bouncing down the sde of the mesa.

The Jedi drew out hislightsaber but did not ignite it. He moved aong cautioudy, down and around a
bend in the rocky path.

He saw thelarge, lizardlike creature coming for him, its huge fangs dripping lines of droal. It stood on
grong hind legs, itslittle forelegs twitching eagerly. The lightsaber hummed to life and Obi-Wan dived
down to the side, dashing back as he fdll, opening the creature's sde from foreleg to hind. The creature
landed and tried to turn, but asit pasmed in pain, it overbaanced and fell off thetrail, plummeting
hundreds of feet and shrieking al the way.

Obi-Wan had no time to watch the descent, though, for another of the beasts appeared, coming at him
fadt, itstoothy maw open wide. The Jedi filled that maw with lightsaber, shearing through teeth and gums,
driving the blade right through the back of the creature's head. He pulled hard to the side, the energy
blade tearing right through the beast's skull, and turned to face yet another leaping beast. Falling back and
down, helet thelizard fly past, then he came up immediately and started to pursue. But abruptly he
stopped, reversed his grip, and stabbed out behind him, impaling afourth creature. He spun about,
flipping the weapon from hisright hand to his|eft, then dashed it out the Sde of the dying beast ashe
completed his circuit, coming right around to face the one that had legpt past.

The creature circled dowly, seemingly sizing him up, and Obi-Wan turned with it, but kept hiseyesand
ears scanning the area.

Hetried to scare the creature off, and with two of its companions lying dead on the rocks and athird
having gone over the dliff, hefully expected it to flee.

But not thisfierce beast. It charged suddenly, jaws snapping.
A sdestep, forward step, and overhand slash had the creature's head rolling free on the ground.

"Fun place," the Jedi remarked after awhile, when he was confident that no more of the crestures were
about. He put his weapon away and moved aong, and soon after rounded the corner of the mesa.

A great plain spread out wide before him with many tall shapesin thefar distance, indistinguishablein the
darkness. Obi-Wan took out his eectrobinoculars and peered across the plain. He saw acluster of great
towers--not natural stalagmites like those he had seen dotting the landscape, but shaped structures. A roll
of hisfinger increased the magnification, of both Sze and available light, and he scanned dowly to the
sde

Trade Federation starships, scores of them, lined the region, settled on platforms. The Jedi watched in
amazement as another platform rose beside one ship and thousands of Battle Droids stepped off it and
into the vessdl, which then lifted away.



And was quickly replaced by another starship, settling down on the platform.

Another platform rose to the side, and again, thousands of droids stepped off to board the waiting
garship, and that one, now filled with droid soldiers, lifted away.

"Unbelievable," the Jedi muttered and he looked to the eastern horizon, trying to gauge the amount of
time he had before dawn, wondering if he could make the run before the light found him.

Not if he had to dowly work hisway down the mesa, he redized, and so he shrugged and stepped
ahead, closing hiseyes and finding his power in the Force. Then he legpt out, lifting himsdf with the Force
to ease his descent. He hit abluff many feet down, but sorang away and fell again, and again, half
bouncing, haf flying hisway down to the dark plain.

The sun was till below the eastern rim, though the land was beginning to lighten around him, when he
reached the grandest tower of the complex. The entryway was heavily guarded by battle droids, but
Obi-Wan had no intention of going anywhere near that area. Using the Force and his own conditioning,
the Jedi scaled the tower, until he came to asmall window.

He dipped in slently and moved from shadow to shadow, then ducked behind awind curtain as he heard
the approach of apair of strange-looking creatures--Geonosians, he supposed. They worelittle clothing,
and their skin was reddigh, like the air about them, with flaps hanging in rollsin many places about their
dender frames. Leathery wings showed behind their bony shoulders. Their heads were large and
elongated, their skullsridged top and side, and they had thick-lidded, bulbous eyes. Their expressons
seemed to be locked in a perpetual scowl. "Too many sentients,” he heard one of them say. "It isnot
your place to question Archduke Poggle the Lesser,” the other scolded, and grumbling, the pair
wandered away.

Obi-Wan moved out behind them, going the opposite way. He dipped from shadow to shadow along a
narrow corridor lined with pillars. He couldn't help but see the contrast between this place and Tipoca
City. Where Tipoca City was awork of art, al rounded and smooth, al glass and light, this place was
rough-edged, dl sharp corners and utilitarian features.

The Jedi moved dong, coming to an open vent, sharp noises and pounding echoing up fromiit. He
dropped to the ground and looked all about, then crawled and peered over the edge.

A factory, ahuge dignment of conveyor belts and pounding machines, lay below, in awide-open area.
Obi-Wan watched in blank amazement as many, many Geonos ans--these without wings like the pair that
had walked past him--worked at various stations assembling droids. At the far end of the conveyor,
completed droids stepped off under their own power, walking away down adistant corridor.

To platformsthat would lift them to waiting Trade Federation starships, the Jedi redlized.

With a shake of his head, Obi-Wan ran dong, and then he sensed something, flegting but definite. He
followed hisingtincts dong the maze of corridors, at last coming to avast underground chamber, with
huge vaulted ceilings and rough-styled arches. He started across, moving pillar to pillar, sensng that
something or someone was near.

He heard their voices before he saw them, and he fell flat againgt the stone.

A group of six figureswalked past him, four in front and two behind. Two Geonosianswerein that front



row, aong with aNemoidian viceroy whom Obi-Wan knew al too well and aman whose features were
also recognizable from busts the Jedi had seen in the Temple on Coruscant.

"Now we must persuade the Commerce Guild and the Corporate Alliance to sign the treaty,” that former
Jedi, Count Dooku, was saying. The man wastall and regd, with perfect posture and a graceful gait. His
hair was slver and perfectly trimmed and his €legant features, strong jaw, and piercing eyes completed
the look of aman who had once been among the greatest of the Jedi. He wore a black cape, clipped at
hisneck by aslver chain, and ablack shirt and pants of thefinest materids. In looking & him, infeding
his presence, Obi-Wan understood that nothing less would ever suit this one.

"What about the Senator from Naboo?" asked the Neimoidian, Nute Gunray, his beady eyes and thin
features seeming smaller still beneath the tripronged headdress he dwayswore. "Is she dead yet? I'm not
sgning your treaty until | have her heed on my desk.”

Obi-Wan nodded, huge pieces of the puzzle starting to fal into place. It made sense to him that Nute
Gunray would want Amidala dead, even if her voice of opposition to an army of the Republic was
working in hisfavor. Amidaahad embarrassed the Neimoidian badly in the Battle of Naboo, after all.

"I am aman of my word, Viceroy," one of the separatists answvered.

"With these new battle droids weve built for you, Viceroy, you'll havethefinest army inthe gdlaxy,” said
the Geonosian whom Obi-Wan believed to be Poggle the L esser. He didn't look much like the winged
commoners and workers Obi-Wan had seen. His skin was lighter, more a grayish tan than red-tinted,
and his head was huge, hislarge scowling mouth protruding just abit, giving him afierce gppearance; an
elongated chin that seemed more along beard hung halfway down historso.

They continued their banter, but had moved out of earshot by then, and Obi-Wan didn't dare step out to
follow. They moved acrossthe way, through an archway and up aflight of gairs.

After ashort pause to make sure they were well aong, Obi-Wan rushed out, peeking through to the
gairs, then crept up them, coming to anarrow archway overlooking asmadler room. Inside, he saw the
sx who had passed, aong with severd others, notably three opposition Senators the Jedi recognized.
First came Po Nudo of Ando, an Aqualish who looked asif he was wearing ahelmet with great goggles,
but was not, of course. Beside him sat neckless Toonebuck Tooraof Sy Myrth, with her rodentlike head
and wide mouth, and the Quarren Senator Tessek, his face tentacles waggling anxioudy. Obi-Wan had
met thistrio before, back on Coruscant.

Yes, heredized, it seemed he had walked into the center of the hive,

"Y ou have met Shu Mai?' Count Dooku, seated at the head of the table, asked the three Senators.
"Representing the Commerce Guild." Acrossthe way, Shu Ma nodded deferentialy. Her ddlicate and
gray, wrinkled head was set on along neck and her most striking feature, aside from long and pointy
horizontal ears, was aharstyle that |ooked much like a skin-covered horn, protruding out the back of her
skull, rising up and curving forward.

"And thisis San Hill, distinguished member of the InterGalactic Banking Clan,” Dooku went on, indicating
acreature with the longest and narrowest face Obi-Wan had ever seen.

Those gathered about the table murmured their greetings, nodded to each other, for many moments, and
then they went slent, al eyes settling on Count Dooku, who seemed to Obi-Wan in complete control
here, even above the Archduke of the planet.



"As| explained to you earlier, I'm quite convinced that ten thousand more systemswill raly to our cause
with your support,” the Count said. "And let me remind you of our absolute commitment to capitalism...
to the lower taxes, the reduced tariffs, and the eventud abolition of al trade barriers. Signing thistreaty
will bring you profits beyond your wildest imagination. What we are proposing is complete free trade.”
Helooked to Nute Gunray, who nodded.

"Qur friendsin the Trade Federation have pledged their support,” Count Dooku went on. "When their
battle droids are combined with yours, we shall have an army greater than anything in the gaaxy. The
Republic will be overwhemed.”

"If I may, Count," said one of the others, one of the two who had trailed Dooku to the room.

"Yes, Passal Argente,” Count Dooku said. "We are dways interested in hearing from the Corporate
Alliance™

The huddled and nervous man offered a dight bow to Dooku. "I am authorized by the Corporate
Allianceto Sgnthetreaty."

"We are mogt grateful for your cooperation, Magistrate,” Dooku said.

Obi-Wan recognized that exchange for what it was, aplay for the benefit of the other, lessenthusiastic,
people at the table. Count Dooku was trying to build some momentum.

That momentum hit abit of abump amoment later, though, when Shu Mai piped in. "The Commerce
Guild at thistime does not wish to become openly involved." However, she smoothed it over
immediately. "But we shdl support you in secret, and look forward to doing business with you."

Severa chuckles erupted about the table, and Count Dooku only smiled. "That isdl we ask," he assured
Shu Mai. Then helooked to the distinguished member of the Banking Clan, and al the other gazes settled
on San Hill, aswdll.

"The InterGalactic Banking Clan will support you wholeheartedly, Count Dooku,” San Hill declared. "But
only in anonexclusve arrangement.”

Obi-Wan settled back, trying to sort out the implications of it al. Count Dooku had it al faling together
here, athreat beyond anything the Republic had expected. With the money of the bankers and the
commercia and trade guilds behind him, and thisfactory--and likely many otherslike it--churning out
armies of battle droids, the potential danger was staggering.

Was that why Sifo-Dyas had commissioned the clone army? Had the Master sensed this growing danger,
perhaps? But if that was true, then what was the tie between Jango Fett and this group on Geonosis?
Was it mere coincidence that the man chosen as source for the clone army to defend the Republic had
been hired by the Trade Federation to kill Senator Amidaa?

It seemed too much a coincidence to Obi-Wan, but he had little else to go on. He wanted to hang around
and listen in some more, but he knew then that he had to get out of there, had to return to his ship and
R4, and get awarning out across the galaxy to the Jedi Council.

Over the last hours, Obi-Wan had seen nothing but armies, clone and droid, and he knew that it would
al be coming together very quickly in an explosion beyond anything the galaxy had seen in many, many



canturies.

Chapter Twenty

Shewasn't seeing much with her eyes. Caked with blood and swollen from the beatings, they would
hardly open. She wasn't hearing much with her ears, for the sounds around her were harsh and
threatening, relentlesdy so. And she wasn't feeling with her body, for there was nothing there but pain.

No, Shmi had falen insde hersdf, reliving those moments long ago, when she and Anakin had lived their
livesas Watto's daves. It was not an easy life, but she had her Annie with her, and given that, Shmi could
remember those times fondly. Only now, with the prospectsfor ever seeing her son again so distant, did
shetruly appreciate how much she had missed the boy over the last ten years. All those times staring up
at the night sky, she had thought of him, had imagined him soaring across the galaxy, rescuing the
downtrodden, saving planets from ravaging mongters and evil tyrants. But she had always expected to
see her Annie again, had aways expected him to wak onto the moisture farm one day, that impish smile
of his, the onethat could light up aroom, greeting her asif they had never been apart.

Shmi had loved Cliegg and Owen. Truly she had. Cliegg was her rescuer, her dashing knight, and Owen
had been like the son she had lost, dways compassionate, ways happy to listen to her endless stories of
Anakin's exploits. And Shmi was growing to love Beru, too. Who could not? Beru was that specia
combination of compassion and quiet inner strength.

But despite the good fortune that had brought those three into her life, improving her lot amillionfold,
Shmi Skywalker had always kept a specia place in her heart reserved for her Annie, her son, her hero.
And s0 now, asit seemed the end of her life wasimminent, Shmi's thoughts focused on those memories
she had of Anakin, while a the same time, she reached out to him with her heart. He was dways different
with such fedlings, always so attuned to that mysterious Force. The Jedi who had come to Tatooine had
seenitinhimdearly.

Perhaps, then, Annie would feel her love for him now. She needed that, needed to complete the cycle, to
let her son recognize that through it al, through the missing years and the great distances between them,
she had loved him unconditionaly and had thought of him constantly.

Anniewas her comfort, her place to hide from the pain the Tuskens had, and were, exacting upon her
battered body. Every day they camein and tortured her abit more, prodding her with sharp spears or
beating her with the blunt shafts and short whips. It was more than adesireto inflict pain, Shmi redlized,
though she didn't spesk their croaking language. Thiswas the Tusken way of measuring their enemies,
and from the nods and the tone of their voices, she redlized that her resilience had impressed them.

They didn't know that her resilience waswrought of amother'slove. Without the memories of Annieand
the hope that he would fed her lovefor him, she would surely have given up long ago and adlowed herself
todie

* % %

Under the pdelight of afull moon, Anakin Skywalker pulled the speeder bike to the ridge of ahigh dune
and peered across the desert wastes of Tatooine. Not too far below him, he saw an encampment spread
about asmal oasis, and he knew at once, even before spotting afigure, that it was a Tusken camp. He



could sense his mother down there, could fedl her pain.

He crept closer, studying the straw and skin huts for any anomaliesthat might clue himin to their
respective purposes. One especidly sturdy hut at the edge of the oasis caught and held his attention It
seemed |ess tended than the others, yet more solidly constructed. As he came around abit more, he
grew even more intrigued, noting that only one hut was guarded, by a pair of Tuskensflanking the
entrance. "Oh, Mom," Anakin whispered.

Silent as a shadow, the Padawan dipped through the encampment, moving hut to hut, flat against walls
and belly-crawling across open spaces, working hisway gradualy toward the hut he felt held his mother.
Hecameagaing itsside at last, and put his hands againgt the soft skinwall, feding the emotions and pain
of the person within. A quick glance around the front showed him the two Tusken guards, Sitting a short
distancein front of the door.

Anakin drew and ignited hislightsaber, then crouched low, shidding the glow as much as he could. He
did the energy blade through the wall and easily cut the materia away, then, without even pausing to see
if any Tuskenswereinsde, he crawled through.

"Mom," he breathed again, and his legs weakened beneath him. The room was|it by dozens of candles,
and by ashaft of pale moonlight, streaming through aholein the roof, illuminating the figure of Shmi, tied
facing againgt arack to the sde of the tent. Her arms were outstretched, bound at bloodied wrists, and
her face, when she turned to the side, showed the weeks of beatings.

