THEDEADLY HUNTER

CHAPTER 1

Obi-Wan Kenobi dung his surviva pack over his shoulder and yawned.

It had been along journey.

Around him rose the many levels of Coruscant, the city that covered a
planet. He was standing on alanding platform at one of the high levels of
the city, surrounded by tal buildingswith spires and turrets. The migts
around him could be atmosphere or clouds. The sky was filled with
transports, large and small, that negotiated the air laneswith kill and

daring.

Obi-Wan watched as hisMagter, the Jedi Knight Qui-Gon Jinn, thanked
the space hauler pilot who had let them hitch aride to Coruscant. He noted
the respectful way Qui-Gon bowed to the scruffy creature. His manner was
gentle, yet strength was behind every word and gesture. Obi-Wan hoped that

one day he would have his Master's grace and assurance with other living



beings. Often he just felt awkward with the many characters they met on

their journeys.

Time passes and it teaches, Qui-Gon had told him. Y ou are fourteen.
Y ou have much to see and much to experience. Do not hurry the knowledge you

seek. It takesitsown time.

"Sorry | can't bring you al theway," the pilot said to the Jedli.

"But thereare plenty of air taxis cruising this neighborhood.”

"We are grateful for your help. | wish you a safe journey home," Qui-

Gonsadin hisquiet way.

"Always glad to help out the Jedi," the pilot answered, giving them a

cheerful wave.

Qui-Gon dung his survivd pack over his shoulder and gave a

satisfied ook around. "It isgood to be back," he said.

Obi-Wan nodded. Coruscant was where the Jedi Temple was located, and

the Temple was home. It was dmost time for the midday med, and Obi-Wan



had been thinking about it as the kilometers went by. He and Qui-Gon hed

been traveling throughout the galaxy for sometime.

"Look, here comes an air taxi." Obi-Wan started forward.

"Wait, Padawan."

Obi-Wan turned. Qui-Gon hesitated and waved him back. "'l have another

idea. Would you mind if we made astop first?"

Obi-Wan tried to hide his disappointment. "Whatever you wish."

Qui-Gon smiled. "It won't take long. There's someoneI'd like you to

meet - afriend. It'snot far. We can walk there."

Qui-Gon strode to the end of the landing platform and activated a
temporary crossing bridge to the next level. Herein the Senate didtrict,
the buildings were close together and the walkways were easy to navigate

without relying on air trangport.

Obi-Wan caught up to Qui-Gon'slong stride. He waited, knowing thet

if Qui-Gon wanted to give him more information about this friend, he would.



"Didi Oddo runsacafe near the Senate building,” Qui-Gon explained.
"He's an informant, of sorts. Many Jedi cometo him for information. We
don't pay him, but wetry to watch out for himin return for his hdp. He
knows dl types on Coruscant - from Senatorial aidesto gamblersto various
beingswho find laws a hindrance to their... operations.” Qui-Gon gave a
brief samile. "Everyone knows Didi's Caf©. | first met himwhen | wasonly a

bit older than you are now."

Obi-Wan detected fondnessin Qui-Gon's tone. Histiredness lifted. It
would be interesting to meet afriend of Qui-Gon's. And a cafe meant he

might be able to have amedl.

They traveled dong a pedestrian walkway past shops and restaurants,
all catering to the tourists and busi ness people who traveled to Coruscant
to either tour the Senate or offer petitions there. Occasiondly they would
have to activate a pedestrian bridge to move from one levd to another. The
walkways were crowded with beings from dl over the gdaxy. Tak bubbled

around them in Basic aswell as severd languages unfamiliar to Obi-Wan.

Qui-Gon stopped before asmall caf© on a corner. It appeared shabby
beside the grander restaurants next door. An atempt had been made to

improveit by painting thewindowsills and doorframe a chearful shade of



blue. But the fresh coats of paint only made the cracked and pitted stone

walls appear more run-down than they were.

Still, Obi-Wan noticed that the restaurant next door was empty, and
the dingy caf© was packed. He could see everyoneinside, sitting a amdl
tables crowded together, al talking, gesturing, and eating enormous plates

of food.

"Do not engage with anyone," Qui-Gon ingructed him. "There are dl

types here, and fights are common.”

He started for the entrance, then stopped and turned. "Oh, and one

more thing. Whatever you do, don't eat the food."

Suppressing asigh, Obi-Wan followed Qui-Gon into the bustling caf©.

Tables were packed s0 closely together they could barely squeeze through.

Obi-Wan nearly knocked one customer's plate to the floor. The customer, a

Togorian, grabbed at it, snarling.

"Clumsy foal!"

Obi-Wan kept waking, carefully falowing Qui-Gon's graceful



threading through the narrow spaces. Findly, they reached an open area
near the back. A long bar ran aong one wadl. 1t was crowded with

customers.

"That's enough for you there, Andoran,” a chearful voice cdled.
"Finish your ade and get aplate of food to eat. Y ou need food, not drink,
my good friend. Pilus, do you call thisatip? You jus made a fortune
running spice to the Quintus system. Y ou can do better - manys the favor
I've done for you, and | have a daughter to raise. Nadarr, let me refill
your tea. No, no, don't pay me, saveit for your wife's care. Funny how we

all get better when we can afford to pay the doctor.”

Qui-Gon grinned. "That's Didi."

Ohbi-Wan il couldn't see anything. Then asmall, round man with a

melancholy face jumped onto astool behind the bar. He reached up to grab a

bottle, then turned and saw them.

"Stars and planets, it's Qui-Gon Jinn! Clear theway, friends, | have
agreeting to bestow!" The mournful face creased into a amile With

surprising agility, Didi legped onto the bar, then onto the floor.

He threw his short arms around the tall Jedi. Obi-Wan stepped back,



confused. He had never seen anyone hug Qui-Gon. The Jedi was such aprivate
man that Obi-Wan expected him to disengage himsdf from the embrace.

Instead, he pounded Didi on the back.

"It isgood to see you," Qui-Gon said.

Didi released Qui-Gon. "Y ou rogue, you stayed away too long. But nmy

eyesthank me asthey look upon your person.”

Qui-Gon gestured at the caf©. "There have been changes. Youve
dressed up the place. New paint, new decoration. It looksnicer.” He cast

an eye adong thefood bar. "And cleaner.”

Cleaner? Obi-Wan thought. Y ou mean it |ooked worse than this?

"My daughter Adiri's doing.” Didi shrugged his round shoulders.
"She'strying to attract a better clientele. Wants meto get rid of tables,
have more ebowroom. Buy new plates... do renovations. She's even taken
cooking lessong! Shélll either ruin me or make me afortune; | haven't

decided which. And who isthis ddlightful young man with you?'

"Thisismy Padawan, Obi-Wan Kenobi," Qui-Gon said.



Obi-Wan nodded at Didi. "I'm happy to mest you,"

"And | you." Didi's face turned serious. He touched Qui-Gon'sarm. "'l

think fate sent you to my door, my good friend."

Qui-Gon shot him akeen glance. "Iseverything dl right?'

"Everythingis..." Didi paused. "We can't talk here. Come into the

office"

Obi-Wan followed behind as Didi did the pandl open and ushered them
into a cluttered back room. Supply boxes were stacked to the caling, and
the desk was littered with account records, folded napkins, and a food-

gpattered apron.

As soon asthe door swung shut behind them, Didi's cheerful face
crumpled. He rubbed his plump hands together and fixed Qui-Gon with a

mournful geze.

"My friend," hesaid, "1 am afraid. Danger saks me. | need your

hdp."



CHAPTER 2

"Tel me" Qui-Gonsaid. "You know | will hepif I can.”

Didi took a deep breath. "Only two days ago, | was amost kidnapped.
| was smply walking down the street when awoman wearing plastoid armor
came at me from behind on aswoop. Some sort of whip wrapped around my body
and | was yanked toward her. Luckily a Cavrilhu happened to be sanding
near. He didn't like the fact that she knocked off his visor as she passed.
He gave chase with arather large vibroblade and she had to abandon her

attempt. She left him with alashing to remember her by."

"Who was she?' Qui-Gon asked.

"A bounty hunter," Didi said inawhisper. "'l asked around. Nobody

can bein this sector without information getting back to me. No one knows

her home planet, but she's humanoid.”

Qui-Gon received this news with dismay. Didihad dways managed to

stay on theright sde of thelaw - bardly. Qui-Gon gave his friend a



piercing look. "A bounty hunter? Why is she after you?'

"It wasnot me, | swear,” Didi said fervently. "I may feed, let us
say, some dubious creaturesin the underworld, but | am no crimind. You
know this, my friend. All right, dl right,” he said before Qui-Gon could
speak, "perhaps | have once or twice bought my provisons on the black
market. Maybe I've made agambling bet or two. That doesn't mean | break

[aws"

Qui-Gon sighed. "It isagainst your best interest to gamblein such a

way on Coruscant, Didi."

"Of courseitis How well | know that!" Didi cried, bobbing his head
furioudy in agreement. "But I'm convinced the bounty hunter is not after
me. No doubt some government on another world has confused me for someone

else. It happens, you know."

Qui-Gon saw the dishdlief on Obi-Wan's face. He knew that his Padawan
did not approve of Didi. He had not seen Didi's generous heart, theway he
took care of the many beings who crowded his caf© without | etting them know
it. One of the lessons Obi-Wan needed to learn was to look benegth the

surface. Perhaps this was one way.



"What would you like meto do, Didi?" Qui-Gon asked.

"Tdk to her and tell her that there's been amistake. Convince her

that I'm innocent,” Didi said earnestly.

"How would | find her?" Qui-Gon asked.

Obi-Wan shot him an incredulous look. Qui-Gon answered him with a

glance that spoke as clearly aswords. Wait, Padawan.

"I know where sheis staying. Aninn not far from here" Did sad
rapidly. Y ou could go right now. For aJedi, thisisatiny favor. It will
take five minutes of your time. So easy for one as wise and strong as
yourself. She cannot ignore a Jedi. Y ou know how | love your person, Qui-
Gon. | would never endanger you. Y our life must belong, for | vaue you

0.

Qui-Gon'seyestwinkled. "Ah, | see. | must livealong lifefor your

ske, Didi."



"Hal Andyou are so clever, too. Jedi wisdom, it catches me every
time! Of course| didn't mean you should live long for me only,” Didi sad
hurriedly. " So many depend on you. Like your Padawan here. Is that not

right, Obi-Wan?"

Obi-Wan did not look pleased to be dragged into Didi's coaxing.
"Excuseme, Didi," he said. "But if you're innocent of any charge, why
can't you see the bounty hunter yourself? Ask her to do aretind scan or

check your identification papers. The matter can be cleared up in seconds.”

"That would be avery good plan, were | not such acowardly person,”
Didi told Obi-Wan earnestly. He turned back to Qui-Gon. "You see how he
worshipsyou. Just as| do. Y ou question my lovefor you, and it hurts me."
Didi dabbed at his dry eyeswith anapkin he siwooped up from astack on the

desk.

"All right, Didi," Qui-Gon said, bemused. "You can stop dl this

drama. | will see your bounty hunter."

Didi beamed. "Sheisat the Soft Landings Inn. It's in the third

Senate Quadrant on Quarter Moon Street.”

"WEll return shortly,” Qui-Gon said. "Try not to get into any more

trouble whilewere gone.”



"1 will remain here and be very good,” Didi assured him.

The Jedi quickly made their way through the crowded caf© and reached

the street.

"l don't understand,” Obi-Wan burst out as soon asthey were in the
open air. "Why do you trust him? What if Didi actualy did commit a crime
and he'susing you to get the bounty hunter off his trail? His story
doesn't make sense to me. Bounty hunters can be unprincipled, but they

rarely make mistakes. Why did you agree?'

"Didi might seem disreputable to you, but I've never known him to
lie" Qui-Gon answered camly. "And he'sright - he knows dl the criminals

on Coruscant, but he's not one himsdf."

"Madter, it isnot for meto question your decision,” Obi-Wan said.
"But it seemsto methat you areinvolving usin something thet is bound to

be dangerous and is none of the Jedi's concern. Here is aman who seeks out



criminas and the dregs of the galaxy in order to get information, which he
then sdllsto the highest bidder. If you livein that sort of world, you

deserve whatever bad luck comes your way."

"Perhaps,” Qui-Gon said.

“| don't understand why you're hdping him," Obi-Wan sad,

frustrated.

Qui-Gon hesitated. Then he said, "It's because heismy friend.”

CHAPTER 3

"This place doesn't look asif it provides a soft landing to me”
Obi-Wan observed, casting adubious eye at the Soft Landings Inn. "More

likeafull-scale crash.”

"I've seen many places such asthis," Qui-Gon said. "It isa place
for space travelersto get afew hours of deep. It's not arranged for

comfort."



The building was made from salvaged materids - durasted sheets and
conductor pipes that wrapped around the building as though they were
drangling it to alast gasp. The entire Structure leaned to one sde. It
looked asif asmal push could knock it over. The stairsleading up to a

battered durastedl door were lined with overflowing garbage bins.

"Well," Qui-Gon said philosophicdly, "we might aswdl get thisover

with."

They mounted the stairs and pressed a button to access the door. A

voice came from a speaker mounted next to the frame.

"Nahti vel?'

"Vigting agues,” Qui-Gon said.

The door did open. A smdl Togorian femade shuffled out.

"We're looking for awoman,” Qui-Gon said. "She's humanoid and wears

aplastoid armor plate - "



"Third level. Number two." The Togorian swiveled to return to her

room.

"What's her name?"

The Togorian didn't turn. "Who cares? Paysin advance.”

Qui-Gon lifted an eyebrow at Obi-Wan. Obvioudy, the Soft Landings

Inn didn't worry about security.

They hurried up the cresking dairs to the third levd. Qui-Gon

knocked on the door marked 2. There was no answer.

"l am Qui-Gon Jnn, aJedi Knight," Qui-Gon called through the door.
"Wemean you no harm. We just wish to ask you some questions. |

respectfully request permission to enter."

Again, therewas no answer. But after amoment, the door dowly did
open. Obi-Wan sensed adither of movement near the floor, but no other
disturbance. The door seemed to have opened on itsown. It was dark indde
the room, and he could not see anyone. He felt danger shimmer out a him

like cracksin broken transparisted.



Qui-Gon must have felt the warning aswell. Y et he walked boldly into

the room without drawing his lightsaber. Obi-Wan did the same.

Qui-Gon headed directly to awindow. Hetilted the shade and pae

ydlow light filtered in.

The bounty hunter sat facing them on astool, her back againg the
wall. Her shaved head picked up the light and gleamed like a pale moon. Her
dark eyes studied her vistors without interest. Underneath the plastoid
chest plate and thigh-high boots, her body was powerful and strong. When

she stood, she would be close to Qui-Gon's height.

"We come on behdf of Didi Oddo," Qui-Gon said politdy. "You are
trying to capture him, yet he has done no wrong. He requests that you check
your information or contact the government or party that has sent you. He

Issure that you have located the wrong person. Will you do this?'

