THE ONLY WITNESS

CHAPTER 1

Jedi Master Qui-Gon Jinn sighed deeply as he strode down the hdll.
The Council felt he had been inactive for too long, and he knew it. They
had been patient as he mourned the desth of hisdear friend Tahl. And now
they were waiting for him to decide he was ready to resume his active life

asadedi.

Except hewasn't. And he was not sure he ever would be.

Qui-Gon turned a corner, heading for the Council room. The Council
had summoned him, but hadn't explained why. Perhaps they had grown tired of

waliting. Perhaps they were going to send him on amission anyway.

Maybeit isfor the best, Qui-Gon thought, trying to make himsdf

believeit. HEd been attempting to convince himsdf of so many things



lately, though he did not often succeed. And at least it will be good for

Obi-Wan.

Qui-Gon's Padawan walked noisalesdy beside him, hisface a mask of
perfect calm. Qui-Gon knew what lurked undernesth. He could fed the
tenson growing between him and his apprentice. He sensed that Obi-Wan

wanted to speak, and yet he was uncharacterigtically slent.

Though Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan had never been far gpart over the last few
months, in many ways Qui-Gon had deserted his apprentice. He wished he
could say something to reassure Obi-Wan. Soothing speeches used to come so
easly. But Jedi wisdom felt somehow hollow to him now. He would not offer

the boy empty words.

Pausing outside the Council room, Obi-Wan turned to his Master. Qui-
Gon saw he was about to speak, but before he could say anything the Council

room doors hissed open.

Only three of the twelve Council seatswerefilled. Qui-Gon was not
surprised to see so few members present. He greeted his old friends and

good beforethem in thefamiliar circle.



Y oda, Mace Windu, and Plo Koon thanked the Jedi team for coming.
Their eyes passed briefly over Obi-Wan, then rested on Qui-Gon. They were

obvioudy concerned.

Qui-Gon could fed the Council members looking deep insde him,
trying to determineif sending him on amisson wastheright decison. He
was surprised to find that he could not hold ther gaze. Rather than
lifting his burden of sorrow, their caring made him painfully aware of the

weight he was bearing.

Looking past the seated Magters to the Coruscant skyline, Qui-Gon
tried to settle hisfedings. He wondered yet again why he could not let
thisflood of emotion flow through him. He had been taught to do just thet
by great teachers - some now seated before him - and it had aways worked.

Yet it did not work now.

Obi-Wan shifted hisfeet, and Qui-Gon redized that the slence had

gone on for too long.

"Weve received arequest from Senator Crote of Frego,” Mace Windu



began at last. "He has asked for Jedi assistance in transporting a witness

to Coruscant to testify before the Senate.”

Qui-Gon nodded. Protecting important withesses was routine for the
Jedi. As hedd suspected, thisfirst misson would be asmple assgnment -
something easy. A digtraction. That waswhy therewere only three members

of the Council present.

"A dmpletaskitisnot,” Yodasad, asif in answer to Qui-Gon's

thoughts. "Thereis much danger on Frego.”

Mace Windu continued to study Qui-Gon'sface. "We would not send you

if we did not think you were ready. Do you fed ready, Qui-Gon?'

Qui-Gon did not know. He had no desire to leave the Temple, or even
hissmple rooms. But it would not befair to Obi-Wan to livein secluson

forever.

"l am ready,” Qui-Gon replied, more firmly than he believed.

Qui-Gon could fed Obi-Wan'srédli€f. It rushed from him like a breath
that had been held for a long time and findly released. The Coundil

members, too, seemed to relax upon hearing Qui-Gon's words. They stopped



searching histhoughts. They had the answer they wanted. Qui-Gon hoped he

had made the right decision.

"AsYodasad, thedtuationiscomplicated,” Plo Koon sad. "Weve
asked Jocasta Nu to give you al of the information you need before you

depart.” He gestured toward the Temple archives.

"Go now you must," Y oda added gravely.

"Wefear the danger for the witnessis growing. The sooner you get to
Frego, the better," Mace said, dismissing Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan with awave

of hishand. "May the Force be with you.”

Qui-Gon nodded and waked dowly out of the circular room, followed
by Obi-Wan. Even after hearing the Masters cautionary words, hefelt sure
that the mission would be smpleto complete... as long as his Soirit

didnt fal him.

