THE CALL TO VENGEANCE

CHAPTER 1

Thelight tubesin the large dwdling were powered down to hdf
strength and st to afaint blue hue. The halways were hushed and dim.
Beyond a pair of opaque glass double doors, asingle glass column stood, as

tall asahuman figure. It gave off a soft, steady glow.

Bluewasthe color of mourning on the planet of New Apsolon. Glass
columnswere used to commemorate those who had log therr lives to

injustice. Thisdender shaft of pure light wasfor the Jedi Knight Tahl.

Manex, the brother of Roan, the late ruler of New Apsolon, hed
offered the Jedi his own home in which to mourn Tahl. Manex hed tried to
save Tahl by summoning the best med team in New Apsolon to treat her. When
she had died, he had made the appropriate arrangements. He himself had gone

to find the column of light to mark her spirit.



Obi-Wan Kenohi struggled to fed grateful. He did not trust Manex. He
did not trust the man's great wedth or his character. Manex was not
interested in anyone's well-being but his own. Why was he being so kind to

the Jedi ?

Obi-Wan wished he could talk to his Master about it. But Qui-Gon Jnn
was unreachable. He had gone insde the room with Tahl and had remained

there ever since.

Obi-Wan sat on the floor outside. He had begun by standing, but
exhaugtion finally forced him to sit. He wanted to lie down, but he would
remain upright aslong as he could. It wasthe only thing he could think of

to do for his Master.

The shock was wearing off, but Obi-Wan dill had difficulty
understanding that Tahl was gone. It meant looking ahead to a future thet
did not hold her spirit, her humor, and her fierce intelligence. There hed
been so many times that akind word or aquick smile had restored him. Tahl
knew his Magter, Qui-Gon Jinn, better than anyone else. She had helped Obi-
Wan to understand Qui-Gon. Obi-Wan even suspected that she had played a
rolein bringing the two of them together after he had |eft the Jedi order.

That had been adeep rift, hard to hedl. Y et Obi-Wan had aways taken great



comfort from the feding that Tahl wanted Qui-Gon to take him back. She had
comprehended more clearly than anyone why he had done what he did. She knew
he had truly learned an important lesson about his own character, and she

wanted Qui-Gon to give him a second chance.

He had learned many things as a Jedi student - how to turn fear into
purpose, how to deegpen discipline into will. But how could he turn grief
into acceptance? There could be no acceptance of this. Y et somehow he mugt

keep going until he found it.

At first he had been filled with such pain tha he could hardly
think. Tahl had been kidnapped by Balog, the Chief Security Controller of
the planet. He had drugged her and imprisoned her in asensory deprivation
device used for torturing politica prisoners. She had been weak when they
had released her. But Obi-Wan had felt certain that Tahl's great srength
combined with her Jedi powerswould save her. Never for one second had he

considered the possibility that shewould die.

Neither, he was sure, had his Master. When he had run into Tahl's
room at the med center, he had seen Qui-Gon bent over Tahl's still body. He
saw the sensors stream by inflat, crisp lines showing thet her vitd

sgnsweregone. Still Qui-Gon did not move. He hdd Tahl's hand and



pressed hisforehead againgt hers. Obi-Wan had not only seen hisgrief, he
had felt it like aliving shadow in the room. Heredlized a that moment
that Qui-Gon'sfedingsfor Tahl were deeper than friendship. They were as

deep and complex as the man himsdlf. Qui-Gon had loved her.

There was nothing Obi-Wan could do to help his Master now. Qui-Gon
had not responded to hiswords or his presence. Obi-Wan desperately wished
he were older than sixteen. Maybe with more maturity he would know how to

comfort someone whose world had collapsed.

It hurt him to see Qui-Gon suffering. His Master had only left Tahl's
room once, to rush out on amysterious errand. He had tersely told Obi-Wan
when he returned that he had managed to find two more probe droids. He had

sent them to track down Balog. Now hewould return to Tahl's side.

"|sthere anything | can do, Master?' Obi-Wan had asked.

"Nothing," Qui-Gon had replied, and closed the door behind him.

Obi-Wan was used to silence between them. It was often a form of

communication. He had come to understand that his Master was aman of few



words. But this silence was different. He could not read it. Over and over
the words Qui-Gon had spoken at Tahl's deathbed ran in hishead: There is

no help for me now. Thereisonly revenge.

Revenge. Obi-Wan had never heard Qui-Gon use that word. It was not a
concept the Jedi would ever endorse. No revenge, only justice. Thet creed
was written on the heart of every Jedi. Revengeled to the dark sde. It

twisted the mind and crippled duty into something full of ego and darkness.

Was Qui-Gon battling the dark sdeinsde himself? Bdog had taken
away what was most dear to him. He had done it in the most crud way

imaginable. He had drained Tahl minute by minute of her strength.

Had Qui-Gon sent out the probe droidsin order to find Balog so that

he could kill him?

Obi-Wan pushed the thought away. He had to trust his Master. Qui-Gon
would find the calm center he needed to proceed. They must find Baog, but

inthe interest of jugtice, not revenge.



If aJedi died during amission, the Jedi Council was supposed to be
contacted immediately. Obi-Wan, inthefirst period of deep shock after
Tahl's death, had roused himsdlf to ask Qui-Gon about this. Qui-Gon had not
answered. Obi-Wan could see how little procedure meant to Qui-Gon now. So
the apprentice had been the one to contact the Jedi Council and inform them

what had happened.

Y oda had been shocked and deeply distressed, for he had cared about
Tahl, too. A Jedi team would be sent immediately. Over the course of the
day, Obi-Wan had wondered who it would be. If they had left immediately and
taken afast ship, it wouldn't be long until they reached New Apsolon. He
wasn't sure how hefelt about that. A Jedi team would be reassuring... but

would they notice that Qui-Gon was not acting like himsalf?

Manex gppeared in the hal, and Obi-Wan scrambled to hisfet.

"Has he come out?' Manex asked, his plump face creased in worry.

"Not for hours," Obi-Wan replied.

"Please let me know if | can be of service. | must go to the United



Legidature. They've cdled for me Things are very unsettled in the
government right now. | will be back as soon as | can. I've given

ingtructions to security to show your Jedi team in as soon asthey arrive.”

"Thank you," Obi-Wan sad.

Qui-Gon stepped into the hall seconds after Manex | ft.

"l heard voices," he said heavily.

"Manex has goneto the United L egidature," Obi-Wan sad. "Is there

anything | can get you, Master?"

"No. Have the probe droids returned?’

Ohi-Wan shook hishead. "I'll notify you as soon as they do, of
course. But | think there are other things we can do to capture Baog,
Master. We don't have to wait for the probe droids.” He spoke hurriedly,
before Qui-Gon could turn away and go back inside the room. During the long
wait, Obi-Wan had been thinking about their next step. It was the only

thing that pushed away the pain.



"Erithais dill gaying with Alani in the Supreme Governor's
Residence," hewent on. "Sheis conceding the fact that she knows her
sder isinleague with the Absolutes, hoping to gain more information.

She promised to be aspy for us. Alani might know where Balogis."

"So we must wait for that, too,” Qui-Gon said.

"But we could investigate the tie between them,” Obi-Wan pointed out.
"How was the aliance formed? What does Alani expect from Balog? What does
hewant in return? Where did the Absolutes retregt to after their base was
destroyed in the quarries? And what about the list of the Absolutes secret
informers? Balog doesn't have it, because he'slooking for it. We know that
the Worker Oleg might have had it before he disappeared.” O  bi-Wan
swallowed. Qui-Gon's gaze went dim. The reason they knew that was because

Tahl had told them. He pushed on.

"If we canfind theligt firgt, we can set atrap for Baog. And what
about Manex? What reason does he have for being so kind to us? There are
many leadsto investigate. I'm sure there must be rumors swirling & the

United Legidature. Some of them should be followed upon - "

"We are hereto find Tahl'skiller, not get involved in politics”

Qui-Gon said sternly. "Our main object isthe pursuit of Balog. Assoon as



we get information on him, | can leave.”

"Y oumean we can leave" Obi-Wan amended, watching his Master

carefully.

Neither one of them had heard the footsteps approaching.

"We came as soon aswe could,” adeep familiar voice said.

Obi-Wan turned. The Jedi team had arrived. To hisrdlief, he saw his
good friend Bant. But hisrelief turned to disquiet when he saw the Jedi

Master was next to her. It was Mace Windu.

CHAPTER 2

Mace Windu took only the most cruciad missons now. Hisdutieson the

Jedi Council were many. Obi-Wan redized more fully how important the loss



of Tahl wasto the Jedi. He had been thinking of himsalf and Qui-Gon only,
of thefriend they had lost. But Tahl's influence ran much deeper and

wider.

Mace gave both Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan along, measured look. He seemed
to capture their weariness and grief aswell asthe tension between them.
Ohbi-Wan wondered how much of their discusson Mace had heard. He grew

uncomfortable under that al-seeing glance.

Heturned with reief to his friend Bant. They had gone through
Templetraining together, and she was the being he most relied on for her
support and understanding. But there was something cool in the way Bant
returned his regard. Obvioudy, she was upset. She had been Tahl's

apprentice.

"We are sorry to be here under such tragic circumstances,” Bant sad

to Qui-Gon.

Obi-Wan even picked up ahint of coolnessin her greeting to Qui-Gon.
That was abigger surprise. Bant revered Qui-Gon, and Qui-Gon had a specid

placein his heart for Obi-Wan's friend.



Qui-Gon did not seem to notice the change. He was too consumed by his

own grief, Obi-Wan knew. He nodded &t Bant.

"Tahl isindde" hesaid.

"Wewill see her for amoment,” Mace said. "Then | would like a

briefing on where we stand.”

Qui-Gon gave aheavy nod. Mace and Bant disappeared indde. They
returned after afew minutes. Bant looked shaken. Mace closed the double

doors behind them quietly and moved farther down the hall.

"This Chief Security Controller, Baog, was responsible,” Mace sad.

"We know thisfor sure, yet we don't know where heis. Correct?!

Qui-Gon did not speak, so Obi-Wan said, "Yes."

"Tell mewhat happened,” Mace said, his eyes on Obi-Wan. He seemed to
understand that Qui-Gon did not want to talk. Qui-Gon's eyes were on the
door to the room where Tahl was, as though only the dimmest whisper of

respect was kegping himin the hall.



"Once we knew that Balog had captured Tahl, we obtained two probe

droidsto track him," Obi-Wan explained.

Mace frowned. "Aren't probe droids now illega on this planet?’

"Yes," Obi-Wan said, swalowing. Hewas well aware that Jedi were not
supposed to break laws on other worlds. "But you can buy them on the black
market. It was our only chance to find Tahl. We had good reason to bdieve
shewould be in asensory deprivation device, so we knew that the longer it
took to find her, the more danger she would bein. The probe droidstold us
that Balog had struck out across open country and entered the quarry region
of the planet. Eritha, one of the daughters of the late ruler, Ewane,
followed us. She had discovered that her twin Sster, Alani, wasin leegue
with the Absolutes. Thiswas ashock, because both Eritha and Aleni are
Workers. When the Civilized werein power, they used the Absolutes for

aurveillance and torture of Workers - including Alani and Eritha's father."

"l know the Absolutes were the secret police of New Apsolon,” Bant
said hestantly. "1 didn't get a chance to be thoroughly briefed. Weren't

they outlawed after Ewane was el ected?’

"Y es. But the Workers suspect that the secret police never disbanded,

" Obi-Wan said. "We discovered that they areright. But we never suspected



Baog wasin league with them. He'saWorker and was a prot©g® of Ewane.
Now we know from Erithathat Alani arranged the kidnapping of hersdf and
her sster to throw us off the track and gain public sympathy. At the same
time, we believe it wasa trick to lure Roan into the hands of the

Absolutes. Roan was e ected after Ewane was killed."

"Roan was a Civilized, not aWorker," Bant said.

"Right. But he had great sympathy for the Worker cause and worked
closely with Ewaneto bring about judtice for dl the people of New

Apsolon. He even took in the twins when Ewane was murdered.”

"And Alani betrayed him," Bant said dowly. "She mugt be very

corrupt.”

"We stumbled onto avillage of Rock Workerswhile we were pursuing
Bdog," Obi-Wan went on. "Their entire village was destroyed in araid,
except for one Rock Worker, Y anci. She's the one who helped us find the
secret headquarters of the Absolutes. That's how we rescued Tahl. But it
was too late. Qui-Gon brought her back here, but the damage to her interna

organswastoo severe...."

"Balog killed her dowly," Qui-Gon said. His voice sounded hoarse and

rugy.



"He escaped in an underwater agua skimmer," Obi-Wan added. "He was

impossible to track, and we needed to get Tahl to safety.”

"And now?' Mace asked. "We see on the stregts that there is unrest
here. If Alani is planning some sort of takeover, it will be soon.

Immediate pursuit of Bdogiswise"

"That iswhat wethink," Qui-Gon said.

"Y et attention to the mission a hand will dso bring results™ Mace
went on. "If Balog isnow in hiding, well need to track hm by his

ambitions. Ambitionsreved direction.”

"The Workers contacted me," Obi-Wan said. "They investigated dl the

file systemsin the Absolute heedquarters. Everything had been wiped clean.

We don't have much to go on."

"We have our ingtincts," Mace said. He turned to Qui-Gon. "Istherea

place we can speak aone, Qui-Gon?'

Reluctantly, Qui-Gon nodded. He turned and led the way down the hall.



As soon asthey were aone, Obi-Wan turned to Bant. "I'm so sorry

about Tahl," hesaid inarush. "I know how you must fed - *

"l don't think s0." Bent'stone wasflat. Shelooked at him steadily
with her large slver eyes. Mon Cdamari had extraordinarily clear eyes,
and Obi-Wan had aways been able to read Bant's emotions. Now he was

confused by the anger he saw there.

"Y our sympathy comestoo late,” Bant continued. "How could you keep
the fact that Tahl had been kidnapped from me, Obi-Wan?'Y ou know that you

and Qui-Gon should have contacted the Templeimmediately.”

"l know," Obi-Wan said. "But so much happened so fast. Qui-Gon
thought that more Jedi might endanger Tahl'slife. We decided thet if we
couldn't rescue her in twenty-four hours, we would contact the Temple”
Actudly, it had been Qui-Gon's decision to wait. But Obi-Wan would take

respong bility for it, too. He could have argued with Qui-Gon. He had not.

"That wasn't your decison to make," Bant interrupted. Her normdly
gentle voice was crigp with anger. "How would you fed if another Jedi team

had done that to you, Obi-Wan? What if Qui-Gon had been kidnapped?’

Obi-Wan felt shame wash over him. Qui-Gon had been kidnapped once, by



the scientist Jenna Zan Arbor. If he hadn't been involved in Qui-Gon's

rescue, he would have gone crazy.

"Wedidn't think it through,” he admitted.

"I'll say," Bant said bitterly. She had never taken such aharsh tone

with him. "Did you think of meat dl, Obi-Wan?"

"Of course," Obi-Wan said. "'l thought | would save you a day of

worry. If we couldn't rescue Tahl, we would have called in a Jedi team.”

"But you didn't rescue Tahl," Bant said evenly. "At least, not in

time. Did you?"

Obi-Wan was stung. Bant had said nothing more then the terrible

truth, but it wasn't like her to hurt him that way.

She seemed to redlize how severely her words had wounded him. "She
was my Magter, Obi-Wan," she said in adightly softer tone. "She needed

me. | wasn't there. Y ou can't imagine how that fedls"

"No," hesaid quietly. "And | never would want to. | amtruly sorry,

Bant. Y ou areright. We should have contacted you."



Bant nodded giffly. Obi-Wan's actions had caused arift in their
friendship. He didn't know how deep that rift was, or how long it would

last.

Tahl was dead. Qui-Gon waslike astranger. And now Obi-Wan's best

friend had turned away from him.