The bounty hunter said nothing. Her eyes stayed on Qui-Gon, but they

were expressionless.



"Didi Oddo runsacaf®©," Qui-Gon said. "He isnot acrimind. He

rarely leaves Coruscant.” Silence.

"If you would alow meto check thewarrant, | could clear this up

immediately," Qui-Gon said. "Then we could be on our way."

More silence. Obi-Wan forced himsdlf to remain still. He knew better
than to fidget. Thiswas a contest of wills. Qui-Gon stood easily, the same
polite expression on hisface. He would not show the bounty hunter that she

had intimidated him with her silence. No one intimidated Qui-Gon.

"I'mafrad | mugtingg,” Qui-Gon sad, his voice hardening a
fraction. "If awrong has occurred, we should check it immediady. You

would want the same."

Again, the bounty hunter did not reply. She appeared bored by her

vigtors. Or maybe she dept with her eyes open...

The movement came out of nowhere, taking him by surprise. He had been
watching her facein order to determine what she would do. She barely moved
amuscle, but with acasud flick of her fingersa whip arched into the

arr, itsspiked tip heading straight for hisface.



Ohbi-Wan backed up, but the whip curled around his neck severa times.

It tightened ashe clawed &t it.

Qui-Gon's extraordinarily fast reflexes were sharper than Padawan'’s.
Hislightsaber activated in ablur of light. He sorang forward to dash &

thewhipin order to sever it.

But the bounty hunter's agile fingersflicked again, and the whip
reversed itstwist and uncoiled off Obi-Wan's neck. It wasjust out of the

lightsaber's reach, taunting Qui-Gon's blade.

The bounty hunter sprang to her feet. The whip flashed again, this

time wrapping around Obi-Wan's ankles as he stepped forward to attack.

Obi-Wan stumbled and had to break hisfall with one hand. Hesat blazed
in hisface. He hated being clumsy. Thiswasthe second time the bounty
hunter had surprised him. Fury clouded hisvison for amoment, and he had

trouble focusing on the calmness he would need for the battle.



Thewhip retracted. Suddenly, it glowed red in the dim room. It had

been turned to laser mode.

Qui-Gon's lightsaber tangled with the whip. Smoke rose as the two
lasers buzzed. Even while entangled with the lightsaber, the bounty hunter
manipulated the end of the whip so that it dashed a Qui-Gon's forearm.
Qui-Gon wasforced to retreat and come a his opponent from another

direction.

Obi-Wan legped forward to help him, aready flexing so that he could
come at her with areverse backhand sweep. Sheflipped backward three times
to avoid him, then dropped unexpectedly to the floor and rolled in a bl
back to the window. Her movements were liquid, as though she were boneless.

Obi-Wan had never seen such acrobatic <kill.

The window was open afew centimeters at the bottom. To Obi-Wan's
astonishment, the bounty hunter shed her armor and flattened herself enough
to dip through the smdl opening like water, pulling the armor behind her.

In another moment, she was gone.

Qui-Gon deactivated hislightsaber. He stood staring after the bounty



hunter. " A formidable opponent.”

"How did she do that?' Obi-Wan asked.

"At least now we know where sheisfrom,” Qui-Gon said, shutting down
hislightsaber. "The planet Sorrus. Sorrusians have a skeletal system thet
can compress, alowing them to squeeze through tight places. She is

remarkably flexible. Not to mention very good with awhip."

Obi-Wan touched his neck. " She certainly knows how to useit.”

"I've never seen that wegpon before,” Qui-Gon mused. "It has two

modes, one alaser. She was remarkably fast, Padawan. Don't question

yourself. Y our reflexeswill get faster asyou gain more control of the

Force."

"Y ou were dready moving when | was drangling,” Obi-Wan said

ruefully.

"] was expecting the whip," Qui-Gon said. "Didi told us about it. |

waswatching her wrist. Next time, you will beaswdl.”

Qui-Gon twisted around to look at his shoulder. Obi-Wan saw that his



tunic was tattered. Blood soaked the edges. ™Y ou're hurt!™

"The spikes caught me. A little bacta and I'll be fine Come,
Padawan. Wed better get back to Didi with the bad news." Qui-Gon grimaced
as he pedled back the cloth from thewound. "I don't think this bounty

hunter isgoing away."

CHAPTER 4

"Sheinjured your person!” Didi cried as soon as he saw Qui-Gon. "I
cannot believe such athing!" Hishands flew to his mouth. "That means she

istruly dangerous. Oh, | am in more trouble than | thought!"

"Never mind your troubles for the moment. We need weater so we can

clean the wound," Obi-Wan said sharply to Didi.

"Of course, of course, let me help. | have amed kit here somewhere..
." Didi began to fuss around the desk, pushing aside datasheets, receipts,

tins, and boxes.



"Never mind. Obi-Wan, it is okay to leave me. Go get your medpec,”

Qui-Gon said.

Quickly, Obi-Wan found his medpac. Didi brought abasn of water.

Ohbi-Wan moved forward but Didi waved him away.

Obi-Wan watched as Didi cut away the tunic and carefully cleaned the
wound, making sure no dirt or fabric remained in the torn flesh. His plump
fingerswere surprisingly ddicate. He worked quickly and expertly, with no
trace of hegtation. Obi-Wan couldn't help but admire his skill. He would
have expected the excitable Didi to fed faint, or moan with sickness a

the sight of blood.

Didi dripped bactainto the wound and then with great gentleness

wrapped a clean bandage around it.

"Thank you," Qui-Gon said. "'l could not ask for better care."

"You'll need afresh tunic," Obi-Wan said. "'l can fetch one-" Didi

began.



"Inamoment.” Qui-Gon frowned a Didi. "Thisbounty hunter is not
giving up. Either sheisvery stubborn, or theretruly isawarrant out for

your arrest.”

“Impossible,” Didi sad, shaking his heed.

"Or there could be no warrant at dl, just someone who wants to do
Didi harm," Obi-Wan pointed out. "Bounty hunters often take priveate

commissons.”

Didi swiveled and stared at Obi-Wan, his mouth open. "Oh, do not say
that, Obi-Wan. That is even worse. It would mean that someone has placed a

death mark on my head.”

Obi-Wan was taken aback at the sight of Didi's paeface. "I didnt

mean to scare you."

"| appreciate that very much, dear boy," Didi sad. "Very kind of
you. But you did. Why would someone do such athing? | have no enemies.

Only friends™



"Obi-Wan, you make agood point,” Qui-Gon said thoughtfully. "We
should have considered this before. It islogical, considering the bounty

hunter's attitude and how Didi makes hisliving."

"Serving food and drink?" Didi asked, baffled. "I admit some have
gotten sick after supper, but I've never actudly poisoned anyone. At

least, not on purpose.”

"1 am not talking about your dubious cooking skills," Qui-Gon said to
Didi. "I'm talking about your Sddine. You traffic in informetion.
Information that could benefit or harm criminals aswell as security forces
and members of the Senate. What if you know something that someone doesn't

want to get out?'

"But what could it be?' Didi asked. "I don't know anything."

"You mug,” Qui-Gonindgsted. "Y ou just don't know what it is."

"How can | know something without knowing it?' Didi cried in

frudtration. "Isthisworth a death sentence, | ask you? | hear something

and passit dong for atiny profit, and suddenly | am dead? Isthat fair?"

Didi would have gone on, but Qui-Gon silenced him with an impeatient

gesture. "L et me seeif we can narrow this down. If we knew who hired the



bounty hunter, we could begin to investigate. L et me contact Tahl."

Didi dumped inachair. Obi-Wan drew closer to Qui-Gon. "You're

going to involve the Temple resources?' he asked in alow tone.

"Tahl isafriend of Didi's, too," Qui-Gon said, activating his

comlink. "Shell want to help.”

Seconds later, Obi-Wan heard Tahl's crisp voice over the comlink.
After Qui-Gon filled her in on the Studtion, she said, "Didi isin

trouble? Of course | want to help.”

"1 know the bounty hunter is Sorrusian,” Qui-Gon said. "She didn't
speak. She's about my size, and very muscular. She wears plastoid armor and

has ashaved head."

"l know of her," Tahl said. "I don't know her name. Nobody does.
We've received reports that are somewhat alarming, so Y oda asked me to keep
track of her movements. It's hard because she tends to disappear into thin
air. | didn't know she was on Coruscant. She doesn't work for governments,
just private individuals with great wedlth. She gained her reputation with
aseriesof for-hirekillings. Some of her victims have beenin high-leve

government or finance."

"In other words," Qui-Gon said grimly, "sheis able to get around



high-level security.”

"Exactly. And word isthat she will take any assgnment if the price

isright. She's very good, Qui-Gon. Very dangerous.”

A moan came from the desk.

Tahl'swarm laugh came through the comlink. "I hear you, Didi. Do not

fret. With Qui-Gon hdping you, everything will turn out fine. Qui-Gon, |

will see you and Obi-Wan soon, I'm sure. Y odais expecting you shortly.”

Tahl's voice was warm as she spoke to Didi. Obi-Wan didn't

understand. Obvioudy, he missed whatever charms Didi had for the other

Jedi.

Qui-Gon cut the communication. "The Stuation is getting interesting,

" he observed.

"1 would hardly usethat word," Didi said mournfully. "Terrifying,

maybe. Horrible. Unfair. Hopeless- "

"The questionis," Qui-Gon interrupted, ignoring Didi, "why would



such ahigh-priced killer be hired to take care of alow-level scrounger

like Didi?'

Didi sat erect. "Low-levd? Jus a minute. | resent that
characterization. Haven't you noticed that we painted the windowslis? And

asfor scrounging - *

"Didi, focus your mind," Qui-Gon interrupted urgently. "Think!"

"Hardly my best ability,” Didi said. "But I'll try. Information has
dried up recently. And I've been busy with the caf©. Astri doesn't like my.
.. Sdeline, so | haveto be careful now. However, there are a couple of
piecesthat came my way recently by way of aregular informant, Fligh. But
neither of them seemsat al important. | wasn't even surewho to sell them

to..."

"What arethey?' Qui-Gon asked impatiently.

Didi held up onefat finger. "Fird, Senator Uta Sorn from the

planet Belasco isresigning.” He held up asecond. "And the Tech Raiders

are moving their headquartersto Vandor-3."

Obi-Wan looked at Qui-Gon. "Tech Raiders?'

"Black market traders in space vessels and wegpons,”  Qui-Gon



explained.

"But why would the gang careif | knew thar new location?' Didi
asked. "They know | wouldn't sdll it to the security forces. | mysdlf have
used the gang to find partsfor my pocket cruiser.” At Qui-Gon's raised
eyebrow, he quickly added, "Well, they are cheaper! It's not illegd.

Technicaly.”

"Evenif the parts are stolen?' Qui-Gon asked.

"l don't know if they're stolen!™ Didi indsted. "Why should | ask?|

know / didn't steal them."

"What about Senator Sorn?" Qui-Gon asked.

Didi shrugged. "She's not on any important committees or planning a
war or anything. It'sapiece of gossip, nothing more. I'm planning to call
on afew journdigts. Onewill probably pay afew credits. Il have to
hurry to beat High. He's been known to sell information more than once. |

assureyou, thisisal routine news. Nothing worth killing anyone over.

Especidly me”



"Wedon't know that for sure," Qui-Gon said thoughtfully. "WEell have

to investigate both items.”

Why us? Obi-Wan thought. They had done one favor for Didi. Did Qui-

Gon mean to involve them further?

The door opened and adender female rushed into the room. Shewore a
utility cap that was tugged low over her forehead. Curly dark hair poked
out of it, waving around her ears and neck. She wore a floor-length apron
that was snowy white except for one brilliant splotch of red. As she
walked, she left floury footprints. She held apan full of soup that was

the obvious source of the apron stain.

Shethrust aspoon a Obi-Wan. "Tagte this, will you?"

Obi-Wan glanced a Qui-Gon, mindful of hisdirective not to est the

food.

"Don't be shy. Here." She pushed the spoon toward him.

Obi-Wan had no choice. Tentatively, he spooned up the soup and

swallowed. A smooth, tangy liquid did down histhroat.



"It'sgood,” he said, surprised.

"Redly?" Didi and the young woman said together, also surprised.

"Redlly,"” Obi-Wan told her.

She turned and saw Qui-Gon. "Qui-Gon! Didi said you were here. How
good it isto seeyou." She placed the pot on the desk, spilling alittle
over the top. She took the edge of her apron and wiped the spill, knocking

ashower of durasheets onto the floor. "Oops."

Didi shot Qui-Gon awarning look that she did not catch.

"Just afriendly vigt," Qui-Gon answered. "Y oureright, Adtri. It's

been too long since | vigited your father.”

"Have you seen the improvements?* Astri asked. " painted everything

myself. It was hard to persuade my father to spruce up the place.”



"l don't want to scare the regular cusomers away,” Didi said.

"If only we could,” Agtri groaned.

"l don't know what was wrong with my cooking," Didi went on. "Nobody

ever complained.”

"Sure" Adri said chearfully. "They were too busy being sick.
Meanwhile, I've decided we must spend money on new napkins, and cloths for

thetables-"

"Who needsacloth? It just getsdirty!”

Asdtri turned to Qui-Gon and spread her hands. "Do you see my problem?
| want to make the place better, and al he doesis complain. He welcomes
back the dregs of the galaxy. He promised to give up buying and sling
information, but he can't resist feeding them. How can | attract a better

cdassof customer when the placeisfull of gangsters?!

"Everyone likesto eat with gangsters,” Didi observed. "It adds spice

to thefood."

"I'll add the spice, thank you very much,” Astri said crisply. "l've

landed a big client, Father. This could be our big bresk. Theré'samedical



conference coming to the Senate, and scientistsare arriving from al over

the galaxy. Guess who booked the caf© for asmall dinner?”

"The Chancdllor?' Didi guessed.

"Not yet," Adri said with agrin. "JennaZan Arbor!"

Obi-Wan had heard of Jenna Zan Arbor. Years ago, as a young
scientist, she had achieved fame by inventing a vaccine for aworld
threatened by a deadly space virus. Shefocused her atention on heping
planets with low levels of technology. Her last project wasto triple the

food supply on the famine-stricken planet of Mdasaton.

"Who?' Didi asked.

"Jenna Zan Arbor!" Agtri cried. "She reserved the entire caf© for her

party!"

"Did you say elegant?’ Didi asked. "Now that sounds expensive.”

"Judt... don't... ruinit," Astri said through her teeth. Then she

picked up the soup and left the room, curls bouncing, gpron swinging, and



soup dribbling onto thefloor.

"lsn't shemarvelous?' Didi sighed. "But she is driving me into

bankruptcy."

"Y ou promised her not to buy and sdll information anymore,” Qui-Gon

sad.