Anakin quickly cut her free and gently lowered her from the perch, into his arms and then down to the
floor.

"Mom... Mom... Mom," he whispered softly. Anakin knew that she was dive, though she did not
immediately respond and had come down so pitifully limp. He could fed her in the Force, though shewas
athin, thin sensation.

He cradled her head and kept repeating her name softly, and finally, Shmi's eydlids fluttered open as
much as she could manage through the swelling and the dried blood.

"Annie?' she whispered back. He could feel her wheezing as shetried to speak, and knew that many of
her ribs had been crushed. "Annie? Isit you?"

Gradually her eyes began to focus upon him, and he could see athin smile of recognition coming to her
battered face.

"I'm here, Mom," hetold her. "Y ou're safe now. Hang on. I'm going to get you out of here."

"Annie? Annie?' Shmi replied, and shetilted her head, the way she often had when Anakin was a boy,
seeming quite amused by him. "Y ou look so handsome.”

"Save your strength, Mom," he said, trying to calm her. "Weve got to get away from here.”

"My son," Shmi went on, and she seemed to bein adifferent place than Anakin, asafer place. "My
grown-up son. | knew you'd come back to me. | knew it al adong."

Anakintried againto tell her to lie still and save her strength, but the words smply wouldn't come out of
his mouth. "I'm so proud of you, Annie. So proud. | missed you so much.”



"I missed you, too, Mom, but we can tak later..."

"Now | am complete,”" Shmi announced then, and she looked straight up, past Anakin, past the holein
the cailing, to the shining moon, it seemed.

Somewhere deep inside, Anakin understood. " Just stay with me, Mom," he pleaded, and he had to work
very hard to keep the desperation out of hisvoice. "I'm going to make you well again. Everything's...
going to befine"

"I love..." Shmi gtarted to say, but then she went very ill, and Anakin saw the light leave her eyes.

Anakin could hardly draw his bresth. Wide-eyed with disbelief, he lifted Shmi to his breast and rocked
her therefor along time. She couldn't be gone! She just couldn't! He pulled her back again, staring into
her eyes, slently pleading with her to answer him. But there was no light there, no flicker of life. He
hugged her close, rocking her.

Then helaid her back to the floor and gently closed her eyes. Anakin didn't know what to do. He sat
motionless, staring at his dead mother, then looked up, his blue eyes blazing with hatred and rage. He
replayed dl of the recent events of hislifein his head, wondering what he might have done differently,
done better, to keep Shmi dive. He should never have left her herein thefirst place, heredized, should
never have let Qui-Gon take him away from Tatooine without bringing his mother dong, aswell. She said
shewas proud of him, but how could he deserve her prideif he could not even save her?

He wanted Shmi to be proud of him, wanted to tell hismom al about the things that had comeinto his
life, his Jedi training, al the good work he had already done, and most of dl, about Padm. Oh how he
had wanted his mom to get to know Padm! She would have loved her. How could she not? And Padm
would have loved her.

Now what was he going to do?

The minutes dipped past and Anakin just sat there, immobilized by his confusion, by abudding rage and
the mogt profound sense of emptiness he had ever known. Only when the pale light began to grow
around him, making the low-burning candles seem even thinner, did he even remember where hewas.
He looked about, wondering how he might get his mother's body out of there--for he certainly wasn't
going to leave it to the Tusken Raiders. He could hardly move, though. There seemed a profound
pointlessnessto it dl, aseries of motions without meaning.

At that time, the only meaning, the only purpose, that Anakin could fathom wasthat of the rage building
within him, an anger at losing someone he did not wish to give up.

Some small part of him warned him not to givein to that anger, warned him that such emotions were of
the dark side.

Then helooked at Shmi lying there, so till, seeming at peace but covered with the clear evidence of dll
the pain that had been inflicted upon her poor body these last days.

The Jedi Padawan climbed to his feet and took up his lightsaber, then boldly strode through the door.

The two Tusken guards gave ayelp and lifted their staves, rushing for him, but the blue-glowing blade



ignited, and in aflash of killing light, Anakin took them down, left and right.

The rage was not sated.

* % %

Deep in his meditations, peering through the dark side, Master Y odafelt a sudden surge of anger, of
outrage beyond control. The diminutive Master's eyes popped open wide at the overwhel ming strength of
that rage.

And then he heard avoice, afamiliar voice, crying, "No, Anakin! No! Don't! No!"

It was Qui-Gon. Y oda knew that it was Qui-Gon. But Qui-Gon was dead, had become one with the
Force! One could not retain consciousness and sense of sdlf in that state; one could not speak from
beyond the grave.

But Y oda had heard the ghostly cdll, and in his deegp meditative state, his thoughts focused as precisely as
they had ever been, the Jedi Master knew that he had not been mistaken.

He wanted to focus on that, then, perhapsto try to follow that call back to the ghostly source, but he
could not, overwhelmed again by the surge of rage and pain and... power.

He made anoise and lurched forward, then came out of histrance as his door opened and Mace Windu
rushedin. "What isit?' Mace asked.

"Pain. Suffering. Degth! | fear something terrible has happened. Y oung Skywalker isin pain. Terrible
pan."

Hedidn't tell Macetherest of it, that somehow Anakin's rush of agony manifesting in the Force had
tapped into the spirit of the dead Jedi Master who had discovered him. Too much was happening here.

That disembodied familiar voice hung profoundly in'Y oda's thoughts. For if it wastrue, if he had heard
what he was sure he had heard...

* * %

Anakin, too, had heard the voice of Qui-Gon, imploring him to restrain himself, to deny therage. He
hadn't recognized it, though, for he wastoo full of pain and anger. He spotted a Tusken woman to the
sde, in front of another of thetents, carrying apail of dirty water, and saw a Tusken child in the shadows
of another nearby hut, staring at him with an incredulous expression.

Then he was moving, though he was hardly aware of his actions. His blade flashed and he ran on. The
Tusken woman screamed, and wasimpaled.

Now dl the camp seemed in motion, Tuskens rushing out of every hut, many with wegponsin hand. But
Anakin wasinto the dance of death then, into the energy of the Force. He legpt far and long, clearing one
hut and coming down before another, his blade flashing even before he landed, even before the two
Tuskens recognized that he had jumped between them.

A third came a him, thrusting forth a spear, but Anakin lifted an empty hand and set up awall of Force
energy as solid as stone. Then he shoved out with that hand, and the Tusken spearman flew away, fully



thirty meters, smashing through thewall of yet another hut.

Anakin was off and running, off and legping, his blade spinning left and right in ablur, every stab taking a
Tusken down, writhing to the ground, every dash putting a piece of a Tusken on the ground.

Soon none were standing againgt him, al trying to flee, but Anakin would have none of that. He saw one
group rush into a hut and reached out across the way, to alarge boulder in the distance. It flew to hiscall,
soaring across the sand, smashing one fleeing Tusken down and flying on.

Anakin dropped it on the hut full of Tuskens, crushing them dl.

And then he was running, his strides enhanced by the Force, overcoming the fleeing creatures,
daughtering them, every one.

Hedidn't fed empty any longer. Hefdlt asurge of energy and strength beyond anything he had ever
known, fdt full of the Force, full of power, full of life.

And then it was over, suddenly, it seemed, and Anakin stood among the ruins of the encampment,
dozens and dozens of dead Tusken Raidersal about him, and only asingle hut till standing.

He put hislightsaber away and walked back to that hut, where he gently and reverently scooped his
mother's body into hisarms.

Chapter Twenty-One

"There!" Padm announced, as she hoisted C-3PO back out of the oil bath. She had to fight hard to keep
from giggling, for she had inadvertently lowered the droid too far, and now he was waving his arms about
crazly, ydling that hewas blind.

Padm yanked him over to the side and found a cloth to wipe the excess ail off of hisface. That done, she
st the droid down on the floor and unhitched him.

"Better?' she asked.

"Oh, much better, Miss Padm." C-3PO waved his arms about and seemed quite pleased.

"No itches?' Padm asked, ingpecting her work.

"Noitches," C-3PO confirmed.

"Well, good,” she said with asmile. But her smile fatered as she redlized that she was done. She had
used her work with the droid to shield her from her fears over the last hours--she had hardly even
redlized that the sun had risen--and now those fears for Anakin were already coming back to her.

She was running out of placesto hide. "Oh, Miss Padm, thank you! Thank you!" said C-3PO. He came

forward, his arms outstretched to hug her, but then he moved back suddenly, seeming to remember
himself and his sudden lack of protocol.



"Thank you," he said again, with alittle more dignity. "Thank you very much.”

Owen Lars entered the garage area. "Wdll, thereyou are," he said to Padm. "We've been looking all
over for you."

"l wasout here dl thetime, giving Threepio amuch-needed bath.”

"Well, Padm," Owen said, and when she turned to regard him, Padm saw that he was grinning widely.
"I'm returning thisdroid to Anakin. | know that's what my mom would want."

Padm smiled and nodded.

"He'sback! He'sback!" came Beru's cdll from outside the garage. Smiles gone, Padm and Owen turned
and rushed out.

They caught up with Beru outside, and Cliegg soon joined them, his h overchair banging and clunking
againg furniture and doorways as he glided out of the house. "Where?' Padm asked. Beru pointed
across the desert.

Squinting and shielding her eyes from the glare of the suns, Padm finally marked the black dot that was
Anakin, rushing toward them. Asthe speck grew into adistinguishable form, she realized that he was not
aone, that there was someone tied over the back of the speeder.

"Oh, Shmi," Cliegg Lars said breathlessy. He was trembling visibly.

Beru sniffled and struggled to keep from sobbing. Owen stood beside her, his hand draped across her
shoulders, and when Padm |looked over at them, she noticed atear diding down Owen's cheek.

Anakin crossed into the compound afew moments later, pulling up short of the stunned group. Without a
word, he dismounted and moved to unstrap his dead mother, lifting her and cradling her in hisarms. He
walked up to Cliegg and paused there for abit, two men sharing amoment of grief.

Then, till without spesking, Anakin walked past the man and into the house.

All that time, the thing that struck Padm the most was the look upon Anakin'sface, an expression unlike
anything she had ever seen on the Padawan part rage, part grief, part guilt, and part resignation, even
defeat. She knew that Anakin would need her, and soon.

But she had no idea of what she might do for him.

* % %

There wasn't much talking in the Lars homestead the rest of that day. Everyone just went about their
chores, any chores, obvioudy trying to avoid the outpouring of grief that they al knew would inevitably
come.

At work preparing ameal for Anakin, Padm was surprised when Beru came up to help her, and even
more surprised when the woman started some smdll talk with her.

"What'sit likethere?' Beru asked.



Padm looked at her curioudy. "I'm sorry?”

"On Naboo. What'sit like?'

Padm could hardly even register the question, for her thoughts remained with Anakin. It took her along
time to respond, but finally she managed to say, "Oh, it'svery... very green. Y ou know, with |ots of
water, and trees and plants everywhere. It'snot like here at all." She turned away as soon as she finished,
and knew she was being a bit rude. But al she wanted was to be with Anakin, and so she started |loading
thefood tray.

"I think | likeit here better,” Beru remarked.

"Maybeyou'll come and see it someday,” Padm said, more to be polite than anything else.

But Beru answered serioudy. "I don't think so. | don't liketo travel.”

Padm picked up thetray and turned to go. "Thanks, Beru," she said with as much of asmile as she could
muster.

She found Anakin standing at aworkbench in the garage, working on a part from the speeder bike.

"I brought you something to eat.”

Anakin glanced at her, but immediately went back to hiswork. She noted that he was exaggerating every
movement, obvioudy frustrated, obvioudy distracted from the task a hand. "The shifter broke,” he
explained, too intently. "Life ssems so much smpler when you're fixing things. I'm good at fixing things. |
awayswas. But I..."

Findly he dammed down the wrench he was using and just stood there, head bowed.

Padm recognized that he was on the verge of collapse.

"Why did she haveto die?' he mouthed quietly. Padm did the tray down on the workbench and moved
behind him, putting her arms about hiswaist and resting her head comfortingly on his back.

"Why couldn't | save her?" Anakin asked. "1 know | could have!"

"Annie, you tried." She squeezed him abit tighter. " Sometimes there are things no one can fix. Y ou're not
al-powerful "

He stiffened at her words and pulled away from her suddenly--and angrily, sheredized. "But | should
bel" he growled, and then helooked at her, hisface amask of grim determination. "And someday | will
m n

"Anakin, don't say such things,” Padm replied fearfully, but he didn't even seem to hear her.

"I'll be the most powerful Jedi ever!" herailed on. "I promiseyou! | will even learn to stop people from
dying!"

"Anakin--"



"It'sdl Obi-Wan'sfault!" He stormed across the room and dammed hisfist onto the workbench again,
nearly didodging the plate of food. "He put me out of the way."

"Toguard me" she said quietly.

"I should have been out with him, hunting the assassind I'd have had them along time ago, and would've
gotten herein time and my mother would gtill be divel™

"Y ou can't know--"

"He'sjedous of me," Anakin rambled on, paying no attention to her at al. He wasn't talking to her, she
redlized, but wasjust playing it dl out verbdly for himsdlf. She could hardly believe what she was hearing.
"He put me out of the way because he knows that I'm aready more powerful than heis. He's holding me
back!"

Hefinished by picking up hiswrench and throwing it across the garage, where it smashed againgt afar
wall and clattered down among some spare parts.

"Anakin, what'swrong?' she cried at him.

Her volume and tonefindly got hisattention. "l just told you!™

"No!" Padm yelled back at him. "No. What's_redly wrong?

Anakin just stared at her, and she knew that she was on to something.

"I know it hurts, Anakin. But thisis more than that. What'sredly wrong?"

Hejust sared at her.

"Annie?'

His body seemed to shrink then, and dump forward just abit. "I... | killed them," he admitted, and if
Padm hadn't run to him and grabbed him close, he would havefdlen over. "l killed them dl," he admitted.

"They're dead. Every single one of them.”

Helooked at her then, and it seemed to her asif he had suddenly returned to her from somewherefar,
far awvay.

"You did battle..." she started to reason.

Heignored her. "Not just the men," he went on. "And the men are the only fighters among the Tuskens.
No, not just them. The women and the children, too." Hisface contorted, asif he was teetering between
anger and guilt. "They'relike animad" he said suddenly. "And | daughtered them like animad | hate
them!”

Padm sat back abit, too stunned to respond. She knew that Anakin needed her to say something or do
something, but she was paralyzed. He wasn't even looking at her--he wasjust staring off into the
distance. But then he lowered his head and began to sob, hislean, strong shoulders shaking.

Padm pulled him in and hugged him close, never wanting to let go. She still didn't know what to say.



"Why do | hate them?' Anakin asked her.

"Do you hate them, or do you hate what they did to your mother?*
"l hatethem!" heingsted.

"And they earned your anger, Anakin."

Helooked up at her, his eyeswet with tears. "But it was more than that,” he started to say, and then he
shook his head and buried his face against the softness of her breast.

A moment later, helooked back up, his expression showing that he was determined to explain. "I didn't...
| couldnt...” He held one hand up outstretched, then clenched it into afist. "I couldn't control mysdlf,” he
admitted. "I... | don't want to hate them--I know that thereis no place for hatred. But | just can't forgive
them!”

"To beangry isto be human," Padm assured him.

"To control your anger isto be a Jedi,” Anakin was quick to reply, and he pulled away from her and
stood up, turning to face the open door and the desert beyond.