He had never fdt so done.

CHAPTER 3

Thelast thing Qui-Gon wanted was a private talk with Mace Windu. He

felt such aheaviness of spirit that it wasal he could do to be courteous



to the Jedi Master. The pain indde him ebbed and flowed like an
unpredictable tide. Sometimesit reared up so fiercely that it tore at his

insdeslike abeast.

Out of al the Jedi, why did Mace have to take this misson? There
was agreat deal of respect between the two Jedi, but Qui-Gon had never

fdt particularly closeto hisformidable colleague.

The door did shut behind them. Even herein his private reception
room, Manex had turned the lightsto pale blue. It gave an eerie cast to
the gleaming black stone that covered the walls and floors, and turned the
bright vivid greens of the seating areas and lush pillows into a Sckly

hue.

"Do you wish to accompany Tahl's body back to the Temple?' Mace

asked. "Bant, Obi-Wan, and | can remain here and conduct the mission."

Qui-Gon saw that Mace was trying to be kind. There was deep sympathy
in his sober gaze. Hefdt arush of relief that Mace did not inquire into
hisfedings, or ask if there had been something deeper then friendship
between Qui-Gon and Tahl. Qui-Gon suspected that Mace dready knew these

things without words.



Qui-Gon did not intend to give up the search for Tahl's killer. But
he needed to be careful. He could not tell Mace that his need to find Balog
was burning ingde him. Hisanger might show in hisvoice or hisface. Mace
might think that the anger was not under control. He would not understand

that despite his grief, Qui-Gon's control was complete.

It isbecauseit hasto be. It'sthe only way | can go on.

"Thank you for the offer,” he said. "But | must continue the misson

in order to honor Tahl'smemory."

To Qui-Gon'srelief, Mace nodded. He was not going to argue with him.

Tahl would have. She always knew when hewastrying to Sdestep his own

fedings. A fresh spurt of agony caused him to clench his hands together

into fists by hisside. If Mace noticed, he did not comment.

Thelight over the door flashed, then did open partway. Manex's

protocol droid, fashioned of highly polished black plastoid, hovered.

"Manex hasreturned and would like aword with the Jedi," it said.



Glad for the interruption, Qui-Gon turned. "Please tell him to come

A moment later the door opened wider and Manex entered, dong with

Obi-Wan and Bant.

"Excusetheinterruption please,” Manex said, running ahand through
his cropped curly hair. For the first time, Qui-Gon noticed thet it hed
begun to turn gray like his brother's. "I have just come from the United
Legidature, and | have some newsthat | thought you needed to hear. I'm

glad to see the new Jedi team has arrived.”

"I am Mace Windu and thisis Bant," Mace said.

Manex bowed his greeting. "'I'm honored to have distinguished Jedi in
my home. But I'm afraid that my newsis not good. Information has been
leaked to the Senators that Tahl was helping the Absolutes. Thereisa
holotape of amesting that she chaired in which she is discussng taking

over the government.”

"Tahl was working undercover in order to expose the Absolutes,” Obi-

Wan explained.



"The Senators don't know what to bdieve" Manex said.

"How did thistape get circulated?' Mace asked.

"Bdog," Obi-Wan and Qui-Gon said together.

"Obvioudy it's been leaked by him," Obi-Wan continued. "He needs to

discredit the Jedi in order to prepare the way to return to power."

"It doesn't matter,” Qui-Gon said. "Well clear Tahl's name when we

find Baog."

"If you can find him quickly,” Manex sad gravely. "My fear is that
he will cometo, power and we won't be able to charge him with anything. Do

you know who is backing him? Whoever it is, he or she must be powerful.”

"We are not certain of anything," Mace said. The Jedi were not ready
to confide in Manex. He knew nothing of Alani'streachery. He might even be

anadly of hers.



"l have further news," Manex said. "'l have been appointed Acting
Supreme Governor until the ections are held. | haven't sought this
position, nor do | want it. I'm abusinessman, not a palitician. But the
Senators prevailed on my love of my planet and my desire for peace. They
fed that Roan's brother has the best chance of holding the government
together. No doubt the eection period will be valdile. I've tightened
security and closed the Absolute Museum. We are mainly trying to keep the
people cam. And theré's one more thing. As Acting Supreme Governor, I'm
meaking an officia request to the Jedi. I'd like you to oversee the
preparations for the upcoming elections. We are holding them in three days.

We can't afford to wait. It'sthe only way to keep the peace.”

"But not everyone trusts the Jedi,” Obi-Wan said. "I'm surethe Tahl

holotape didn't help.”

"There are enough who do,” Manex said. "And once you find Baog, as

you sad, Tahl'snamewill be cleared. Until then, youll have dl my

support. I'veinstructed World Security to give you cooperation.”

Mace nodded. "Then we accept.”

Qui-Gon bristled. Mace had not even glanced at him, or sought his

opinion. He would have been againgt the acceptance.



"I'll leave you, then," Manex said. He rushed out, his gold robe

swirling around his soft, polished boots.

Qui-Gon knew he should spesk diplomatically, but he didn't have time
for tact. "Thisisamigtake," hetold Mace. "Overseaing dections will
divert us from the investigation of Tahl's desth. We should be

concentrating on finding Balog."

Mace took Qui-Gon's sterntonein stride. 1 disagree,” hesaid. "The
political Stuation is part of the pursuit of justicefor Tahl'skiller. It
isdl tied together. We will be in the perfect pogtion to gan
information. Not to mention that our overall mission was to restore New
Apsolon to gability. If the Supreme Governor requests our hep ina

legitimate cause, the Jedi must agree.”

Qui-Gon pressed hislipstogether. He knew better than to push the
argument further. But he was furious at Mace's decison. He wanted to stalk
out of the room, out of the house, and keep going. He wanted to push an
alrspeeder asfast as he could, even without a direction. Frudtration
boiled inside him. With every second that ticked away, he could fed Baog

dipping out of hisreach.



CHAPTER 4

"l suggest that we find our quarters and take some refreshment,” Mace
said, turning to Bant. "We had along journey, and we don't know when well
get achanceto rest. Then well head to the United Legidaure and get

Sarted.”

Obi-Wan had felt Qui-Gon's displeasure with Mace's decision. It was
clear how deeply he disagreed with Mace. Obi-Wan knew that Qui-Gon saw this
asawaste of time. But his Master had not come up with an dternaive

plan, ether.

Mace lifted an eyebrow at Qui-Gon. "If you had an idea of Baog's
whereabouts, or away to find him, we would delay and follow your lead. But

until then, the only course open to usisto gather information.”

Obi-Wan glanced at Qui-Gon. His Master had not told Mace about the
probe droids he'd sent out to find Balog. It was one thing to break the
laws of aplanet because a Jedi wasin immediate danger of degth. It was
another to employ them in tracking acitizen of the planet where they were
illega. He wasn't sure how Mace would react, which was mogt likdy why

Qui-Gon did not tell him. The Jedi were aready on uncertain footing on the



planet.

Mace and Bant |eft the room. The tenson did not dissolve. Qui-Gon

paced, brooding. Clearly, he did not want to talk.

Manex's protocol droid once again hovered in the doorway. "So sorry
to intrude. Another vigitor. She saysyou know her, so | took the liberty.

Her nameisYand."

"Yanci? Show her in, please,”" Obi-Wan said, surprise in his voice.
Y anci was the Rock Worker medic who had fixed his leg after arock hed
crushed it. She had come after them and begged for their helpin resding
an Absolute attack on their settlement. Obi-Wan and Qui-Gon had returned
with her, but it wastoo late. Every man, woman, and child had been killed.

Y anci'sterrible grief till burned in Obi-Wan's memory.

Y anci entered the room. Obi-Wan could see a once that she had
changed in the course of two days. The massacre of her fellow Workers dong
with the death of the man she loved had etched sorrow into her features.

Her eyeswere different. He could see the loss there.



For thefirst time since Tahl's death, Qui-Gon's digtraction lifted
and he truly seemed to focus on another person. It was as though the two
recognized each other immediately asfellow sufferers. He moved forward and

took her hand. "It isgood to see you," he murmured.

She gstared into hisface. "1 heard about Jedi Knight Tahl. You have

my deepest sympathy."

He pressed her hand, then dropped it. Obi-Wan saw that Qui-Gon did

not need wordswith Y anci.

Sheturned to Obi-Wan. "And how isthat |leg?"

"All hedled, thanksto you."

"And you. | have great respect for the Jedi powers of recuperation. |
am sorry to come at such atime. I'm living with the Workers in the aty
now." Y anci'svoice lowered. "1 heard something that | thought might hep

you. It isabout aWorker named Oleg.”

Obi-Wan's senses sharpened. Oleg was the Worker who they believed had
thelist of Absolute informers. He had been seen with Tahl, which was why
Balog suspected that he had passed off thelist to her. Instead, he had

disappeared.



"l heard that Balog ischasing Oleg,” Yanci went on. "l don't know
why, and | don't need to know. But | recognized that name. Several weeks
ago, the Rock Workers were contacted by the Workersin the city. They asked
if they could send a Worker to us who needed to go into hiding. It was
Oleg. He had infiltrated the Absolutes and needed a place to hide once his
mission was completed. They weren't sure when he would be coming. We
agreed, of course. Later we got word that his cover had been blown and that
he was being sent immediately. But he never showed up. We were concerned
and searched the quarries, but we don't think he ever |eft the dity. Then

we ourselves were attacked. As you know."

"Thank you for coming to us," Qui-Gon said.

Obi-Wan could hear the disgppointment in hisvoice. He fdt
disappointed as wdl. The informetion was interesting, but not very

helpful. It didn't lead them any closer to Baog.

"But that isnot dl | have cometo tell you,” Yanci said. "Therewas
areason the Workers were sending him to us. They knew that | had training
inaspecific medica condition that Oleg has. Hegot it as aresult of

being imprisoned by the Absolutes years ago. It's aform of hibernation



sicknessthat recurs regularly, requiring treatment. | happen to be ableto
provide trestment because severd of our Rock Workers hed the same
syndrome. But there are only afew med clinicsin the city that can treat
it. So | thought... | thought it would be away to track Oleg, if you were

looking for him. It could be away to find Baog.”

Y anci reached inside her cloak and took out a durasheet. She handed

it to Qui-Gon. "Hereisalig of thedlinics

Ohi-Wan felt hisspiritsrise. If they could track Oleg, no doubt
they would find Balog. Qui-Gon appeared frozen, transfixed by the lig in

his hand.

"Do you think it could be helpful ?* Yanci asked. "Yes," Qui-Gon said.

"Vay_"

Qui-Gon clutched the ligt, staring at it so fiercdy thet Yand

glanced at Obi-Wan, concerned.

Obi-Wan moved forward to thank her. "This will hdp us" he told

Yanci. "Thank you for coming. I'll seeyou out.”

He walked her to the front door and bid her good-bye. He hurried back

down the hall to Qui-Gon, eager to discussther next step.



But when he opened the door to the stting room, his Master had

disappeared.

CHAPTER 5

Qui-Gon knew he should not have left Manex's residence without
telling Obi-Wan or Mace where he was going, but he did not regret it. More
talk meant more delay. If he had taken Obi-Wan with him, he would have put
his Padawan in abad position. If Qui-Gon was going to have conflicts with

Mace Windu, he did not want Obi-Wan to be involved in them.

And, truth betold, hisingtinctstold him that he needed to do this
aone. Four Jedi equaed four opinions, more tak, more discusson. He

didn't have thetime. If he were going to find Balog, he had to move fast.

Hiscomlink Sgnded. It wasthe third timein an hour. He knew it



was Obi-Wan. He could fed that his Padawan wanted urgently to speak with
him. Qui-Gon hesitated and then shut his comlink off. He would contact Obi-

Wan when he had hard information. His Padawan would understand, he hoped.

Y anci'sinformation could be usdess. It wouldn't take him long to
check out four clinics. In the meantime, Mace could go to the United

Legidature and tak al he wanted.

So far he had been to three clinics. Oleg was not listed on the
roster of patients. Of course, Oleg could have used an assumed name, but
that would be hard to do. Medical treatment was free on New Apsolon, and
records were kept on al citizenswho needed trestment. The records were
accessed by retind scan. When Oleg needed treatment, the clinic would need
hisrecordsin order to treat him. No doubt he would have to take the

chance and use his own name.

Qui-Gon gpproached the last clinic on the outskirts of the Civilized
Sector. So far it had been easy to determine whether or not Oleg had been a
patient at aclinic. Qui-Gon had been able to bluff or charm his way into
getting theinformation out of the clerks. The clinicswere not run on high
security. He expected the last one to be easy as wdl. Soon, if he was
lucky, Baog could be within his grasp. His hopes rose as he strode toward

the entrance.



A woman stood outside, hesitating. Qui-Gon moved forward to open the
door, then saw that she was blind. He stopped and watched as she reached

out, searching for the door access panel.

How many times had Tahl snapped a him to let her do something
hersef? He had learned to |et her pour the tea, access a datdfile, lead

theway to the lake,

| can't bear it when you hover, she would say. | know I'm blind, but

| still have asense of direction.

Even the smdlest memories of Tahl brought him such great pain. Maybe
the small memories were thewordt. It was thousands of such small memories
that made up their long friendship. For the rest of his life, they would
swim to the surface of his consciousness. He would remember things about

her he had forgotten. Each time would be agony.

"Toyour left,” Qui-Gon said politely.



"Thank you," she murmured.

The woman reached for the door access panel and pushed the sgnd.
The door did open. She moved through and proceeded to the desk, which was
straight ahead. Qui-Gon could now seethat shewas usng alaser sensor
deviceto guide her movements. AsaJedi, Tahl had decided to rely on her

other senses so that she would not have to depend on such technology.

The woman spoke briefly to the clerk, who directed her in aloud,
careful voiceto a seat. Looking at the clerk’s thin-faced, haughty
expression, Qui-Gon sensed he would have trouble. He glanced at the clerk’s

name plate and walked forward.

"Good day, Vero," hesaid. "I'm hoping you can hdp me. My nephew

Olegismissang. | think he'sa patient here. It would helpif | knew - "

Vero interrupted him immediately. "No release of any med information

without the proper authorization.”

"| appreciate your atention to therules," Qui-Gon said. "However -



"No exceptions." Vero turned away. He barked out the name of the next

patient, ignoring Qui-Gon.

Thiswas certainly adifferent experience. In the other clinics, hed
found sympathetic clerks who had listened to his story and tried to hdp
him. Qui-Gon could have used the Force on Vero, but he knew thet everyone
inthedinic was ligening. If the rude Vero suddenly changed his
approach, they would think it odd. Still, he wasn't about to wak away

without finding out what he needed to know.

Suddenly aloud clatter came from behind him. The blind woman hed
upset her chair, then the one next to her. She began to try to right them,

getting in theway of another patient. An argument began.

"Stop, stop! Thisisaclinic! What are you doing? Don't touch that!

Don't movel" Vero hurried around the counter, upset a the commotion.

With akeen gaze, Qui-Gon saw the woman deliberately upset a flower

vase.



"Not my ginkadl" Vero screamed, diving for the flowers.

Shewasdoing it for him, Qui-Gon knew. Shewas giving him allittle

time

He reached over the counter and swiveled Vero's datascreen to face
him. Quickly, he clicked in Oleg'sname. To hisrelief, his records showed
up. Oleg had given an address close to the clinic. His next appointment was

in two weeks.

Qui-Gon quickly swiveled the datascreen back into position. He walked
past Vero, who was picking up flowers and scolding the woman for upsetting
them. Qui-Gon righted a chair and gave ahand to the woman to help her st

down. He bent closeto her ear. "Thanksfor your help.”

"Y ou know when to give help, and when not to," she said. "That's

rare

"l had agood teacher."