"Well, | suppose| did, yes. But can | helpit if this one or that

one whispers something to me in exchange for afew credits or amed ?"

"Maybe Didi should go away for awhile" Obi-Wan suggested. "Some

other planet where the bounty hunter won't find him."

"Now that'san ideal" Didi said cheerfully. "Running away isjust my

syle!" Then hefrowned. "But | don't liketo leave Adtri."

"Of course not," Qui-Gon agreed.

"Shewill spend dl my money,” Didi sad. Qui-Gon sghed. "I don't
think you should run away, Didi. The bounty hunter is undoubtedly an expert
tracker. And it is better that we face the problem here and now. Obi-Wan

and | will do someinvedtigating for you."



"But we're due back at the Temple!" Obi-Wan protested. "Tah sad

Y odawas expecting us."

"We can spare afew hours," Qui-Gon said. "I'll contact Y oda on the

way and tell him why we are delaying our return. Hell understand. He's a -

" - friend of Didi's," Obi-Wan supplied.

Qui-Gon'seyestwinkled. "Besides, it will give you achance to see

the seamier sde of Coruscant.”

"Just what | dwayswanted,” Obi-Wan grumbled.

"And when you return, I'll treat you to a ddicious med!" Didi

announced.

Obi-Wan looked doubtful. "Aslong as you're not the one to cook it,"

hesad.



CHAPTER 5

Armed with agood description of High, the informant, Qui-Gon and
Obi-Wan headed to the Senate. "Jugt ask around,” Didi hed told them.

"Everyone knows High."

They walked through the main entrance of the Senate rotunda. The
press of beingsinsde worked against the cam surroundings to create a
sense of controlled chaos. Obi-Wan was jostled and bumped by quick-moving
Senatorid aides and consorts of various species. Hover-cams buzzed
overhead, heading to the vad interior amphithester to record the

proceedings. Guards dressed in roya blue robes strode by purposefully.

Small caf©s were tucked into overhangs along the exterior wall, some
more popul ated than others. Qui-Gon stopped to inquire at several of them,

and then moved on.

"Didi isright," hetold Obi-Wan. "Everyone knows High. They just

don't know whereheis."



At last they found himin one of the smal pocket cafes. Thisonewas

deserted. It was past time for midday medl, and the Senate was in session.

Fligh sat a asmdl table, nurang aglass of mujajuice. He was a

spindly creature with along face, prominent ears, and one green prosthetic

eye.

Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan sat at thetable. "Didi sent us," Qui-Gon said.

High looked surprised. Then helicked hislips. "Didn't know Jedi

trafficked in information. Buy, sdll, or trade?"

"We are not here to make adeal,” Qui-Gon said. "We need you to tdl
us how you found out about the two pieces of information you just sold to

Didi."

High wrapped hislong, thin fingersaround hisglassand looked a

them dyly. "Why should | tdl you? What'sinit for me, | ask?"

"Y ou would be helping Didi," Qui-Gon said. "Heisin trouble. And if
you chose not to help him, | would not be pleased.” Qui-Gon gave High a

leve gare.



Fligh choked on hismujajuice, then broke out into nervous laughter.
"You areafriend of Didi! | am afriend of Didi! Wearedl| friendsl There
you go! Of course | want you to be pleased. I'll tell you everything you
wish to know. May | say that | am both hel pful and discreet? And generous.
May | offer you two some mujajuice? Unfortunately at the moment I am out

of credits, but I would be happy to order them for you."

Qui-Gon shook his head. "Just tell uswhat we want to know, High.

How did you find out about the Tech Raiders?’

Fligh shrugged. "Easy. One hearsthingsif one pays attention. And

thereyou go."

"Youjust hearditinthear?' Qui-Gon asked.

"l can seeyou're astickler for details," Fligh said, leaning back
and chuckling a Qui-Gon. "Okay, okay. | heard it from their representative
on Coruscant. Helb isthe broker for stolen tech equipment. One meets him
in the Splendor Tavern, he makesthe deal. He used to make deals at Didi's,
but the lovely Astri took care of that. Too bad - Didi adways gave mejuice

for free" High sghed a the lost opportunity.



"What about your information about Senator Sorn?" Qui-Gon asked.

"One has to protect one's sources, you know," Fligh stalled.

Qui-Gon gave him asternlook. It was al he had to do. The cowardly

Fligh immediately backtracked.

"Okay, okay, | can see youll make metak. | got hald of a
confidentid memo written by Sorn hersdf announcing her resgnation. It
Isn't scheduled to be released until next week. Naturaly one could not let

such afind go to waste.™

"And how did you get thismemo?' Qui-Gon asked.

"How does one learn things? Things happen. A durasheet fdlsinto the
trash bin, someone plucksit out, passesit dong..." High shrugged. "It's
theway one hasto work. A little here, alittlethere. A favor here, a

trade there, and there you go." He turned to Obi-Wan. "Do you like my eye?’

The abrupt question took Obi-Wan by surprise. "Which one?" he asked

politely.



"Thegreen one, of course!” Figh said, pointing to it. "l lost my

own in alittle dustup with some Hutts. Isn't it a beauty?"

"It'svery attractive," Obi-Wan said.

"Very nice" Qui-Gon offered, when High turned to him.

"You see? There you go - atrade. A little information goes here, a
little goesthere, and | get an eye! How dse does one survive on

Coruscant?"

"One could get ajob," Qui-Gon pointed out. "One could, if onewerea
different being,” Figh agreed. "However, oneisnot.” He shrugged again.
"l do the best I can. On my own since | was knee-high, | learned how to get
by. Didi ismy friend. He has done much for me, and Adtri isin my heart as
well. I'm sorry Didi isintrouble. I will try to hep, Jedi. This|

promise.

"l think it better if you stay out of it," Qui-Gonsaidin akindy
tone, for Fligh's tone was sincere. "We don't know what we're dealing with

yet.



"Then call on mewhen you need me. | will do my best, which | am sure

you can guessis not much." Fligh cackled. "But there you go.”

Qui-Gon stood. "We might have to return and ask you more questions.”

"l am dways here," High said. Hewaved at the empty caf© and his

jar of mujajuice. "Where ese can one find such excitement?'

Since they were dready in the Senate building, Qui-Gon decided that

their next stop should be Senator Uta Sorn's office.

The outer room was empty, so Qui-Gon knocked on an inner door.

"Telissa?' The door was flung open. A Belascan femde stood, one hand
on her hip, wearing the trademark Belascan headdress of wrapped jewded
cloth, aswell asanirritable expression. "Oh, sorry. | thought you were
my assstant.” Her glittering eyes swept them, and her expresson changed.

"Oh. Jedi. Excuse my rudeness."

"May we speak with you for amoment?' Qui-Gon asked.



"l amvery busy... dl right. Enter.” Senator Sorn swiveled and
walked back into her private office. She waved them to two chairs st in

front of her desk.

Qui-Gon seated himsdf and began with prdiminaries. "You are

resigning next week, Senator Sorn."

She looked startled. "But how do you know this?"

"Theinformation isout there," Qui-Gon said. "It isfor sde. | do

not know if anyone has bought it yet, but no doubt someonewill. We cannot

prevent that."

Senator Sorn dropped her head in her hands. "My data pad. It was

gtolen at the Senate commissary. My resignation announcement was onit.

Obi-Wan glanced at Qui-Gon. Obvioudy, Fligh had lied about how held

received the information.

Sheraised her head. "Disaster. I'm sponsoring legidaion in two

days. If this gets out beforehand, I'll have no support.”

"Did you see anyone nearby who could have stolen it?" Qui-Gon asked.



She shook her head. "Just the usua Senate crowd.” She laced her
fingerstogether and bowed her head for a moment in thought. Then she
raised her head and put both handsflat on the desk. "Decison. | mugt
announce my resignation immediately. Then | can raly supporters to the
legidation by saying they must hep mewith my legacy. I'll play on ther
sympathies" She drummed her fingers on the desk as she caculated her
strategy. Her mind seemed to be €l sawhere as she said absently, "Thank you

for tdlingme”

Qui-Gon stood. "Thank you for your time."

She did not say good-bye or acknowledge them again. Her mind was

aready working to fix her problem. Obi-Wan followed Qui-Gon out the door.

"Why didn't you ask her about Didi?" he asked Qui-Gon.

"Becauseit wouldn't have gotten me anywhere. If she put a death mark
on Didi's head, shewould hardly admit it,” Qui-Gon said. "And | can't see

how she could trace the theft of the data pad to Didi. Do you?"

"Only if she'slying," Obi-Wan sad after amoment. "If sheld seen



Fligh gtedl it, it would be easy to trace him to Didi. But why go after

Didi, and not High?'

Obi-Wan thought this over some more. He fdlt at a disadvantage. Qui-
Gon seemed to have an ingght into the hearts and minds of beings that he

did not.

"Still, Senator Sorn's distress seemed sincere to me" he sad

dowly. "Shewas bardly polite and not terribly nice, but not evil. Just

"A typicd Senator,” Qui-Gon said with ahdf amile.

" She seemed surprised that the information was out,” Obi-Wan said.

"Yes, shedid,” Qui-Gon mused. "Unlesssheisa very good actress.

But she did seem sincerdly upset.”

"Why did High tell usthat an assstant got her announcement out of

the trash?' Obi-Wan asked. "It's obvioudy not true."

"Hedidnt actudly say that, Padawan,” Qui-Gon said. "He just

indicated that as one of many ways he could have gotten the information.



No, FHligh stole the data pad. He would nat want to admit thet to us,

however."

"Thisseemslike adead end to me" Obi-Wan sad in concluson.

"Senator Sorn certainly doesn't look like amurderer.”

Qui-Gon's blue eyes were keen. "Tdl me, Padawan. What does a

murderer ook like?"

CHAPTER 6

The wide Senate doors at the south exit were crowded with beings

hurrying ingde and outsde the building. They weredl intent on getting

somewherefagt, some of them barking into comlinks, others with harried,

preoccupied looks on their faces.

"Now we need to find the Splendor Tavern," Obi-Wan said.

"I know whereitis" Qui-Gon answered, striking off to hisleft down



asnd| dley.

Obi-Wan lengthened his stride to match his Magter's. "How do you

know?" he asked curioudly.

"Because | have had occasion to go there," Qui-Gon responded. "It's
where connections are made for the black market. If one needs weapons or an

illegally modified speeder, or wants to gamble, one goesto the Splendor.

Sometimes on amission you need help from theworst sortsaswell as

the best."

Qui-Gon led him farther into a section he had never been in before,
down many levels closer to the planet's surface. If Obi-Wan had been asked
to describe Coruscant, he would have talked of a geaming planet, dl
dlver and white, with wide walkways and space lanes that flashed with
agile crafts zooming toward their destinations. He barely knew the other
Coruscant, below the levels of the Senate and the beautiful residences
above. This one was made up of narrow alleysand cluttered streets, with
dark shadows and furtive creatures who darted away when they saw the Jedi
sriding toward them. Games of chance were played on stoops and in outdoor

caf©s. Weapons were placed on tables aswarningsfor cheaters.



Qui-Gon stopped in front of ametd building with a sagging roof. An
old readout sign swung in front, occasiondly banging againgt the rough
metal wallswith a screeching sound. Half of its letters had burned out, so
it read: sP D O R. Thewindows were shuttered, and only a thin strip of

light came through.

"Herewe are," Qui-Gon said.

"Here?' Obi-Wan gtudied the building with a dubious eye. "It

certainly doesn't live up to its name.”

"Don't worry. It'sworsethan it looks."

Qui-Gon pushed open the door. Immediately they were met with a blast
of noise. Music played from arecorder in the corner while a variety of
customers drank, ate, and played games of chance at each table. A jubilee
whed whirled on the bar, and gamblers gathered around with figtfuls of
credits, betting on the outcome. It stopped, and one crowed triumphantly
while two others began to fight. A fourth turned away, desperation on his

face.



Qui-Gon made hisway to the Imbat bartender, whose head nearly bumped
the celling, and whose long ears drooped to his shoulders. As the Jedi
watched, his massive hand reached out and casualy smacked a bar customer
who wastrying to get his attention by waving hisarms. The customer fdl
back off his seat and crashed to the floor, a stunned look on his face.

Someone stepped over him and took his place.

With ajolt, Obi-Wan redlized that Didi's caf© hadn't been filled
with the worst of the galaxy, as held thought. He did not know who owned
the Splendor. But whoever it was obvioudy did not care one bit about his

customers.

Qui-Gon took up aposition at the end of the bar. He did not sgnd
the bartender in any way, but the Imbat moved toward him. He bent his

massive head and listened to Qui-Gon dolefully.

Then, moving only his eyes, he indicated ashadowy corner.

Qui-Gon signaed to Obi-Wan, and they moved toward it.

Helb was aNeimoidian. Instead of the large glasses of dethe other



customerswere swilling, asmall cup of teawasamost hiddenin hislarge,
sharp-nailed hands. Though Neimoidians usudly favored the richest robes
they could afford, Helb wore a plain gray unisuit with two blasters

strapped to his hips. His back was to thewall, and he watched the crowd

with shrewd orange eyes.

Qui-Gon took a seet at the table across from him. Obi-Wan did the

Same.

Helb gave them aconsidering look. "I am surprised to see Jedi ina

place such asthis

"We comefor information only,” Qui-Gon said.

"That is probably the onething | do not haveto sdl," Helb said.

"That isdl right, for | do not wishto buy it," Qui-Gon said. He
sat in sllence, waiting. Again, Obi-Wan marveled at how much Qui-Gon was

ableto convey through stillness.



Helb gave the hissing sound that passed for Neimoidian laughter. ™Y ou
arelucky. I'minagood mood. | just won agame of sabacc. Otherwise you

would betaking to awal."

Qui-Gon didn't rise to the bait. "There is a death mark on the head

of Didi Oddo. He wondersif the Tech Raiders are displeased with him.”

Helb laughed again. "1 am the onewho is displeased with Didi. He
beat me at agame of sabacc the other day. That iswhy | am so happy towin

today."

Qui-Gon nodded. Helb took asip of tea.

"Which doesn't mean | want to kill him," Helb continued. "If | were

going to put adeath mark on someone's head, it would be hisfriend

"Why?" Qui-Gon asked.

"Because he owes the Tech Raiders an interesting sum of money,” Heb

responded. "Not just gambling winnings on one game of sabacc, but favor

after favor we have done him for which he has not paid. Why would | put a

contract out on Didi?"

"Becauseif you put adeath mark on High, you'd never get your



money," Qui-Gon said.

Helb laughed. "I'll never get it anyway!"

"High knows that your group has moved to Vandor-3," Qui-Gon said.

"If you kill him, theinformation won't get out.”

Helb shook his head, bemused. "I told High because | wanted the

information to get out. | knew he wouldn't sdll it to the security force.

Only to those who need tech equipment or stolen speeders for cheap.
How e se would we get customers? Speaking of which, if the Temple needs

equipment...”