Padm was right there beside him, draping her arms about him. "Shhh," she said softly. She kissed him
gently on the cheek. "Y ou're human.”

"No, I'maJdedi. | know I'm better than this." He looked at her directly, shaking hishead. "I'm sorry. I'm
SO sorry."

"You'relike everybody ese" Padm said. Shetried to draw closer, but Anakin held himsalf back from
her.

He couldn't hold the pose of defiance for long, though, before he broke down again in sobs.

Padm was there to hold him and rock him and tell him that everything would bedl right.

* % %

Obi-Wan Kenobi dumped back in the seet of his starfighter, shaking hishead in frustration. It had taken
him along whileto extract himsdlf safely from the factory city, and when he had at last found his
garfighter, he had thought the adventure over. But not so. "The transmitter isworking,” hetold R4, who
tootled his agreement. "But we're not receiving areturn signd. Coruscant'stoo far." He spun to face the
droid. "Can you boost the power?"

The beeps that came back at him were not comforting.
"Okay, then well haveto try something else.” Obi-Wan |ooked around for an answer. He didn't want to
lift off from the planet and risk detection, but so far out and within the heavy and metdlic Geonosian

atmosphere, he had no chance of reaching distant Coruscant.

"Naboo iscloser,”" he said suddenly, and R4 beeped. "Maybe we can contact Anakin and get the
information relayed.”



R4 replied with enthusiasm and Obi-Wan climbed back out of the cockpit to repeat the message with the
changesfor Anakin.

A few moments|ater, though, the droid sgnaled him that something was wrong.

With afrustrated growl, the Jedi climbed back up into the cockpit.

"How can he not be on Naboo?' he asked, and R4 gavean _"0000." _ Rather than argue with adroid,
Obi-Wan checked the instruments himself. Sure enough, Anakin's sgna was not to be found coming
from Naboo.

"Anakin? Anakin? Do you copy? Thisis Obi-Wan Kenobi?' he said, lifting his ship comm directly and
shooting the call out toward the general area of Naboo.

After severa minutes with no response, the Jedi put the comm back down and turned to R4. "He's not
on Naboo, Arfour. I'm going to try to widen the search. | hope nothing's happened to him.”

He sat back as the minutes dipped past. He knew that he was losing precioustime, but his choices were
limited. He couldn't head back to the city and risk capture, not with so much vita newsto relay to the
Jedi Council, nor did hewant to blast away, for the same reasons. He till had so much to learn here.

So hewaited, and finally, sometime later, R4 tootled emphaticaly. Obi-Wan moved to the controls, his
eyeswidening as he got the confirmation. "That's Anakin'stracking sgnd al right, but it's coming from
Tatooine! What in the blazesis he doing there? 1 told him to stay on Naboo!"

_R4 gave another "0000."_

"All right, were al set--well get these answerslater.” He climbed back out of the cockpit and jumped to
the ground. "Tranamit, Arfour. We haven't much time.”

Thedroid locked on to him immediately.
"Anakin?' Obi-Wan asked. "Anakin, do you copy? Thisis Obi-Wan Kenobi."

R4 relayed the response, a series of begps and whistles that the R4-P didn't normally use, but ones quite
familiar to Obi-Wan.

"Artoo? Good, are you reading me clearly?"

Thewhistle came back affirmative.

"Record this message and take it to the Jedi Skywalker," Obi-Wan instructed the distant droid.
Another affirmative beep.

"Anakin, my long-range transmitter isknocked out. Retranamit this message to Coruscant.”
The Jedi began to tell histale then. He didn't know that the Geonosians had picked up hissigna

broadcasts and had triangul ated those receptionsto locate his starfighter. Wound up in histae, he didn't
notice the gpproach of the armed droidekas, rolling up near to him, then unrolling to their attack posture.



Even the two blazing Tatooine suns could not brighten the somber mood, the tangible grayness
permeating the air, around the new grave outside the Lars compound. Two old headstones marked the
ground next to the new one, a poignant reminder of the difficulties of life on the harsh world of Tatooine.
The five of them--Cliegg, Anakin, Padm, Owen, and Beru--had gathered, along with C-3PO, to bid
farewd| to Shmi.

"I know wherever you are, it's become a better place,”" Cliegg Lars said, and he took a handful of sand
and tossed it on the new grave. "Y ou were the most loving partner aman could ever have. Good-bye,
my darling wife. And thank you."

He glanced briefly at Anakin, then lowered his head and fought back tears.

Anakin stepped forward and knelt before the marker. He picked up ahandful of sand and let it dip
through hisfingers.

"l wasn't strong enough to save you, Mom," the young man said, suddenly fegling more like aboy. His
shoulders bobbed once or twice, but he fought to regain control, and took a deep and determined
breath. "l wasn't strong enough. But | promise | won't fail again." His breathing camein short rasps as
another wave of grief nearly toppled him. But the young Padawan squared his shoulders and
determinedly stood up. "1 missyou so much.”

Padm came forward and put her hand on Anakin's shoulder, and all of them stood silent before the
grave.

The moment held only briefly, though, broken by a series of urgent begps and whistles. They turned as
oneto see R2-D2 ralling their way.

"Artoo, what are you doing here?' Padm asked.
Thedroid whigtled frantically.

"It seemsthat heis carrying a message from someone named Obi-Wan Kenobi," C-3PO quickly
trandated. "Does that mean anything to you, Master Anakin?”

Anakin squared his shoulders. "What isit?"

R2-D2 beeped and whistled.

"Retransmit?' Anakin asked. "Why, what'swrong?"

"He saysit's quite important,” C-3PO observed.

With alook to Cliegg and the other two, silently seeking their permission, Anakin, Padm, and C-3PO
followed the excited droid back to the Naboo ship. As soon as they got inside, R2 beeped and spun,

and projected an image of Obi-Wan in front of them.

"Anakin, my long-range transmitter has been knocked out," the Jedi's hologram explained. " Retransmit
this message to Coruscant.” R2 stopped the message there, with Obi-Wan seeming to freeze in place.



Anakin looked at Padm. "Patch it through to the Jedi Council chamber."

Padm stepped over and flipped a button, then waited for confirmation that the signa was getting through.
She nodded to Anakin, who turned back to R2.

"Go ahead, Artoo."

The droid gave a beep, and Obi-Wan's hologram began to move once more. "'l have tracked the bounty
hunter Jango Fett to the droid foundries of Geonosis. The Trade Federation isto take ddlivery of adroid
amy hereand it isclear that Viceroy Gunray is behind the assassination attempts on Senator Amidaa”
Anakin and Padm exchanged knowing glances, neither of them very surprised by that information. Padm
thought back to her meeting with Typho and Panaka on Naboo, before she had left for Coruscant,
secretly escorting the doomed starship. " The Commerce Guild and Corporate Alliance have both
pledged their armies to Count Dooku and are forming an--"

The hologram swung about. "Wait! Wait!"

Anakin and Padm cringed as droidekas appeared in the hologram along with Obi-Wan, grabbing at him
and restraining him. The hologram flickered, then broke apart.

Anakin jumped up and rushed at R2-D2, but pulled up short, redizing that there was nothing he could
do.

Nothing at al.

* % %

On distant Coruscant, Y oda and M ace Windu and the other members of the Jedi Council watched the
hologram transmission with trepidation and great sadness.

"Heisdive" Yodaannounced, after yet another viewing. "I fed himin the Force."
"But they have taken him," Mace put in. "And the whedls have begun to spin more dangeroudy.”
"More happening on Geonos's, | fed, than has been reveded.”

"l agree," Mace said. "We must not sit idly by." Helooked at Y oda, as did everyone elsein the room,
and thelittle Jedi Magter closed his eyes, seemingly very weary and very pained by it dl.

"Thedark Sde, | fed," hesaid. "And dl iscloudy.”
Mace nodded and turned a grim expression on the others.
"Assemble" he ordered, acommand that had not been given to the Jedi Council in many, many years.

"Wewill dedl with Count Dooku," Mace said through the comlink to Anakin. " The most important thing
for you, Anakin, isto stay where you are. Protect the Senator at al costs. That isyour first priority."

"Understood, Magter,” Anakin replied.



Histone, so full of resignation and defeet, struck Padm profoundly. It galled the fiery Senator to think that
Anakin would be stuck here looking over her, when his Master was in obvious danger.

Asthe hologram switched off, she moved to the ship's console and began flicking switches and checking
coordinates, confirming what she dready knew. "They have to come hafway acrossthe galaxy,” she
sad, turning to Anakin, who seemed not to care. "They'll never get therein timeto save him."

Still no response.

"Look, Geonosisislessthan aparsec away!" Padm announced, flipping afew more controlsto show the
flight line on the viewscreen. "Angkin?'

"You heard him."

"They can't get from Coruscant in timeto save him!" Padm reiterated, her voicerising. She started
flicking the switches on the panel, preparing the enginesfor firing, but Anakin gently put his hand over
hers, stopping her.

"If he'sdill dive," the young Jedi answered somberly.
Padm stared a him hard, and he turned away and walked off.

"Anakin, areyou just going to St here and let him die?' she cried, chasing across the bridge to grab him
roughly by the arm. "Hes your friend! Y our mentor!"

"He'slike my father!™ Anakin shot back at her. "But you heard Master Windu. He gave me strict orders
to Say here.”

Padm understood what was happening. Anakin was doubting himsdf. Hefdt himsdf afailure because of
hisinability to save his mother, and, perhaps for thefirg timein hislife, hewastruly doubting hisinner
voice, hisingtincts. She had to find away around that now, for Anakin's sake as much asfor Obi-Wan's.
If they stayed here and did nothing, Padm believed that she would lose two friends Obi-Wan to the
Geonosgans, and Anakin to hisquilt.

"He gave you gtrict ordersto stay here only so that you could protect me," Padm corrected with agrin,
hoping to remind him clearly that his previous orders, which he had ignored, had demanded that he stay
on Naboo. She pulled back away from him, returning to the console, and flicked afew more switches.
The enginesroared to life.

"Paom!”

"He gave you gtrict ordersto protect me," she said again. "And I'm going to save Obi-Wan. Soif you
plan to protect me, you'll haveto come aong."

Anakin stared at her for afew moments, and she held his gaze, her head tilted, hair loose and cascading
across haf her face, but hardly dimming the brightness of her determination.

Anakin knew that they were acting outside the orders of Mace Windu, whatever Padm's justification. He
knew that this was not what was expected of him asa Jedi Padawan.



When had that ever stopped him?

Matching Padm'’s determination, he went to the controls, and afew moments later, the Naboo starship
roared up into the Tatooine sky.

Chapter Twenty-Two

The cam beauty of the Republic Executive Building on Coruscant, with its streaming fountains and
reflecting pools, ridged columns and flowing statues, masked the turmoil within. The word had passed,
from Obi-Wan to Y oda and the Jedi Council, and now from them to the Chancellor and leaders of the
Senate, that the Republic was crumbling. The mood insde Chancellor Palpatine's office was both somber
and frantic, everyone overwhelmed by a sense of despair and a need to act, frustrated by the apparent
lack of options.

Y oda, Mace Windu, and Ki-Adi-Mundi represented the Jedi, lending an air of calm against the nervous
energy of Senators Bail Organaand Ask Aak, and Representative Jar Jar Binks. Behind hisgreat desk,
Pdpatine listened to it al with apparent despair, hisaide, Mas Amedda, standing beside him, seeming on
the verge of tears.

Silence hung in the room for severd long moments after Mace Windu had finished his recounting of the
message from Geonosis. Y oda, leaning on hissmal cane, glanced at Bail Organa, dwaysareiable and
competent man, and gave adight nod. Catching the cue, the Senator from Alderaan began the

discusson. "The Commerce Guild is preparing for war," he said. " Given the report of Jedi Obi-Wan
Kenobi, there can be no doubt of that."

"If the report isaccurate,” the fiery Ask Aak promptly responded.

"It is, Senator," Mace Windu assured him, and Ask Aak, a Senator of action, accepted that. Indeed,
Y oda understood that Ask Aak had only made the remark because he had wanted the Jedi to openly
support the report, to impress upon al the others that the Situation was on the verge of catastrophe.
"Count Dooku must have made atreaty with them,” Chancellor Pal patine reasoned.

"We must stop them before they're ready,” Bail Organasaid.

Jar Jar Binks moved front and center, trembling abit but keeping histonguein his mouth, at least.
"Excueeze me, yousa honorable Supreme Chancdllor, sir," the Gungan began. "Maybe dissen Jedi
stoppen the rebel army.”

"Thank you, Jar Jar," Pa patine politely replied, and turned to Y oda. "Master Y oda, how many Jedi are
availableto go to Geonoss?!

"Throughout the galaxy, thousands of Jedi thereare,” the diminutive Jedi Master replied. "Tosendona
gpecid mission, only two hundred are available.”

"With dl due respect to the Jedi Order, that doesn't sound like enough,” Bail Organa said.

"Through negotiation the Jedi maintain peace,”" Y odareplied. "To start awar, we do not intend.”



His continued calm only seemed to push the frantic Ask Aak over the edge. "The debateisover!” he
cried. "Now we need that clone army.”

Y oda closed his eyes dowly, pained by the weight of reason behind the dreaded words.

"Unfortunately, the debateis not over,” Bail Organasaid. "The Senate will never gpprove the use of the
army before the separatists attack. And by then, it will likely betoo late.”

"Thisisacrigs," Mas Amedda dared interject. "The Senate must vote the Chancellor emergency
powers! He could then gpprove the use of the clones.”

Pd patine rocked back at the suggestion, seeming profoundly shaken. "But what Senator would have the
courage to propose such aradical amendment?' he asked hesitantly.

"I willl" Ask Aak declared.

Besde him, Bail Organagave ahelpless chuckle and shook his head. "They will not listen to you, | fear.
Nor to me," he added quickly, when Ask Aak snapped aglare a him. "We have spent too much of our
politica capital debating the philosophies of the separatists and arguing for action. The Senate will not see
our call as anything more than overly darmist. We need avoice of reason, one willing to reverse position,
even, given the gravity of the current Stuation.”

"If only Senator Amidalawas here," Mas Amedda reasoned.

Without hesitation, Jar Jar Binks stepped forward again. "Mesamosto Supreme Chancellor,” the Gungan
sad, squaring his doping shoulders as much as possible. "Mesagusto palos,” he said deferentialy to all
the others. "Mesa proud to proposing the motion to give Y ousa Honor emergency powers.”

Pd patine looked from the trembling Gungan to Bail Organa. "He speaksfor Amidala,” the Senator from
Alderaan said. "By dl understanding within the Senate, Jar Jar Binksswords are areflection of Senator
Amidaasdesres”

Palpatine nodded grimly, and Y oda sensed a strong fear from the man, asif he knew that he was about
to be thrust forward in the most dangerous position he and the Republic had ever known.

* % %

Twigting dowly in theforcefield, restrained by crackling bolts of blue energy, Obi-Wan Kenobi could
only watch helplessy as Count Dooku strode into the room. Wearing an expression that showed gresat
sympathy, but one that Obi-Wan certainly did not trust, the regal man walked up right before the Jedi.
"Traitor,” Obi-Wan sad.

"Hello, my friend,” Dooku replied. "Thisisamigtake. A terrible mistake. They've gonetoo far. Thisis
mednesd”

"| thought you were their leader here, Dooku,” Obi-Wan replied, holding his voice as steady as possible.

"This had nothing to do with me, | assureyou,” the former Jedi inssted. He seemed dmost hurt by the
accusation. "l promiseyou that | will petition immediately to have you st free.”