Qui-Gon walked out quickly. The door did shut behind him, sedling

off the commotion. He had memorized the address and remembered the street,

which he'd passed on the way to the clinic. Qui-Gon quickly made his way



there.

The addresswas a small hotdl. Qui-Gon asked for Oleg and wastold he
had checked out, but to try the caf© around the corner. A bit surprised

that Oleg was not more discreet, Qui-Gon headed to the caf©.

The owner was wiping down tables in the front. Qui-Gon asked for Oleg

and was directed to atablein the rear.

A dight, blond man sat at the table, his hands curled around a cup

of juice. Qui-Gon sat down opposite him.

"It'sabout time," Oleg said nervoudly. "I've put mysdf in danger

every minute.”

"l got hereas soon as| could,” Qui-Gon said. Obvioudy, Oleg hed
been waiting for someone he did not know. That explained why he hadn't
bothered to use an assumed name. It was just as apparent to Qui-Gon that
this young man was not used to dedling with danger. His head congtantly
swiveled, looking for trouble. Anyonelooking for him would have picked him

out immediatdly.



"l havethefile" Oleg said. "It'snot on me, but it's not far. But
I'mwarning you, if you try anything, I'm prepared to shoot. | have to up

theprice.”

"Why?"' Qui-Gon asked. He would play this out. He assumed, of course,
that Oleg wastaking about thelist. He didn't want to buy it from him. If

Oleg till had it, that meant that Balog didn't.

"l haveto leave the planet,” Oleg said, wiping hiswet forehead with
his napkin. "Do you think thisis easy? Too many people are searching for

me now."

"1 might be able to come up with more," Qui-Gon said.

"Decide now," Oleg snapped. "l haveno timeto waste." His comlink
sgnaed, and helistened for a moment. With his eyes on Qui-Gon, he
replied, "Yes, that'sright. | sill haveit. Will you meet my price? Good.

I'll meet you there, then. Can't you makeit earlier? All right."

He shut off the comlink. "There are others who will pay, asyou see"
he said. "I made an appointment, but you can buy it first. So decide. It's

now or never."



"Never," Qui-Gon said. "The priceisjust too high. Sorry." He stood.

Oleg looked even more nervous. "Ligten, | don't haveto sdll to this
guy. | don't like him. HEs an Absolute, and | hate them. They ruined my
hedlth. I'd rather the list end up with aWorker, believe me. | look likea

traitor, but I'm just looking out for myself. Maybe we can negotiate.”

"Sorry," Qui-Gon sad again. He turned and Ift the caf©. He
positioned himsdlf out of Sight of Oleg, but was ableto see m through
the reflection of the caf© window. Was the bidder on the comlink Balog? He
had a strong feding it was. Oleg had broken out into a sweat. And he hed

said hedidn't want thelist in the hands of the Absolutes.

Qui-Gon was close now. He could fed it. All his concentration was
centered on that dight, nervous man in the caf©. The anger and grief he
had compressed into a burning ball insde him threatened to flame up, and
he tamped it down. Patience, he chided himself. Balog would be his very

Soon.



CHAPTER 6

Qui-Gon did not think it possible that a being could nurse aglass of
juice aslong as Oleg. He did not seem to notice the surly stare of the
caf© owner, or the press of customerswho camein, looking for a teble as

the caf© grew crowded.

Qui-Gon began to fed conspicuous, so he moved down the dley to
another window. After afew minutes he moved to the back, where he could
seetheinterior through asmdl, grimy window. He kept up his post there,
pretending to loiter until people began to come home from work and windows
lit up acrossthe aley. Qui-Gon headed back to the front and crossed the
sreet. He gtationed himself at ajuice bar with agood angle on the front
of the caf©. Dusk fell. His patience wore thin. Was the conversation a

bluff? Had Oleg merdly been trying to get Qui-Gon to meet his price?

Qui-Gon was beginning to consider gpproaching Oleg again when he saw
him head out of the caf©, glancing nervoudy over his shoulder. Qui-Gon

joined the stream of people on the walkway and followed him.

Atfirg, it was easy to keep Oleg in Sght. The people on the



streets were good cover. But as Oleg crossed over into the Worker Sector,
the crowd grew larger. Oleg was adight young man, and he soon got lost in

the crowd. It was difficult to keep himin Sight without running into him.

Gradually, Qui-Gon became aware that he was not the only one taling
Oleg. Hedid not turn hishead or dter his stride in any way, but he threw
his attention around him like a net. Someone wastailing Oleg from across

the street.

It was Balog. He saw him reflected in the shiny surface of an
gpproaching landspeeder. He recognized the stocky frame, the way the

muscular legs seemed to power the body forward like amachine, not a man.

Qui-Gon did not know if Balog had seen him. Perhaps hisfocuswas on
Oleg. If hewaslucky, that would be the case. But he could not rely on
luck. His heart began to pound, and he had to discipline himsdf to keep
hisfocus. He wanted to turn and rush at Balog in afull-scale attack. He

wanted to make him pay for every bregth

Tahl had struggled to take, every second her life sysems dowly

failed. He would make each moment of Balog's suffering an eternity ...



Where did that thought come from? The ferocity of it shocked him. It
had risen from the depths of him. It sounded like vengeance. He did not

know such an emotion could exist indgde him. The knowledge made him uneasy.

| can contral it. It will not take me over. | can capture Baog and

not let my anger overtake me.

He said the words to himsdlf, just the way he would have said them to
Obi-Wan. He was a Jedi. Histraining would keep him on theright path. It

had to.

His hands trembled, and he clasped them together for a moment. Help
me, Tahl, he said fervently. He had never said such athing to her when she
was dive, though now he redlized how many times he had gone to her for
help. She had known that it was hard for him to ask for it. It wasthe one
thing she had never teased him about. Instead, she had smply given hm

whatever he needed: information, assurance, compassion.

To hisleft, Balog speeded up. Qui-Gon melted back. Now he must keep

both Balog and Oleg in sight.



Oleg entered awarehouse. Balog hurried down an aley to the side of
the building. There was no question in Qui-Gon's mind which oneto pursue.

He headed down the dlley after Balog.

When he got to the back, he found himself inasmall fenced area. It
was empty. All the windows looking out from the warehouse were dark. Qui-

Gon tried the door. It was locked.

It was aflicker in the corner of hiseyethat derted him, nothing
more. But it was enough. He was dready turning and had his lightsaber
activated when thefirst probe droid attacked. Blagter fire pinged by his
ear. Hefelt the scorch near his shoulder. He reached up to bring it down

with aswipe, but it veered off.

Blagter fireto hisleft, then to his right. Behind him, Qui-Gon
counted seven droids, now in attack mode. Their sensors glowed red as they
pinpointed hislocation. Blaster firerained around him like acage. It was

amogt impossibleto dodgeiit.

Qui-Gon ran a the wirefence. He shifted his body horizontdly,



caling on the Force to help him scale it without usng his hands. His
balance was perfect as he hit the top. He gave a backward leap and took two

probe droids out with one single downward stroke.

Before he hit the ground, he twisted in midarr to land a few
centimeters away, confusing the probe droid that fired at the spot where he
should have landed. He ran at the warehouse wall now, straight up, and then
flipped backward, swiping aglancing blow at thethird droid. It buzzed,
blagter fire erupting in aseries of flashes. Then it began to smoke,

spiraling down until it crashed.

Qui-Gon fought in a frenzy, mindfu that Balog was ingde thet
warehouse. The probe droids were dowing him down, and frugtration boiled

indde him at ther inggtent buzzing.

He attacked with anew ferocity. He launched himself off the fence,
kicking out with one leg to send one droid flying while thrusting a blow
straight into the heart of another. It gave an anguished squawk and fell to

the ground at top speed, crashing and bursting into flames.

Qui-Gon hit the ground, lightsaber held high, ready for the next

chalenge. But to hissurprise, the remaining two probe droids suddenly



whedled away and flew off into the darkness.

He didn't hesitate amoment. He cut a holein the locked door with
hislightsaber and charged through. He ran down the corridor, searching
room after room. The rooms were filled with tools, equipment, and durasted

bins. He found nothing until he ran into asmall room near the turbolift.

Therewas Oleg, lying on the floor, arms outstretched, mouth open. He

had a surprised expression on hisface. But he would never fed surprised

again.

CHAPTER 7

Mace had not shown any emotion when Obi-Wan gave him the news of Qui-
Gon's disappearance. He had simply nodded. "We will hear from him, I'm

aure" hehad said.



But when they discovered that Qui-Gon had switched off his comlink,

Mace's disapprova was obvious.

"We must proceed without Qui-Gon,” he said. "I think we should Fplit
up. I'll go to the United Legidature and gather information. Obi-Wan, can

you find thismedic, Y anci? We need another copy of thet list."

"l think s0," Obi-Wan said. "She said she was saying with the

Workers, and | can trace her through Irini and Lenz."

"Good. Then you and Bant must find her and join Qui-Gon in tracking
Oleg. No doubt you could run into Qui-Gon at the same time. As soon as you

find either Oleg or Qui-Gon, contact me."

Obi-Wan nodded. Mace |eft them, hurrying out of Manex's residence and
sriding down the street. Some of the passersby glared at him, seeing his
Jedi robes. No doubt they had heard the rumors being spread of Jedli
treachery. Obi-Wan was certain Mace noticed this, but he walked on with no

hesitation visblein hisstride or expression.

"Where are we headed?' Bant asked. There was a new crispness in her

voice.



"The Worker Sector," Obi-Wan said. "We can catch a public transport

thisway."

Asthey walked, Obi-Wan thought he could not besr it if they weren't
able to be friends again. He needed things to be open and easy with Bart.
With Qui-Gon gone, things were so confused. He was worried about the reason
Qui-Gon left without him. Was Qui-Gon driven by vengeance? Wasthat why he

hadn't wanted Obi-Wan aong?

Obi-Wan missed hisMaster. It was hard to have to miss his friend,

too. Especidly when she walked beside him.

They swung aboard an dmost empty airbus. Obi-Wan looked out a the

streets as they passed, hoping to catch a glimpse of his Master.

"He's out there somewhere," he said. He didn't know if Bant was
gpesking to him, but he was so in the habit of confiding in her thet the
words tumbled out before he could stop them. "And | don't know what he's

thinking or planning. He could be walking into danger. He could need me. If

anything happens..."

Bant turned cool slver eyeson him. "If anything happens to your



Master, you'l fed as| do." Sheturned her face forward again.

Obi-Wan fdt as though she had dapped him. Of course she wasright.

What was there to say? He had dready apologized. He fdt sncerdy

sorry he had not considered Bant's fedings. The only thing he could do was

agree.

"Yes," hesad. "Then I'd know exactly how you fed."

It wasrare on amission when something went exactly the way it
should. Y et thistime, luck was with them. Obi-Wan remembered exactly where
he and Qui-Gon had gone to meet Lenz. It had only been afew days before,
but it ft like alifetime ago. Luckily Lenz wasdill living inthe same
quarters. He usually moved often to escape the survellance of the new

Absolutes.

Lenz willingly gave them the addresswhere Y anci was Staying a short
distance away. Y anci greeted Obi-Wan with tired affection and printed out a
copy of thelist on adurasheet. They were back on the street and heading

for the address of the first med clinicin ashort period of time.



They had no trouble with the first three clinics. The derks fredy
told them that Oleg was not a patient. But the fourth clinic was staffed by
an arrogant clerk named Vero. Puffed up with saf-importance, he refused to

give out any information.

"l don't know what med clinicsdo in the Worker Sector," he sad
haughtily, "but here, we are Civilized, and take our jobs serioudy.” He
eyed Bant with disdain. "Obvioudy, you are new here. On your plangt,
things are no doubt more primitive. Y ou might not be familiar with our

procedures.”

Bant's skin flushed pink with anger. "Ligten, you - *

"Thank you," Obi-Wan said quickly, pulling Bant away from the desk.

"Getting into a confrontation isn't going to help,” he whispered to

her. "WEell haveto think of another way."

Bant eyed the clerk. "How about lightsabers? Isthat primitive enough

for him?"'

Obi-Wan grinned. Bant was the most gentle creature he knew, but she



had her limits. "He's probably never seen aMon Cadamari before,” he said.
"New Apsolon doesn't get many tourists. There are plenty of good Civilized,
but I'm sure there are plenty of oneslike Vero, too."

"How areyou at using the Forceto affect his mind?" Bant asked,
frowning. "I don't know if | could manageit. Veroisstupid, but he seems

stubborn.”

Obi-Wan doubted that he would be successful, either. "And the waiting

room is o smdl - everyone would overhear," he murmured.

Bant's slver gaze roved over the. group. "Everyoneis staring at us.

"They've probably never seen aMon Caamari before, either,” Obi-Wan

pointed out.

Something sparked in Bant's eyes. "That givesme an idea.”

Suddenly, she weaved and began to gasp. "I'm over ny limit," she

sad. "Help me. | need water."

Obi-Wan supported her as she dumped over. "Water!" she cried.



Vero looked over at them, hisexpression amix of irritetion and

darm. "What isit? The medics are busy."

"ShesaMon Cdamari,” Obi-Wan said franticdlly. " She can't stay out

of water for more than four hours. We need to immerse her, now!"

"| can't authorizethat,” Vero said, shaking hishead. "Shell just

haveto wait"

"Shelll die!" Obi-Wan cried. Bant cooperated by dumping down even

farther.

"I've heard about Mon Calamari,” someone spoke up from the waiting

area. "What he saysistrue.

“Thiswill be on your record!" Obi-Wan warned Vero. Hed nearly sad

conscience, but hewasn't sureif Vero had one. "Do you want that?"

At the mention of hisrecord, Vero looked aarmed. "All right, dl

right,” hesaid. "Therésanimmerson tub in back. I'll take her."

Obi-Wan handed Bant over to Vero, who took her arm with distaste. He

half dragged her back toward the med cubicles.



Obi-Wan wasted no time. He moved gedth-fully to the desk and

quickly accessed the holofiles.

Yes! Oleg had been here, just afew days before. And there was an
addressligted. Obi-Wan quickly memorized it, then hurried back. He did

into aseat in thewaiting areajust as Vero returned.

"Your - friend ishaving her swim," Vero said with afrown.

Bant emerged afew minutes later, still damp. Obi-Wan nodded at her
to let her know he had succeeded. Quickly, they left the clinic and headed
for astreet map kiosk on anearby corner. They pinpointed the address. It
was only afew blocks away. The addresswas for asmal hotd, but ther

search ended when they discovered that Oleg had checked out.

"Too many questions about that one," the owner of the hotd said

darkly. "And I've got no answersfor you."

Disappointed, Obi-Wan stopped on the walkway outsde. He had a

feding that Qui-Gon had not given up so essly.



"l guesswe could stake the place out,” Bant said dubioudy. "Or

gakeout thedinic."

"His next gppointment isnt for two weeks" Obi-Wan sad,

discouraged.

"Wdl, let's contact Mace and tdl him it's a dead end," Bant

suggested.

Obi-Wan wasn' thrilled at giving Mace that news, but he reached for

hiscomlink.

When Mace answered, he quickly explained the steps they had taken and

wherethey were.

Mace sounded odd. "Give me your location again." When Obi-Wan
repeated it, there was along pause. "I've just received word that a body
was found nearby. Meet methere. | am leaving now.” Mace gave Obi-Wan the

address and signed off.



Obi-Wan looked over at Bant. He knew what they both feared. He could
not speak the fear doud, but it roseinsde him, draining him of strength.

The body was Qui-Gon.

Without aword, they turned and ran toward the address Mace had given

them. It was only afew blocks away.

They stopped in front of awarehouse. Security vehicles were parked

outsde, and officerswaked in and out.

Obi-Wan strode forward asif he belonged there. He couldn't wait

another second.

"We are Jedi. Manex has given usthe authority to investigete™ he

sadfirmly.

To hissurprise, the security officer waved them insde. Manex must

have followed through and demanded accessfor the Jedi.