"No, thank you," Qui-Gon said. He stood.

"Don't worry about Didi," Helb said. "He always seemsto land on his
feet. Andif you see High, tell him I'm looking for him. That should scare

him!" Hissng with amusement, Helb turned his atention back to histea.

Qui-Gon started for the door. As Obi-Wan began to follow, something



caught hiseye. A wizened old man wrapped in layers of soiled cloaks and
robes sat at atable, pushing pieces around a gameboard with a dirty
finger. Hiseyes dowly did back to the board as Obi-Wan glanced at him. A

jolt of familiarity hit Obi-Wan, but he could not placeit.

He caught up with Qui-Gon at the door. But something made him tun
back. The old man was now heading toward the back of the place. He shuffled
through the crowd at firdt, but his step quickened as he passed through the
throng at the bar. It was difficult to keep him in sight through the press

of bodies, but Obi-Wan focused his attention, watching for movement.

He saw a cape drop to the floor. Then another. No one noticed.

The windows aong the back were shuttered aswell. One was dightly
more gar than the others, the window itsdlf cracked to let in atiny

stream of air.

The shuffling old man had disappeared. A tdl femde dressed ina



dark tunic suddenly disengaged from the crowd and moved toward the rear.

"It'sher," Obi-Wan breathed. He quickly turned to Qui-Gon. "She's

here"

Qui-Gon turned. Asthey watched, the femae dressed in black hauled
hersdf up and then dipped through the narrow opening of the window, her

body seeming to compress as she did so.

With alesp, Qui-Gon burst out the front door. Obi-Wan followed on
his hedls. They raced down anarrow aleyway crowded with so many durasted!

garbage binsthat they had to leap up and run on top of them.

Garbage squished under their boots, impeding their progress. They
landed aslightly asthey could, racing over thetops of the bins toward

therear. At the end of the alleyway, they legped down onto solid ground.

She was adready disappearing around a corner far down the back aley.

Qui-Gon increased his pace, and Obi-Wan spurted forward to catch up



to him. His Master was afaster runner, and he dashed around the corner

before Obi-Wan could get there.

Ohi-Wan pushed himsdlf to hislimit, racing after Qui-Gon. The
question was, if they caught the bounty hunter, what would they do?

Questioning her had not exactly been productive before.

As he rounded the corner, he saw that Qui-Gon had given up. The alley
widened into asmall square with six different roads radiating out from the

center.

"She'sgone," Qui-Gon said.

"If that wasredlly her," Obi-Wan said. "Now | can't quite believe

it. | saw an old man, and suddenly he became ayounger femde."

"Y our eyes did not deceive you, Obi-Wan," Qui-Gon said. "Only a
Sorussian would have been ableto dip through that opening. The question
Is, why was shethere at dl? Wasit a coincidence, or is she now on our

trail?"'



CHAPTER 7

"What are you doing here?' Adtri demanded as Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan
walked through the door of Didi's Caf©. She wiped her flour-dusted hands on
adishtowel. "Oh, forgive me, | didn't mean that the way it sounded. Y ou

are dwayswelcome, Qui-Gon. Except not just now."

"Don't worry, Astri, we haven't come for ameal,” Qui-Gon told her.

"JennaZan Arbor isdue with her party any moment," Adri said
digtractedly. "One of the servers hasn't shown up. | haventt finished the

banja cakes yet. The water won't boil for the pashi noodles, and my sauce

istoo spicy!"

"It smells delicious” Obi-Wan ssid helpfully.

"Thank you. If only | could feed them with smellsl How doesthe place

look? FHigh was supposed to come by and sweep, and he never showed up, that

rascal. After dl Didi hasdonefor him!™



"I have never seen the caf© look better," Qui-Gon assured her.

Adtri had tried to brighten the place with ornate candles on the two
long tables she had pushed together. A long pink cloth was on each table,
and the plates and glasses |ooked clean and sparkling. But she could not
hide the generd air of disrepair of the place. The wallswere dingy with
the years of smoke and dirt, and the floor was pitted from the marks of

thousands of boots and scuffles.

"Therewasnotimeto paint theingde" Agtri said, noticing Obi-
Wan's glance around. "And no timeto tear the place down and rebuild,

ather." She gaveacomica grimace.

"I'm sure everything will go fing," Qui-Gon said. "Wevejust cometo

talk to Didi for amoment. Ishe here?'

"He'sin the back. | told him to stay out of my way." Adri's dark
eyestwinkled. "I think | scared him. He actudly ligened to me"
Suddenly, she craned her neck and stared out the window. "Stars and
planets, it'sthem!" Agtri gaveasurprisngly loud below. "Renai! Our

customers are here! Renzii - "

Shewas il bellowing as the door opened.



A tal woman dressed in agray shimmersilk gown undernegth arich
purple cloak stood uncertainly in the doorway. Her gleaming blond hair was

intertwined with slky fabric. "Thisis Didi's Caf©?"

Hurriedly, Astri wiped her hands on her stained apron, then held one
out for the woman to shake. She had rubbed a berry stain on her apron, and
the hand she offered was blue. The woman stared at it and did not take it.

Adtri quickly tucked her hand behind her back.

"Yes, yes, comein. You are so welcome. I'm the owner and chef, Adtri

Oddo."

Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan faded back. The woman's party crowded behind her.
They glanced around the cafe, surprise on their faces. Obvioudy they had
expected a grander restaurant for their med. They were from various
worlds, but al had a prosperous look. The men were dressed in fine tunics
and jackets, the women in shimmersilk gowns or jackets. One aristocratic-
looking female wore ajeweled turban. Her light blue eyes widened in dismay
as she surveyed the cafe, and she quickly gathered her tunic closer around

her.



"There must be some mistake," JennaZan Arbor said.

Jugt then Renzii the waiter raced out of the kitchen and skidded to a

gop infront of the party, ill buttoning histunic. "Welcome, come in,

enter, thisway," he babbled.

"| think we'd better leave Adtri to her guests,”

Qui-Gon murmured to Obi-Wan. "It seems her hands are full."

They walked back toward Didi's private office. They pushed open the

door. Didi sat in achair, his back to them. He didn't turn.

"Didi?Iseverything dl right?" Qui-Gon asked.

Sowly, the chair swiveled around to face them. Didi's dark eyes were

full of tears. "l fear itismy fault," he said.

"What isyour fault, Didi?" Qui-Gon asked gently.



"It'sFligh," he said. "He's been murdered.”

CHAPTER 8

Obi-Wan had faced death before. He never got used to it. Theway a
spirit could fill aspace, the life energy behind the eyes, and then...

nothing.

"What happened?’ Qui-Gon demanded.

"l don't know," Didi said, mopping his face with a ngpkin. "The
Coruscant security force contacted me. They know Flighisafriend. He was
found in one of the dleyways around the Senate. The Lane of All Worlds is
whereheislying likean animd." Perspiration shone on Didi's face. "Do
you think this has anything to do with me?" he asked. His face betrayed how

fearful hewasto hear the answer.

"I'mafrad | do," Qui-Gon said grimly. "Wed better tak to the



security forces. Come on, Didi."

"Me?' Didi squeaked. "Why do | haveto go?' "Because | think you
should remain with usat dl timesnow," Qui-Gon sad. "You aren't safe

here"

"But | am!" Didi protested. "Astri will lock the front door so no
other customers come. And thisfancy party will go on for hours. No one
will try to attack me while such diginguished guedts are here. And
besides," he added in alow tone, "I'm too afraid and sad to move right

now. | could not look upon my dead friend's body. | am sorry."

Qui-Gon exchanged a glance with Obi-Wan. Obi-Wan hoped he was nat
going to suggest that he stay herewith Did while Qui-Gon investigated
High's death. He did not want to stay behind to baby-sit Didi when there

was work to do.

"All right," Qui-Gon sad rluctantly. "This shouldn't take very
long. Make sure every door and window isfastened tight, Didi. This bounty

hunter can get through very small spaces.”

Didi nodded vigoroudy. "I have done so dready, but | will double-

check."

"Well return soon,” Qui-Gon said. "Well knock at the back door. |



don't want to spoil Agtri'sbig evening.”

"So cond derate of you, Qui-Gon," Didi said fervently. "None of us
want to spoil thingsfor Adtri. | will wait here. Can you... can you make
asurethat Fighis... taken care of 7' Didi's eyesfilled with tears. "Tdl

the security forcesthat | will pay for the funerd. | will pay for

everything."

Qui-Gon put ahand on Didi's shoulder. "Thisis not your fault, my

friend.”

"1 hear your words," Didi whispered. "Y et | do not fed them.”

Qui-Gon checked the doors and windows from the outside before they
headed off. He did not trust the scattered Astri to remember to bolt the

door. But everything was locked up tight.

It was fully dark when Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan arrived at the Lane of Al
Worlds. There was no moon, and the glare of the glow lamps threw harsh

shadows.

The Coruscant security forcesin their navy uniforms milled around

High'sfdlen body, which was covered by atarp.



"May | look?" Qui-Gon asked the officer in charge. His nameplate read
CAPTAIN YUR T'AUG. He was astocky Bothan with aflowing beard and glossy

dark hair that hung to his shoulders.

The captain frowned, but dl officersin the security force knew that

Jedi requests must be honored.

"All right,” Captain Y ur T'aug said. "Not a pleasant Sght, though."

"Stay here, Padawan,” Qui-Gon told Obi-Wan. This order Obi-Wan was
glad to obey. He did not want to see Fligh's body. He wanted to remember

Highdive

He watched as Qui-Gon, his back to him, crouched to lift acorner of
the tarp. Although Qui-Gon did not flinch or shudder, Obi-Wan knew the
sight had distressed him. There was something about how his Master did not
movefor severd seconds, how his hand dropped the tarp with greet

gentleness.

Obi-Wan turned away with ashudder. Around the body, officers went



about the business of degth, tagging variousitems, searching the ground
with glow rods, entering information in their data pads, talking in groups.
It could be any being lying on that cold stone walkway. Fligh had ceased to

matter. Only the manner of his death wasimportant.

Obi-Wan looked up at the dark sky. Stars glittered with edges that
looked hard enough to cut. Already hefdt at timesthat he had seen too
much death and cruelty. How did Qui-Gon, who had seen so much more, fed?
It was the Jedi's job to meet such things. To help. The hdping was easy

compared to this.

Will | ever get used to death? Obi-Wan wondered.

Obi-Wan saw something glitter in the dim shadows. He walked closer.
It was abright green stone. He leaned down to study it and redlized it was
Fligh's prosthetic eye. It must have rolled away from the body. He pointed

it out to Qui-Gon, who nodded.

Qui-Gon showed it to Captain Y ur T'aug. "It belonged to the vicim,"

hesad.



The captain crouched to examineit. "Sergeant!” he cdled. "Tag this

item.”

Another officer scurried over with a pecimen bag and carefully

picked up the eye with atweezer device.

"What was the cause of death?" Qui-Gon asked quietly.

"Strangulation, we believe," Captain Y ur T'aug said shortly.

"l saw the marks," Qui-Gon said. "It seemslike a dender cord of

some kind. Not hands." The captain nodded.

"And the unusual... ah, palor?' Qui-Gon asked.

"The body was drained of blood,” Captain Yur T'aug said. "He was

killed e sewhere and then dropped off here."

Obi-Wan looked back at the tarp and shuddered again.



Qui-Gon'svoice was cam. "Any suspects?'

The captain sighed, tapping his comlink with an impetient finger. "
should beinvestigating, not filling you in. Y ou can read the report when |

am done."

Qui-Gon did not show hisimpatience, but Obi-Wan could fed it. "I do

not have time to read your report,” he said, hisvoice asbrittle asice.

Captain Y ur T'aug hesitated, then said, "No suspects yet. Nobody saw
anything. But we know this High character. He's awell-known informant and
petty thief. Could have ahundred enemies. Not to mention thet he owes

money al over town. | hear he hasamajor debt to the Tech Raiders.”

Qui-Gon studied the officer for amoment. "Thereis something ds"

hesad.

"Thisisnot thefirst body weve found drained of blood,” Captan
Y ur T'aug said hesitantly. "Drifters, lowlifes - beings no onewould miss.
Over the past year, there have been ahalf dozen. Maybe more we havent
found. Who knows? Coruscant can be a hard world. Many transients come here

to scroungealiving.”



"If thisisthe case, thekiller ismost likdly not someone High

owed money to," Qui-Gon said.

Captain Y ur T'aug shrugged. "Or elsethe killer copied the method to

throw us off the track. It's our job to find out.”

"Y ou might want to check into afemale bounty hunter,” Qui-Gon said.

"She's a Sorussian who might have had reason to dispose of High. She's

been staying at the Soft Landings Inn.”

"Sure" Captain Yur T'aug said. "Thanksfor the tip." His lack of

interest was obvious.

"Good luck to you," Qui-Gon said. "Y ou should know thet Did Oddo

will pay for the funeral. High was not friendless. He will be missed.”

Qui-Gon motioned to Obi-Wan, and they walked past the officers back

onto the main walkway that curved around the Senate.

"Areyou dl right, Padawan?" Qui-Gon asked him.



"Highwasn't my friend," Obi-Wan said. "'l only spent a fev minutes

with him. There was something likeable about him, but | can't say that |

liked him. Yet | fee dmost assad as Didi."

"I doaswel," Qui-Gon sad.

They walked afew stepsin silence. "Do you ever get used to death?'

Obi-Wan asked.

"No," Qui-Gon said. "That ishow it should be."

"Why do you think Fligh waskilled?' Obi-Wan asked. "Do you think

that he knew something important but didn't redizeit, like Didi?"

"Perhgps," Qui-Gon said. "And remember that High said he would try

to help Didi. | wonder if hedid try. No doubt it would be easy for him to

discover where the bounty hunter was lodging.”

"Y ou think that iswhat happened?' Obi-Wan asked.

"Let usswing by theinn on the way back to the caf©," Qui-Gon

suggested. "We should have another talk with this bounty hunter.”



They walked quickly through the streets until they reached the Soft
Landings Inn. Thistime the front door was dightly gar, so they were able
to walk in without ringing the innkeeper. They quickly climbed the stairs
to the third level. Qui-Gon knocked on the door, and it svung open. The

room was empty.

"She'sgone." The Togorian stood behind them with a bucket and vibro-

mop. "Checked out. | haveto clean. Get out of my way."

They retreated down the gairs. "I don't like this" Qui-Gon

murmured. "Let's get back to Didi's.”

They quickened their pace and began to run. Didi's wasn't far.

They swung around the corner. Ahead was the caf©. Therewas no salll

of light from the windows, and the front door was shut tight.

"Wearetoo late," Qui-Gon said.



CHAPTER 9

Lightsabers drawn, they rushed into the caf©. With a quick sweep,
they saw that it was empty. Plates with half-eaten food sat on the tables.
Qui-Gon charged past the tables to the kitchen. Pots were overturned, their
contents on the floor. Bins of flour and grain spilled onto the counters.