"Wdl, | hopeit doesn't taketoo long. | have work to do." Obi-Wan noted adight crack in Dooku's
remorseful expression, adight twinge of... anger?

"May | ask why aJedi Knight isall theway out here on Geonosis?'

After amoment's reflection, Obi-Wan decided that he had little to lose here, and he wanted to continue
to press Dooku, that he might gauge the truth. "'1've been tracking a bounty hunter named Jango Fett. Do
you know him?*

"There are no bounty hunters here that I'm aware of. Geonosians don't trust them.”

_Trust._ There was agood word, Obi-Wan thought. "Well, who can blame them?' came hisdisarming
reply. "But heishere, | assureyou.”

Count Dooku paused for amoment, then nodded, apparently conceding the point. "It'sagrest pity that
our paths have never crossed before, Obi-Wan," he said, hisvoice warm and inviting. " Qui-Gon aways
spoke very highly of you. | wish hewas till dive--1 could use hishdp right now."

"Qui-Gon Jnn would never join you."

"Don't be S0 sure, my young Jedi,” Count Dooku immediately replied, an offsetting smile on hisface, one
of confidence and calm. ™Y ou forget that Qui-Gon was once my apprentice just as you were once his."

"Y ou believe that bringsloyaty above hisloyalty to the Jedi Council and the Republic?’

"He knew dl about the corruption in the Senate,” Dooku went on without missing abest. "They al do, of
course. Y odaand Mace Windu. But Qui-Gon would never have gone dong with the status quo, with
that corruption, if he had known the truth as| have." The pause was dramatic, demanding a prompt from
Obi-Wan.

"Thetruth?'

"Thetruth," said aconfident Dooku. "What if | told you that the Republic was now under the control of
the Dark Lords of the Sth?"

That hit Obi-Wan as profoundly as any of the eectric bolts holding him ever could. "No! That's not
possible" Hismind whirled, needing adenid. He done among the living Jedi had battled aSith Lord, and
that contest had cost his beloved Master Qui-Gon hislife. "The Jedi would be aware of it."

"The dark sde of the Force has clouded their vision, my friend," Dooku camly explained. "Hundreds of
Senators are now under the influence of a Sith Lord called Darth Sidious.”

"l don't believe you," Obi-Wan said flatly. He only wished he held that truth as solidly as he had just
proclaimed.

"The viceroy of the Trade Federation was once in league with this Darth Sidious," Dooku explained, and
given the events of a decade before, it seemed areasonable claim. "But he was betrayed ten years ago
by the Dark Lord. He cameto mefor help, he told me everything. The Jedi Council would not believe
him. | tried many timesto warn them, but they wouldn't listen to me. Once they sensethe Dark Lord's
presence and redlize their error, it will betoo late. Y ou must join with me, Obi-Wan, and together we will



destroy the Sith.”

It all seemed so reasonable, so logical, so attuned to the legend of Count Dooku as Obi-Wan had
learned it. But beneath the silken words and tone was afedling Obi-Wan had that flew in the face of that

logic.
"I will never join you, Dooku!"

The cultured and regd man gave agreat and disgppointed sigh, then turned to leave. "It may be difficult
to secure your release," he tossed back at Obi-Wan as he exited the room.

* % %

Approaching Geonosis, Anakin employed the same techniques as Obi-Wan had, using the asteroid ring
near Geonosis to hide the Naboo starship from the lurking Trade Federation fleet. And like his mentor,
the Padawan recogni zed the unusua and threatening posture of the unexpected flet.

Breaking atmosphere, Anakin brought the ship down low, skimming the surface, weaving through valleys
and around towering rock formations, circling mesas. Padm stood next to him, watching the skylinefor
somesgns.

" See those columns of steam straight ahead?" she asked, pointing. " They're exhaust vents of sometype.”

"Thet'll do," agreed Anakin, and he banked the starship, zooming in at the distant lines of rising white
steam. He brought the ship right into one steam cloud and did her down, gently, through the vent.

When they had settled on firm ground, he and Padm prepared to |leave the ship.

"L ook, whatever happens out there, follow my lead,” Padm told him. "I'm not interested in getting into a
war here. Asamember of the Senate, maybe | can find a diplomatic solution to this mess.”

For Anakin, who had so recently used the diplomacy of the lightsaber, and to devastating effect, the
words rang true--painfully so.

"Trust me on this?' Padm added, and he knew that she had recognized the pain on hisface.
"Dontworry," he said, and he made himsdlf grin. "I've given up trying to argue with you."
Behind them asthey headed for the landing ramp, R2 gave aplaintive walil.

"Stay with the ship,” Padm instructed both droids. Then she and Anakin went out into the underground
complex, and recognized dmost immediately that they had entered ahuge droid factory.

* % %

Soon after the pair had departed, R2-D2'slegs extended, lifting him off the securing platform, and he
began ralling immediately for the ship exit.

"My sad little friend, if they had needed our help, they would have asked for it," C-3PO explained to him.
"Y ou havealot to learn about humans.”



R2 tootled back at him and continued to roll.

"For amechanic, you seem to do an excessive amount of thinking," C3-PO countered. "I'm programmed
to understand humans.”

R2's responding question came as aburst of short and curt beeps.

"What does that mean?' C-3PO echoed. "That means, I'min charge here!™

R2 didn't even resp ond. He just started rolling for the landing ramp, moving right out of the ship.
"Wait!" C-3PO cried. "Where are you going? Don't you have any sense at dl?'

The replying beep was quite discordant.

"How rude!"

R2 just gained speed and rolled away.

"Please wait!" C-3PO cried. "Do you know where you're going?'

While the reply wasfar from confident, the last thing C-3PO wanted at that moment was to be |eft alone.
He rushed to catch up to R2, and followed behind, fussing nervoudly.

* % %

Anakin and Padm dipped aong the vas, pillared corridors of the factory city, their footfalls dulled by the
humming and banging noises of the many machinesin usein the great hdls below them. The place
seemed deserted--too much so, Anakin believed.

"Whereis everyone?' Padm whispered, unconscioudy echoing his thoughts.
Anakin held his hand up to silence her, and hetilted his head, sensing... something.
"Wait," hesaid.

Anakin moved his hand higher and continued to listen, not with hisears, but with his sengtivity to the
Force. There was something here, something close. Hisingtincts turned his eyes up toward the celling,
and he watched in amazement and horror as the crossbeams above seemed to pulse, asif they were
dive

"Anakin!" Padm cried, watching, too, as severa winged forms seemed to grow right out of the pillars,
detaching and dropping down. They weretall and lean, snewy strong and not skinny, with orange-tinted
in.

Anakin'slightsaber flashed. Turning fast, on pureingtinct and reflex, he dashed out, severing part of a
wing from one cresture swooping in a him. The creature tumbled past, bouncing aong the ground, but
another took its place, and then another, heading in boldly for the Padawan.

Anakin stabbed out to the right, retracted the blade immediatdly from the smoking flesh, then brought it
Spinning about above hishead, dashing out to the |eft. Two more crestures went tumbling. "Run!™ he



shouted to Padm, but she was aready moving, dong the corridor and toward a distant doorway. Waving
his lightsaber to keep more of the stubborn creatures a bay, Anakin ran. He darted through the doorway
behind her--and nearly fell over the end of asmal wakway that extended out over adeep crevasse.

"Back," Padm started to say, but even as she and Anakin began to turn, the door dammed closed behind
them, leaving them trapped on the precarious perch. More of the winged creatures appeared above
them, and even worse, the walkway began to retract.

Padm didn't hesitate. She leapt out for the shortest fdl, onto a conveyor belt below.

"Padm!" Anakin cried frantically. He legpt down, too, landing behind her on the moving conveyor. And
then the winged Geonosians were dl about him, swarming and swooping, and he had to work his
lightsaber desperately to keep them at bay.

* % %

"Oh my goodness,” C-3PO said, turning al about as he scanned the immense factory. He and R2-D2
came onto ahigh ledge, overlooking the main area. "Machines creating machines. How perversel”

R2 gave him an empheatic beep.
"Cam down,” C-3PO said. "What are you talking about? I'm not in your way!"

R2 didn't bother to argue. He rolled forward, bumping 3PO off the ledge. The screaming droid bounced
onto one unfortunate flying conveyor droid, then crashed down on aconveyor to the sde. R2 went off
the ledge next, willingly, hislittle jetsigniting to carry him fast across the way to some distant consoles.

"Oh, blast you, Artoo!" C-3PO cried, trying hard to sort himself out. ™Y ou might have warned me, or
told me of your plan." As he spoke, he findly managed to stand--just in timeto rise before ahorizontal
dicer.

C-3PO gave asingle scream for help before the spinning blade lopped his head from his shoulders, his
body crumpling down onto the belt, his head bouncing away to land on yet another conveyor, thisone
bearing lines of other heads, those of battle droids.

One welder stop later, and C-3PO found his head grafted onto a battle droid body. "How ugly!" he
exclamed. "Why would one build such unattractive droids?' He managed to glanceto the Sde, to see his
gtill-standing body rolling into the line with the other droids, where a Battle Droid head got welded onto
it.

"I'm so confused,” the poor C-3PO wailed.

Aboveit dl, R2-D2 wasn't watching his mechanica friend. He had spied his Mistress Padm and went in
fast pursuit.

Padm flailed and rolled about the belt, scrambling to her feet, then diving back down low. She

backpeda ed, then rushed ahead suddenly to scramble under thumping pile drivers, machines damming
metal molds down hard enough to shape the parts of a heavy gauge droid. She dived under one stamper,
then scrambled back to her feet right before another, backpedaling furioudy, waiting for the precise
moment as the heavy head went back up aong the guide poles.



And then awinged Geonosian swooped upon her, grabbing a her and throwing her off balance. She
used just enough of her attention to free herself momentarily, then hoped she had estimated right and
burst forward suddenly, diving and crawling fast, and came out the other sde just asthe pile driver
thundered down.

Right onto the head of the pursuing Geonosian, tamping it flat.

Padm, facing yet another slamper, didn't even seeit. She managed to roll through safely, but just as she
emerged, awinged creature reared up right in front of her, wrapping her in itsleathery wingsand
grabbing a her with srong arms.

Padm wrestled valiantly, but the creature was too strong. It flew off to the side of the conveyor and then
unceremonioudy dropped her. Padm landed hard inside alarge empty vat. She recovered quickly and
tried to scramble out, but the vat was deep and without handholds and she couldn't extract herself.

Anakin, battling furioudy with aswarm of winged Geonosians, and dl the while scrambling to avoid the
deadly stamping machines, still managed somehow to seeit dl. "Padm!” he cried as he camethrough a
stamper to see disaster looming. There was no way he could get to her, he redlized immediately, and the
vat into which she had falen was fast moving toward a pour of molten metd. "Padm!”

And then hewas fighting again, dashing aside yet another of thewinged creatures, watching al thewhile
in horror as hislove neared her doom.

Hefought wildly, begting the creatures away, scrambling desperately for Padm and calling out to her. He
crashed through another assembly line, sending droid parts everywhere, then legpt another belt, crossing
the factory room toward Padm, who was still struggling helplesdy, as she moved ever closer to the
pouring molten metal. He thought he might get to her, might legp with the Force, but then he passed too
close to another machine and avise closed over hisarm, mechanicaly moving it into position before a
programmed cutting machine.

Anakin kicked out, both feet damming awinged creature that had pursued him in, knocking the
Geonosian away. He struggled mightily against the unyielding grip of the machine and managed to turn
enough, just in time, to avoid the cutting blade--with hisarm, at least. He could only watch in horror as
the machine diced hislightsaber in haf.

And then he looked back, redizing that in amoment, the lightsaber would be the least of hislosses.
"Padm!™ he cried.

Acrosstheway, R2-D2 had landed near Padm's vat. He worked franticaly, dipping his controller arm
onto the computer access plug, then scralling through thefiles.

R2-D2 coally continued hiswork, trying to put aside his understanding that Padm was about to become
encased in molten metdl.

At last he succeeded in shutting down the correct conveyor. It stopped short, Padm less than ameter
from the metd pour. She barely had time to register relief--agroup of winged creatures swooped down
upon her and gathered her up in strong grabbing arms.

Anakin, kicking away another of the creatures, continued to struggle with the machine gripping hisarm.
He could only watch in dismay as agroup of deadly droidekas rolled up and unfolded into position



around him.

And then an armored rocket-man dropped before him, with blaster leveled hisway. "Don't move, Jedi!”
the man ordered.

* * %

Senator Amidalasat on one side of the large conference table, with Anakin standing protectively behind
her. Across the way sat Count Dooku, Jango Fett positioned behind him. It was hardly abalanced
meeting, though, for Jango Fett was armed where Anakin was not, and the room was lined by Geonosian
guards.

"Y ou are holding a Jedi Knight, Obi-Wan Kenobi," Padm said calmly, using the tone that had gotten her
through so many Senatorid negotiations. "I am formally requesting you turn him over to me now."

"He has been convicted of espionage, Senator, and will be executed. In just afew hours, | believe.
"Heisan officer of the Republic,” she said, her voicerisng abit. "You can't do that.”

"We don't recognize the Republic here," Dooku said. "However, if Naboo wereto join our aliance, |
could easlly hear your pleafor clemency.”

"Andif | don't join your rebdlion, | assumethis Jedi with mewill aso die”

"I don't wish to make you join our cause againgt your will, Senator, but you are arationd, honest
representative of your people, and | assume you want to do what'sin their best interest. Aren't they fed
up with the corruption, the bureaucrats, the hypocrisy of it al? Aren't you? Be honest, Senator.”

Hiswords stung her, because she knew there was some truth in them. Just enough to give him amodicum
of credibility, enough for Dooku to entice so many systemsto joinin hisaliance. And of course, the
redlity of the Stuation around her stung her even more deeply. She knew that she was right, that her
ideals meant something, but how did that measure up against the fact that she would be executed for
holding them? And even more than that, how did her preciousidea s hold up againgt the fact that Anakin
would diefor them, as well? She knew in that moment just how much she loved the Padawan, but knew,
too, that she could not deny al that she had believed for dl of her life, not even for hislifeand hers. "The
idedsare ill dive, Count, evenif theinditutionisfailing.”

"Y ou beievein the sameidedswe believein!" Dooku replied a once, seizing the apparent opening. "The
sameidedswe are sriving to make prominent.”

"If what you say istrue, you should stay in the Republic and help Chancellor Palpatine put thingsright.”

"The Chancellor meanswell, M'Lady, but he isincompetent,” Dooku said. "He has promised to cut the
bureaucracy, but the bureaucrats are stronger than ever. The Republic cannot be fixed, M'Lady. It istime
to start over. The democratic process in the Republic isa sham. A game played on the voters. Thetime
will comewhen that cult of greed caled the Republic will lose even the pretext of democracy and
freedom.”

Padm firmed her jaw againgt the assault, conscioudy reminding hersdf that he was exaggerating, playing
thingsdl inalight to give himsdf credibility. All she had to do to see through thelies, to seethe fangs
beneath the tempting sway of the serpent, was remind hersalf that he had taken Obi-Wan prisoner and



meant to execute him. Would the Republic have taken such a prisoner and set him up for execution?
Would she?

"I cannot believethat," she said with renewed determination. "I know of your treaties with the Trade
Federation, the Commerce Guild, and the others, Count. What is happening here is not government that
has been bought out by business, it's business becoming government! | will not forsake dl that | have
honored and worked for, and betray the Republic.”

"Then you will betray your Jedi friends? Without your cooperation, | can do nothing to stop their
execution.”