The body lay under atarp in the halway. Obi-Wan felt rdief drain
the remaining strength from hismuscles. He could aready tdl from the

outlines that the body was too short and dight to be Qui-Gon's.

He bent over and lifted a corner of the tarp anyway. Mild blue eyes
stared up a him in surprise. No matter how many times Obi-Wan had seenit,

he never got used to death.

He guessed who the young man was. "Do you have an ID?" he asked a

nearby officer.

"Name was Oleg," the officer replied as he entered something into a

datapad.

"Was anything on the body?' Bant asked. "Just ablaster. Never got a

chanceto useit, did he? A probe droid got him firgt."

While they waited for Mace, Obi-Wan and Bant explored the area. At
first they found nothing to indicate astruggle, no cluesto send themina

new direction. Then they came to the back door. The panel was peeled back,



leaving an opening wide enough for aman to step through.

Mace's voice came from behind them. "A light-saber, no doubt.”

"It could have been avibrotorch,” Obi-Wan suggested. Suddenly he did

not want Mace to think that Qui-Gon had been there.

Mace didn't answer. His eyes narrowed, and he moved forward to pluck
something off the sharp end of abroken hinge. He held it up to Obi-Wan and

Bent. It was a piece of a Jedi robe.

He turned and looked through the opening cut in the door. The

security officers had left bright glow rodsto illuminate the back area.

"There was a battle with probe droids," Mace said. "See the scorch
marks on the pavement? Maybe four or five or even more." He turned to Obi-

Wan. "Did Qui-Gon employ probe droidsto track Balog?'

Obi-Wan swallowed. He could not lieto Mace. "Yes," hesaid.

Mace stood holding the scrap of fabric. Hisface showed nothing of



what he was thinking. But Obi-Wan could guess.

Was Qui-Gon involved in Oleg's deasth? Had his grief and rage turned
him to the dark side? Would he not care who wasin hisway in hisquest to
avenge Tahl's death? Obi-Wan feared the question wasin Mace's mind. His

bigger worry wasthat it wasin hisown.

CHAPTER 8

Qui-Gon moved swiftly through the dark streets. The clue he had found
a the gte of Oleg'skilling led him on. By Oleg'sside, he had found a
dender chain and pendant. The chain had been broken. He had recognized the

pendant immediately. Irini had been at the warehouse.

He stood for amoment outside Lenz's dwelling, wondering how to
proceed. Irini did not volunteer information fredy. But hisimpatience

alowed no time for persuasion.



Then he saw Irini heading toward him, her armsfilled with a beg of
food. Her steps dowed for an instant when she saw Qui-Gon. Then she moved
forward briskly to hide her hesitation. In that moment, Qui-Gon decided

that his best chance wasto bl uff.

"So we meet again tonight,” he said.

Sheeyed himwaily. "Agan?'

"Y ou were at the warehouse tonight with Oleg. Sowas|."

She swallowed. Her eyes narrowed. "What do you want?'

"Didyou get thelig?"

Shelet out abreath. "No. Hedidn't haveit. | posed as a buyer,

hoping to get it. If not, | wanted to protect him."

"But he betrayed the Workers," Qui-Gon said.

"He saw away to make hisfortune, yes," Irini said wearily. "Many

Workers are desperate that way. Despite our hopes, the wedth of the



Civilized has not trickled down to us. But Oleg is still aWorker, and we

know he was being pursued. My job wasto bring himin."

"Did you see what happened?' Qui-Gon asked.

"Two probe droids attacked, so | got out,” she said. "I'm sure it was

Baog who sent them.”

"Balog wasthere, too," Qui-Gon said. "l saw him."

Irini dropped the bundle she held. Fruit and protein packs spilled

onto the pavement. "Ba og was there? Did he get the list?"

"You said Oleg didn't haveit," Qui-Gon said.

She shook her head rapidly, suddenly concerned. "1 didn't seeit. But

maybe | overlooked something..."

"l don't think Oleg had thelist on im," Qui-Gon said. "He was

worried about his safety. | dso think it's possible that he'd aready sold

it."

"Then why would he meet another buyer?' Irini asked.



"Asyou say, he wanted hisfortune," Qui-Gon said. "He could gl the
list severd times and make enough to live out the rest of his lifein

luxury.”

Irini pressed ahand againgt her eyes. "So severa people could have

theligt, then. | hadn't thought of that."

"The quegtion is who?' Qui-Gon said. "And if Baog does have it,

what ishis next move?'

"l can't answer those questions. I'm asmuch in the dark asyou are.”

[rini bent down and began to retrieve her food. Qui-Gon bent to help her.

"We are after the same thing, Irini," he said, placing a package of

teainto her bag. "It might be agood ideaif you helped me.”

Suddenly alook of sadness came over Irini'susualy impassive face.
"I would if | could,” shesaid. "'l haveto get theseto Lenz now." Then,

cradling the package in her arms, she walked off.

Qui-Gon contemplated his next move. It was hard to keep his mind

clear. Hefdt as though he were stumbling around in the dark. So much of



his pursuit of Balog was based on guesswork.

But it wasall he had.

Thelis was ill the key. Evenif Baog had it, his next movewould
be to consolidate his power. If Oleg had already sold it, who would be in

the market to buy it?

The answer was easy. New el ections were about to be held. Those who
would benefit most by theligt, or be the most threatened by it, would be

politicians. A Legidator who held that list would hold greet power.

He hated to admit it, but Mace had been right. He needed to go to the
United Legidature. It was night now; he wouldn't have much luck finding
Legidators. But surely there was something he could accomplish. Qui-Gon

turned and headed back to the Civilized Sector.



CHAPTER9

Obi-Wan and Bant stood outside the L uster, an opulent caf© near the
United Legidature building. Insde under the great domed lampsthey could
seethedite Civilized at polished tables, laughing, esting, and taking,
their heads together in government gossip. Chairs were drawn up a dready
crowded tables, making it difficult to move around the room, but no one

seemed to mind.

Mace was somewhereingde, trying to gather information. He had said
that the two could wait in more comfortable quarters at Manex's residence,
but neither Obi-Wan nor Bant wanted to leave. There was a feding of

urgency, as though every moment counted.

Bant stood, her arms folded, her eyes on the brilliantly lit caf©.
Obi-Wan wondered how to start a conversation. Suddenly, after years of
talking to Bant about everything that was on hismind, hehad to struggle

to find something to say.

Bant held her dight body rigid. Her stare was asfierce as Mace's.
Her stiffness and concentration made it even harder for him to break the

dlence.



Then he noticed that she was not as contained as she appeared. Her
hands were gripped together tightly. He redlized that far from being lost

in concentration, Bant was struggling to maintain her compaosure.

When he looked closer, he saw that her eyeswerefull of tears. She

was struggling to keep them from fdling.

"Bant." He said her name gently. He didn't know what elseto say.

"Sheshould be here" Bant said in a choked voice. "It seems
impossible that she's not here. | can't believe shewon't come around the
corner any second. | keep hearing her scold us for making such a big fuss
and coming hereto save her." The tears tumbled down her face. "It hurts so
much, Obi-Wan. | can't find peace in her death. | know I'm supposed to

accept it. | can't.”

It was the longest flood of words she had spoken since shed arrived.
Obi-Wan redlized that Bant had said dl the things he had been fedling. It
did seem impossible that Tahl was dead. He knew that part of him hadn't

absorbed it.



He knew that he was focusing on hisworries about Qui-Gon so that he

wouldn't haveto.

"l know what you mean," he said. "When we found her, and she was 0
weak, | never for one moment thought she could die. Tahl was so strong. She

was as strong as Qui-Gon."

"Did she say anything?' Bant asked timidly. "Anything before...”

"She was too weak to talk when | saw her," Obi-Wan said. "Qui-Gon was

with her when shedied.”

"I'm glad such agood friend was there," Bant said.

Obi-Wan hesitated. He did not know whether he should speak. But
didn't he owe Bant his confidence? Maybe it would help to close the gap

between them.

"I think Qui-Gon and Tahl had become more than friends," hetold her.
"Here on New Apsolon, something changed. That's why Qui-Gonisgrieving the

way heis"



Bant turned, surprised. "Y ou mean they loved each other?"

Obi-Wan nodded.

Bant looked down at her clasped hands. "Then it is even more sad,

intit?'

"Yes," Obi-Wan said. "It'sthe saddest thing I've ever seen. That's

why I'm worried about Qui-Gon."

Bant reached out and squeezed his arm. Obi-Wan was happy to fed the
spontaneous gesture. "Wewill help him, Obi-Wan," she promised. And for the

firgt time, Obi-Wan fdt that maybe they could.

Just then Mace emerged from the caf©, hisrobe swirling around his

ankles. He crossed the road and came up to them.

"l haven't learned much,” he admitted. "But | did pick up anitem of
interesting gossip as| was leaving. Just today Legidaor Pleni has
announced that shewill run for Supreme Governor. She has kept alow

profilein the Legidature, so thiswas surprisng. Injust an afternoon,



she managed to sway some powerful Legidatorsto support her."

Mace saw thelook of puzzlement on the faces of Bant and Obi-Wan.
"Her sudden bid for power and the quick support she received could mean
that she bought thelist from Oleg,” hetold them. "At any rate, it is
worth investigating." Mace gathered his cloak around him. "'If she has the
list, she could be in danger. Whoever has possession of it could end up

like Oleg. Come. Her residenceisnot far.”

Mace'slong stride covered more distance than Obi-Wan could make at a

dow run. He and Bant had to jog to keep up with him.

Legidator Pleni lived doneinasmadl, eegant dwelling made of the
gray stone that so much of New Apsolon was built with. All the lights
ingde the house were on. Mace pressed the illuminated bar that would dert
her that she had visitors. They waited by the pand to announce themselves,

but there was no answer.

"She could have | &ft the lights on when she went out,” Mace said.

"But let'sexplore just the same.”

The look on hisface was uneasy. Mace had a degp connection to the
Force. Obi-Wan had felt nothing, but now he focused his atention on the

Force, reaching out around him. He did not pick up anything.



They walked around the perimeter of the dwelling. Mace seemed to grow
more worried as they walked. When they reached the back, Obi-Wan fdt it,
too - adisturbance in the Force. He glanced at Mace, who saw traces of a

probe droid's entry into a high window.

The door was secured, but Mace didn't hesitate. He cut ahole in it

with hislightsaber and strode in. Obi-Wan and Bant followed.

The stone floors gleamed. Not an item seemed out of place. They
walked through the empty roomsin the eerie silence. Then they mounted the

dairs.

Updairs, they findly saw evidence of a sruggle. Furniture was

overturned. Large crystal vases were smashed.

Mace looked up to the celling. He pointed to severd smudge marks.

"Probe droids."

The disturbance in the Force was now more than aripple for Obi-Wan.



It was a cresting wave. He moved forward, his hand on hislightsaber hilt.
Heturned a corner into Legidator Pleni's bedroom. It was untouched except

for ahdfway gar door riddled with blaster fire.

Obi-Wan walked forward dowly, dreading what he would find behind

that door. He nudged it open with the toe of his boot.

Legidator Pleni lay curled up in the corner, her hands dutching a

blaster. A probe droid lay at her feet. She was dead.

Mace came up behind him noisdlesdy. Obi-Wan heard hisdeep sigh.

"We are dways one step too late on New Apsolon,” Mace said. Obi-Wan
could locate in hisvoice the determination that thiswould no longer be

the case.

They heard noises below, and the sound of feet on the stairs. Minutes

later, a security squad burstin.

"Sheisinhere" Macesad.



He brought Obi-Wan and Bant downdtairs, where the evidence of
Legidator Pleni's horrible death was not in front of their eyes. They were
questioned by the security squad, then told they were free to go. Still,

Mace lingered.

When the security squad came downgtairs at last, having completed its

investigation, Mace stopped the head officer.

"Any conclusons?'

"Yes," the officer said, brushing past them.

Mace stood in front of him, effectively blocking his path. ™Y ou know

that Manex has ordered the security squads to cooperate with the Jedi.”

The officer hestated. A gleam of malicelit up hiseyes. "Fine. Let

metell you what we discovered then. Legidator Pleni waskilled by aprobe

droid. We have been ableto traceits owner."

"Y ou have aname?' Mace Windu asked.



"Certainly." The security officer bared histeethina smile "Your

Jedi friend, Qui-Gon Jnn."

CHAPTER 10

Qui-Gon got garted early the next morning. He had spent most of the
night going from caf© to caf©, trying to gather information. As the hours
got later, tongues grew looser, but he did not discover anything that put
him on Baog'strack. Gossip swirled about Alani's bid for the Supreme
Governor position and agrowing swell of support for Manex. Neither helped

himat dl.

He spent therest of the night on a bench in a grassy park,
impatiently waiting for dawn. He could fed Balog out there, maneuvering,
scheming, plotting his next move. He could fed the absence of Tahl as an
ache so deep he could not face it directly. When he thought of her lagt
days, what Baog had put her through, he would have to move, have to get up
and walk through the park, driving himself to exhaustion so that he would

not think of the dark vengeance that burned inside him. He would have to



conquer it... somehow. He pushed his mind to numbness. It wasthe only way
he could go on. Before long he had explored every path in the large urban

park. He could draw amap of it blindfolded.

The sunsrose, and people began to trickle out into the streets. Qui-
Gon saw the morning begin with relief. He went to acaf© across from the
Legidaturefor alight breakfast and watched and waited until the official

buildingswerefull of people beginning their day.

Qui-Gon was till dressed in atraveler's cape over histunic. He
hoped he would not be recognizable asa Jedi. He decided to pose as a

busi nessman looking for new opportunities on New Apsolon.

Just as he was about to leave, he overheard a conversation behind
him. Two aides had just greeted each other. He heard the name "Legidaor

Peni.” And then he heard the name "Qui-Gon Jnn."

Qui-Gon bent over, pretending to sip histea, while he filtered out
the noise of the caf© and concentrated on the conversation behind him. He
then received the unwel come shock of discovering that he was wanted for the

murder of aLegidator.



Which might make his intelligence-gathering plansin offiad
buildings of the Legidature this morning more difficult than he had
anticipated. Qui-Gon had great respect for the security officers on New
Apsolon. He was certain that every one of them had a detailed physicd
description of him. And the Legidature's offices were guarded by security

officers.

Qui-Gon's hands curled around histeacup. He had to place them in his
lap. The urge to smash the cup into tiny pieces wastoo grest. It seemed
that every time he wanted to take a step forward, he was kicked a step

back.

Helet out air through his nose, breathing quietly and steadily. He
was not thinking like a Jedi. Frustration must be controlled. There was

awaysaway.

The streetswere still crowded, but he needed to keep moving. He dso
needed a better disguise than a cloak. He could not hide hissize, but he
could transform himself in different ways. Qui-Gon |eft the caf© and went

shopping.



Withinahaf hour, he had transformed himsdf into a dark-eyed
businessman in a veda cloth robe. Hislong hair was conceded by a wrapped
cloth headpiece favored by the elite of the planet of Rorgam. He had found
itinasmall shop sdlling used items. It would be good cover to poseas a
citizen of Rorgam, aworld made up of immigrants from many different

worlds,

Qui-Gon headed for the hdls of the Legidature. Because New Apsolon
was atech center for this corner of the galaxy, many deals were made here.
With the growing ingtability of the planet, there was a certain frenzy in

theair.

A security officer stood at the firgt checkpoint. Qui-Gon had no
choice but to walk through. If he couldn't walk through the halways

without achalenge, he wouldn't be able to do anything.

He wasrelieved when he made it past the security officer, who merely
gave him abland look and moved his gaze to sweep the visitor behind him.
Hewas lucky that Manex had not ingtituted higher security procedures that

required text docs for admittance.