The cooler door was open.

They ran to Didi's private office. Papers and files were thrown on
thefloor, the contents of durasted bins upended and kicked through.

Everything on the shelves had been tossed onto the floor.

"Updtairs," Qui-Gon barked.

He raced up, Obi-Wan on his heels. They burst into Didi's private

quarterstogether.

Intimes of danger, Qui-Gon's senses dowed down. He took in

everything in the room in what fdt like severd long seconds but was more



likely the flicker of an eyelash. Adtri on the floor, unconscious or dead.
Didi standing, wrapped in the bounty hunter's whip, his eyes wide with
terror, abruise on hisforehead. And the bounty hunter turning, pausng
for aningtant when she saw them. Her expressionless gaze showed no

surprise, no fear.

Real time snapped back. Qui-Gon anticipated the bounty hunter's reach
to the blaster strapped to her thigh. He moved forward to counterattack. He
did not anticipate that shewould am & Adri, not a& him. His Jedi
reflexes were fast enough so that he was able to spin and turn, sweeping
his lightsaber wide. He was dightly off-balance, but he managed to deflect

thefire.

Adtri dtirred. Relief streamed through him. Shewas dive.

A perfect attack blended deception with speed and strategy. Qui-Gon
feinted a pass to the bounty hunter'sleft and instead charged straight &
her. She did not respond to the feint but fired straight, then legped high
to the left to avoid him. Hislightsaber whizzed through empty ar where

she'd been.

She was even better than held thought.



Obi-Wan moved forward to cover Adri so that Qui-Gon could
concentrate on the attack. The bounty hunter activated her whip and
retracted it. It soun off Didi inadizzying circde, sending him flying

againg thewadl. He hit it with athud and fdll to the floor, dazed.

The whip reverted to laser mode. With adashing maneuver, the bounty
hunter shattered the transparisted in the window. Qui-Gon sprang forward,
gtill keeping his body between his opponent and Agtri. Didi began to crawl
toward his daughter, getting underneath Qui-Gon's feet. Qui-Gon jumped to

avoid him, his attention now focused on protecting Didi.

Thebounty hunter legped out the window. Outside was a sl
enclosure that held various speeders and swoops. She jumped into one and

took off.

Qui-Gon stood at the window asthe lights of the swoop twinkled and
receded. He felt anger rock him, and he took a minute to accept and release
it. His opponent had eluded him. Sometimes it happened. He had fought the

best fight he could.



But she has e uded me three times now.

"Adri," Didi sad brokenly. "Adtri..."

Qui-Gon knelt by the young woman's side. Hefdt carefully around her

skull. "What happened?' he asked Didi. "Did she get hit by blaster fire?"

"No, no. Knocked out from behind,” Didi said. "With the handle of the

whip."

Qui-Gon felt alump risng on Adtri's skull. Her eyesfluttered open.

Her pupilswere not dilated and her eyes focused on hisface.

"Ouch," shesad.

"She'sdl right," hesaid to Didi. "Lieill, Adri. You're gang

to have aheadache." Shelet out ahissof ar. "I'll say.”

"We should cadl amedic,” Didi sad worriedly.

"I'mdl right," Adtri said. Windng, she raised hersdlf on her



elbows. "What happened? Thelast thing | remember isal my customers going

out the door."

"Did anyone come in while they were going out?" Qui-Gon asked.

"No," Adtri said. "'l locked the door behind them and told Renzii to

go home. Locked the door behind him, too. Then | came upstairs. That's dl

| remember..."

"l was up here,” Didi said. "I heard Adtri on the stairs. She opened

the door and suddenly fell down. Then the bounty hunter camein. She tied

me up while she searched the place. She went downstairs and | heard her

searching my private office.

"And the kitchen," Qui-Gon said.

"No, not the kitchen," Didi said.

"But it was chaos, pots everywhere," Obi-Wan said.

"It dwayslooksthat way," Adtri said with a Sgh. "What bounty



hunter? | thought we were talking about acommon thief.”

"Why did the group leave?' Qui-Gon asked Adtri.

Adtri cradled her head in her hands. "1 tried my best,” she mumbled.
"l guessI'm not quite degant yet. Renzii kept mixing up the orders. |
couldn't handle al the cooking. Some of the food was cold. So Jenna Zan
Arbor had afit, and they left. Next time I'll hire extrahelp. That was a

big mistake. It'sjust that | spent al the extra money on the food..."

"So how did the bounty hunter get in?" Obi-Wan asked.

Astri lifted her head. "What bourty hunter?" she asked agan in

frustration.

"Didi, tell her," Qui-Gon said.

"Not whileyou're hurt, Adtri," Didi said nervoudy. "Youneedto lie

down-"

"What bounty hunter?" Astri asked through clenched teeth.



"1 might-ah-have gotten myself in atiny spot of trouble,” Didi told

her. "Nothing serious.”

"Sure" Adri said. "Thisisnt serious. Jugt another ordinary

evening inthe caf©. | get knocked out on aregular basis."

"What asense of humor my daughter has,"

Didi sad to the Jedi nervoudy. "lsn't she marvelous?’

"Y our father may have apiece of information that is vauable to
someone," Qui-Gon broke inimpatiently. "That someone has sent a bounty
hunter after him. We're assuming they want the information back a any

cost. And yet, the bounty hunter did not kill him when she had the chance.”

"That'sagood sgn,” Didi said encouragingly. Then helooked fearful

agan."lantit?

"Youresdlinginformation again?' Agri ydled angrily. Then she
winced and closed her eyes. Shelowered her voice to awhisper. "You dimy,
dithery, snaky son of a Kowakian monkey-lizard," she hissed through her

teeth. "Youliedtome Agan."

"I didn't lie so much asnot tell you everything,” Didi said, patting



her shoulder. "I would not say that | have the thriving business | once
did. But High still cameto mewith bitsand piecesto sell. How could |
abandon him? Without me, how could he sdll hislittletidbits? It istragic

that he has been killed."

"Killed? See where his business has gotten him," Adri said, fixing

her father with a steedy stare. "Am | next, Papa?"'

Didi turned away, unable to face his daughter. She got up ungeadily
and left the room. "Let's return to what we know," Qui-Gon sad to Didi.
"The bounty hunter has not found what sheislooking for. She tore this
place apart. That meansthereisan actud object she wants, nat just
information in your head. What isit, Didi? Thistime you mut tell the

complete truth. Y ou see now that you have put the ones you love in danger.”

"Yes" Didi sad heavily. "l seethat. But | cannot help you, my

friend. | do nat have anything. High didn't give me anything but

information. This| swear."

"Not adata pad?' Qui-Gon asked.

Didi shook hishead. "Nothing."

Qui-Gon sighed. "Then thereisno dternative. Y ou must close up the

caf©. Take Astri and leave Coruscant.”



Adtri wasjust returning to the room as Qui-Gon finished. She paused

in the act of pressing acold cloth to her head. "Close up the caf©?"

"Just until we know what the bounty hunter islooking for," Qui-Gon

told her. "We can't stay by your sde dl day and dl night, Astri. | think

you arein danger aswel as Didi." He paused, then said gently, "I know

you are angry at your father, but you do not want to see him hurt.”

Adtri bit her lip and nodded. "But where will we go?!

"I know where," Didi said. "l have ahousein the Cascardi Mountains.

"Y ou bought ahouse?' Adiri exclamed. "But you say you have no

money!"

"Itwasaded | could not refuse,” Didi explained. "1 haven't even

been there yet, and | haven't told anyone about it."

"Where are the Cascardi Mountains?' Obi-Wan asked.



"Onthe planet Duneeden,” Qui-Gon said. "A short journey from
Coruscant. But the mountains are agood choice. The Cascardis are remote
and rugged. It'sagood hideout for atime. Obi-Wan and | will wait while

you pack afew things. Y ou must leave quickly.”

Didi sprang up and helped Agtri from the room. They went into their

bedrooms to pack.

"Do you think they'll be safe?" Obi-Wan asked Qui-Gon in alow tone.

"Safer than here on Coruscant,” Qui-Gon said. "But the bounty hunter
isno doubt an expert tracker. Even though the galaxy is wide, it's hard
for beingsto just disappear. No, | fear we must unravel this mystery. No
matter where they are, Didi and Astri are still in great danger. She will
find them, and it will be sooner rather than later. Of thet | have no

doubt."

CHAPTER 10



Asthey entered the cool hdls of the Jedi Temple, Qui-Gon saw the
relief Obi-Wan tried to hide. The boy was worn out. Qui-Gon had not
expected that a short stop to meet Didi would spird into a twisting

mystery they would be forced to solve.

"1 did not plan for this, Padawan,” hetold him. "I just wanted to

stop by to say hdllo to afriend.”

Obi-Wan nodded. "But afriend wasin danger. Y ou could not refuse to

help.”

"Y ou did not approve,” Qui-Gon said.

He saw the hesitation on Obi-Wan's face. He knew the look well. Obi-

Wan hated to disappoint him. But he never lied to him.

"No," hesaid. "Not at first. But now | do. Y ou say | need to connect
to the living Force. More and more | see what you mean. My firg impulse
wasto turn away from Didi." Obi-Wan met hisMaster'seyes. "l was tired
and hungry and | did not like Didi. | thought of my own needs. Now | see

what you see. Didi hasfaults, but heisagood being. It jugt takes me



longer to seethese things. | wish," Obi-Wan said with difficulty, "it did

nOt_"

"Y ou are too hard on yoursdlf, Padawan,” Qui-Gon said quietly. "That
can become afault if you are not careful, for anger a onedf isa
destructive thing. Every living being can beimpatient, can turn away at a
first glance, can avoid getting involved. It isanatura impulse. We are
al creatures who want peace and comfort. Y et we are Jedi. Our own peace
and comfort is not what drives us. We are dedicated to alarger good. But
always remember that the peace and comfort of just one being iswhat drives

us, too."

Obi-Wan nodded. Qui-Gon put agentle hand on his shoulder.

"Get something to eat, Padawan,” he said. 'l am going to speak with

Yodaand Tahl."

Qui-Gon could see Obi-Wan's hunger and fatigue battle with hisdesire

to remain by hisMagter'sside. "Are you certain you won't need me?"

"1 will find you when | need you," Qui-Gon said. "What you needis a

hit of rest and food. Then well continue.”

He left Obi-Wan at the juncture toward the food hal. Then he made

hisway to the Room of a Thousand Fountains, where he was to meet Y oda and



Tahl. He had contacted them on his comlink to arrange the mesting.

The cool, moigt air revived Qui-Gon better than a med would have.
His eyes rested on the multitude of shades of green in the plants and trees
that were arranged amid the winding paths. He paused for a moment to
register the beauty around him. He drew a long bresth, then another,
concentrating on the shades of green, the murmuring fountains, the scent of
growth and flowers. He let the moment matter, fill his heart and mind.

Refreshed, he headed down the winding paths toward Y odaand Tah!.

They sat on abench that Y oda favored, where water ran over anooth
white pebbles, making amusica sound. Tahl must have heard his step, for

she turned her head toward him.

"l hope you alowed Obi-Wan to get adecent medl,” she cdled ina

humorous tone before he could spesk. "That poor boy isaways hungry.”

Qui-Gon grinned. Tahl never said hdllo. Instead she dways launched
right into aconversation. "Do you redize," he said, seeting himsdf on a

bench opposite them, "that you dways give me an accusation, never a

gregting?'



Tahl amiled. "Of course. How else can | keep you on your toes?”

Qui-Gon let hiseyesrest on Tahl'slovely face. Her sightless green-
and-gold striped eyes were dive with humor. Once he had not been gble to
look upon her without pain. Just the Sight of the white scar that marked
her dark honey skin had grieved him. But he had cometo redlize how Tah
had accepted her fate, how she had allowed it to deepen her. Her friendship

wasinvauableto him.

"l left him at thefood hdl," Qui-Gon said. "l ansure hes on his

second helping by now."

"No news haveyou?"' Y odaasked. "Concerned we are about Didi. A

scoundrel he may be, but afriend to the Temple heis.”

"l am sorry to report that things are worse rather than better,” Qui-

Gon said. Quickly, hefilled them in on the murder of High and the attack

on Adtri and Didi.

"High's body wasdrained of blood?" Tahl frowned. "That sounds



familiar.”

"There have been ahdf dozen smilar cases on Coruscant over the

past year," Qui-Gon said. "Modtly drifters, beings with no tiesto anyone.”

"Yes, | know that,” Tahl said. "It is something e Her frown
deepened. "Thereis one morething. | did some moreinvestigating on your
bounty hunter. It seems sheisamaster of disguise. She useswigs, synth-

flesh, progthetics. that is how she moves about undetected.”

"l am not surprised to hear it," Qui-Gon said. "Obi-Wan saw her tumn

from an ederly man back into ayoung woman."

"Say you did that Fligh stole a data pad from a Senator,” Y oda said.

"Who?'

"Someone | did not know," Qui-Gon said. "Senator Uta Sorn from the

planet Belasco.”

"By theway, | contacted the security police” Tahl told him.
"Senator Sorn never reported the theft. It might not be sSgnificant. The
Senateisfull of petty thieves. I'm sure many thefts do not get reported.
Still, I thought 1'd mention it. Senator Sorn aso announced her

resignation today. She said it was for personal reasons.”



"Know Senator Sorn, | do," Yodasaid. "Severa taks she had with

the Jedi."

Startled, Qui-Gon turned to Y oda. "About what?'

"A s0on she had," Y oda continued. "Ren Sorn. Force-sensitive, hewas.
Accepted him for training, we did. Part with him, his mother could not.

Harness the Force, understand it, he could not. Wandered he did through the

galaxy.”

Tahl gave asharp intake of breath. "Of course," she whispered. Yoda

nodded.

"What isit?" Qui-Gon asked, leaning forward urgently. He saw that

Y odaand Tahl knew something important.

"Ren became alost being, adrifter,” Tahl sad. "He logst contact
with hismother. At last she cameto usfor help. Severd teams of Jedi

were sent to find him and help him. He rgjected them.”

"Hoped we did that he would reach out one day,” Y odasaid. "Feared we
did that he would use the Forcefor evil. Y et the Force merdly confused and
angered him. Different he was. Different he did not want to be. Peace he

could not find."



"Such atragedy,” Tahl said. "He could not find away to flourish. He
could not find aplace that felt like home. So asit often happens he fdl

in with bad companions. We recelved word that he had been killed."

"Not long ago, it was," Y odasaid. "Six months, | think. On Smpla:

12"

"Thisissad news" Qui-Gon said. "But why isit Sgnificant?"

"Because of the manner of hisdeath,” Tahl sad quietly. "Ren had

been strangled. And his body had been drained of blood.”

CHAPTER 11

Obi-Wan saw at once from Qui-Gon's grim face that he would not get to

savor histart. He scrambled to hisfeet.