"And in that statement lies the truth of your proposed improvement,” she said flatly, her words holding
firm againgt the turmoil and agony that was wracking her. In the sllence that followed, Dooku's staring
expression went from that of apolite dignitary to an angry enemy, for just aflash, before reverting to his
usual calm and rega demeanor.

"And what about me?' Padm continued. "Am | to be executed also?"

"I wouldn't think of such an offense,” Dooku said. "But there are individuals who have astrong interest in
your demise, M'Lady. It has nothing to do with palitics, I'm afraid. It's purely persond, and they have
aready paid great sumsto have you assassinated. I'm sure they will push hard to have you included in the
executions. I'm sorry, but if you are not going to cooperate, | must turn you over to the Geonosiansfor
justice. Without your cooperation, I'vedonedl | can for you."

"Justice," Padm echoed increduloudly, with a shake of her head and aknowing smirk. And then there
wasslence.

Dooku waited patiently for afew moments, then turned and nodded to Jango Fett.

"Takethem away!" the bounty hunter ordered.

* * %

Much to hisdismay, C-3PO found out exactly what the Geonosian had meant when he had said, "Put
himintheling"

Hewasin group of drilling battle droids, adozen lines of twenty in arectangular formation, going through
the extensive programming testing before being herded onto great |anding pads to be scooped up by
Trade Federation warships.

So flustered was the out-of -place protocol droid, and so unfamiliar with his new body, that when the
Geonosan ordered, "L eft face," he turned to the right, and when the drill leader then commanded,
"March,” the battle droid now facing him stomped right into him, bearing him backward, following its
ordersto a T without the ability to improvise.

"Oh, do stop!" C-3PO pleaded. "Y ou are scratching me! Oh, | do beg you to stop!™

No response followed, because the droids had been programmed to respond only to the drill leader.

"Oh, do stop!" C-3PO begged again, fearful that he was going to be knocked over and trampled by the
battle droid, and the four others marching behind it. His sensors, tied in to his new torso, showed him an



effective solution to his problem. Without even redlizing what he was doing, C-3PO fired hisright-arm
laser, point blank, into the pushing battle droid's chest, blasting the thing apart.

"Oh my!" C-3PO cried.

"Halt!" the Geonosian drill leeder screamed, and dl the droidsimmediately froze in place. Except for
poor C-3PO, who stood there positively flummoxed, historso rotating side to Side as hetried to figure
out what to do next. He heard the drill leader call out to "take four-dot-seven back for moretraining,”
and when he congdered his position in the ranks, he knew the Geonosian was talking about him.

"Wait, no, it isamistake," he cried asapair of burly maintenance droids rolled over and scooped him up
inther vise-grip ams. "Oh, but thisisal wrong. | am programmed in over three million languages, not for
marching!”

Chapter Twenty-Three

Even before he reached the end of the corridor, Mace Windu sensed Y oda's great sadness. The Master
was gtting on abacony overlooking the Galactic Senate. Below, chaos reigned. Uproar and screaming,
loud opinions and counter opinions--the turmoil struck a profound chord in Mace Windu, who
understood Y oda's sadness, and shared it. This was the government that he and his proud Order were
sworn to protect, though right now many of the Senators hardly seemed worthy of that protection.

Right there and then, dl the faults of the Republic were laid bare to Mace Windu, and to Master Y oda,
al of the bureaucratic nonsense that seemed to inevitably get in theway of true progress. Thiswasthe
chaos that had spawned Count Dooku and the separatist movement. This was the nonsense that gave
credence to otherwise outlandish claims, and alowed the greedy specid interedts, like the Trade
Federation, to exploit the galaxy.

Thetall Jedi Master moved to the end of the corridor and sat down beside Y oda. He said nothing,
because there was nothing to say. Their place was to observe and to fight in defense of the Republic.

However ridiculous many of the representatives of that body now appeared below them.

Mace and Y oda watched the Senators screaming furioudly at each other, fists and other appendages
waving intheair. At the podium across the way, Mas Amedda stood anxioudy, glancing about and
cdling for order.

Findly, after many long minutes, the screaming died away.

"Order! Order!" Mas Amedda repeated many times, obvioudly trying to ensure that things did not spiral
out of control once again.

Chancdllor Pdpatine moved front and center, and cast his gaze al about the amphitheater, meeting many
eyes and trying hard to convey the gravity of the moment.

"In the regrettable absence of Senator Amidaa," he said at length, spesking dowly and ditinctly, "the
chair recognizes the Senior Representative of Naboo, Jar Jar Binks."



Mace looked at Y oda, who closed his eyes againgt the ensuing ondaught of cheers and boaos, seemingly
equd in strength. Everyone in the Senate knew what was coming, and the weight of it threatened to rip

the body politic apart.

Mace looked back at the floor and finally spotted Jar Jar, floating out before the podium on his platform,
flanked by Gungan aides.

"Senators" Jar Jar called. "Ddllow felegates--"

The laughter was dmost as deafening as the arguing, but the humor waslost quickly, asjeers erupted
once more.

"Stay strong, Jar Jar," Mace quietly mouthed, looking down at the Gungan, whose face and earswere
now bright red from embarrassment.

"Order!" Mas Amedda shouted from the podium. "The Senate will accord the Representative the
courtesy of ahearing!”

Thefloor quieted, and Mas Amedda signaed to Jar Jar, who was by thistime gripping the front of his
platformtightly.

"In response to the direct threet to the Republic,” the Gungan began, speaking clearly and directly, "mesa
propose that the Senate give immediate emergency powers to the Supreme Chancellor.”

There came a brief silence as everyone turned to look at everyone else. Gradually, a clapping began, and
when the jeers erupted from opposing factions, the cheering grew even louder, soon drowning out the
opposition. Though she wasn't even present, it was Amidalawho had done this, Mace understood. All
the years she had worked to win the trust of others had led to this crucia victory. If anyone other than a
Representative of Naboo, a voice speaking for Amidala, had suggested such a drastic measure, then the
debate would never have been so cleanly decided. But since she had gpparently thrown in with the other
side on the debate for the creation of an army, o, too, did many of those who had origindly followed her
lead in opposing that army.

The noise went on for many minutes, and while the jeering died away, the cheering only gained
momentum. Finaly, Chancellor Palpatine held up his hands, asking for quiet.

"It iswith great reluctance that | have agreed to thiscalling,” Papatine began. "I love democracy--I love
the Republic. | am mild by nature and do not desire to see the destruction of democracy. The power you
givemel will lay down when this criss has abated. | promise you. And as my firgt act with this new
authority, | will creste agrand army of the Republic to counter the increasing thrests of the separatists.”

"It isdone, then," Mace said to Y oda, and the diminutive Jedi Master nodded grimly. "I will take what
Jedi we have |eft and go to Geonosisto help Obi-Wan."

"And vigt, | will, the cloners of Kamino and seethisarmy they have created for the Republic,” Y oda
sad.

Together, the two Jedi walked away from the Senate Hall.

* % %



It looked like many of the courtrooms scattered about the galaxy, a round room sectioned by cur ving
railings and tall boxed-off areas, with rows of seats behind the main areafor interested onlookers. But the
makeup of the principastold Padm that the resemblance to ahall of justice ended right there. Poggle the
Lesser, the Archduke of Geonosis, presided over the gathering, helped by his Geonosian aide, Sun Fac,
but clearly there would be no possibility of open-mindedness. Padm recognized the others as separatist
Senators, dignitaries of the various commercia guilds and the InterGal actic Banking Clan.

Shewatched them carefully, noting the viscerd hatred in their eyes. Thiswas no hearing, no trid. It wasa
proclamation of hatred, and nothing more.

And so Padm was hardly surprised when Sun Fac stepped forward and announced, ™Y ou have been
charged and found guilty of espionage.”

So much for evidence, Padm thought.
"Do you have anything to say before your sentenceis carried out?' Archduke Poggle the Lesser asked.

Unshaken, the cool Senator stared the Geonosian straight in the eye. ™Y ou are committing an act of war,
Archduke. | hope you are prepared for the consequences.”

The Geonosian chuckled. "We build weapons, Senator. That is our business! Of course we're prepared!™

"Get onwith it!" came the voice of Nute Gunray from the side. "Carry out the sentence. | want to see her
uffer.”

Padm only shook her head. All this because she had foiled the Neimoidian's plansto exploit her planet
when she was Queen. All this because she hadn't rolled over before the power of Gunray and his
followers. And to think that she had agreed to mercy for the Neimoidians after their defeat on Naboo!

"Y our other Jedi friend iswaiting for you, Senator,” Archduke Poggle the Lesser announced, and he
waved to the guards. "Take them to the arenal”

* % %

At the back of the hdll, the young boy soaked it al in and looked up at hisfather, a perfect older-verson
replicaof himsdlf. "Arethey going to feed them to the beasts?* Boba Fett asked.

Jango Fett looked down at his eager son and chuckled. "Y es, Boba." He had many timestold Boba
stories of the Geonosian arena.

"Oh, | hopethey use an acklay," said Boba matter-of-factly. "I want to seeif it's as powerful asl've
read."

Jango just smiled and nodded, amused that his son was aready so interested in such things, and glad for
the dispassion in histone. Bobawas being strictly pragmatic here, even in the face of the executions of
three people. He was taking in the entire scenario with the cool and collected pragmeatism that would
dlow himto survivein the harsh gaaxy.

Hewasagood |earner.

* * %



The jumble of information they were downloading into C-3PO would surely have overwhelmed the
droid, conditioning him asintended, had his circuits not already been filled to near capacity with linguistic
information. C-3PO engaged in multiple trandations of each ingtruction pattern, and in doing so, managed
to water them down enough so that they lost any red effect.

His subtlety seemed lost on the brutes programming him, and after afew short hours, they led him out of
the room and across the large assembly hall.

It was there that C-3PO heard a plaintive and familiar whine.

"Artoo!" he caled, swiveling his head. There was his dome-shaped companion, working at a console.
R2-D2 swiveled his head and gave another _"0000."

"Oh, Artoo!" C-3PO wailed, and before he could even consider the action, he brought alaser sight up
before his eyes, focusing on the restraining bolt set into hisfriend.

A singleblast flew out, skimming the bolt from R2-D2, then ricocheting about the room.
"Hey!" cried one of the ingtructor droids, moving fast to C-3PO's side.
"Looks like this one needs more programming,” another said.

The chief maintenance droid looked about the room and shook hisdome. "Nah," he said. "No damage
done. Get thisone out to the yard and out of herel™

They led C-3PO away.

Soon after they were gone, B2-D2 rolled away from his console without notice. Since al of the relatively
benign droids working in here were restrained by bolts, there were no real guardsin the room.

Thelittle droid was out and free soon after.

* % %

The tunndl was dark and fittingly gloomy, and quiet, except for the occasiond echo of cheering from the
huge crowd gathered in the arena stands beyond. A single cart wasin there, an open ova with adoping
front end that somewhat resembled an insect's head with the top half cut away. Anakin and Padm were
unceremonioudy thrown into it, then strapped in place againgt the framework, facing each other.

Both of them jerked asthe cart started into motion, gliding aong the dark tunnel.

"Don't beafraid,” Anakin whispered.

Padm smiled at him, her expression one of genuine calm. "I'm not afraid to die," shereplied, her voice
thick and soft. "I've been dying alittle bit each day snce you came back into my life.”

"Wheat are you talking about?'

Thenshesadit, and it wasred and genuine and warm. "'l love you."



"You love me?' he asked, overwhelmed. "Y ou love me! | thought we decided not to fal inlove. That we
would beforcedto livealie. That it would destroy our lives." But her words had brought awash of
contentment over him.

"I think our lives are about to be destroyed anyway,” Padm replied. "My lovefor you isapuzzle, Annieg,
for which | have no answers. | can't control it--and now | don't care. | truly, deeply love you, and before
wedie, | want you to know."

Padm leaned againgt her restraints and craned her head forward, and Anakin did likewise, the two
coming close enough for their lipsto meet in a soft and gentle kiss, one that lingered and deepened, one
that said everything they both redlized they should have spoken to each other before. One that, to them,
mocked their false heroicsin denying the fedings they'd had for each other dl aong.

The sweet moment was just that, though, amoment, for acrack of the driver'swhip had the cart jerking
out of thetunne and into the blinding daylight, rolling onto the floor of agreet stadium filled with
Geonosian spectators.

Four sturdy posts, ameter in diameter, were centered on the arena floor, each set with chains, and one
holding afamiliar figure.

"Obi-Wan!" Anakin cried as he was pulled down from the cart, dragged over, and chained to the post
beside hisMaster.

"l was beginning to wonder if you had gotten my message," Obi-Wan replied. Both he and Anakin
winced as Padm was similarly, roughly dragged over to the post next to Anakin, and roughly chained up.
They saw her curl abit, defensvey, in what seemed afutile resstance. What they didn't see, though, was
the resourceful Padm managing to dip out awire she had hidden in her belt.

"| retransmitted your message just as you requested, Master," Anakin explained. "Then we decided to
come and rescue you.”

"Good job!" came Obi-Wan's quick and sarcagtic reply. He ended with agrunt as hisarms were pulled
up above his head, locking him helplesdy in place. Anakin and Padm were receiving Smilar trestment.
They could turn abit sdeto sde, though, and so dl three were able to watch the arriva of the dignitaries,
the masters of ceremony--facesthey had come to know all too well.

"The felons before you have been convicted of espionage againgt the Sovereign System of Geonosis,”
announced the lackey, Sun Fac. "Their sentence of death isto be carried out in thisarenaimmediately!”

Thewild cheering deafened the doomed trio. "They like their executions,”" Obi-Wan said dryly.

At the dignitary box, Sun Fac gave way to Archduke Poggle the Lesser, who patted his handsin the air,
cdling for quiet. "I have decided on an especially entertaining contest thisday,” he announced, to more
gppreciative roaring. "Which of our pets would be most suited to carry out the executions of such
digtinguished criminas? | asked mysdlf this over and over, and for many hours, could find no answer.

"And finaly, | chose--" He paused dramatically and the crowd hushed. "--thereek!" At the Side of the
arena, agate was lifted and out stepped a huge quadruped with massive shoulders, an elongated face,
and three deadly horns, one sticking up from its snout and the other two protruding forward from either
sde of itswide mouth. The reek stood astall asaWookiee, as wide as ahuman maewastal, and more
than four meterslong. It was prodded forward into the arena by aline of picadors carrying long spears



and riding creatures that were bovinein size, with elongated snouts.

After the cheering died away, Poggle surprised the crowd by announcing, "The nexu!" A second gate

rose, revealing alarge feline creeture. Its head was an extraordinary thing, half the size of its body and

with afang-filled mouth that could open wide enough to bite alarge human in half. A ridge of fur stood
graight in aline from heed to rump, ending right before itswhipping, feinoid tail.

Before the surprised crowd could erupt again, Poggle shouted, "And the acklay!" and athird gate rose
and the most hideous creature of al rushed in. It moved spiderlike on four legs, each ending in huge
elongated claws. Other armswaved menacingly, smilarly topped with clawsthat snapped inthe air. Its
head, crested by along and wavy horn, was more than two meters above the ground, glancing about
hungrily, and while the other two creatures seemed to need the prodding of the picadors, this one surely
did not.

Thislast one, the acklay, seemed to be the true crowd-pleaser, especiadly to the young boy, Jango Fett's
cloned son, sitting with the dignitaries. Boba grinned and began reciting al that he had read of the deadly
beast's exploits.