There were severd things he needed to know. Why was he a suspect in
Pleni's death? He had never heard of her until that morning. Was her death
connected to Oleg's? Had she, too, tried to buy the list? Qui-Gon decided
that the only course open to him was to present himself as a possible buyer
aswdll. If theword got out that a prosperous businessman from Rorgam had
money to spend, sooner or later someone would come forward with something

tol.

Drawing his robe around him, Qui-Gon plunged into the throng.

He was deep in conversation with an important Legidative aide when
he saw Erithaand Alani heading down the hall. Alani was taking with a
group of admirerswho clustered closdly around her. To hisrdief, they
turned off down the hall. Eritha brought up the rear, and she spotted Qui-
Gon. A look of surprise, then greeting, came over her face. Qui-Gon ignored

her.

Eritha hesitated. Then her face smoothed out and became emotionless
when sheredlized he did not want her to recognize him. All of this took
only abeat of amoment. Once again Qui-Gon had cause to admire Erithals

cleverness. The girl had good reflexes.



Erithasignded him discreetly and moved into a 9de hdl. Qui-Gon

wrapped up his conversation with the aide and casudly strolled after her.

The hallway was empty, and she made sure he had followed before

accessing adoor. He followed her insde into asmal conference room.

To hissurprise, Erithathrew hersdf in hisarms. "I'm so glad to
seeyou,” shesaid. "l was so worried." He patted her shoulder, and she
stepped back. "Y ou shouldn't be here. Do you know that you're wanted for

murder?"

Qui-Gon nodded. " Do you know why? I've never met Legidator Pleni.

Did Bdog st thisup?'

"l don't know," Erithasaid. "Possbly. | know that Alani isdtill in
touch with him. I'm heretrying to get information. | think | have a lead.
But | haveto be careful. | don't want Alani to suspect, so I'm pretending
to completely support her candidacy. And theré'sarumor going around the
Legidature that you should know about. Manex has the lig of secret

Absoluteinformers.”

"Manex?'



Erithanodded. "I have a feding that Roan's brother is more

ambitious than he pretends. He wants to hold on to his power."

"I'll need to be able to get in touch with you," Qui-Gon told her.

“I'll be moving around frequently.”

Erithabit her lip. "Can you wait here for just a few minutes? I'm
coseto finding out where Balog is hiding. This conference room isn't used

much anymore. | can be back within ten minutes.”

"If you're delayed - "

"l won't be," Erithasaid confidently, and hurried out the door.

Qui-Gon sighed. Erithahad dl the impatience and optimism of youth.
If shedidn't return, he would have no way to get in touch with her. He

would have to sneak into the Supreme Governor's residence.

There was nothing to do but wait. He could spare ten or fifteen
minutes. Qui-Gon settled himsdlf into achair, going over what had happened
that morning. He had dropped hints about how he waslooking to buy power
and would pay handsomely for it. He had even hinted at the existence of a
list. Now and then he had caught aspark of interest in aLegidator or an

ade, but he wasn't sureiif it was based on knowledge or Smply on pure



greed.

Five minutes passed. Qui-Gon got up restlesdy and went to the
window. He looked down below at the crowded street beyond the Legidaure
wall. Was Ba og moving about fregly, or was he hiding during the daylight

hours, letting hisdlieslike Alani prepare the way for hisreturn?

The door hissed open. But instead of Eritha, a confused-looking aide
stood in the doorway. "I'm sorry - isnt this where the Rock Mining

Deve opment Act subcommittee is mesting?'

"I'm afraid not," Qui-Gon said.

"Oh. Sorry again." The young man nodded and withdrew, and the door

hissed shut behind him.

Aninnocent interruption, Qui-Gon thought. But perhaps not. He
thought carefully about the young man's gppearance. He wore the navy tunic

of an aide, buit...



His boots. They were the boots that the security officers wore. He

was doing a check of the rooms. And he could have recognized Qui-Gon.

Qui-Gon withdrew his lightsaber in one quick motion. Hewould haveto
contact Erithalater. He cut aneat holein the glass and stepped through
onto theledge. Using his cable launcher, he lowered himsdf down to the

pavement behind thewall.

"Thereheid" Chipsfromthewadl flew asblagter fire hit on either
sde of him. Qui-Gon looked up. Two security officersaimed their blagters

ahim.

"Don't movel" one of them shouted.

Qui-Gon ran. He deflected the blaster fire as he zigzagged down the
short passageway between the wall and the Legidative building. Then he

leaped to the top of thewall and jumped over.

Pedestrians scattered as he landed. They looked a him curioudy, but
he matched his stride to theirs and continued waking. He increased his

pace asthey lost interest and turned down a side street. He weaved through



the blocks surrounding the Legidature, finding a deserted dley to shed
his overcloak and cap. No doubt a complete description of hm was now
updated on every security officer's data-pad. He would blend in better in

histravder's cloak.

Qui-Gon caught arepulsorlift airbus and stayed on it until the end
of theline. Heresolved to go back and find Eritha under cover of

darkness.

Ba og had dways been one step ahead of him. Thistime, he resolved

that he would befirst.

CHAPTER 11

The holotape of Tahl asan Absolute had hurt the Jedi. Qui-Gon's
arrest warrant made it worse. Mace ran into roadblocks whenever hetried to

gather information. The support of Manex was no longer enough.



Obi-Wan saw the frustration tighten Mace's features. He knew that
Mace was deeply concerned that Qui-Gon had not surfaced to clear his name.
He, too, wondered what his Master was thinking. In rare moments of rest, he
reached out with the Force, trying desperately to connect. At times he
thought he could fedl Qui-Gon, but it was not a strong, clear sensation. It
was murky and gray. He knew his effort to reach his Master through the
Force would not work. They would not connect. There was too much unresolved

emotion swirling around Qui-Gon, too much hewastrying to hide.

"You need rest,” Mace said a the end of along, fruitlessday. "Both

of you."

But neither Bant nor Obi-Wan wanted to retire to their quarters. They
sat in Manex's private sitting room. Since Manex's favorite color was green
and he bdieved in indulging himself, every cushion, every seating area,
was adifferent shade of thecolor.  Thefloors were of highly polished
black stone. Obi-Wan felt dmost dizzy stting in the center of dl that
bright color, but Manex had indsted on giving the Jedi hisfavorite room,

and they fdlt they could not refuse.

Manex returned from the Legidature only afew moments after the Jedi

had. He rushed into the room, his curls waving, looking agitated.



"Qui-Gon was spotted at the Legidature. There was ablaster battle.”

Obi-Wan fdt asilent cry of protest rise ingde him. He couldn't
bear it if something happened to Qui-Gon now. His body went instantly cold.

Bent moved closer to him, her shoulder touching his.

Mace stood. "What happened?’

"He escaped, of course.”

Obi-Wan let out along breath. Qui-Gon was safe. Hefelt Bant relax a

fraction, and she gave Obi-Wan alook of pure relief.

Manex mopped his brow with apae gold handkerchief. "What a day. |
must tell you that thereis amovement afoot to draft me for the elections.
Itisnot ajob that | seek. But | am thinking about it. Maybeitistimel
got involved. | used to think my brother was the hero, the public servant.
| used to say | was only here to make money." Manex shoved the handkerchief
in his pocket. "Maybe | becamethe way | am because ny brother was o
noble. Now | am no longer sure what my roleis. Maybe the time to abandon

my principle of sdf-protectionishere”



"What about Alani?' Obi-Wan asked. "Would it be hard for you to
oppose her?' Manex did not know of Alani's tie to the Absolutes. He

professed affection for the twins.

Manex hestated. "I haveto think of what isbest for New Apsolon,”
hesad. "And I've redized one thing. We cannot form a solid government -
whether with me or another leader - if we do not expose Baog and the

Absolutes. | have aplan.”

Obi-Wan tried not to look dubious. He couldn't imagine what sort of

plan Manex would devise.

"l will act asadecoy," hedeclared. "I'll et it be known that the

list of secret informers has comeinto my possession.”

Mace shook hishead. "No, it's too dangerous. You redize what

happened to the last two beings who claimed this?!

"They are dead. Yes, | redizethisvery wdl." Manex clagped his
hands together. "1'm trying not to think about it. And, actualy, you can't

say no, because I've aready spread the rumor.”

Obi-Wan saw how Bant watched the faces of the two men. She usudly

did not speak in mesetings, but she was the most intent listener held ever



seen. He could learn from her stillness, he suddenly thought.

"Thismay not bewise" Mace said, frowning.

"Youretdling me" Manex snorted. "I'm hardly a courageous man. But
I'm hoping that with Jedi protection, I'll bedl right. If we can g&t
Baog to expose himsdlf, we can catch him. Don't you want to clear Qui-

Gon'sname?’

"Of course. Butitisnot clear if thisistheway to do it," Mace

sad.

"Itistheonly way," Manex ingsted. "You know itis."

Obi-Wan's gaze went from Manex to Mace. Of course he knew that Mace
had to agree to protect Manex. It had been afoolish move on Manex's part,
but no one wanted Obi-Wan's opinion. Now they would have to baby-st Manex
in the hope that Balog would show up. Wasthat what Manex wanted? Did he
want to tie up the Jedi's time until he could consolidate power? Perhaps he

wasin league with Baog.



Obi-Wan reminded himsdlf that Qui-Gon hed trusted Manex. He had
gently pointed out that just because aman enjoyed hiswedlth did not make
him aman of bad character. Qui-Gon had seen something likeablein Manex's

happy pursuit of hisown pleasures.

"All right, well protect you," Mace said. "But we will form the

plan."

Thelightswere till powered down in the house, as a house of
mourning. Manex sat at atablein hisgarden, nervoudy fiddling with acup
of "thefinest juice on New Apsolon - can | fetch the Jedi some glasses?"
The Jedi had long ago refused, and Manex had hardly been able to est or

drink himsdf.

"Look rdaxed," Macetold himin alow tone.

"I'mtrying," Manex said between histeeth.



Mace stood behind a screen of bushes. Obi-Wan was afew yards away.
Bant was on the opposite sde of the small clearing where Manex had lad

stone over the grass for an outdoor segting area.

If there was to be an ambush, Mace wanted plenty of room to maneuver.
He had decided that Manex would eat his evening med outsde and then
linger as the suns set. Manex had picked at hisfood and now was making a
wesk atempt to Sp hisjuicein aserene fashion. He only succeeded in

soilling it down histunic.

The suns set, and the darkness grew. Only asmdll light on the table
illuminated the area. Obi-Wan kept himsdlf atuned for the sound of probe
droids gpproaching. He was determined not to let Balog dip through ther
fingers. Once hewasin their hands, they would have justicefor Tahl. And
Qui-Gon would return. Obi-Wan would never admit it to anyone, but he would

fed better if they were the onesto catch Balog, not Qui-Gon.

Mace had linked the house's security system to hiscomlink. It mugt
have vibrated an dert, for he turned to Obi-Wan. "Security has been

breached on the east wall," he said.



"What?' Manex asked.

"Move closer to us asthough you are looking & the stars” Mace

ordered quietly.

Manex pushed his chair back. Herose, il clutching his cup, and
pretended to look at the sky. Obi-Wan knew that Mace wanted Manex close to
cover if anything happened. Therewas alow stonewall that they could push

him behind in just afew seconds.

Obi-Wan felt asurge in the Force and saw a shadow flit across the
lawn. It could have been anight bird or a shadow across the moon. But it

wasn't.

He and Mace sprang forward together. Bant came around the other sde
in aflanking motion. Obi-Wan pushed Manex behind the wal as he darted

closer. Three lightsabers were activated as the Jedi advanced.

"Good to seeyou, too," Qui-Gon said, stepping into the light.



"Magter!" Ohi-Wan exclamed.

He looked at Manex peeking over thewall at the three Jedi. "So | see

itsatrap. Lookslikel fdl for it, not Baog."

"Qui-Gon," Mace began sternly, "what areyou - "

He stopped abruptly. He and Qui-Gon looked toward the front of the
dwelling. It took another beat or two, but Obi-Wan heard it, too. Angry
pounding at the front door. A few seconds later Obi-Wan saw security forces
pounding down the hall while Manex's protocol droid waved hisams in

protest.

Mace hurried forward, saying over his shoulder to Qui-Gon, "'l suggest

you find another exit."

Drawing hisrobes around him, Mace quickly entered the house. They

heard the angry voice of a security officer.

"l know heishere. We have our proof! He bought the probe droid that

killed Legidator Pleni!”



Qui-Gon was screened by the elaborate bushes of the grounds. He

hesitated, listening to the officer.

"Qui-Gon, you must go," Obi-Wan urged. "I'll come with you."

Qui-Gon hedtated. He met Obi-Wan's gaze. "No. I'm sorry I've caused

you worry, Padawan," he said. "I must do thismy way."

"But - " Obi-Wan began. Before he could finish, he fdt his words

snatched away by the wind, even before he had a chance to form them.

Qui-Gon had become a shadow again, moving across the soft green

grass. Then he disappeared.

CHAPTER 12

Qui-Gon ran through the darkness, grateful for the new moons that
made the night so dark. He moved from shadow to shadow noiselesdy. When he

had put agood deal of distance between himself and Manex's resdence, he



findly dowed down.

Hewastired, but he wanted to run again. Pushing his body was the
only time hismind had a chance to empty out. Facing Mace had been
difficult. Facing Obi-Wan had been worse. He knew he belonged with the
Jedi. Y et he could not seem to stop himsdf from gaing on done. His
emotions were too large right now, too raw. Around the Jedi he fdt too
exposed. Mace would see how difficult it wasfor him to maintain serenity.
He could even order Qui-Gon back to the Temple. Qui-Gon could not dlow

thet.

The truth was, he dreaded the moment he would walk back into the
Temple and know that Tahl's footsteps would never echo inits halls agan.
The Temple would never again welcome him in the same way. Losswould be as

much apart of it as shelter.

Hisfever to catch Balog battled with hisfear of the future, when
thismisson would be over. He would be faced with only hisgrief to bear,
and he would have to look ahead to empty years. What would happen to him

then?



A deep chill caused him to shudder. The cool wind was drying his
swest. He saw a security patrol ahead and quickly turned down asde
street. Once again he would not deep tonight. He would have to keep dert.

Every officer in the city was now looking for Qui-Gon Jnn.

But he had learned something. They had tied him to the murder through
the probe droids. He could not understand why the probe droids had attacked
someone instead of tracking Baog, as they had been programmed to do. He
wondered if the two droids that had veered off when attacking hm had
actually been hisown droids. It had been strange that they had suddenly
gone away. Did that mean that his droids had attacked Oleg, too? Someone

had reprogrammed them.

He needed answers, and for once he knew where to find them. He would
pay avigt to the black-market dealer, Mota, who had sold him the droids.
If they were reprogrammed, Mota was undoubtedly the link to whoever
reprogrammed them. And if that person was Balog, he might have away to

contact him.

Qui-Gon circled back and glanced down the street. The security
officer was gone. He struck out across the road into the park. There were
more places to hide here in case he was spotted. And cutting across the

park would bring him closer to the Worker Sector.



Qui-Gon suddenly sensed that someone was behind him, metching his
footsteps and trying to match his speed. Qui-Gon melted off into the trees.
He made an arc and came up behind his pursuer. He saw aglint of gold har

in the darkness. It was Eritha.

He strode forward and grasped her arm. She gasped, then saw it was
him. She was breathing hard, asif sheld just had ahard run. "I've been
following you sinceyou left Manex,” she said. "Or & lesst I've been
trying to. | lost you and kept circling around. Findly | thought | saw you

enter the park.”

"Why are you following me?'

Sheleaned over, trying to catch her breath. Her braids were

unraveling, and her face was flushed.

"Does Manex havethelig?

"No. Wasthat why you are following me?"