"l am sorry, Padawan. But it istimeto go,” Qui-Gon said.



Obi-Wan snatched up the tart and wolfed it down while they walked.
Qui-Gon checked out a speeder from the trangport pool. Within seconds, they

were heading back toward the Senate building.

It waslate evening, and the air lanes still buzzed with traffic. The
glow lights made the buildings and walkways blaze as bright as daylight.

Beings strolled below them, crowding the restaurants and walkways.

"What did Y odaand Tahl say?' Obi-Wan asked, swallowing the last bite

of histart.

"l don't have aclear picture yet," Qui-Gon told him. "But somehow
Senator Sorn iseither connected to Fligh's death or involved in it. Her
son died the same way Fligh did." Qui-Gon explained the sory of Ren's

confused life and tragic deeth.

"But what does that have to do with Didi?' Obi-Wan asked.

"Maybe nothing." Qui-Gon guided the trangport dong the crowded ar

space surrounding the Senate.



"But it doesn't make sense," Obi-Wan said. "Her son died on another

planet. And Didi has never met Senator Sorn.”

"It doesn't make sense, true," Qui-Gon answered. "Bt it hes to,

somehow. Wejust have to figure out the connection.”

Qui-Gon left the speeder in the Senate landing area. He strode into
the Senate building. The usudly crowded hdlways were dmost empty. Their

footsteps echoed on the date floor.

"What makes you think shelll be here so late?' Obi-Wan asked.

"Because her resgnation was announced,” Qui-Gon answered. "No doubt
she had abusy afternoon. And she seemsthekind of Senator to work late.
Mogt of them leave as soon as Senate business has concluded.” Qui-Gon
paused, then remarked, "The Senate is not what it was. And it is getting

worse. It haslost oneidedist after another.”

They made their way to the Senator's office. The outer office was

dark, but Qui-Gon knocked on the inner door.



"Comein."

They entered. Only one light was on in the office. Senator Sorn sat
inachair, staring out a the bright Coruscant night. "Yes?' she asked

without turning.

Qui-Gon closed the door behind them. "We regret having to disturb

you."

She spun the chair around and sghed. "It has been aday of
disturbances. | didn't expect my announcement to cause such adtir. | guess

there's not much esegoing on.”

"1 do not wish to bring up something that is no doubt panful for

you," Qui-Gon said gently. "But isyour son's degth the reason you are

leaving?'

Senator Sorn's face changed. Her features hardened and her lips
thinned. "Yes, | know why you are here. | should have given him up for

Templetraining. | was sdfish.”

"No," Qui-Gon said quickly. "Not at al. Many parents chooseto keep
aForce-sengtive child. There are many pathsin life. Y ou make the best

choiceyou can for your child."



"So | choseto keep him with me, and that decison destroyed him,"

Senator Sorn said bitterly. "I chose a path that led to desth.”

"No, Ren chose hisown path,” Qui-Gon said firmly. " Senator Sorn, |
do not know you. But | have known many Force-sengitive children. There is
no more guarantee a Force-sengtive child will grow up to find happiness
than one who does not have that ability. Many do not choose the Jedi path.
Some flourish outside the Temple, and some do not. We are not here to

guestion your decison or blame you.”

"Thereisno need. | blame mysdf," Senator Sorn said blegkly. "Ever
sincel heard the news of Ren's desth, | have been unable to focus, unable
to do my job the way it needs to be done. | have managed to concentrate for
only brief periods of time. What right have | to serve my people when |

could not save my son?"

"l cannot answer that question for you," Qui-Gon said. "But perhaps
you areright to take time apart from your life's journey. | have found
such atime helpful, if you can look at your choiceswith forgiveness and

cam.”

"Forgiveness and calm seem very far away when your son is deed,”
Senator Sorn said in achoked voice. She spun her chair around so that her

back was to them. When she turned again, she had composed hersdlf. "But if



you didn't come here to blame me, you certainly didn't cometo counse me,

Qui-Gon Jnn. What isit that you are looking for?"

“I'm not quite sure," Qui-Gon said honestly. "Tdl me something. When

your data pad was stolen, why didn't you report the theft?!

She shrugged. "The chances of Senate security finding it were dim.
My friend's data pad was stolen aswell. Jennadidn't think it worthwhile

to report. We were both too busy to bother."

Qui-Gon'swatchful gaze turned dert. " Jenna?”'

"Jenna Zan Arbor," Senator Sorn said. "She's afriend of mine
visiting the Senate for a conference. Surely you've heard of her. She'sthe

foremost transgenic scientist in the gdaxy, and agreat humanitarian.”

"Of course” Qui-Gon said. "You were together when the theft

occurred?"

"It wasinoneof thehal caf©s" Senator Sorn said. "We were

having lunch."

Obi-Wan controlled his excitement. Something was about to break. He
knew it. Fligh stole the data pad, and Jenna booked Didi's for an important
dinner. Wasthis a connection that would lead them somewhere? As Qui-Gon

had said earlier, it didn't make sense, but it had to.



"Wasthere anyone dsein the caf©?"

Senator Sorn sighed. "Do you mean, was the thief there? | assume so.

Don't you think I've gone over this? The caf© was crowded. | didn't notice

anyone suspicious.”

"How about atall, dender human mae with one dark eye and one

bright green eye?"

Senator Sorn looked startled. "Y es. But he couldn't be the thief.
He'sa Senatorid aide. Or at least he said so. We were discussing adinner
that Jennawas going to hogt for the other scientigts atending the
conference. He handed out acard for arestaurant nearby that he said was
excellent. Jennatook the card. | had never heard of it, but Jennasaid she

would look into it."

Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan exchanged a glance.

"Was that the thief? Should | report him?* Senator Sorn asked.

Qui-Gon stood. "1t would be to no purpose. Heis dead. Thank you for



your time, Senator.”

Obi-Wan followed Qui-Gon from the office. "' So we have a connection,”

he said. "Fligh and Didi to JennaZan Arbor and Senator Sorn."

"Not to mention to Ren Sorn," Qui-Gon said. "No doubt Jenna Zan

Arbor knew about Senator Sorn's son.”

"But | ill don't seewhat it al means" Obi-Wan said, frustrated.
"It'sdl so confusing.” "Ask yoursdlf this question, Padawan. \Who would
benefit from High's death? Or Didi's?" "No one," Obi-Wan said. "Not now,
anyway. Unlessthere is something else on that data pad that we don't know

about."

"Exactly,” Qui-Gon said. "Either data pad - remember, we now know

that Jenna Zan Arbor's data pad was stolen, too."

Obi-Wan nodded. "I have afeding | know where were heading next.”

"Yes," Qui-Gon sad. "To see Jenna Zan Arbor."

CHAPTER 12



Ohbi-Wan stood uneasily in the lobby of the luxury hotel. He had been
in paaces and grand houses before. He had seen luxurious surroundings,
thick carpets, fine metals, ornately carved furniture. He had observed
without fedling part of it, asaJedi should. He had never fdt awkward,

even in the palace of aqueen.

But here hefdt differently. Thewalls were of a white polished
stone with veins of pinkish gold. The floor under hisfeet was black hard
stone, polished to a high sheen. He was afraid to Sit on the plush sofas

and chairs. He suddenly noticed the stains of his dessert on histunic.

Therich swirled around him, coming to and fro from the many
restaurants off the lobby, or picking up mail and keys. Ther eyes did
past him, asif he was not worth their notice. Ther voices were low and

hushed, unlike the busy chatter on the crowded Streets.

Asusua, Qui-Gon looked perfectly at ease. He walked to the desk and

asked the clerk to ring Jenna Zan Arbor's room.

The clerk spoke into a private comlink headpiece and listened for a



moment. "Y ou may go up,” he said. Then he directed them to the turbalift

that would take them to the seventy-seventh floor.

Ohi-Wan followed Qui-Gon into alarge lift tube lined with a rosy
stone that made him fed asthough he were in the center of a flower. The

tube doors opened, and he stepped out onto athick, cushioned carpet.

Jenna Zan Arbor waited in the doorway of her suite. She was dressed
inaseptslk robe of deep blue that hung iffly to her feet. Her blond
hair was again twisted in an elaborate style and wound through with

multicolored fabric.

Qui-Gon bowed. "Thank you for seeing us. | am Qui-Gon Jinn and this

is Obi-Wan Kenobi."

She returned the bow. "Jenna Zan Arbor. I'm honored to greet the

Jedi." She gave them another look. "But you were at the caf©."

"We arefriends of Astri and Didi Oddo," Qui-Gon said.

Jenna Zan Arbor looked alittle less welcoming



Sheturned and led them into a vast room with the same polished black
stone floor asthe lobby. Plush white sofas were arranged in two seating
aress, one intimate and one grand. Gauzy white draperies hung at the floor-
to-ceiling windows and pooled on thefloor. Outside, the lights of the

passing traffic were like traveing sars through afine mig.

Jenna Zan Arbor ushered them to the most intimate grouping. Obi-Wan
sat down and immediately sank into the cushions. Hetried to Sit erect but

found himsdf dipping backward.

Zan Arbor waved her hand at theroom. "I don't fed comfortable with
al this. But the conferenceis paying for it. I'm used to amore...
practica environment. | spend most of my time in my lab." She turned

luminous gray eyesto them. "What can | do for you?"

"We are investigating amurder,” Qui-Gon sad. "Someone you spoke
with at the Senate. His name was High. He posed as a Senatorid aide and

gaveyou acard for Didi's restaurant - "

"Of course, | remember,” Zan Arbor said immediatdy. "He had one
green eye. He praised the food and atmosphere of thisplace. | don't know

Coruscant very well, so | followed up on thetip.”



"Why did you leave the caf© so abruptly tonight?* Qui-Gon asked.

The scientist gave alow laugh. "Because my guestswere miserable. It
was not what | had been led to expect. | know that sounds snobbish, but |
was trying to make agood impression. The conference has anumber of grants
for scientific projects. | need funding.”" She shrugged dender shoulders.
"So we came back here and the hotel accommodated us." She paused. "But why

should my dinner have anything to do with this person's death?"

Instead of answering, Qui-Gon asked another question. "You are

friendswith Senator Sorn?"' "Yes."

"And you know that her son died, and how hedied, | presume,” Qui-Gon

sad.

Zan Arbor nodded, but afrosty look took over her warm gaze. "Of
course | do. I hardly think it's your business. That was a grest tragedy

for Uta™

"Not for you, though,” Qui-Gon stated.

She gave him ahard look. "No. | was sorry for my friend, but it was

not a persond tragedy. What are you implying?"



"Nothing at al," Qui-Gon said easly. "We are jud investigating.

Could I havealigt of the guests a your dinner?'

"Why?" Zan Arbor asked, irritation now coloring her even tone.

"Becalise someone attacked the owner and his daughter after your party

left," Qui-Gon answered. "I don't think it's necessary, but later it might

help if we could question them.”

"I hardly think..." Zan Arbor'sirritated tone ended in ashrug. "Why

not. | have nothing to hide." She crossed to adesk and scrawled some names

on adurashest, then handed it to Obi-Wan. He tucked it in histunic.

She sat down again. "Can | ask you what Ren Sorn's murder hasto do

with this Fligh person, or the attack at the caf©?"

"Maybe nothing at dl," Qui-Gon said.

The scientist’'s gaze was cool. "I think I'm beginning to understand.

Y ou don't want information from me. Y ou think | may beinvolved.”



"] did not mean to imply that," Qui-Gon said.

"Yet hereyou are," she pointed out crisply. "l assume you know who |

aT],"

Qui-Gon nodded.

"I'm not accustomed to someone coming to my private quarters and

linking me to amurder. Murder isnot atopic that is familiar to me. |

livein theworld of transgenic research. So you mugt forgive meif I'm a

little confused and upset.”

"Of course,”" Qui-Gon said. "Murder is an upsetting topic.”

Zan Arbor gave abrief amile "Espedidly for the vicim. Let's

finish this. What else do you need to know?"

"Why didn't you report the theft of your data pad?' Qui-Gon asked.

"Y ou must have been upset about it."

"| was not upset. | have backup of al my files on data cards.”

"UtaSorn was upset,” Qui-Gon said.



"She had areason to be," Zan Arbor answered, an edge to her voice.
"She had private information on that data pad. She was forced to resgn

before pushing through an important piece of legidation.”

"Do you happen to know what that is?" Obi-Wan asked. He had been
content to watch Qui-Gon ask the questions. But the legidation had come up

before, and he was curious to know what it was.

"Yes. Utatold meal about it. | wasn't that interested, frankly. My
head isfull of science. But gpparently shewastrying to put together a
codlition of planetsto join together to fight some sort of black market
tech gang. She probably had al the votes she needed. But her resgnation
changed that. Without her to hold the aliance together, things will

probably fall gpart. Are we through?"

Obi-Wan did not look a Qui-Gon, but eation surged through him. This
wasacrucia clue. The Tech Raiders had a reason to want to discredit
Senator Sorn. She wastrying to pass alaw that could lead to ther
destruction. Helb knew both Fligh and Didi. Here was the link. No doubt
Helb had recruited Fligh to steal the Senator's data pad. High had gone
further and stolen the scientist’s; most likely for his own profit. All

they had to do now wasfigure out how Didi wasinvolved.



So Senator Sorn and Jenna Zan Arbor were just what they appeared to

be: two powerful women who were smply victims of petty theft.

He did not need to glance at hisMaster to know that Qui-Gon had

reached the same conclusions.

"We'rethrough,” Qui-Gon said.

Ohi-Wan felt athrill asthey left the hotel suite and entered the

turbolift.

"Thisisit," hesad. "Thisisthe connection weve been looking

for. We're close to solving the mystery.”

"Perhaps,”" Qui-Gon said. "We need to talk to Hedb again, thet is

catan."

"Tomorrow well solve the mystery, and Didi and Astri can come home,”
Obi-Wan said. "If we confront the Tech Raiders with what we know, theyll
have to recal the bounty hunter. It's got to be them, doesn't it? They

wanted to prevent that legidation from going through. Somehow High got



Didi mixed up init. Maybe they hoped to sdll both data pads to some other

party. That would definitely anger Helb."

The lift tube doors opened and they walked out into the grand lobby.

The floor-to-ceiling windows revealed the black night outside.

"It'stoo late to find Helb now," Qui-Gon said. "Let'sreturn to the

Temple. We both need deep.”

Outside the side door was a large landing platform for the many
vehicles of the guests of the hotdl. Qui-Gon had |eft their speeder close
to the door so that they would be able to leave quickly, but now a row of

other vehicles had blocked it in.

He sgnded to the parking clerk. " Can you move those other vehicles?

"Right away, gr," the young boy replied. He jumped into the first

Speeder to moveit.

Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan headed toward their own vehicle. Qui-Gon dipped

into the driver's seat. Obi-Wan had a bit more trouble getting into the



passenger side. The speeder was jammed up next to another. He had to swing

oneleg up and over in order to enter.