"Well, this should be fun--for them, at least,”" lamented Obi-Wan, watching the frenzy mounting around
him.

"What?' Anakin asked.
"Never mind," Obi-Wan replied. "Y ou ready for the fight?'

"Thefight?' Anaki n asked skeptically, looking up a his chained wridts, then back at the three mongters,
which had been milling about, and only now seemed to take note that lunch had been served.

"Y ou want to give the crowd its money's worth, don't you?" Obi-Wan asked. "Y ou take the one on the
right. I'll take the one on the lft.”

"What about Padm?' The two turned to discover that their clever companion had aready used the
conceaed wireto pick the lock on one of her shackles, and had turned her body about, facing the post.
She climbed right up the chain to the top of that post, then went to work on the other shackle.

"'She seemsto be on top of things," Obi-Wan commented wryly.

Anakin looked back just in timeto react to the charge of the reek. Acting purely on reflex, the young Jedi
legpt straight up, and the beast plowed into the pole beneath him. Seeing an opportunity, Anakin
dropped upon the beast's back and wrapped his chain about its strong horn. The reek bucked and
tugged, tearing the chain free of the post, and they were off, the reek bucking and Anakin holding on for
dear life. He dapped the free end of the chain at the side of the reek’s head, and the vicious beast hit it
and held on, its stubbornness providing Anakin amakeshift bridle.

* % %

After downloading the schematics, R2-D2 had little trouble navigating the huge factory complex. The
small droid rolled dong, whistling casudly to deflect any suspicion on the part of the many Geonosians
milling about.

None of them seemed interested in him, anyway, though, and R2 thought he knew why. He had |earned



of ahuge event taking place, atriple execution. He could easily enough guess the identities of the
unfortunate prisoners.

He wandered aong ameandering course through the complex, avoiding as many Geonosiansas possible,
passing those he could not with an air of detachment, trying not to look out of place.

He knew that it would get more crowded as he neared the arena, though, and could only hope that the
Geonos ans there would be too distracted by the thrilling events to bother with alittle astromech droid.

* % %

Obi-Wan quickly cameto learn why the acklay was such a crowd-pleaser. The creature reared up high
and came straight in at him. When Obi-Wan rushed behind the pole, the acklay took amore direct route,
crashing into the pole, its gigantic claws snapping the wood and the chain. Freed by the beast'sfury,
Obi-Wan turned and ran, sprinting right at the nearest picador, the acklay in fast pursuit. The Geonosian
lowered his spear at the Jedi, but Obi-Wan dodged inside and grabbed it. A sudden tug pulled it free,
and Obi-Wan snapped it againgt the picador's mount, causing the creature to rear. Hardly dowing,
Obi-Wan planted the butt of the lance in the ground and legpt, pole-vaulting the picador and his mount.

Again the acklay took the more direct route, damming into rider and mount, sending the Geonosian
tumbling to the sand. Grabbing the picador up in the snap of aclaw, the monster crunched thelifefrom
him.

* * %

Atop her post, Padm worked frantically to free the chain. But dready the felindike nexu waslegping up
to swipe at her with its deadly claws. She dodged, but the nexu came on again.

Padm whipped it with the chain.

The beast didn't stop, its claws tearing into the pole asit climbed. Then, with a sudden burgt, it leapt up
to the top and reared before Padm issuing a victorious roar.

The crowd hushed, sensing thefirg kill.

Asthe nexu dashed, Padm turned in acircle the other way, and while the claws tore her shirt and
superficiadly raked her back, she came around hard, delivering asolid blow acrossthe beast's face with
the free-flying end of the chain. The nexu fell back off the pole. Padm leapt out and back, away from the
creature and to the Side, and et the chain tug her back, sending her in aspin about the pole. She tucked
her legs as she spun, then double-kicked out, knocking the nexu to the ground.

Hardly pausing to consider her handiwork, she scrambled back up the pole, working furioudy to free
hersdf completely.

The crowd gasped as one.
"Foul!" cried Nute Gunray in the dignitary box. " She can't do that! Shoot her or something!™

"Wow!" Boba Fett yelled in obvious admiration. Jango put his hand on his son's shoulder, enjoying the



show every bit as much as Boba.

"The nexu will have her, Viceroy," Poggle the Lesser assured the trembling Neimoidian.

Gunray remained standing, as did everyone elsein the box, as did everyone esein the stadium. The
crowd gasped again as Obi-Wan ran around behind the picador's fallen mount, then launched the stolen
spear into the neck of the furious acklay. The beast screeched in pain and dapped the struggling orray
mount asde.

Across the way, Padm continued to work the chain as the nexu regained its balance and began to stalk
back toward the pole. Finally, shewasfree.

But the nexu was right below her, looking up, drool spilling from its oversized maw, death initseyes. It
crouched, ready to spring.

And got trampled into the ground by Anakin and his reek mount.
"You okay?' hecdled.
"Sure"

"Jump on!" Anakin cried, and Padm was dready moving, leaping down from the poleto fall into place
right behind Anakin.

They passed the wounded and furious acklay next, and Obi-Wan was quick to take Padm's hand and
vault into place behind her.

Boba Fett yelped in glee again, as did many of the Geonosians.

Nute Gunray, though, wasn't quite o pleased. "Thisisn't how it's supposed to be!" he yelled at Count
Dooku. "She's supposed to be dead by now!"

"Patience," the cam Count replied.
"No!" Nute Gunray shouted back at him. "Jango, finish her off!"

Jango turned an amused expression Nute Gunray's way, and nodded knowingly as Count Dooku
motioned for him to stay put.

"Patience, Viceroy," Dooku said to the fuming Gunray. " Shewill die”

Even as he spoke, even as Gunray seemed about to explode with rage, the Count motioned back to the
arena, and the Neimoidian turned to see agroup of droidekas roll out from the side paddock. They
surrounded the reek and the three prisoners and opened and unfolded into their battle position, giving
Anakin no choice but to pull back hard on the makeshift rein and halt the cregture.

"Y ou see?' Dooku camly asked.
The Count's expression changed, though, just for amoment, asafamiliar hum began right behind him. He

glanced to hisright quickly, to see apurple lightsaber blade right beside Jango Fett's neck, then turned
dowly to regard the wielder.



"Magter Windu," he said with histypical charm. "How pleasant of you tojoin ug! You'rejust in timefor
the moment of truth. | would think these two boys of yours could use alittle moretraining.”

"Sorry to disappoint you, Dooku," Mace coolly replied. "This party's over." With that, the Jedi Master
gave aquick salute with his glowing lightsaber, the prearranged signal, and then brought the blade back in
closeto Jango Fett. All about the stadium came a sudden and synchronized flash of lights as a hundred
Jedi Knightsignited their lightsabers.

The crowd went perfectly slent.

After amoment's reflection, Count Dooku turned about just a bit, looking back at Mace Windu out of
the corner of hiseye. "Brave, but foolish, my old Jedi friend. Y ou're impossibly outhumbered.”

"] don't think 0," Mace countered. " The Geonosians aren't warriors. One Jedi hasto be worth a
hundred Geonosans."

Count Dooku glanced about the stadium, hissmile widening. "It wasn't the Geonosians | was thinking
about. How well do you think one Jedi will match up againgt athousand battle droids?!

He had timed it perfectly. Just as he finished, aline of battle droids came down the corridor behind Mace
Windu, their lasersfiring. The Jedi reacted a once, spinning about and flashing hislightsaber to deflect
the many bolts, turning them back on his attackers. He knew that these few droids were the least of his
troubles, though, for as he glanced around he saw the source of Dooku's confidence thousands of battle
droidsrolling dong every ramp, in the stands and out into the arenabelow.

Thefight began immediatdy, the whole stadium filling with screaming laser bolts, Jedi legping and
spinning, trying to closeinto tight defensive groups, their lightsabers deflecting the boltswildly.
Geonosians scrambled al about, some trying to attack the Jedi--and dying for their trouble--others just
scrambling to get out of the way of thewild fire.

Mace Windu spun about, recognizing that his most dangerous enemieswere behind him. He faced Jango
Fett--and found himsdlf looking down the barrel of a stout flamethrower.

A burst of flames reached out for the Jedi Master, igniting hisflowing robes. With both Dooku and the
bounty hunter so close, and in such avulnerable postion, Macejust legpt away, lifting himsef with the
Forceto fly out from the box and land in the arena. He pulled the burning robe from his back, throwing it
adde.

All around him, the fight intensified, with Jedi battling scores of Geonosiansin the stands, and many other
Jedi rushing down to the arenafloor to join the battle against the largest concentrations of Battle Droids.
Mace winced when he spotted Obi-Wan, Anakin, and Padm sent flying into the air by the terrified and
bucking reek. He motioned to other Jedi, but needn't have, for those closest were aready rushing toward
their vulnerable companions, throwing lightsabersto Anakin and Obi-Wan.

When those two ignited their blades, Anakin's green and Obi-Wan's blue, and Padm came up between
them, adiscarded blaster pistol in hand, Mace breathed a bit easier.

But only for amoment. Then the Jedi Master was a blur of motion once more, working his blade
furioudy to turn back the storm of laser bolts screaming at him from the multitude of battle droids. He
joined Obi-Wan n ear the center of the arena soon after, and back-to-back, they went into action,



moving into acrowd of droids, taking down severd with deflected bolts, then dashing through, turning in
unison as they went. Obi-Wan went a one droid with hislightsaber up high, but when that droid lifted its
defenses appropriately, the two Jedi turned about, Mace coming around with his lightsaber down low,
shearing the droid in half.

Behind Mace Windu and Obi-Wan, Anakin and Padm fought in asimilar back-to-back posture, with
Anakin working in amaostly defensive manner, deflecting dl the bolts coming at him and a Padm, while
she picked her shots carefully, taking down droid after droid after Geonosian.

But despite dl the gdlant efforts, despite the mounds of daughtered enemies, Geonosian and droid dike,
the outcome was beginning to show clearly, asthe Jedi were being pushed back by sheer numbers. The
generd retreat flowed toward the arena, though that areawould provide little respite. In addition to the
droids and Jedi, the two monsters rushed about crazily, destroying everything in their path.

* % %

Into this magl strom marched C-3PO, hisbody at least, with the head of abattle droid fixed firmly upon
it. Shortly, however, thismotley droid caught ablaster balt in the neck. Down it went, the battle droid
head bouncing free of the torso.

Acrossthe arena, in atunnd and marching toward daylight, 3PO's head, attached to a battle droid body,
felt the sensation, but distantly.

"My legsarent moving!" he cried, though of course his present legs certainly were. "1 must need ail.”

* % %

It was atimefor improvisation, too wild a scene for coordinated and predetermined movements.

Just the kind of fight in which Padm excelled. Firing ablaster with every step, she rushed to the same
execution cart that had brought her and Anakin into the arenaand scrambled atop the confused orray

pullingit.

Right behind her came Anakin, hislightsaber ablur of motion, turning laser shots back at the battle
droids. He legpt into the cart and Padm kicked the orray away.

They charged the circuit, bouncing across the fallen droids and Geonosians, Padm firing shot after shot
and Anakin sending an even greater line of destruction out by turning aside dl shots coming their way.

"You cal thisdiplomacy?' said Anakin, deflecting blasts.
Padm grinned and shouted back, "No, | cdl it ‘aggressive negotiations!"

* % %

C-3PO entered the maelstrom, and if his eye socketswould have alowed him to widen hiseyesin
surprise and terror, he surely would have.

"Wherearewe?" hecried. "A battle! Oh no! I'm just aprotocol droid. I'm not madefor this. | can't doit!
| don't want to be destroyed!”



This mixed-up droid lasted about as long as his other haf had, across the way. He came around to face
the Jedi Magter Kit Fisto, who dammed him hard with a Force shove, knocking him to the ground. Next,
the agile Jedi did a pirouette movement and with avicious dice of hislightsaber, took down the baitle
droid that had been in line right beside C-3PO. It collapsed on top of C-3PO's prone form.

"Help! I'm trapped! | can't get up!” C-3PO wailed, acall that caught the attention of none.
Save one.

R2-D2 rolled into the arena and wove hisway about the carnage and danger.

* % %

No number of battle droids could hope to separate Mace and Obi-Wan, so perfect were their
movements, so attuned were they to each other. But the sheer bulk of the reek wastoo much even for a
pair of lightsabers, and when the furious beast charged at the two Jedi, they had no choice but to dive

apart.

The reek followed Mace, and he had to dash wildly to fend it off. He did manage to drive it back, but
was butted and lost his lightsaber in the process. He came up facing the reek, and figured that he could
outmaneuver it to get hisweapon back easily enough, but then an armored rocket-man flew downin his
path, blaster leveled.

Mace reached out with the Force and brought his lightsaber flying to his hand, moving likelightning to
parry Jango'sfirst shot. With the second shot, Mace was more in control, and his parry sent the bolt right
back at the bounty hunter. But Jango was dready in motion, diving sdelong and coming around ready to
launch a series of shotsthe Jedi'sway.

He was stopped by the reek. Unable to distinguish friend from foe, the reek bore down on Jango. He
scored acouple of hits, but they hardly dowed the beast, and he was tossed away. The reek charged
him, trying to ssomp him as he rolled about desperately. Jango was fast, though. Every time he came
around, hefired again, and again, his bolts burrowing into the furious reek's belly.

Findly, the huge bullish creature swayed, and Jango wisely rolled out the far Sde, opposite Mace, asthe
beast collapsed.

The Jedi was on him immediatdly, lightsaber weaving through the air. Jango dodged and lifted into the air
with hisrockets, trying to keep one step ahead of that deadly blade and to occasiondly fire abolt at
Mace.

The man was good, Mace had to admit. Very good, and more than once the Jedi had to parry
desperatdy to turn abolt asde. He kept up his offensive flurry, though, keeping Jango on the defensive
with sudden stabs and dashing cuts.

One misstep...

And then it happened, all of asudden. Mace started to dash to the lft, cut it short and stabbed straight
out, then reversed his grip and sent the lightsaber dashing across, lft to right. He spun acomplete circuit,
coming around to parry ablaster shot, but there was no shot forthcoming.

That |eft to right reversal had cleanly landed. Jango Fett's head flew free of his shoulders and fdll out of



hishdmet, to settlein the dirt.

* * %

"Straight ahead,” Obi-Wan told himsdlf asthe acklay came at him, its huge claws snapping inthe air.

He went |eft, then right, then rolled forward at the beast, between the mighty arms and snapping claws,
coming around and over with his borrowed lightsaber stabbing straight ahead, burning aholein the
cregture's chest.

The acklay dived forward, trying to crush him under its bulk, and the Jedi legpt straight up ashe
connected. He came down on its back, landing lightly and stabbing repeatedly, before legping away once
more.

"Straight ahead," he told himsdlf again asthe enraged beast charged yet again.

Obi-Wan noted the blaster bolt coming at him from the side at the very last second, and turned his
lightsaber down and under, deflecting the bolt right into the acklay'sface.

The creature hardly dowed and the Jedi had to throw himself to the ground to dodge a swiping, snapping
claw.

Herolled out to the side, to avoid a stomping leg, and managed to dash out again, cutting a deep gash.

The acklay howled and came on, and more blaster bolts came at the Jedi. Hislightsaber worked
furioudy, brilliantly, turning one bolt after another right into the charging beest, findly dowing it and
sunningit.

Obi-Wan rushed in and legpt and stabbed, right in the face. He caught hisfoot on the creature's shoulder
and ran right past it. He heard it fall behind him, thrashing in its desth throes, but he knew that battle was
done and went back to work on the battle droids.