Eritha shook her head. "It's because | couldn't walt until you



contacted me. | guessed you would go to Manex tonight. 1've got the
information you need. | overheard Alani. | know where Baog is. | can take

you there"

CHAPTER 13

The Jedi il kept watch over Manex, who had now retired to his
reception room for arest. Mace covered the front of the residence while
Bant stayed outside in the rear. Obi-Wan was positioned behind the curving
stairway. From here he had avantage point to the door of the reception

room. He had afeding it would be along night.

Useyour time. You'l find one day that you havetoo little of it.

Qui-Gon'swordsrose in hismind. Obi-Wan was till going over and
over what he should have done when he saw his Master. The doudy aura he
felt around Qui-Gon had worried him deeply. He sensed confusion and Static,
and it prevented him from truly connecting. It had shaken him. Maybe it had

prevented him from acting more quickly. Should he havefollowed



Qui-Gon, gone with him no matter what he said?

Useyour time...

Obi-Wan didn't think he could. His thoughts were too confused.

That isthe time you need discipline most. That iswhat your training

isfor.

All right, then. He would stop the voice of Qui-Gonin his head by

obeying him.

Although he wastired, athough he felt that he had gone over the
events of the past days too many timesto count, Obi-Wan focused his mind
and started again. He went over every event snce he and Qui-Gon had
stepped foot on New Apsolon. He turned things over in his thoughts,
searching for incons stencies. He considered every unanswered question and

every possible answer.



Irini had sworn that she wasn't the onewho had fired on them on
their first day. They had never discovered who it had been for sure. Balog?

They hadn't yet been athreat to him, had they?

Wasit just a coincidence that security showed up a Motas while
they were buying the probe droids? It seemed likely now that Alani had told
them about Mote in order to trap them. She could have been the oneto dert

security that the Jedi were buying illegal goods.

The droids must have been reprogrammed to attack Pleni.

Obi-Wan pushed these questions aside. He did nat think they would
bring him closer to Balog. If only the answerswere clear. If only they
could get asolid lead. If only Eritha had come through with information on
Baog. She had been at her sster's side for more than two days now. Surely

she must have learned something.

Would it provetoo difficult for Erithato betray her sster?

But she had already taken a step she could not retake, Obi-Wan knew.

Onfinding out that her Sister was behind Tahl's kidnapping, she had gone



in search of Obi-Wan and Qui-Gon. She had risked much to do so. She could
eadly have logt her life in the cave. Obi-Wan remembered how afraid Eritha
had been as the explosives were going off and the cave was collgpsing. He
admired how she'd been able to go on so bravely despite her fear. He dill

remembered her scream. They forgot me! They left without me!

Obi-Wan concentrated for amoment. There was something about the way
Eritha had sounded that bothered him now. What was it? The emotion that was

driving her was dightly off from what he would expect.

Astonished. Sheld been astonished. And betrayed.

They forgot me!

Asif they shouldn't have, asif she were somehow privileged, even

though she was a prisoner.

If she had been aprisoner...



And why had she been heading toward the back of the cave?

Y es, the smoke had been thick near the front of the cave. But

wouldn't she havetried to push through?

She was heading for the other exit near the back of the cave, Obi-Wan
redlized. But how had she known about it? They had not found it when Eritha
had been captured. She should have had no way of knowing how deep the cave

was.

Slow down, Obi-Wan warned himself. There could be other explanaions
for what had happened. Eritha had been panicked. She was reacting, not

thinking.

But since the suspicion had been lodged in his mind, Obi-Wan went
back to Eritha's behavior while they were together. He concentrated,
bringing the memory back moment by moment, asfresh asif it had happened

that morning.

Eritha had seemed sincere when she caught up with them. Shortly

after, they'd been attacked by the Rock Workers. Eritha had been genuindy



surprised by the attack, Obi-Wan was sure, and genuinely afraid. When Qui-

Gon had warned her to stay behind them, she had readily agreed.

So why then did she suddenly dodge forward when their probe droid was
in sight? She had forced them to protect her. As aresult, Obi-Wan had
received aleg injury and their probe droid had been destroyed. Could it
have been a desperate attempt to destroy their only method of tracking

Bdog?

And what about the attack on the Rock Worker settlement? Qui-Gon hed
told him that he had met up with Eritha before dawn. She had been planning
to refud the speeders. Or so she had said. But what if sheld actually been
planning to leave? If she and Alani were plotting againg the Jedi, they
had done their work. Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan were without a probe droid. They
had no way to track Balog. Eritha had not known that Obi-Wan was better and
was ableto travel. She would have most likely assumed that Qui-Gon would

day in the settlement.

Maybe she was |eaving because she knew of the attack.

Could it be possible? Obi-Wan wondered.



Could Erithahave mided them into thinking that she was the good

sister? Were both sisters out for the power they could grab?

There was one last thing. When Obi-Wan and Eritha had arrived back in
New Apsolon, Eritha had been furious that Manex had stepped in and offered
his own med team for Tahl. Obi-Wan had seen it in her eyes. He had thought
it was because she held the same distrust for Manex as he did and wes
concerned about Tahl'srecovery. But what if the opposite were true? What

if shedidn't want Tahl to recover?

What if he had suspected the wrong person? What if Manex was good,

and Eritha was bad? Never had he longed for Qui-Gon more.

When Manex had told them of hisdecison to runfor office, Obi-Wan
had brought up Alani. Why had Manex hesitated? Was there a reason he was

running againg Ewane's daughter?

Obi-Wan rubbed his eyes. The lack of deep and rest was getting to
him. Histhoughtswhirled. He didn't know if he was condtructing a case

againg Eritha.on no evidence, or whether this was worth pursuing. Why



would thetwinscal for Tahl'shelp in thefirst place, if they planned a

power grab al adong? It didn't make sense.

Ohbi-Wan knew his mind would not rest until he had found out some
answers. He went to the door of Manex's reception room and pressed the

indicator light that would alert Manex that he had avisitor.

The door hissed open a few seconds later. "Is it Bdog?' Manex

whispered from the darkness.

"No. | need to ask you some questions” Obi-Wan said, stepping

indde.

Manex powered up alow light by his deep couch. He svung his legs

over and rubbed hiseyes. "1 am at your service."

"Why did you ingst on your own med team for Tahl?" Obi-Wan asked

bluntly. "Surely the team for the Supreme Governor isjust as good."

"But mineis better,” Manex said. "Don't you remember that | have the

best of everything?' Hetried to say thisjokingly, but it sounded hollow.



"|sthere some reason you don't trugt Alani and Eritha?' Obi-Wan
asked. "If so, you must tell the truth. If you have asuspicion, you must

nameit."

Manex |ooked away for amoment, thinking. "I have no red proof,” he
sad dowly. "l did not think it fair to speak until | had some evidence.
Those girls have been through so much. First the degth of their father,

then their protector. At first | thought | was crazy to suspect them.”

" Sugpect them of what?' Obi-Wan demanded.

"Of working with the Absolutes” Manex told him. "A terrible
accusation for the daughters of aWorker hero. But that iswhy | am running
for Supreme Governor againgt Alani. | can't watch the government fal into

the hands of the corrupt again."

"What makes you suspect them? And are you sureit is both of them?”

"Alani does not make amove without Eritha," Manex said. "And Eritha
does not make amove without Alani. Asl said, | have no proof. Just a
couple of overheard words. Unguarded moments. The way they communicate to
each other. | sensed afasenessin their grieving for Roan. And today,

when | heard that Qui-Gon had been in the United Legidature, | dso found



out onething - he had been with Erithajust before the security squad was

ent after him.”

"Do you think sheturned himin?"

"l don't know," Manex said. He spread hishands. "I'm sorry. It isn't

much to go on. Y ou seewhy | didn't want to say anything. | know nothing

for sure. Itisdl inginct."

"I bdieveiningtinct," Obi-Wan said, and headed for the door.

He took the back exit of the dwelling. He didn't want to run into

Mace. Bant came forward out of the shadows as he hurried across the lawn.

"Obi-Wan, where are you going?"

"Tdl Mace| need to talk to Eritha," Obi-Wan said.

"But can't it wait?' Bant asked, frowning.

"No. Nothing can wait. I'll explain later. Tel Macethat I'm gone”



Ohbi-Wan did not think that Balog would attack tonight, but he knew Mace and
Bant could handleit if it happened. He was more worried about Qui-Gon.

Qui-Gon ill trusted Eritha.

The Supreme Governor's residence was close by. Obi-Wan circled around
the building to the back. If he remembered the layout correctly, Erithds
room was at the back. She had no reason to think that Obi-Wan suspected
her. Shewould join him outside, and then he could question her. If he had
the dightest fedling that his doubts about her were correct, he would

demand that Mace let him find Qui-Gon.

When he reached the back area, he saw that someone was walking dong
the dark lawn. At first he didn't know which twin it was. But as she came
forward, he knew for certain it was Alani. The two gils were dmost

identical. Perhapsthey could fool others. They were not ableto fool him.

"Good evening, Alani," he said.

"l seeyou couldn't deep, ether,” Alani said. "Tomorrow isabig
day. My nameisbeing presented to the people for the vote. I'll fulfill my

father'slegecy.”



Obi-Wan decided on the spot to be bold. He would not get anywhere
playing gameswith Alani. "Y our father'slegacy?' he asked. "But Ewane was
never in league with the Absolutes. They just imprisoned and tortured him.

Y ou have changed hislegacy, | think."

Alani looked deeply shocked for just amoment. Then sheforced out a

laugh. "Y ourejoking."

"No. I'm making apoint." Obi-Wan took another step toward her. "

believe you are nothing like your father."

Alani took an involuntary step back. Then she gathered her courage
and raised her chin. "It doesn't matter what you think. Erithatold me that
we have nothing to fear from the Jedi any longer. Y our friend is chesing
air. Soon you'l betoo busy trying to get him out of jail. And | will rule

New Apsolon.”

"Areyou so sure of yourself?' Obi-Wan asked. "Areyou so sure you

won't be exposed?

"Exposureisno longer possible” Alani said. "The Jedi have no

proof. The people of New Apsolon love me. Erithawasright.”

"So Erithaisyour aly."



"Sheismy sster and my protector. Sheis part of me," Alani said.
"Shetold me that she was smarter than the Jedi, and she was right. She
told me not to worry. | can rule New Apsolon with her by nmy sde. Eritha
doesnt likethe limdight, but she wants the power. | likeit when people
arearound me and want to talk to me. So | will rule, and shewill tell me
what to do the way she dways has. She told me she would take care of Qui-
Gon, and sheisdoing just that. It was so smple achild could do it. And
we are not children anymore. We never had a childhood. Our mother died. Our
father was imprisoned. Then he became ruler, and we never saw him. So we
can take the only thing he left us, his good name, and make something of

ourselves. That'swhat Erithasays."

He had to keep her talking. Alani, he saw, was not as dever as

Eritha

"What about Tahl?" he asked, ignoring the surge of anger that rocked
him when he mentioned her name. The anger would flow through him and pass.

"Shewaskind to you and you betrayed her."

"Shewas useful,” Alani said, coloring for amoment. "I didn't think
shewould die. But Eritha saysthat shewill be ussful again. Because of
Tahl, Qui-Gon will trust Erithawithout thinking. He will go with her
wherever she wants, even to World Security headquartersitself. That is how
smart my sgter is. She planted atracking device on Qui-Gon today a the

Legidature. Weve known where heisat al times. Shewill lead him right



to security headquarters, and he will follow her! If he escapes, it doesn't

matter. They'll find him anyway. Isn't that aclever plan?’

It was dl he needed. Without another word, Obi-Wan whirled and ran.

"You'retoo late, Obi-Wan!" Alani shouted after him. "Just like you

weretoo latefor Tahi!"

CHAPTER 14

Obi-Wan raced down the wide boulevard, heading for the government

buildings. He fervently hoped he wasn't too late.

The World Security headquarters|oomed ahead, a squat gray building.
He saw two figures hurrying toward it. On one Side of the building was a
large pen that held hovercraft and swoops. On the other sde was the high

stone wall that separated the parkland from the road.



"Qui-Gon!" he shouted.

Qui-Gon turned and saw him. Erithatouched hisarm, obvioudy urging
him to ignore Obi-Wan and enter the building. Obi-Wan put on a burst of

speed and reached out to the Force. He leaped.

At thetop of hisleap, the doorsto the security headquarters flew

open. Officers and attack droids spilled down the Sairs.

The Force must have warned Qui-Gon, for his lightsaber was activated
and in his hand before Obi-Wan hit the ground near him. With one hand, Qui-

Gon pushed Eritha out of the danger and legped forward to cover her.

By now Obi-Wan was close enough to speak to Qui-Gon. "They won't harm

her. She betrayed you," he said, taking up his position next to Qui-Gon.

Qui-Gon didn't react. He kept his eyes on the officers and droids,

which werewheding in formation in front.

"We must take out the droids,” Qui-Gon told him. "Don't harm an



officer. I'mwanted. They're only doing their job. As soon as the last

attack droid goes down, we leave. What do you say we take the offensive?

Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan legped together in one motion. The droids began
to pepper them with blaster fire The security officers stayed behind

duraplast shields, waiting for the droids to do their work.

The Jedi'slightsabers moved in tandem, blocking blaster fire and
sending it zinging back inthe droids direction. The security officers

ducked behind their shields at the surprising return of fire.

Thedroidsfanned out in aflanking maneuver. Obi-Wan and Qui-Gon
split up. Obi-Wan took the left, Qui-Gon the right. One by one, they

smashed their way through theline.

Initidly, the officers kept behind their shields. But asthe battle
waned and the blaster fire petered out, they grew more bold. Some drew

thair blasters and fired.

"Now, Padawan!" Qui-Gon shouted, deflecting fire.



Thetwo Jedi legped over aline of security vehicles. Blagter fire
ripped into the vehicles aplit second later. With another great leap,
Obi-Wan and Qui-Gon landed on the other side of the park wall. Obi-Wan had
just enough timeto see Erithastwisted look of rage as they reached

safety. That told him everything he needed to know.

They took off through the darkness of the park. Obi-Wan heard the

distant sound of arevving hoverscout.

"Magter, Eritha planted atracking device on you somehow,” Obi-Wan

sad. "At the Legidature today."

"When she embraced me," Qui-Gon said. Asheran, he carefully fdt
his clothing and skin. He found the whisper-light device on the back of his
utility belt. He threw it away into the darkness, then veered off in the

opposite direction.

The bright lights of the hoverscout swept the park, but it turned
toward the tracking device. Now they could hear security officers crashing

through the trees. The attackers would follow the device for atime.



The Jedi kept under the cover of giant treeswith leaves that offered
adegree of protection. The trees were planted so close together that even

swoopswould have a hard time maneuvering through them.

Qui-Gon led them dong a zigzagging path through the park, ducking
when he saw lights overhead and then moving on. He seemed to know the park
well, Obi-Wan noted. Soon they were close to the other end of the park.
They legped over the wall and hurried down the dark streets. After afew
blocks Obi-Wan recognized where he was. Qui-Gon had brought them to the

Worker Sector.

They paused to catch their breath in the shadow of an dley between

two tdl buildings

"Thank you, Padawan," Qui-Gon said. "I did not think | needed hep.

Obvioudy, | did. How did you know that Erithawould betray me?"

"Ingtinct,” Obi-Wan said. "Alani confirmed it. They are not afraid of

anything, let donethe Jedi. Alani said that they no longer feared

exposure.”

"That must mean they arein possession of theligt," Qui-Gon mused.



"So we can gop chasing it."

"Alani gavetheimpresson that Baogisnot thekiller of Oleg and

Pleni," Obi-Wan said. "She said you were chasing air.”

"But | saw him right before Oleg waskilled,” Qui-Gon said.

"Maybe he wasn't after Oleg. Maybe he was after you,” Obi-Wan pointed

OuL.

"That ispossible,” Qui-Gon said dowly.

"Whereto next?' Obi-Wan asked. He hoped his Master would dlow hm
to stay by hisside. He had dready decided that if Qui-Gon told him he

must return to Mace, he would not go.