Hewasin the middle of the maneuver when he felt asudden jolt send
him flying backward. The clerk had backed his speeder into the one behind.
Obi-Wan did backward on the smooth metal. Behind him wastherailing. Past

that was only the empty air.

"Hey, you - " Qui-Gon suddenly vaulted out of the driver's seet,

dert to danger.

Hewastoo late. The clerk hit the speeder behind hisagain, and the
Jedi's speeder jolted backward. Obi-Wan felt himself dide off the back end

of the speeder. He was thrown over therailing, Straight into space.

CHAPTER 13

Everything had happened so fast, but Obi-Wan's extraordinary reflexes



gave him asecond to plan. It was enough. As he shot over the raling, he
was adready accessing his liquid cable launcher. He amed it a the

platform edge. It engaged.

Theline played out, and he swung in empty space. It was an eerie
feding. A cruiser zoomed by him, its driver surprised to see a boy

dangling inthe middle of aspacelane.

Obi-Wan fdt sweat trickle down his flanks. He retracted the

launcher, and it carried him up to the platform level. Qui-Gon was waiting.

"That was fagt thinking, Obi-Wan," Qui-Gon said, rdieved and

agitated. "Y our reflexes did not fail you. | should have been more dert.”

"Whereisthe parking clerk?' Obi-Wan asked.

"Took off in the gpeeder,” Qui-Gon said grimly.

"Do you think the bounty hunter bribed him?*



" think the boy was the bounty hunter,” Qui-Gon said. "We will not
make that mistake again.” Hefdlt lightheaded with relief and redlized that
fatigue had set in at last. "Come. We can't do any more tonight. We need to
rest. At least we know the bounty hunter is till on Coruscant and is not

tracking Didi and Adtri.”

By the time they reached the Temple, Obi-Wan's steps were dragging.

Hisclose cdl had cost him. Qui-Gon was glad to send him to his quarters.

Back in hisown quarters, Qui-Gon lay on his degp couch inthe
darkness. He wished for rest, but even a Jedi could not summon deep when

themind was active.

She had deceived him again. She had nearly killed Obi-Wan. She was
thinking faster than he was. It was because his preoccupation with the whys
of theinvestigation was|eading him to belessvigilant. He had been more

worried about Didi than about his own Padawan.

Qui-Gon thought back to the interview with JennaZan Arbor. Obi-Wan
was right. It made sense that the Tech Raiders would want to steal Senator
Sorn'sdata pad. No doubt they had engaged Fligh for the task. It was in
Fligh's character to hold out on them. And it was possible that High had

concedl ed the data pad within the caf©, involving Didi. Perhaps held tried



to retrieve it and that was why he'd been killed.

Qui-Gon gtared a the ceiling. Logic told him that this scenario made

sense. Why couldn't he deep?

It was because the killing of Fligh did not seem like the job of a
crimina gang likethe Tech Raiders. They did not need to disguise their
work, to send the Coruscant security forces on the wrong peth. They

arrogantly thought themselves too big to care about aloca investigation.

No, Fligh's murder il did not make sense. That indicated to Qui-

Gon that it was about emotion, not logic.

He thought back to Senator Sorn. He had glimpsed the despair and
bitterness deep within her. Such emotions could drive someone to evil,

cetanly.

Jenna Zan Arbor appeared to have nothing to hide. Yet it ill
bothered him that she'd shown up at Didi's Caf©. True, she didn't know

Coruscant, but her friend did. She could have asked for a recommendation



from Uta Sorn. Why did she take the advice of a stranger?

Murder isan upsetting topic.

Especidly for thevictim.

There was something cold in the way Jenna Zan Arbor had smiled when

she made that light remark. Her smile was keeping Qui-Gon awake.

And the vison of Obi-Wan shooting over that railing into deep space
while he scrambled to get to him. And the knowledge that the bounty hunter

would likely return to Didi and Adtri'strail.

Y es, he had much on hismind.

He reached out to the night. He pulled the darkness around himsdif.
He drew long dow breaths. He could do nothing tonight. His worry about
Didi and Agtri would smmer indde him, would flareto life again in the

morning. Until then, hewould deep.



The next morning, Helb was nowhere to be found.

"Thisissugpicious," Obi-Wan said. "No doubt he knowsthat we are on

tohim."

Qui-Gon had decided not to share hisfeding that the Tech Raiders
were not responsible for FHligh's death. He had only cloudy doubts and vague

fedingsto report; he wanted more concrete evidence.

And Helb knew more than he wastdlling. That was certain.

"Thereisonly one placeleft he can be" Qui-Gon said. "Vandor-3.

He's got to be at the base. We should get answersthere.”

Vandor-3 was a neighboring satellite planet of Coruscant. Luckily

Qui-Gon had taken a cruiser from the Temple landing platform, just in case

they needed to travel beyond Coruscant's atmosphere. It was a short journey

to Vandor-3.

They hovered outsde the base's ar space until they were given



clearanceto land. Qui-Gon saw the landing platform below, in the midst of
what looked like asavage yard. He eased the cruiser down between a

maintenance hauler and a sea of swoops.

As soon asthey released the loading ramp and exited, they were
assaulted by noise. Workers and droids were everywhere, cutting metd,
soldering circuits, dragging materias, operating graydeds. Voices were
rased in argument over the loud buzzing of hydraulic metd cutters,
macrofusers, and hydrospanners. Enormous repulsorlift engines hung over
their heads on asystem of strgps and pulleys. Speeder parts, drcuit
boards, boosters, converters, and other parts Obi-Wan did not recognize

were divided into various piles.

"Thisisquite an operation,” Qui-Gon said asthey edged their way

past agtarship, its engine partslaid out on the floor.

"Watch out for that acceleration compensator!" avoice bellowed.

Obi-Wan took a quick step sidewaysto avoid the equipment as Helb

barreled toward them, his orange eyes sparking irritation.



"I'm guessing you didn't come here for aded on speeder parts” he

ydled over the noise.

"Judt information,” Qui-Gon yelled back.

"Wéll, yourein theway here. Follow me."

The Jedi followed Helb into aquieter corner of the yard. A amdl
shed made out of salvaged materials stood against adurasteel fence. Helb

pushed the door open.

Insde, thedin dulled to adim roar.

"I'd ask you to sit, but you're leaving,” Helb snapped. "1 thought |

madeit clear that I'vetold you all | know."

"l don't think you have" Qui-Gon sad. "l think you've It

something out. | think your gang hired FHligh to steal Senator Sorn's data

pad. Most likely Fligh had to agree to do it because he owed you money."

Helb didn't say anything. He crossed hisarms.



"Maybe Fligh didn't turn over the data pad. Maybe he thought he could
get more money out of you," Qui-Gon guessed, watching Helb carefully.
"Maybe that's why you put the deathmark on his head. Y ou suspected he had

given the data pad to Didi."

"Ligten, I'm not pretending to be overflowing with goodness, Jedi,”
Helb said. "I'd sell out my brother for money. But we didn't put a desth

mark on Fligh. Now get out of here before| call the security droids.”

Qui-Gon didn't move. He put one hand on hislightsaber hilt. Obi-Wan

did the same.

Helb shifted uncomfortably. "L ook, we don't want to get on the wrong

sde of the Jedi."

"Thentdl usthetruth, and we will go," Qui-Gon sad.

"All right, dl right. Yes, wedid get High to sted the data pad.
The bantha-brain stole the wrong one! He should have taken her offiad
data pad, not the one with her persona correspondence. But it worked out
fine, because we didn't know she was planning to resign. We got what we

wanted anyway. Her legidation is dead. Why would we put a death mark on



Fligh? Sure, he was aweasdl, but he was avauable weasdl. Sent a lot of

clientsour way."

"High stole two data pads that day," Qui-Gon said. "Do you know what

happened to the other one?”

Helb shrugged. "Probably sold it, or gave it to someone he owed money

to."

Ohbi-Wan and Qui-Gon exchanged aglance. "Didi," Obi-Wan murmured.

"Maybe," Helb said, overhearing him. "'I'm sure High owed Didi, too.
Didi isthe shrewdest sabacc player around. We dl played that game of
sabacc together. | lost to Didi, too. None of us could pay off Didi thet
day, but helet usdide. | didn't pay him off until afew days later.

Luckily I had something to trade with."

"What did you trade?" Qui-Gon asked.



"| passed dong this hideout | had in the Cascardi Mountains™ Helb
sad. "l never would have used it, anyway. | won it in agame of chance off
some old fool wrapped in apile of cloaks at the Splendor. Asa maiter of

fact, it wasthe day | met the two of you - "

Helb didn't get a chanceto finish his sentence.

The two Jedi were gone.

CHAPTER 14

From above, the house in the Cascardi Mountains looked quiet. It was
awhite, three-story structure built into the mountainside that blended in
with the snow. They could see Didi's cruiser parked on the svdl landing
platform that was off the second floor. There was no sgn of Didi and

Adri.

Qui-Gon landed their cruiser next to Didi's. They dimbed out and

approached the door with caution. They kept their lightsabers in thar



hands but not activated. Thistime, they would be prepared.

Qui-Gon concentrated, listening for movement, for anything out of the
ordinary. Obi-Wan was tense beside him. He trusted the boy's ingtincts.
"What do you think?" he asked quietly. "I'm not feding anything dearly,”
Obi-Wan said. "Y et something iswrong. Asthough Didi and Agtri are not in

danger, but danger is here.”

Qui-Gon nodded. "1 fed that, too. She has lured them here. No wonder
sheremained on Coruscant and trailed us. She did not have to track Didi
and Adtri. She knew where they were. The sooner we get them away from here,

the better."

A window did open above them, and Didi popped hishead out. Rdief
creased hisfeatures. "It's you, thank the moons and stars. Il activate

the door for you. | am so very glad to seeyou.”

A moment later the door did open. Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan waked indde

and were met by Didi as he hurried down a curving ramp from upgtairs.

"Iseverything dl right?" Qui-Gon asked, dipping his lightsaber

back onto his utility belt.



Didi nodded. "I suppose. At first wewere glad to be here. We fdt
safe. The place is so remote and hidden. But now theisolation is getting

on our nerves. | think we would fed safer back on Coruscant.”

"Whereis Agtri?' Obi-Wan asked.

"Here" Adtri appeared from the other room. "1 am so happy to seeyou

both. The hours have been very long."

"No sign of trouble?" Qui-Gon asked. "Nothing out of the ordinary?"

“Nothing," Didi said.

"We keep alookout,” Astri said. "We watch out the windows for

cruisers. We saw you approach. We weren't surewho it was." She tapped a

blaster strapped to her hip. "1 wasready."

"Have you ever used a blaster before, Adri?* Qui-Gon asked

cautioudy.

"How hard could it be?" Astri said. "Point and shoot. Easy as meking

amed."



After having seen her kitchen, Qui-Gon was not sure he trusted
Adrri'sshooting. "I'll give you alesson in amoment,” hetold her. "How

about you, Didi? Do you have aweapon?”'

"Areyou serious?' Didi shook hishead. "I don't like Agtri having
one, either. How do you think | managed to stay out of trouble dl these

years?'

"We must speak to you both serioudy,” Qui-Gon said. Y ou mud tell

usthetruth. Y our safety dependsoniit.”

"But you said we were safe here)" Didi said nervoudly.

Qui-Gon shook hishead. "I did not. Thisonly bought ustime I'm

afrad time has run out."

"What do you need to know?" Agtri asked. Qui-Gon turned to Didi.
"High stole two data pads. We think one of them is the key to your
problem. He must have given oneto you, Didi. Did heleave acase, or a
bin, or anything with you? Could he have hidden something when your back

was turned?"

"I would never turn my back on High," Didi said. "Y ou have asked me



thisaready, my friend. | give you the same answer. High gave me nothing.

Obi-Wan noticed aflush spread over Adtri's cheeks.

"What about you, Astri?' he asked.

Sheglanced at her father. "Well. Sometimes | used High for more

than sweeping.”

"Y ou used High?' Didi asked, incredulous. "After you told mel

should not associate with him?'

Adtri looked uncomfortable. "We were not getting enough business. I'd
spent so much money on the caf©. If it closed you'd never let me forget it.
And | knew that Fligh hung around the Senate. | paid him to passaong tips
to me about which Senators would be hosting important dinners. Then | could
have ahead start and bid on the job. Recently Fligh cameto me with two
pieces of information: one, that someone might throw Senator Sorn agoing-
away party soon, and two, that Jenna Zan Arbor was hoding a tetimonia

dinner. | paid him for both tips.”

"You pad him for information?Hal" Didi cried. "l am nat the only

oneinthisfamily to dretch the truth abit!"



"Thisisn't thetimeto reproach Adtri," Qui-Gon said sernly.

"l amnot reproaching! | am congratulaing,” Didi ingsted.

Adtri's cheeks were pink. "Anyway, Fligh gave me a data pad for
safekeeping. Hetold me he had just traded for it. He asked meto keep it
for him. | wasin the middle of something, so | stuck it in one of the
ovens. The oven was broken," she added hatily. "To tell you the truth, |

forgot about it until the night we left.”

"Whereisit now?" Qui-Gon asked urgently.

"Here" Adri said. "'l brought it with us. My data pad was smashed,

s0 | thought I'd use thisone.”

She reached over to anearby table and handed it to Qui-Gon. "I

haven't had a chanceto seewhat'sonit yet."

Qui-Gon quickly accessed thefiles on the datapad. A strange code

streamed across the screen.



"Thefilesaredl coded," he mused.

"They must be JennaZan Arbor's,” Obi-Wan said, looking over his

shoulder. "These are probably formulas.”

"Yes. Let mesend it to Tahl. She cantakeit to our code experts.”
Qui-Gon jacked into the data pad and transferred the files to his own corn-

link. He then contacted Tahl.

"Sure, send it dong,” Tahl said. "I'll get right on it and contact

you as soon as we break it."

"Thisishigh priority," Qui-Gon told her. He switched off the
connection. "l don't think we should wait. | have severd destinations in

mind. There are contacts who can hide you," hetold Didi and Adtri.

"1 won't mind leaving thisplace," Adtri said with a shiver. "It's
awfully londy. Just usand the lonesome wind. The caretaker told us
theré's no one here a thistime of year. At firg we thought this an

advantage.”

Obi-Wan and Qui-Gon froze.



"Caretaker?' Qui-Gon asked.

"She came with the place,” Didi said. "Relax, Qui-Gon. She's at least

ahundred yearsold.”

"Whereis she?' Qui-Gon asked, his hand on hislightsaber.

Adtri looked puzzled. " She brings provisons once a day. She's not

here now."

Qui-Gon's uneasy feding changed to darm. Smultaneoudy, the two

Jedi activated their lightsabers.

"Let'sget to the cruiser,” Qui-Gon said. "But our things- " Adri

began.

"Leavethem."

They started toward the door, but it wastoo late. At that momernt,



durasted coverings on the windows did down with aclang. They heard the
harsh sound of locks snapping throughout the house. The snug hideaway had

turned into a prison.