That larger fight seemed far from won, and far from winnable. Mace Windu had finished with Jango Fett
by then, and to the other sde, Anakin and Padm continued their perfect teamwork behind the overturned
execution cart. Anakin turned al shotsaimed at either of them, and Padm picked off droid after droid.
But even with that, even with dl of the remaining Jedi fighting brilliantly in the arena, the droids continued
to pressin, herding them al together in ahopeless position.

* k% %

"Artoo, what are you doing here?' C-3PO asked when hislittle friend rolled past histrapped body.

In response, R2-D2 fired a suction cup grapnd from a.compartment, attaching it firmly to C-3PO's head.
"Wait!" C-3PO cried as R2-D2 began to tug. "No! How dare you? Y ou're pulling too hard! Stop
dragging me, you lead-head!" He felt the sparking as his head tore free of the Battle Droid body, and
then R2-D2 pulled C-3PO's head over to itsrightful body. R2-D2 extracted hiswelding arm and began
reattaching the protocol droid's head.

"Artoo, be careful! Y ou might burn my circuits. Are you sure my head's on sraight?”



More Jedi went down under the sheer weight of the laser barrage. Less than half of them were il
ganding.

"Limited choices," Ki-Adi-Mundi said to the exhausted and bloody Mace Windu.

Soon they were down to just over twenty, all herded together, and in the stadium al about them stood
rank after rank of battle droid, weapons leveled.

And then al movement stopped suddenly.

"Master Windu!" Count Dooku cried from the dignitary box. His expression showed that he had truly
enjoyed the spectacle of the battle. "Y ou have fought galantly. Worthy of recognition in the Archives of
the Jedi. Now it isfinished." He paused and looked al about, leading the gazes of the trapped Jedi to the
rows and rows of enemies still poised to destroy them.

"Surrender," Dooku ordered, "and your lives will be spared.”

"Wewill not become hostages for you to use as barter, Dooku,” Mace said without the dightest
hegtation.

"Then I'm sorry, old friend," Count Dooku said, in atone that didn't sound at al sorry. Y ou will haveto
be destroyed.” Heraised his hand and |ooked to his assembled army, prepared to give the signal.

But then Padm, exhausted, dirty, and bloody, raised her head to the sky above and shouted, "L ook!" All
eyesturned up to see half adozen gunships fast descending upon the arena, screaming down in adusty
cloud about the Jedi, clone troopers rushing out their open sides as they touched down.

A hailstorm of laserfire blasted the new arrivals, but the gunships had their shields up, covering the deb
arkation of their warriors.

Amid the sudden confusion and flashing laserfire, Master Y oda appeared in the dropdoor of one of the
gunships, offering asalute to Mace and the others.

"Jedi, movel" Mace cried, and the survivors rushed to the nearest gunships, scrambling aboard. Mace
climbed in right beside Y oda, and their ship lifted away immediady, cannons blaring, shattering and
scattering battle droids asit soared up out of the arena.

Mace could hardly believe the incredible sight unfolding before him, as thousands of Republic ships
rushed down on the assembled fleet of the Trade Federation, dropping tens of thousands of clone
troopers to the surface of the planet. Behind him, Y oda continued to orchestrate the battle. "More
battalionsto theleft,” heinsgtructed hissignaler, who relayed it out to the field commanders. "Encircle
them, we mug, then divide."

* * %

After many minutes of aglow so bright that it hurt C-3PO's eyes, R2-D2 retracted hiswelding arm and
tootled that the job was finished--C-3PO's head was back where it belonged.

"Oh, Artoo, you've put me back together!" C-3PO cried, and with some effort, he managed to stand



upright. He redlized then, from the hailstorm of fire outside the arenatunnel, and with many of those bolts
ricocheting ingde, that he was far from safe, and s0 he turned and began to amble away. Unfortunately
for him, though, R2-D2 had not yet disengaged the sucker projectile from hisforehead. The cord went
taut, and C-3PO tumbled backward to the ground.

R2-D2 gave an gpologetic whistle as herolled by, disengaging and retracting the sucker as he went.

"I won't forget thisl" C-3PO cried indignantly, and he scrambled up again and shuffled off after his
infuriating friend.

* * %

With the gunships flying off and the baitle droidsin pursuit, Boba Fett finaly found the opportunity to dip
down onto the arenafloor. He called for hisfather repeatedly, rushing from pile of carnageto pile of
carnage. He passed the dead acklay, and then the reek, calling for Jango, but knowing what had
happened, smply because hisfather, who was aways there, wasn't there.

And then he saw the hdmet.

"Dad," the boy breathed. Hislegs giving out beneath him, hefell to his knees beside Jango Fett's empty
hemet.

Chapter Twenty-Four

Archduke Poggle the Lesser, led Dooku and the others into the Geonosian command center, a huge
room with alarge circular viewscreen in its center and many other monitors about the walls, where
Geonosian soldiers could monitor and direct the widening battle.

Poggle rushed to the sde to confer with an army commander, then came back to Dooku and Nute
Gunray, hisexpression fierce. "All of our communications have been jammed!" he informed them. "We
are under attack, on land and from above!"

"The Jedi have amassed a huge army!" Nute Gunray cried.

"Where did they get them?' Dooku asked, sounding perplexed. "That doesn't seem possible. How did
the Jedi come up with an army so quickly?*

"We must send dl available droidsinto battle,” Nute Gunray demanded.
But Dooku, staring at the myriad of scenes, at the many battles and explosions dl about the region, was
shaking his head before he Neimoidian could begin to argue his reasoning. " There are too many,” the

Count said, hisvoicefull of resignation. "They will soon have us surrounded.”

Even as he spoke, the three winced as the central screen flashed, showing the explosive destruction of a
major Geonosian defensive position.

"Thisisnot going wdl a dl," Nute Gunray admitted.



"Order aretreat,” said Poggle, and he was trembling so forcefully that it seemed asif he might just fall
over. "l am sending al my warriors degp into the catacombsto hide!" He nodded to severd of his
commanders as hefinished, and they turned back to their comlinks, relaying the orders.

"We must get the cores of our ships back into space!” one of Nute Gunray's associates cried, and
Gunray was nodding as he considered the words and the devastating scenes of battle flashing acrossthe
viewscreens.

"I'm going to Coruscant,” Dooku announced. "My Master will not | et the Republic get awvay with this
treachery.”

Poggle the L esser rushed across the room to a console and punched in some codes, bringing up a

hol ographic schematic of a planet-sized weagpon. With afew keystrokes, he downloaded the schematic
onto acartridge and pulled it from the drive, turning to Dooku. "The Jedi must not find our designs,” the
Archduke ingsted. "'If they have any idea of what we are planning to create, we are doomed."”

Dooku took the cartridge. "1 will take the desgnswith me," he agreed. "The planswill be much safer with
my Madter."

With acurt bow, the Count swept from the room.

* * %

Obi-Wan, Anakin, and Padm crouched in the open side of agunship asit sped across the expanding
battlefield outside the arena, itslaser cannons blaring, its shields turning back the responding fire from the
droids.

Below them, clone troopers rushed across the battlefield on speeder bikes, weaving their way and firing
dl thewhile

"They're good," Obi-Wan remarked, and Anakin nodded.

Their attention went right back to their own situation, then, as the gunship approached a huge Techno
Union starship and opened fire. Itslaser cannons dammed away at the giant, but seemed to be having
little effect.

"Aimright abovethefud cdld" Anakin cried to the gunner. With adight adjusment, the gunner let fly his
next burst.

Huge explosionsrocked the starship and it began to tilt ominoudly to the side. The gunship, and others
rushing in nearby, swerved aside asthe great craft toppled.

"Good cal!" Obi-Wan congratul ated his Padawan, then he shouted to the crew, "Those Trade
Federation starships are taking off! Target them quickly!"

"They'retoo big, Master,” Anakin replied. " The ground-trooperswill have to take them out.

* * %

The gunship roared across the widening battlefield, lasers blasting away, explosons erupting al about it, a
scene of spectacular destruction and frenzy. Mace Windu shook his head and looked to Y oda.



"Capture Dooku, we must,” Y odasaid, his calm and steady voice as strong an anchor as Mace could
have asked for in that momentous moment. "If escape he does, he will rally more systemsto his cause.”

Mace |ooked to the diminutive Master and nodded grimly. "Captain, land at that assembly point ahead,”
he ordered the clone driving his gunship, and the obedient pilot fast settled the craft. Mace,
Ki-Adi-Mundi, and ahost of clone troopersjumped out, but Y oda did not follow.

"To the forward command center, take me," he ingtructed, and the gunship lifted away.

As soon asthey put down at the relative safety of the position that had been secured as the command
center, the clone commander rushed to the open gunship dropdoor. "Master Y oda, al forward positions
areadvancing.”

"Very good, very good,” Yodasaid. "Concentrate al your fire on the nearest starship.”

"Yes, gr!"

The clone commander ran off, organizing his leaders as he went. Soon after, the forward groups began

picking their targets in amore coordinated manner, and the concentrated fire succeeded where sporadic
bursts could not, taking down one starship after another.

* % %

The gunship dowed and banked suddenly, circling adroid gun emplacement, coming too fast around the
back for the stationary system to swivel. A furious barrage destroyed the defensive position completdly,
but it did manage asingle shot the gunship's way, rocking the craft hard.

"Hold on!" Obi-Wan cried, grabbing the edge of the open dropdoor.

"Cant think of abetter choice!" Padm yeled back a him.

Obi-Wan turned asmirk her way, or started to, but then he saw a Geonosian speeder soaring away, an
unmigtakable figure in the open cockpit. Two fighters flanked the speeder, the trio heading fast avay
from themain fighting. "L ook! Over there!”

"It's Dooku!" Anakin cried. " Shoot him down!™

"We're out of ordnance, Sir," the clone captain replied.

"Follow him!" Anakin ordered.

The pilot put the ship up onits side, banking fast to turn into astraight run for the fleeing Count.

"We're going to need some help,” Padm remarked.

"No, therésno time," said Obi-Wan. "Anakin and | can handlethis.”

Asthe gunship began to close, the fighters flanking Dooku banked away suddenly, veering off left and

right, turning to engage. The clone pilot of the gunship was up to the task, weaving hisway through their
fire, but then another blast rocked the ship, and with the vehicle up on edge, Obi-Wan and Anakin had to



hold on tight and scrambleto stay in.
Padm wasn't so fortunate.
One moment, she was beside Anakin, and then she was gone, tumbling out the open dropdoor.

"Padm!" Anakin screamed. Everything seemed to be happening in dow motion, and he couldn't catch
her, couldn't reach out fast enough.

She tumbled down and hit the ground hard, and lay very till.
"Padm!™ Anakin cried again, and then he ydlled to the clone pilot, " Put the ship down!"

Obi-Wan stood before him, his hands on Anakin's shoulders, holding him steedy and firm. "Don't let your
persona fedings get intheway," he reminded his Padawan. He turned to the pilot. "Follow that speeder.”

Anakin pushed to the Side, peering over his Magter's shoulder, and growled, "Lower the ship!”

Obi-Wan turned to face him again, and thistime, hislook was not so sympathetic. "Anakin," he said
flatly, showing that there was no room for debate. "1 can't take Dooku done. If we catch him, we can
end thiswar right now. We have ajob to do."

"I don't care!™ Anakin yelled at him. He pushed out to the Side again and yelled at the pilot, "Put the ship
down!"

"You'l be expdled from the Jedi Order," Obi-Wan said, his grim look showing no room for any
argument.

The blunt statement hit Anakin hard. "I can't leave her," he said, hisvoice suddenly little more than a
whisper.

"Cometo your senses,”" said the uncompromising Obi-Wan. "What do you think Padm would do if she
wereinyour pogtion?'

Anakin's shoulders dumped. " She would do her duty,” he admitted. He turned and looked back toward
where Padm had falen, but they were now too far off, and there was too much dust.

* * %

Gunships screamed left and right, trading fire with laser cannon emplacements. On the ground, thousands
of clone troopers battled the droids, and it was aready becoming apparent that these new soldiers were
indeed superior. One againgt one, a battle droid was nearly a match for aclone trooper, and a super
battle droid even more than amatch. But in groups and formations, the improvisation of the clone
troopers, reacting to the fast-changing battleground and following the relayed orders of their Jedi
commander, was quickly giving them dl of the best vantage points, al the high ground and the most
defengble positions.

The battle soon extended far overhead, as well, as Republic warships engaged those Trade Federation
shipsthat had managed to get offplanet, and those that had not yet landed. Mot of those Trade
Federation shipsinside the asteroid belt and immediately within the perimeter of the battle were troop
carriersrather than battleships, and so the Republic wasfast gaining the upper hand there, aswell.



Over a the command center, an exhausted and dirty Mace Windu joined Master Y oda, the two sharing
looks that combined hope for the present and fear for the future.

"Y ou decided to bring them," Mace stated.

"Troubling, itis," Yodareplied, hislarge eyes dowly blinking. "Two paths were there open, and thisone
aone offered the return of so many Jedi.”

Mace Windu nodded his approva of that choice, but Y oda only looked at the turmoil and destruction
raging about him and blinked hislarge eyes once more.

Obi-Wan pushed past Anakin, moving toward the pilot. "Follow that speeder!”

The gunship did just that, zooming low. They found the speeder soon enough, parked outsde alarge
tower. The gunship skimmed to a stop, moving abit lower, and Anakin and Obi-Wan legpt out, rushing
to the tower door. Hardly pausing, Anakin burst through, lightsaber in hand, entering ahuge hangar, with
cranes and control panels, tug-ships and workbenches.

They found Count Dooku insde, slanding at acontrol pandl, working some instruments. A small
interstellar sail ship sat nearby, agraceful, shining craft with acircular pod set on two lander legs, the
retracted sails sweeping out to narrowing points behind it, like folded wings.

"You're going to pay for al the Jedi you killed today, Dooku!™

Anakin ydled at him, moving in determinedly. Again hefelt the tug of adetermined Obi-Wan, holding him
back.

"We movein together," Obi-Wan explained. "Y ou dowly on the--"
"No! I'm taking him now!" And Anakin pulled away and charged ahead.
"Anakin, no!"

Like acharging reek, the young Jedi came on, his green lightsaber ready to cut Dooku in haf. The Count
looked at him out of the corner of hiseye, smiling asif truly amused.

Anakin didn't catch the cue. Hisrage moved him aong, asit had with the Tusken Raiders.

But thiswas no smplewarrior enemy. Dooku's hand shot out toward the charging Jedi, sending forth a
Force push as solid as any stonewall, and aburst of blue Force lightning, unknown to Jedi, charged all
about the trapped and lifted Jedi Padawan.

Anakin managed to hold onto his lightsaber as he went up into the air, held there by the power of the
Count. With awave of his hand, Dooku sent Anakin flying across the room, to crash into adistant wall,

where he dumped down, dazed.

"Asyou can see, my Jedi powers are far beyond yours," Dooku said with complete confidence and calm.



"I don't think s0," Obi-Wan countered, moving toward him in amore measured and defensive manner,
his borrowed blue lightsaber held across his body diagondly, up over one shoulder.

Dooku smiled and ignited ared-glowing blade.

Obi-Wan stepped dowly ét first, then came on in asudden rush, his blue blade coming in hard, right to
|eft.