"Mota," Qui-Gon said. "He holdsthe key."

Qui-Gon activated the laser pointer to indicate to Motathat he had

visitors outside. It seemed along time before the door did open. Mota

stood in the doorway.



"I'm closed,” he said. "Even | need my rest. Come back tomorrow.”

Holding out a hand, Qui-Gon used the Force to keep the door open.

Mota stared at the door, then at Qui-Gon. He shrugged.

"On the other hand, why should | turn down business?' he asked. He

turned and disappeared into the warehouse.

The Jedi followed him. They knew the way down the ramp to the lower

levelswhere Mota kept his stash of black-market items.

Motawas waiting. Instead of the Worker unisuit he had worn to do
business, he was now dressed in adeep tunic, hiswhitelegsthrustinto a

threadbare pair of dippers.

"What isit thistime, Jedi? Another probe droid? Did you lose

another one? Y ou have the worst luck of anyone I've ever met.”

"Wewant information,” Qui-Gon said.



Motaeyed him. "Information has a price, too."

Obhi-Wan saw his Magter's frustration boil over. He had never seen

Qui-Gon thisangry before.

"The pricewill bethat | do not break apart every item in this

warehouse," Qui-Gon said, taking a step toward Mota.

The man suddenly looked frail in his nightshirt next to Qui-Gon's

size and strength. "N-now, relax, were dl friends here," he stuttered.

“I'm not your friend, and I'm not hereto relax!" Qui-Gon thundered.
"I'm hereto find out why my droids were reprogrammed. And you have the

answer."

Mota backed up until atable was between him and Qui-Gon.

"I'm not sure what you mean," he said.

Ohbi-Wan spoke quickly, wanting to give Qui-Gon a moment to control



hisanger. If he could contral it. Obi-Wan'sworry increased. Thiswas a
Qui-Gon he had never seen. Qui-Gon's sense of urgency had aways been
controlled. If anger came, it came in flashes of lightning thet left

Serenity behind.

"We know that the probe droids were reprogrammed, Mota,” Obi-Wan said
inacamer tone. "They never went after Baog a dl. Instead they

attacked two other beings. The question is, did you do it?"

Motaswalowed. "It wasn't me," he said quickly. "I don't know who it

was. Someone brokeinto my files. | have awarning system built in, so |

knew the next time| accessed them.”

"When?" Qui-Gon asked.

"Within hours after you left,” Motasaid. "I don't know how. Or who.

Y ou can't trust anyone these days.”

"How did the security forces know that Qui-Gon had bought those

droids?' Ohi-Wan asked.

"They asked me," Motasaid ina amdl voice. "All my droids are



coded. They tracked the droids here. | told them the Jedi Qui-Gon had
bought them. | had to tell the truth. Y ou wouldn't want meto land injail,

would you?' Motatried to smile.

Qui-Gon gave him an even stare. Mota backed up even farther. "Ah, |
guess| should have mentioned to the officersthat | suspected the droids
were reprogrammed. But when speaking to security officers, it's better not
to answer questions they don't ask. They might have gone through al my
files. | wouldn't be ableto protect my clients. And | would be out of
business. Nobody wantsthat. You might need another probe droid, for

example-"

"We need accessto your computers,” Obi-Wan said brusquely. "Right

"Of course, help yoursdf." Motahurriedly pointed to his datascreen.

"Just don't erase any profits, heh heh.”

Qui-Gon immediately began clicking keys and accessing datefiles. "Did

you try to trace the bregk-in?"

"No," Motaadmitted. "I'm not that advanced. | just know how to track

inventory and money."

Qui-Gon continued to move through Motas files with agonishing



speed. Obi-Wan knew he was missing nothing. He could see the levd of

concentration on his Master's face.

Qui-Gon hit afew keys, activating a search mode Obi-Wan didn't

recognize. Within seconds, he got areply.

"Do you recognize this code?" he asked, pointing to the datascreen.

Motaleaned closer. "It's the Worker data address,” he sad. "It's

dready inmy files" "Who usesit?" Qui-Gon asked.

Mota's face was tinged blue from the data-screen. "Irini and Lenz,"

hesad.

CHAPTER 15



Obi-Wan dashed after Qui-Gon. His Master had moved so quickly he had
not had time to gather histhoughts or decide on a direction. He hed
expected him to head for the ramp to the street, but instead Qui-Gon ran to

the lower level. He needed fast transport.

"Open those bay doors!" Qui-Gon yelled to Motaas heran.

Unease thudded with every heartbeat as Obi-Wan chased after Qui-Gon.
He had never seen his Magter like this. Qui-Gon seemed to bardy regigter
his surroundings or Obi-Wan's presence. All hiswill was directed a his

god.

It was the goal that worried Obi-Wan. Wasit justice... or revenge?

By the time they reached the lower level, the door at the end of the
long warehouse space stood open. Qui-Gon jumped into an airspeeder. Obi-Wan
barely had time to scramble into the passenger seat when Qui-Gon throttled

the engines and zoomed down the tunndl.

The engines were pushed amost to full, much too fast to maneuver in

the tunnel. Obi-Wan could see that the bay doors at the end of the tunnd



had not had a chance to open. Still Qui-Gon did not reduce his speed.

Obi-Wan whipped his head around to face him. Qui-Gon wasn't just

pressing hisluck. Thiswas pure recklessness. "Magter!”

Qui-Gon's face seemed carved from the gray stone of New Apsolon. His
lipswere athin line. His hands stayed steady on the controls. He seemed

not to hear Obhi-Wan.

A crack of gray light appeared ahead. It widened. The doors were

opening, but too dowly for Obi-Wan's comfort.

"Hang on!" Qui-Gon warned.

Obi-Wan just had timeto clutch for support as Qui-Gon flipped the
alrspeeder sideways. Without dackening speed, he zoomed through the

opening, clearing it by centimeters. They flew into the dark night.

Obi-Wan pressed himsdlf back into the seet, trying to Hill his

ragged breathing. Qui-Gon seemed poised on the brink of losng control.



There didn't seem anything Obi-Wan could do or say to stop him or get him
to dow down. Obi-Wan tried to stifle his own panic. He had to trugt his

Master.

But for thefirst timein their long partnership, he didn't think he

could. That knowledge made fear grasp him by the throat.

Qui-Gon piloted the craft expertly through the deserted streets. He

pulled up in front of Lenz's hideout and flew up the stairs. He pounded on

Lenz'sdoor. They heard the creak of afloorboard.

"Don't try your escape route,” Qui-Gon warned. "Well find you."

The door opened. Lenz looked at them warily. He looked more frall

than usud, hisskin pae and shiny. "It'sthe middle of the night."

Qui-Gon dammed the door open wider and strode ingde. "l need to

speak with you and Irini. If she'snot here, contact her.”

"Sheishere. But you can't see her,” Lenz said quietly. "She'sill -

Qui-Gon ignored him and pulled open a closed door. He stopped short.



Obi-Wan came up behind him. Irini lay on a deep couch, covered ina
blanket. She was shivering, and her face shone with sweat. "What is it?
What'swrong?' Obi-Wan asked. Lenz pushed past im to kned by Irini's

sde.

"A blaster attack. She won't seeamedic." Obi-Wan hurried forward.

"She needsbacta" "I know," Lenz said.

"Who did this?' Qui-Gon demanded. "Badog,” Irini said through

clenched teeth. "He hasthelist now."

"So you had theligt dl aong?' Qui-Gon asked her.

"No. | goleit from Legidator Pleni.”

Obi-Wan glanced at Qui-Gon. Did that mean that Irini had reprogrammed

the droidsto attack the Legidator? Was she amurderer?

She saw the look that passed between them. "I... had to get... that
ligt," shesad, in obviouspain. "I didnt want anyone to die. But |

couldn't let anyone stand in my way, ether.”



"And you wanted meto get blamed for it?" Qui-Gon asked.

She shook her head. "'l was surprised at that. But | could hardly come

forward to clear you."

Qui-Gon bent down and swiftly examined Irini's wounds. His anger
seemed to have drained away at the sight of her distress. She needed hep.
"Y our woundswon' kill you if you see amedic. But | see Sgns of

infection areedy."

"That'swhat | told her,” Lenz said. He brushed back damp har from

Irini'sforehead. "She ill refuses.”

"Did you send your probe droids after Oleg, too?" Obi-Wan asked.

Irini nodded. "I wastracking him. | told Qui-Gon | wanted to protect

Oleg, but it was alie. He betrayed us. We needed the ligt. If he had only

givenit up... if Pleni had only givenit up... none of this would have

happened.”

"Why?" Obi-Wan asked. "Y ou said you had renounced violence."

Irini pressed her lipstogether and did not answer.



"Shediditfor me" Lenz sad.

"Lenz - " lrini began warningly.

"It hasgonetoo far, Irini." Lenz's voice was tender. "You have
protected me too long. Do you think | will watch you die for me, too?' He

turned to the Jedi. "My nameison thelis."

"Y ou were an informer?' Qui-Gon asked.

"Hewastortured,” Irini said. Shelet out asmall gasp and closed

her eyesin pain. "What they did to him... no one should have to endure.”

"That isnot an excuse," Lenz said firmly. "'l confessed to Irini, and

she forgave me. Otherswould not. | gave the Absolutes information - *

Irini struggled to Sit up, but the pain made her lie fla again.
"Dont tel them, Lenz," she begged. "It isour secret. It can reman our

secret. Your career istoo important. You are agreet leader - "



"No," Lenz said sadly. "I am no longer, if | ever was. The Workers
will go on without me." He turned to the Jedi. "Thiswas five years ago.
The Absolutes raided ameeting place. Two Workers were killed, the rest
imprisoned. They let me go." Helooked at Irini sadly. "Now we both have

two deaths on our conscience, Irini."

He stood. "1 am going to call amed team." Irini protested, but Lenz
went on firmly. "Baog hasthelist now. He haswon. He will remove hisown
name from thelist, and all the secretswill be reveded. Hewill discredit
hisenemies, including me." Lenz looked tenderly a Irini. "As for my

Irini, | would rather have her alive and imprisoned than dead.”

Irini turned her face to thewall. Obi-Wan saw her shoulders shake

with sobs.

Lenz turned to the Jedi. "I did not know what Irini had done, and I'm
sorry to hear that you were blamed for her crimes. We owe you our help now
more than ever. Y ou know that Alani is running for Supreme Governor.
Recently we have redlized that though she wants Worker support, she does
not need it. Someone ese is supporting her - with finances that we do not
have. This has made us suspicious. | have received news tonight from our
spy in the Supreme Governor's residence. He's discovered that there isa
secret tunnel between the residence and the Absolute Museum. In the old
daysit was used when those captured were secretly transported to Absolute

headquarters. The museum is closed now. It isjust aguess, but wouldn't it



be the perfect place for Balog and the Absolutes to hide? The twins could

smuggle himin and out easily until Alani iseected tomorrow.”

It made sense, Obi-Wan redlized. It would be like Balog to hide in
the one place s0 obvious that they would never think to look there, the
site of the recording of the great wrongs the Absolutes had visited on New

Apsolon.

By thelook on his Master's face, Obi-Wan could tell that Qui-Gon had

reached the same conclusion.

"We must go tonight,” Qui-Gon said. "Tomorrow will betoo late.”

CHAPTER 16

They sped through the dark, empty Streets back to the Civilized
Sector. Obi-Wan knew that Qui-Gon felt that Balog wasin their grasp. And

right now Qui-Gon was giving every sgn of aman bent on revenge.



He was dmost afraid to say anything. Thelook on Qui-Gon'sface was
so forbidding. The years of experience with his Master, the closeness
they'd shared, it dl seemed to evaporate in the night air. Qui-Gon was

like astranger.

He had thought that if only he could be with his Master, he would be
ableto help him control hisravaged fedlings of grief and anger. He had
spent the past daysin torment, thinking that he needed to be by Qui-Gon's
side. Now he saw that his presence had no meaning for Qui-Gon. His Master
waslogt in hisown quest. If he was bent on revenge, Obi-Wan might not be
ableto interfere. Qui-Gon'swill combined with hisgreat skills might make
him impossible to stop. Obi-Wan felt chilled at the thought. He would have

totry.

Tonight he could lose his Magter to the dark path. Theimpossible had
become possible. He could fed it in the dark energy within the Force,

swirling and crashing around Qui-Gon. Never had he felt so helpless.

Obi-Wan gathered his own connection to the Force. He resolved that no
matter what, he would remain by his Master's side. He could not lose hope,
Hewould protect his Master from himsdlf if he had to. He would not lose

Qui-Gon on thisdark night.



Qui-Gon pulled up infront of the Supreme Governor's residence.

"Master, we should contact Mace Windu," Obi-Wan said.

Qui-Gon legped out of the speeder. "Whatever you want."

Obi-Wan activated his comlink as he jumped out of the speeder and ran
after Qui-Gon. He spoke hastily into the comlink to Mace about what they

had learned.

"Wait for us" Mace said. "Wereclose"

"It'stoo late," Obi-Wan said, as Qui-Gon began cutting aholein the

front door of the resdence with hislightsaber.

He shut off the comlink and followed Qui-Gon through the hole. The
security devices sounded an dlarm, and a security officer emerged from the

booth. He eyed the Jedi but did not draw his blaster.



"Lenz called ahead," he said. "Il shut these down. | dready

disabled the link to World Security."

Qui-Gon nodded. Obi-Wan was glad for thisbit of luck. The Workers
oy was on duty. Of course the twins had heard the commotion, but at |esst
security reinforcements wouldn't be called. They would only have to ded

with the security in the resdenceitsdf, at least for atime.

Lenz had given them details on how to reach the tunnd. Qui-Gon ran
toward the back of the house, Obi-Wan matching his stride. They knew the

entrance was in astorage areafor the Kitchens.

They burst into the storage area. Eritha stood casudly in the middle

of thefloor, holding two blasters aimed at their chedts.

"Y ou haveto kill meto get through that door,” she said. She looked
older than her years. Her face was pale, and her eyes glittered. Her gold

hair straggled down her back.

"l am prepared to do that,” Qui-Gon said. Obi-Wan did not glance a

his Master. He hoped Qui-Gon was bluffing. He did not know how closeto the



edge Qui-Gon was. He couldn't sense his Master any longer. There was only

grayness and static between them.

"You think I will not attack because you are ayoung girl,” Qui-Gon
said. "But the moment you set out on your path to power, you took on the

consequences of an adult. Y ou are responsible for Tahl's death.”

"l am not responsblel” Erithasaid shrilly. "Others have survived

the sensory deprivation device. Why couldn't she? Shewas a Jedi!"

"Shewaslocked init for days," Qui-Gon said. "Far longer then any

Absolute prisoner.”

He spokein aflat, unemotiond tone. Somehow he had pushed grief
down so far that it did not tinge hiswords. That worried Obi-Wan more than
hisearlier display of anger. Did this mean that Qui-Gon had now accepted

his revenge and was willing and reedy to act on it?

"| didn't have anything againg Tahl," Eritha said. "Sheisa
casudty of war. We brought her here because we knew she would come,
Everything was dl planned. We needed a Jedi presence at first to cover for
us. With Jedi support the rest would be easy. Balog would kidnap us and

Roan would resign. Alani would run for his post. Then we found out about



thelist. Baog was on it. We knew Roan had it, and we knew he was waiting
to expose Baog. He thought Balog had been hisfriend. He didnt want to
expose him, but he would. Everyone would know that Baog had been an
Absolute. It would have spoiled our plans! We had to get that lig. You'd
think as head of World Security that Baog would be hdpful. He was
useless. Helesked the information to the Absolutes, and someone stole the
list. Only he didn't bring it to Balog. He kept it so he could sl it. We

didn't know who it was."