They were trapped. And Qui-Gon had no doubt that the bounty hunter

was in the house with them.

CHAPTER 15

"What's going on?" Didi whispered.

"Whereisthelighting console?" Qui-Gon asked Didi.

"Over there." Didi pointed to a console that was mounted on atable.

Qui-Gon strode over and powered down al the lights. Darkness dropped

like a curtain. Obi-Wan could not see athing, but he waited, knowing his



eyeswould adjust.

"Remember how she fought last time, Padawan,” Qui-Gon said to him in
amurmur. "Her strategy isto attack those we defend in order to keep us
busy. Expect her to movein their direction first. Watch her shoulders to

tell you which way shewill move.”

"l have the data pad, Qui-Gon," Astri whispered. "It'sin my tunic."

"Keep it safe," Qui-Gon whispered back. "We don't need it anymore,

but it isour insurance. If the bounty hunter thinks we can tell her where

itis, shewon'tkill us"

"Ah, reassuring news," Didi said. His voice shook with terror.

"Stay between us," Qui-Gon ingructed Did and Adri. "We can't

protect you if you stray. We're going to cut through those window shields.”

They moved forward with Astri and Didi between them. Obi-Wan'svision
had adjusted and he kept his eyes moving around the room, waiting for a

shadow to move and materiaize into the bounty hunter.



But even he was not prepared for how fast she struck. The laser whip
came out of nowhere, spirding inthe ar toward Adri. Qui-Gon legped
forward, lightsaber aready dashing downward. It collided with the whip. A

harsh buzzing sound rose from the contact.

The whip curled back and struck again, thistime toward Didi. Obi-Wan
was prepared, stepping into his left-to-right sweep. The whip wrapped
around his lightsaber and smoked before uncurling and flying backward. The

lightsaber could not cut it.

He could see her now. At least he could see the shape of her body. He
could not see her eyes. Shewas dressed all in black; it was hard to track
her as she moved. Only the dight gleam of her boots and armor told hm

where she was heading. She did not make a sound.

Thewhip unfurled again, dancing over their heads asthough it werea
living thing. Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan kept their lightsabers moving, twirling
them above their headsto fend off the lethd whip. All the while Qui-Gon

pressed steedily forward.

Suddenly Astri began to fire her blaster. Her shots went widdy off

the mark, peppering the durasted over the windows. The blasts ricocheted



back toward them. Obi-Wan and Qui-Gon had to move quickly to deflect them.
In the meantime, the whip snaked out again and knocked the blaster from

Adtri's hand. It skittered across the floor.

Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan kept moving toward the windows. The bounty hunter
reglized their objective and sprang forward, somersaulting in ablur toward
them. Her move ended in a sharp kick, close enough to land aglancing blow
a Adtri'sribs. A dight clang resulted from the sole of her boot hitting
Adtri'stunic. Obi-Wan saw the knowledge in the bounty hunter's face. She

knew that Astri had the data pad.

Pushing Astri behind him, Qui-Gon launched an attack a the bounty
hunter. She kept the whip moving in ablur of light. Suddenly she flipped
backward in aseries of fast moves, euding the Jedi. She was still between
them and the windows. In aquick reversa of strategy, Qui-Gon pushed Astri

and Didi up theramp.

"Run," hedirected.

Thebounty hunter was still flipping over, thinking she needed to put

distance between hersalf and the Jedi. She would need time to find her feet



and reverse again to face them.

"Run, Padawan," Qui-Gon said.

Obi-Wan dashed up the ramp. He guessed what Qui-Gon wasthinking. If
they could get to the windows above, they could cut through the durasted!.
From thereit would be an easy drop to the landing platform. He heard Qui-

Gon hit the ramp behind him.

Asthey reached the upper leve, their keen hearing told them thet
the bounty hunter wasin fast pursuit. Quickly, Qui-Gon opened a sdving

unit with various cubbyholes that ran dong the wal with the windows.

"Don't comeout until | get you," hetold Didi and Adtri, herding

theminsgde.

He shut the doors after them and motioned to Obi-Wan to get to work
on the durastedl blocked windows. Then he rushed forward to meet the bounty
hunter as she ran up the curving ramp. She cameinto sight in seconds but
instead of meeting Qui-Gon she gave alegp in the air. She grabbed onto the

system of conduit pipes near the ceiling and used her momentum to fly over



Qui-Gon's head, straight at Obi-Wan.

Obi-Wan kicked out with oneleg as he tried to turn to mest the
attack. He had been in an awkward position, just beginning to cut through
the durasted with hislightsaber. He felt the studded spikes on the end of
the whip caich hisleg asheturned. The pain seared him, but he kept

moving, raising hislightsaber to meet the flashing whip.

Without Astri and Didi to defend, the Jedi were now free to attack.
They moved toward the bounty hunter as one unit, lightsabers whirling and

arcing, anticipating her moves and the striking, curling whip.

Obi-Wan remembered Qui-Gon's directive to watch the bounty hunter's
shoulders. Her footwork was fast but she had a tendency to lean into her

MOVES.

She began to retreat backward, though the action of her whip did not
fdter. Inthe glow of the lightsabers and whip, he could read an
expression on her face: sheer rage. No doubt she had never fought Jedi like

thisbefore.



When at |ast she stood at the edge of the curving ramp, Obi-Wan made
abold move. He copied her action, leaping up to grab onto the conduit
pipes overhead, then as the whip snaked and curled around him, drove into

her with both feet.

Shelet out a surprised sound as she flew back, high above the ramp.
She landed with a solid thud, then continued to skid down the ramp. She
tried to stop her descent but the smooth stone was dippery. Her leg
twisted underneath her and her head hit the stone wall with another

sickening thud.

Shelay ill.

"Hurry, Padawan." Qui-Gon strode to the windows. Together with Obi-
Wan he cut through the durasted!. It peeled back, leaving an opening big

enough for them to get through.

Qui-Gon threw open the cubbyhole doors. Quickly, Obi-Wan helped Did

and Adtri to the window ledge.



"Youll haveto carry Adtri,” Qui-Gontold him. "I'll take Didi."

Without pausing to reply, Obi-Wan swept up the dender Adtri in his
arms. Qui-Gon picked up plump Didi with the same ease. Then they legped

into the air and landed softly on the ground below.

Qui-Gon jumped into the pilot sest of their cruiser. Hefired up the
engine. Red warning lights flashed, and there was no answering surge of

power.

"Shetampered withit," he sad tersdly. "Let's try ours™ Didi

suggested, aready running toward hisown cruiser.

They followed, but Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan were not surprised when Didi's

cruiser would not operate.

"She hasto have transport nearby. If we - " Qui-Gon began, but his

words were drowned out by apiercing, animdlike cry.

For amoment, the light was blocked out as the bounty hunter threw



hersalf out the window above. Her lips were curled back in asnarl.

She landed on one leg, whip flashing, and went straight for Obi-Wan.

CHAPTER 16

Qui-Gon sprang forward to place hmsdf between Obi-Wan and the
bounty hunter as Didi and Astri leaped back to get out of hisway. Obi-Wan
used the opportunity to quickly scan the mountainsde. It was crucia that
they locate some form of transport. They had to get Didi and Adtri away,
evenif he and Qui-Gon had to hold off the bounty hunter long enough for

Didi and Agtri to take off.

At firgt he couldn't distinguish anything. The show was thick and
blindingly white, dotted with boulders and crags. The sun bounced off the

snow, hurting hiseyes.

He had only seconds. Obi-Wan drew the Force around him, connecting



him to everything he saw, from the craggy peaks and rocks to the fresh,

dense snow.

Heonly saw adight irregularity in the surface of the snow hundreds

of metersbelow him.

Then he snapped his gaze back. It wasasmall cruiser. It was white,

and it nestled in the snow, but he made out its outlines.

"Down there," Obi-Wan told Didi and Adri crisaly as Qui-Gon's

lightsaber tangled with the bounty hunter'swhip. "Below that crag.”

"l seeit,” Adri said.

"Go," Ohi-Wan urged, aready siinning to cover Qui-Gon's flank.

"Don't wait for ud"

Didi and Agtri stepped off the landing platform onto the snow. They
sank into the snow up to their knees. They pushed through, making their way
dowly acrossthe sde of the mountain. Drifts aternated with patches of

ice, but they pushed on.



The bounty hunter redoubled her efforts, suddenly launching an
offengve that sent Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan back againg the edge of the
landing platform. She had grabbed Adtri's blaster and let |oose a stream of

fire from one hand while the other expertly plied her whip.

Their lightsabers were a blur asthey fought off the frenzied attack.
She pushed her advantage, and they stepped off the landing platform into

the snow.

Now their footing was uneven. Obi-Wan expected an attack, but the
bounty hunter changed her tactics. Instead of pressing on, she turned her

back and raced to the other end of the landing platform.

She poised on the edge and pressed adevicein her utlity belt. A
thin materiad skin shot out from her shoulders and thighs, cregting a
cradle around her. She leaped into the air and came down on the snow on her
back. Then she dug her hedlsinto the snow and Obi-Wan could see that there

were now spikes protruding from her boot soles.

"Sheisprepared, asusud,” Qui-Gon said.



She pushed hersdf off and flew down the mountain in the improvised

ded, gaining speed as she went.

"Shel'sgoing to come at Didi and Agtri from below,” Obi-Wan said.

"Shelll be between them and the transport.”

"Exactly. We must reach them firg."

Didi and Agtri had made some progress. Though the footing was
treacherous, desperation had fueled their speed. They had not seen the

bounty hunter yet.

Obi-Wan and Qui-Gon hurried down the steep indine in thair
direction, carefully negotiating the ice and drifts. Obi-Wan glanced down
the mountain at the bounty hunter. He could not imagine how she would

manage to stop her descent. But as she did, she unfurled her whip.

With an expert flick, the whip arced in the Sky and looped around a
craggy boulder. Asthe whip went taut, she dug her hedsinto the snow. Her

treacherous dide was halted. Sherolled to her sde and sorang up, then



detached the ded and began to race across the mountainside.

She made good progress as she moved across and up the face of the
dope. Qui-Gon called out to Didi and Adtri, alerting them to the fact that

their enemy was now below them.

They hesitated, not knowing which way to go. Holding each other, they
stood in the shadow of acrag. If they continued their descent, they would

walk straight into the bounty hunter. The crag was too steep to climb.

Didi looked over a Qui-Gon helplesdy.

"Stay there!" Qui-Gon shouted as he pushed through a drift. "We will

cometo you."

Obi-Wan wasn't worried. They were closer to Didi and Agtri then the

bounty hunter was. They would be able to reach them before she did, he had

no doulbt.

They were dmost to the pair when the bounty hunter cracked her whip

and sent it flying toward Adtri. It lengthened farther than they had ever



seen it go, growing longer and longer asit sailed through the air. It was
not in laser mode, so it did not cut her. Instead, it whipped around her
ankle. Didi desperatdly tried to hold on, but Astri was yanked off her feet
and did down the mountain, straight at the bounty hunter. At the same
time, the bounty hunter reached down to her holster, withdrew a blagter,

and shot Didi. Hefdl softly, slently, into the snow.

"She knows Adtri hasthe data pad,” Qui-Gon sad tersdy. "See to

Didi. | have anidea."

Qui-Gon activated hislightsaber again. Hekept it infront of him,
sweeping the snow with each stride to cut anarrow path through it. Theice
melted in seconds, and he was gble to hit firm ground. He made fast

progress down the mountain. But not fast enough.

Obi-Wan used the same technique to get to Didi. He fervently hoped he
was dill dive. Hefell to hisknees by Didi's sde and reached for the
emergency medpac on hisbelt. He saw the spreading stain of blood on Didi's

tunic and ripped it open. He quickly poured bactainto the wound.

Didi's eyesfluttered open. Despair pooled in his deep brown gaze.

"Agri," he murmured.



Obi-Wan turned. Qui-Gon had not yet reached the bounty hunter, but
Adtri had. Shelay at their enemy's feet. The bounty hunter had one booted
foot on her chest. She reached down for the data pad, which had dipped out
of Adtri'stunic. Astri held the data pad in a deathgrip. The bounty hunter

st the whip to laser mode and it glowed red.

Qui-Gon wastoo far away to stop her. "Adtri," Didi moaned.

Obi-Wan summoned the Force. He felt the power in his musdes as he
legped from Didi's side onto the crag. He scrambled to the top in seconds.
Then he bent his knees and gathered power for the spring. He legped highin
the air, o high that the bounty hunter sensed his presencein the sky and
looked up, confused. She only had timeto raise her arm back before Obi-
Wan, in the same maneuver he had used in the house, came straight a her,
feet fird. He hit both of her shoulders with amighty blow that sent her
backward onto the snow. Obi-Wan landed in the snow, his feet planted on

either sde of her body, hislightsaber raised.

"Enough,” he said.



Shelay rigid, but hefdt aflicker of movement in her right hand.
He saw the glint of avibroblade. Moving only her fingers, she flicked it

with expert am toward Adtri.

Obi-Wan's blow with the lightsaber was only a split second too late.
It grazed the bounty hunter's fingersin asearing wound. At the same time
he leaped backward, twisting in midair to try to catch the blade with his
other hand. He used his Jedi reflexesto dow time down, dlowing hm to

eye exactly whereto grab it. The hilt thudded into his hand.

The bounty hunter stuck her wounded fingers in the snow for an

ingtant. Her teeth sank into her lower lip.

The pain must have been terrible. She spoke for thefirst time Her

eyes blazed hatred at Obi-Wan. "Y ou... will... pay."

Suddenly alunge line shot out from her utility belt. It had ahoming

beacon to her cruiser, attaching itself to it and yanking her backward. Her

body bounced acrosstheice. It must have been excruciatingly painful.

"Stay with them," Qui-Gon directed, and took off after her.



Obi-Wan watched as Qui-Gon gained on the bounty hunter. She scrambled
into her cruiser. The enginesfired and the loading ramp began to close as

Qui-Gon gave agreat legp and landed.

Horrified, Obi-Wan saw the flash of blaster fire. Qui-Gon staggered.

"Master!" Obi-Wan screamed.

Qui-Gon fdl backward into the bowels of the ship. The ramp
retracted. The ship rose inthe ar and shot away into the upper

amosphere.

Obi-Wan could hear asif for thefirgt time the wind whispering ong
the surface of the snow. Agtri raggedly breathed behind him. The echo of

his own anguished cry reverberated off the mountain as he watched the ship

disappear.

Had Qui-Gon been captured by the bounty hunter, or had he captured

her? Was he mortally wounded? Was he alive - or dead?



The anguish of not knowing made Obi-Wan want to crash to his knees.

But there were wounded he had to care for. Qui-Gon had told him to stay.

"Don't lose heart, Qui-Gon," he whispered. "I'll find you. Hold on."

Hewould find away to bring back his Master.