But with only adight movement, the red blade stabbed under the blue, then lifted up, and Obi-Wan's

blade went flying harmlessly high of the mark. With adight reversd of hiswrist, Dooku stabbed straight
ahead, and Obi-Wan had to throw himself backward. He brought hislightsaber across ashe did, trying
to parry, but Dooku had aready retracted his blade by then and had settled back into perfect defensive

posture.

Againg that posture, Obi-Wan's sudden flurry of attacks seemed exaggerated and inefficient, for Dooku
defeated each, one after another, with adight parry or dodge, seeming barely to move. For while
Obi-Wan and most of the Jedi were sword fighters, Count Dooku was a fencer, following an older
fighting style, one more effective against wegpons like lightsabers than againgt projectile wegponslike
blasters. The Jedi on the whole had abandoned that old fighting style, considering it dmost irrelevant
againg the enemies of the present galaxy, but Dooku had aways held stubbornly to it, considering it
among the highest of fighting disciplines.

Now, asthe battle played out between the Count and Obi-Wan, the older way showed its brilliance.
Obi-Wan legpt and spun, dashing side to side, chopping and thrusting, but al of Dooku's movements
seemed far more efficient. He followed asingleline, front and back, hisfeet shifting to keep him
congtantly in perfect baance as he retreated and came on suddenly with devastating thrusts that had
Obi-Wan stumbling backward. "Master Kenobi, you disgppoint me," the Count taunted. "Y oda holds
you in such high esteem.”

Hiswords spurred Obi-Wan forward with another series of dashes and chops, but Dooku's red blade
angled left and then right, then up just enough to send Obi-Wan's descending blade dipping off to the
Sde. Obi-Wan had to retrest soon after, gasping for breath.

"Come, come, Magter Kenobi," Dooku said, hislips curled in awicked smile. ""Put me out of my misery."

Obi-Wan steadied himsdlf and shifted hislightsaber from hand to hand, getting abetter grip onit. Then he
exploded into mation, coming on again fiercdly, his blue lightsaber flashing all about. He kept a better
measure of his cutsthistime, though, reverang his angle often, turning awide dash into a sudden thrust,
and he soon had Dooku backing, the red blade working furioudy to keep Obi-Wan at bay.

Obi-Wan pressed forward more forcefully, but Dooku continued to fend off the strikes, and then his
momentum played out. He was too far forward, while Dooku remained in perfect balance, ready for a
countergtrike.

And then it was Dooku suddenly pressing the attack, his red blade stabbing and retracting so quickly that
most of Obi-Wan's cutting parries hit nothing but air. Obi-Wan had to jump back, and then back again,
and again, as those thrusts moved ever closer to hitting home.

Dooku stepped forward suddenly, stabbing low for Obi-Wan's thigh. Down went the blue blade to
intercept, but to Obi-Wan's horror, Dooku retracted his weapon and thrust it right back out, up high and
across the other way. Obi-Wan couldn't get his weapon back to block, nor could he dide back fast



enough.

Dooku's red blade stabbed hard into his |eft shoulder, and as he lurched back, Dooku retracted the
blade and stabbed adong its origind course, digging into Obi-Wan'sright thigh. The Jedi ssumbled
backward, tripping and crashing hard against the wall, but even as hefell, Dooku wasthere, hisred blade
rolling over and ingde Obi-Wan's blade, and with asudden jerk, he sent Obi-Wan's lightsaber bouncing
acrossthefloor.

"And s0 it ends," Dooku said to the helpless Obi-Wan. With a shrug, the e egant Count lifted hisred
blade up high, then brought it down hard at Obi-Wan's head.

A green blade cut in under it, topping it with a shower of sparks.

The Count reacted immediately, backpedaing and turning to face Anakin. "That's brave of you, boy, but
foolish. | would've thought you'd have learned your lesson.”

"I'madow learner,” Anakin replied coolly, and he came on then, so suddenly, so powerfully, hisgreen
blade whirling with such speed that he seemed dmost encased in green light.

For thefirst time, Count Dooku lost hislittle confident smile. He had to work furioudly to keep Anakin's
blade at bay, dodging more than parrying. He tried to step out to the side, but stopped asif he had hit a
wall, and his eyes widened a bit when he redized that this young Padawan, in the midst of that assaullt,
had used the Force to block his exit.

"Y ou have unusud powers, young Padawan,” he sincerely congratulated. Hislittle grin returned, and
gradualy Dooku put himsdlf back on even footing with Anakin, trading thrust for dash and forcing
Anakin to dodge and parry as often as hetried to strike.

"Unusud," Dooku said again. "But not enough to save you thistime!" He came on hard, thinking to drive
Anakin back and off balance as he had driven Obi-Wan back. But Anakin held his ground stubbornly,
his green blade flashing | eft, right, and down so forcefully and precisely that none of Dooku's attacks got

through.

* % %

Off to the side, Obi-Wan understood that it couldn't hold. Anakin was expending many timesthe energy
of the efficient Dooku, and as soon as hetired...

Obi-Wan knew that he had to do something. He tried to come forward, but winced and fell back, intoo
much pain. As he collected his thoughts, he reached out with the Force instead, grabbing at his lightsaber
and pulling it into hisgrasp. "Anakin!" he cdled, and he tossed the young Padawan the blade. Anakin
caught it without ever breaking theflow of hisfighting, turning it under and igniting it immediatdly, putting it
into the swirling flow.

Obi-Wan wat ched in admiration as Anakin worked the two blades in perfect harmony, spinning them
over and about with blinding speed and precision.

And he watched with smilar fedings the working of Count Dooku's red lightsaber, flashing ahead and
back with equa precision, picking off attack after attack and even countering once or twice to interrupt
theflow of Anakin's barrage.



Obi-Wan's heart legpt in hope as Anakin charged forward suddenly, bringing his green blade over his
shoulder and across, down at the Count. Obi-Wan understood immediately, even before he noted
Anakin's blue blade coming up and over the other way--the green blade would push the Count's
lightsaber out of the way, clearing the path for the victorious strike!

But Dooku retracted impossibly fast, and Anakin's down-cutting green blade hit nothing but air.

Dooku stabbed straight ahead, intercepting the blue blade. The Count's hand worked up inside and over,
then back around with a sudden twit, launching the blue lightsaber from Anakin's grasp. Dooku went on
the offensive immediately, driving the surprised and off-ba ance Anakin back.

Anakin fought hard to regain hisfighting posture, but Dooku was relentless, thrusting repeatedly, keeping
the young Padawan stumbling backward. And then he stopped, suddenly, and dmost on reflex, Anakin
turned back on him, roaring and dashing hard.

"No!" Obi-Wan cried.

Dooku stabbed ahead and dashed out suddenly, intercepting not Anakin's green blade, but the
Padawan'sarm, a the elbow. Half of Anakin'sarm flew to the Sde, his hand still gripping the lightsaber.

Anakin dropped to the ground, grabbing his severed arm in agony.

Dooku gave another of hisresigned shrugs. "And so it ends," he said for the second time.

Even as he spoke, though, the great hangar doors of the tower did open, smoke from the battle outside
pouring in. And through that smoke came adiminutive figure, but one seeming tdler than dl of them a
that moment.

"Master Y oda," Dooku breathed.

"Count Dooku,"” said Y oda.

Dooku's eyes widened and he stepped back, turning to face Y oda directly. He brought his lightsaber up
to hisface, shut down the blade, then snapped it to the Sdein formd salute. "Y ou have interfered with

our plansfor thelast time."

A wave of Dooku'sfree hand sent a piece of machinery flying at the diminutive Jedi Master, seeming asif
it would surely crush him.

But Y odawas ready, waving his own hand, Force-pushing the flying machinery harmlesdy aside.
Dooku clutched up at the celling, breaking free great blocks that tumbled down at Y oda.

But small hands waved and the boulders dropped to the sides, bouncing across the floor al about the
untouched Master Y oda.

Dooku gave alittle growl and thrust forth his hand, loosing aline of blue lightning at the diminutive
Magter.

Y oda caught it in hisown hand and turned it asde, but far from eadlly.



"Powerful you have become, Dooku,” Y oda admitted, and the Count grinned--but Y oda promptly took
that grin away by adding, "The dark side | senseinyou.”

"I have become more powerful than any Jedi,” Dooku countered. "Even you, my old Magter!"

Morelightning poured forth from Dooku's hand, but Y oda continued to catch it and turn it, and seemed
to become even more settled in his defensive posture.

"Muchtolearn you till have," Y odaremarked.

Dooku disengaged the futile lightning assault. "It is obvious this contest will not be decided by our
knowledge of the Force, but by our skillswith alightsaber.”

Y odareverently drew out hislightsaber, its green blade humming to life.

Dooku gave a crisp sdute, igniting hisown red blade, but then, formalities over, he leapt a Y oda, a
sudden and devastating thrust.

But one that never got closeto hitting. With hardly amovement, Y oda turned the blade aside.

Dooku went into awild flurry then, the likes of which he had not shown against Obi-Wan or Anakin,
raining blows at the diminutive Master. But Y oda didn't even seem to move. He didn't step back or to
the side, yet his subtle dodges and precision parries kept Dooku's blade dashing and stabbing harmlesdy
wide.

It went on and on for many moments, but eventually Dooku's flurry began to dow, and the Count,
recognizing the Futility of this attempt to overwhelm, stepped back fast.

Not fast enough.

With a sudden burst of sheer power, Master Y oda flew forward, his blade working so mightily thet its
resdua glow outshone even those of both of Anakin'slightsabers when he was at the peak of his dance.
Dooku held strong, though, hisred blade parrying brilliantly, each block backed by the power of the
Force, or else Y odas strikes would have driven right through.

Just as he was about to launch a counter, though, Y odawas gone, legping high and turning a somersault
to land right behind Dooku, in perfect balance, striking hard.

Dooku reversed his grip and stabbed out behind him, intercepting the blow. He let go of hisweapon
atogether, tossing it just abit, and spun about, catching it before it had even disengaged from Y oda's
blade.

With agrowl! of rage, Dooku reached more deeply into the Force, letting it flow through him asif his
physical form was amere conduit for its power. Histempo increased suddenly and dramatically, three
steps forward, two back, perfectly balanced al the while. His fighting style was one based on balance, on
the back-and-forth charges, thrusts and sudden retreats, and now he came at Y odawith a series of
cunning stabs, angled left and right.

Never could he strike low, though, for never did Y oda seem to be on the ground, leaping and spinning,
flying dl about, parrying each blow and offering cunning counters that had Dooku skipping backward

desperately.



Dooku stabbed up high, turning the angle of hislightsaber in anticipation that Y odawould dodge | eft. But
Y oda, asif in complete anticipation of the movement, veered neither left nor right, but rather, dropped to
the ground. The Count had aready retracted the missed thrust, and began a second stab, thistime down
low, but Y oda had anticipated that, too, and went right back up behind the stabbing blade.

A sudden stab by Y oda had Dooku quick-stepping back even more off-baance, for thefirst time, and
then Y oda flew away, up and back.

The furious Dooku pursued, thrusting hard for Y oda's head. And in hisrage when his stab missed yet
again, he reverted to adashing attack.

Y oda's green blade caught the blow, holding the red lightsaber at bay, locking the two in a contest of
strength, physica and of the Force.

"Fought well, you have, my old Padawan," Y oda congratul ated, and hislightsaber began to move out,
just abit, forcing Dooku back.

"The battleisfar from over!" Dooku stubbornly argued. "Thisisjust the beginning!" Reaching into the
Force, hetook hold of one of the huge cranes within the hangar and threw it down a Obi-Wan and
Anakin.

"Anakin!" Obi-Wan cried. He grabbed at the plummeting crane with the Force, and Anakin, Sartled
awake, did so, aswell. Even working together, they hadn't the strength |ft to stop its crushing descent.

But Yodadid.

Y oda grabbed the crane and held it fast, but in doing so, he had to release Dooku. The Count wasted no
time, sprinting away, leaping up the ramp to hissail ship. As'Y oda began to movethefdlen crane
harmlesdy aside, the sail ship'sengineroaredtolife, and dl three Jedi watched helplesdy as Count
Dooku blasted away.

As Anakin and Obi-Wan waked over to the exhausted Y oda, Padm rushed in, running to Anakin and
wrapping the sorely wounded young man in atight, desperate hug.

"A dark day, itis" Yodasaid quietly.

Epilogue

In the gutters of lower Coruscant, agraceful sail ship glided down, itswingsfolding delicately asit went
to its more conventiona drives, settling easily insde the broken pavement of a seemingly abandoned
building.

Count Dooku climbed out of his ship, walking to the shadows at the side of the secret landing ramp,
where ahooded figure waited. He moved before the shadowy figure and bowed reverently.

"The Forceiswith us, Master Sidious."



"Welcome home, Lord Tyranus," the Sith Lord replied. ™Y ou have done well."
"1 bring you good news, my lord. The war has begun.”

"Excdlent,” Sdioussad, hisgravely voice hinting at ahiss. From underneath the dark shadows of his
huge cowl, the Dark Lord's smile widened. "Everything is going as planned.”

* * %

Acrossthe city, in the somber Jedi Temple, so many lamented the loss of friends and colleagues.
Obi-Wan and Mace Windu stood staring out the window of Master Y oda's apartment while the
diminutive Master sat in achair across the way, contemplating the troubling events.

"Do you believe what Count Dooku said about Sidious controlling the Senate?’ Obi-Wan asked,
breaking the contemplative silence. "It doesn't fed right.”

Mace gtarted to respond, but Y oda interjected, "Become unreliable, Dooku has. Joined the dark side.
Lies, decat, creating mistrust are hisways now."

"Nevertheless, | feel we should keep acloser eye on the Senate," Mace put in, and Y oda agreed.

After some more quiet contemplation, Mace turned a curious gaze upon Obi-Wan. "Where is your
apprentice?’

"On hisway to Naboo," Obi-Wan answered. "Escorting Senator Amidalahome.”

Mace nodded, and Obi-Wan caught aglimmer of concern in his dark eyes--concern that Obi-Wan
shared about Anakin and Padm. They let it go at that time, though, for there seemed greater problems at
hand. Again, it was Obi-Wan who broke the silence.

"I have to admit, without the clones, it would not have been avictory.”

"Victory?' Y oda echoed with great skepticism. "Victory, you say?"

Obi-Wan and Mace Windu turned as one to the great Jedi Master, catching clearly the profound sadness
inhistone,

"Master Obi-Wan, not victory,” Y odawent on. "The shroud of the dark s de hasfdlen. Begun, this
Clone War had"

Hiswords hung in the air about them, thick with emotion and concern, asdire a prediction asanyonein
the Jedi Council had ever heard uttered.

* % %

Senator Bail Organa and Mas Amedda flanked Supreme Chancellor Pl patine as he stood on the

bal cony, overlooking the deployment of the Republic army. Below them, tens of thousands of clone
troopers marched about in tight formations, an orderly procession that brought them in files ascending the
landing ramps of the huge military assault ships.

A deep sadness marked the handsome features of Bail Organa, but when he looked over at the Supreme



Chancellor, he saw there a grim determination.

* * %

On distant Naboo, in arose-covered arbor overlooking the sparkling lake, Anakin and Padm stood hand
inhand, Anakin in hisforma Jedi robes and Padm in a beautiful white gown with flowered trim. Anakin's
new mechanica arm hung at his side, the fingers clenching and opening in reflexive movements.

Before them stood a Naboo holy man, his hands raised above their heads as he recited the ancient texts
of marriage.

And when the proclamation was made, R2-D2 and C-3PO, bearing witness to the union, whistled and
clapped.

And Anakin Skywalker and Padm Amidala shared their first kiss as husband and wife.
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