"Oleg," Obi-Wan said. He wanted to keep Erithatalking. He was uneasy
about how Qui-Gon's urgency had changed to adeadly cadm. He could fed
through the Force that there was no serenity in this cam. Qui-Gon was

garing at Eritha as though she were an obstacle, not a person.

"Y es. Just our luck-the Absolute who gets his hands on the list turns
out to beaWorker spy,” Erithasaid. "But dl we knew then was that
someone had it. We needed help - more help than Balog could give us We
needed someone with brains and courage. It was lucky that Tahl was coming.
| knew we could get her to help uswithout knowing it. She was generous
that way. She would do what we asked. She still thought of us as hepless

young girlswith no mother or red father."

Qui-Gon closed hiseyes.



"Welet her think it was her ideato irfiltrate the Absolutes. We

knew shed find out about the list and try to get it for us.”

"Shetrusted you," Obi-Wan said.

Erithashrugged. "Everyonetrustsus. That'sour advantage. We are
the daughters of the great hero Ewane. The great hero who barely spent one
day in his daughters presence but passed them off to Strangers to raise.
The great hero who only thought about his planet, not his own flesh and
blood." Erithaslip curled. "Why shouldn't we use that trust? Tehl did
everything we asked and more. When she was seen escaping with Oleg, we
thought she had thelist. But she didn't bring it to us, so we had to take
it. Everything was completely logicd. If Tahl had only told usthetruth -

that she didn't have thelist - she wouldn't be dead.”

"Baog would have killed her anyway," Obi-Wan said.

"You don't know that," Erithasaid craftily. "He might have let her

g)lll

"You'relying," Qui-Gon sad flatly.



"Maybe." Obi-Wan was shocked at the cruelty in Erithas eyes, like a
large cregture playing with atiny one before gobbling it up. "Y ou'll never

know. Maybe it'syour fault that Tahl is dead, Qui-Gon."

Obi-Wan saw the color drain from Qui-Gon's face. He saw hishand move
toward his lightsaber. Obi-Wan could wait no longer. He threw himsdf

forward at Eritha, who had locked eyes with Qui-Gon, taunting him.

Hisleg shot out, knocking one blaster from her hand. She screamed
but he was dready twisting behind her, grabbing her other wrig and

wrenching the blaster from it. He tucked both in his belt.

"You hurt me!" she cried, grabbing her wrigt.

"Qui-Gon, hurry,” Obi-Wan urged. HisMagter hadn't moved. But at his

words he rushed forward toward the tunnel entrance.

"Youkilled her, Qui-Gon!" Eritha screamed after them as they

accessed the tunnd door. "Livewith that, if you live at al!"



CHAPTER 17

Qui-Gon had no doubt that within minutes Erithawould send security
attack droids after them. He knew that ahead of them, the Absolutes would
be well armed. He gave no more thought to the obstacles than to a pesky
insect. He did not strategize. He would charge ahead, and he would win.

That was dl he knew.

Qui-Gon saw Obi-Wan give aquick glance a him. He told himsdf not
to display the temper he had showed at Mota's. His Padawan was worried
about how quick to anger he was. Qui-Gon himsalf had been surprised at how
his anger had continued to rise. He knew he was feading it instead of

letting it go. It gave him speed and focus.

He knew his attitude was bringing him dangeroudy closeto the dark
sde. He knew with a chance for sllence and stillness hewould be able to

seethis. But hedidn't havethe luxury.

He would have to count on his own ability to control hisanger at the

proper time.



The tunnel ran below the governor's residence. It had been unused for
many years, and was dark and stuffy. Qui-Gon ran by the light of his saber.
He knew Obi-Wan was behind him. His Padawan would give him support, but he

knew he did not need it. Thiswas between him and Baog.

Erithas words had stunned him, but he had filed them away for the

long deepless nights ahead of him. Balog was his object.

The tunnel ended in adurasted door. Qui-Gon cut through it and

sepped ingde. Hewasin the lower leve of the museum.

"Droids behind us, Qui-Gon," Obi-Wan spoke quidly in his ear.

"Coming from the resdence.”

A nuisance. They would have to be dedt with before they could

proceed.

Qui-Gon turned asthe firg droids tumbled through the opening,
dready engaging them in blagter fire. They were lucky. The droids were

programmed to advance, but they were not programmed to drategize. They



simply took the easiest route to their prey and poured through the opening

in the door, where Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan were waiting.

Obi-Wan deflected fire while dicing at the droids. Impatiently, Qui-
Gon swung hislight-saber like aclub. He had no time for finesse. He
needed to cut down as many droids as possiblein the shortest amount of

time

Obi-Wan was a blur by his sde. Qui-Gon was graeful for his

Pedawan's speed. Soon the floor was littered with smoking droids.

There were only two more lft. "Take them down,” Qui-Gon told Obi-

Wan, and raced away.

It was lucky that he and Obi-Wan had taken the tour of the musaum
upon their arrival on New Apsolon. He could remember each level and room.
Thislevd was used for sorage, so they hadn't toured it. The floors and
walls were bare and damp. On the floor overhead were the cellsand torture
rooms, aswell asthe offices. No doubt the Absolutes were camped there,

Including Balog.



Qui-Gon accessed the turbalift to the next level. He strode out into
the hall. He saw afigure ahead. It was aman dressed in anavy tunic. An
Absolute. He froze when he saw Qui-Gon. Then he doubled back and ran the

way he had come.

Qui-Gon chased after him. No doubt he had goneto spread an darm.
The Absolutes weren't expecting invaders, but they would meet them with

res stance.

He burst into the room just as the Absolute activated arow of attack
droidsthat had been on display. To Qui-Gon's surprise, the attack droids
immediately lined up. They were operationa. The Absolutes had armed the

disolaysin the museum.

Thiswas more sophisticated wegponry than Erithas droids. Blagter
firewas erratic and came from the droids chests, foreheads, and hands.

They could whed and maneuver and twist themsdlvesinto flexible postions.

Qui-Gon was outnumbered, but he refused to be outmatched. Blagter
fire rocketed toward him in afiery curtain. Every part of hm was

vulnerable. Hislightsaber had to keep pace with the rapid fire as he took



evasve action. He had a shock when he redized that he might have to

retreat.

He felled two droids, but the others were relentless. Some rushed
toward him, blagting fire. The others flanked him and aimed as they tried
to get behind him. Qui-Gon felt swest roll down hisforeheed, stinging his
eyes. He used the Force to smash one against the wall, but it reformed and

came after him again. He used hislightsaber to cut it in haf.

He had never been happier to see Obi-Wan in hislife His Padawan
suddenly legped into the fray, lightsaber swinging. With Obi-Wan's help,
Qui-Gon was able to regroup and smash the two droidsto hisleft. The two
Jedi swvung wide and came &t the droids' line from each end. They each
felled two, then legped toward the center of the line to destroy two more

droids asthey shifted into position.

Smoke rose, choking them. Obi-Wan took out the last droid, and they

sumbled out of the small room.

Obi-Wan leaned over to take a breath of pureair. "Where do you think

Balogis?



The question seemed to echo inside Qui-Gon's brain. He redlized that
he hadn't given much thought to Baog's whereabouts. He had just charged

ahead. That wasn't like him.

| am not thinking clearly, he told himsdlf. / am reecting, not

acting.

Heredized this meant he was on the edge of his control. But even as
he recognized this, he recognized something equaly chilling: He did not

care.

And suddenly, he knew where Balog might be. Remembering the tour, he
recalled atech center on thisfloor. Since Baog had recently stolen the
list from Irini, hewas most likely accessing it on adatascreen. He would
certainly waste no time erasing his name and looking for others to

denounce.

Before he could answer Obi-Wan, more droids wheeled around the corner
behind them. They fdt awarming in the Force before the blagter fire
began. Once again, Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan had to use every paticle of

concentration to defeet the agile droids. The blaster fire seemed to come



from everywhere.

The droids were between them and the data center. Rage filled Qui-Gon

at the delay. Every second that passed meant that Balog would have achance

to escape.

He charged at the droids, swinging hislightsaber in acongant arc,
hardly noticing when blaster fire zinged near hisears or barely missed an
arm or hand. He savagely swung at the droids, destroying one after another.
Obi-Wan tried to protect him as best he could, but even he could not keep

up with the fierceness of Qui-Gon's attack.

Qui-Gon broke through theline of droids, kicking one aside and
cleaving it in two. He had dways thought that giving in to rage would make

him doppy. Insteed, he felt precise. He felt powerful. Hisragefilled him

with purpose.

The droids were defeated, in pieces, smoking around him. He dashed

ahead.



"Qui-Gon, wait!"

But heignored his Padawan. He could not wait.

With this new sharpness of mind, he remembered the exact location of
the dataroom. He did not hesitate but threw open the door. He could hear
Ohbi-Wan only steps behind him, and hefelt a stab of disgppointment. He

wished Obi-Wan had stayed behind.

He wanted to meet Baog done.

The squat, powerful man sat at atech console. He spun around in his
chair, alook of surprise on hisface. So Eritha had not been ableto reach

him.

Qui-Gon took inthe smdl dark eyes, the amdl pursed mouth, the
round head. He focused his hatred on this man. Here was the man who hed
watched Tahl's health deteriorate dowly, day by agonizing day, and fdt
nothing. Here was the man who had not recognized that he was dowly

crushing an extraordinary pirit.



Thislittle, evil man.

Theinjustice of it staggered Qui-Gon. Thisman wasdive. Tahl was

dead. Hisvision blurred at the emotion that roared insde him.

Balog rose, kicking hischair out of his way. He reached for the

blaster on his bdlt.

Qui-Gon amiled.

Ohbi-Wan stood next to him, hislightsaber held in a defensive stance,

waiting for Balog to make the first move.

With one hand, Balog reached over to activate the comm unit on the

tech console. "1 need help in the data center. Send attack droids- "

With a casud gesture, Qui-Gon buried hislightsaber in the console.

Sparks flew, and smoke curled from the circuits.



Baog fired. Obi-Wan sprang forward to deflect it.

The blaster fire was nothing to Qui-Gon. It was merdy a momentary
barrier between himsdf and Balog. Balog was hisprey. A collection of skin

and muscles and bones that must be brought down in a heap.

Hislightsaber moved like atrick of light, so fast that each stroke
was amemory. It was so easy to deflect Baog's pathetic fire. Panic rose
in Baog's eyes and made him clumsy. He dropped his blaster. He tried to
run, but hislegstangled in the chair he had kicked away. Hefdl with a

crash to thefloor.

At lagt, Qui-Gon'senemy lay at hisfedt, just ashed imagined. He
stood over Baog, hislightsaber high, prepared for the stroke that would

bring him so much satisfaction.

"No, Qui-Gon."

The voice seemed to come from far away, yet it was so close to his

ear. It confused him.



He turned and met Obi-Wan's eyes. He felt he was seeing hm from a

great distance. Confusion swept over him.

Then it was as though clouds parted, and clarity came. He saw so much
ina moment. In his Padawan's steady glance he saw both fear and

compassion.

Hewas no longer far away. The distance compressed, and he wasin the
same room with Obi-Wan. Qui-Gon returned to himself, and saw how far he had
gone. The dark side had risen in hisblood. He had known it and encouraged

it. Shaking, he deactivated hislightsaber and tucked it back in his belt.

He had come close to taking alife out of revenge. Only he would know
how close. He would never forget it. He would never dlow himsdlf to forget

it.

Baog closed hiseyesin rdief. Obi-Wan stood over him and reached

for his comlink as Mace and Bant entered the room.



CHAPTER 18

Thefour Jedi stood on the landing platform high above the city of
New Apsolon. Qui-Gon looked down at the stately gray buildings, the curving
streets and wide boulevards. From high above it was easy to tell where the
grand Civilized Sector began and the smaller, twisting neighborhoods of the

Workers ended.

Manex had lent them the finest consular ship on New Apsolon, as wel
as his personal pilot. Tahl's body had been loaded aboard in a amdl room
fragrant with native flowers. The Jedi would accompany her on her lagt

journey back to the Temple.

They left behind them agovernment il torn by divison. Alani,
Eritha, and Balog had been arrested. There had been ahuge outcry a the
arrest of the twins. Both Workers and many Civilized did not believe they
could be corrupt. Not the daughters of Ewane. Irini was recovering in amed
center, but charges had been filed against her. The Worker movement hed
logt Irini and Lenz in one stroke. They were sruggling to find new

leaders.



The turbolift doors opened and Manex stepped out. Hewas dressed in a
rich robe of hisfavorite shade of green. He walked forward and bowed to

the Jedi.

"The people of New Apsolon owe you agreat debt,” he said.

"There is dill unrest on New Apsolon,” Mace said. "But the

government will proceed with honesty.”

Manex nodded. "The dections are now et for next week. Other
L egidators have stepped forward to run. | know the Absolute movement has
been damaged, but it has not disappeared completely. We ill have enemies
to fight. No doubt there are more troubles ahead as the Committee to
Reingtate Justice deslswith thelist of Absolute informers. But | have
committed mysdlf to my world. If I'm elected, I'll take up where Roan left

off."

"If you need usagain, we will come," Macetold him.

Qui-Gon turned away. / will not be the one to come, he thought. He

would never return to New Apsolon again.



"We thank you for your transport,” Mace said to Manex. "And for dl

you have done."

Manex's brown eyeswere full of sorrow. "I cannot begin to replace

what you lost here. | can only promise you my servicefor the rest of my

life, should you need it."

Manex signaled the pilot on board to lower the ramp of the ship.

Then, with afina bow, hewaked away.

Qui-Gon stood a short distance from the others. He saw Bent move

closer to Obi-Wan.

"1sQui-Gon al right?' she asked in alow, concerned tone.

"I don't know," his Padawan said. "But he will be."

Will 1? Qui-Gon wondered with a curious detachment.

Obi-Wan glanced & Bant. "Areweadl right?"



Qui-Gon fdt that if it were possiblefor his heart to be touched, it
would be, a thewarm look in Bant's eyes. He remembered when he and Tahl

had been that close.

"Of course," shetold Obi-Wan.

He owed Obi-Wan aword, too. He called him over to hisside.

"l need to thank you," hetold him. "When | stood over Baog with
hate in my heart, you saved me. It was the sound of my name that brought me

back to mysdf.”

Obi-Wan looked a him, puzzled. "But | didn't spesk.”

Qui-Gon's heart swelled. It had been Tahl. Of course it had been

Tahl. The voice had been so near and yet so far away. It was her voice,

soft and warm, avoice he had heard rarely, and atone, he now redized,

she had reserved only for him.

Shewas dill with him. It should have helped him to know that. But



instead, fresh agony ripped through him. It was not enough to have her
voicein atime of need. He needed her physical presence. He needed her
warm and breathing, close enough to touch, near enough to exchange a

private amile.

Obi-Wan must have seen something on hisface. He placed a hand on
Qui-Gon's shoulder. Qui-Gon did not fedl the pressure. He did not want to
fed his Padawan's touch. He was grateful to Obi-Wan for his compassion. He

owed adebt to Mace and Bant for their silent understanding.

Y et he could not stand to be with them.

Qui-Gon turned away from them and strode up the ramp. He would spend

the journey back to Coruscant watching over Tahl done.

He knew onething: Thisgrief must be borne, and it would not be a
load that lessened with time. It would appear and regppear. It would gather
and lose strength, and when he thought it was diminishing, it would rise

again. It wastoo big for Jedi acceptance to contain it.

And what does that mean, to be a Jedi and be unable to accept? Qui-



Gon wondered. It was aquestion for another time.

He entered the ship and did not look behind him. He was leaving on
New Apsolon the possibility of adifferent life, alife that he had looked
forward to with ajoy he did not know existed in the gdaxy. He would
return to thelife he had, alife of solitary service. He did not know

where elseto go.

He hoped to find satisfaction in that service again someday. That day
seemed far away. For now, he headed for the small room where Tahl lay for

hislast, long good-bye.