Jocasta Nu was athin, wispy Jedi with long graying hair that she
worein atight bun. She stood up from her work table the moment the Jedi

entered the room. The picture of efficiency, she gathered her materidsand



gestured toward another, larger table, asking Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan to take a

sedt.

"l understand that timeis of the essence," Jocastasaid. She did not
bother with introductions. It did not matter. Qui-Gon had encountered the
Temple archivist before, and surely Obi-Wan knew who shewas. She briefed

many Jedi teams before they went out on important missons.

In the past Qui-Gon had preferred to use other sources to get his
information. He had grown used to working with Tahl, and hadn't met with

Jocastathat often since he took Obi-Wan as an apprentice four years ago.

"Thewitnessis Lena Cobrd." Jocasta showed them aholo image of a
dight young woman with dark hair twisted into an elaborate bun. "She is

the widowed wife of Rutin Cobrd."

Theimage of the young woman vanished and a man appeared in her
place. Hewasyoung, fairly tall, with short brown har and a rdaxed

gmile. "Rutin was recently killed, and hismurderer is il at large”

"Isthat unusua?" Qui-Gon asked. "I thought Frego was aplanet ruled

by criminds”



Jocastalooked dightly annoyed at the interruption, but continued.
"The Cobrd family isthe largest power on Frego. They arein charge of a
crimering that has successfully controlled the government for twenty
years. Rutin'sfather died afew years ago, of natura causes. It was
widdy believed that Rutin was being groomed to take over, dthough he has
two brotherswho are older than heis. Solan is the oldest and the new

|eader of the Cobradl ."

A shorter, stockier version of Rutin appeared on the screen. Besides
his brother's height, Solan aso lacked histhick head of hair and genuine

gmile. Hewas nearly bald and his scowl! looked permanent.

"Solaniswell known on his planet, widely feared and respected. He

getswhat he needs through thrests, violence, and influence.”

Now that Jocastawas through imparting information, she was prepared

to answer Qui-Gon's question.

"It isnot unusud for murdersto go uninvestigated on Frego. But it
isunusud for a favored member of the Cobrd family to be killed,

particularly without vengeance."

Though Qui-Gon's expression did not change, he felt afresh wave of



grief wash through him. He longed more than ever for Tahl - for her
cynicism, her quick mind, and her habit of dispensing information in a way

that naturdly led Qui-Gon's thoughts in the proper direction.

Qui-Gon reminded himsdlf that theirs was a relationship thet hed
taken yearsto develop. And that the connection he had with Tahl was one he

would never have with the Temple archivist. Or anyone else, probably.

"Lenamarried into the Cobral family three yearsago,” Jocasta went
on. "There was arumor that Rutin no longer wanted to be involved in his
family's dedlings. Although he could not easily divorce himsdf from the
crime business, Senator Crote has told us that Rutin was prepared to
testify before the Senate againgt hisfamily. He wanted to put an end to
the crime ring atogether. Not long after Rutin agreed to testify, he was
killed." Jocastatook a bresth, but did not alow more then a second to

pass before going on.

"Last night we received a secret communicaion from Lena. Senator
Crote did aswell. She has decided to take up her husband's cause and
testify againgt the Cobra hersdlf.” Jocasta pushed several documentson a

datapad across the table toward the Jedi. "Everything you need is here."

Qui-Gon stood and took the datapad. "Thank you," he said curtly. "We



may be contacting you if we need further assstance.”

"Of course," Jocasta nodded. "May the Force be with you."

Qui-Gon nodded blankly in return. How could he trust that the Force
would be with him?Where had it been when held needed it the most? He and
Tahl had pledged their love for each other. But nothing - not thet love,

not the Jedi, not the Force - had been able to save her.

It did not take long for Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan to gather supplies for
the short journey. Soon they were stepping onto the freighter that would

take them to Frego.

Distracted and exhausted, Qui-Gon was anxious to retire to his
guarters as soon as they were on board. He was about to say as much to Obi-

Wan when his Padawan spoke.

"Magter, | know that these last few months have been hard on you."
Obi-Wan reached out a hand toward Qui-Gon's shoulder but let it drop,
barely brushing his Master's brown deeve. "And ... wel, | can't hdp
remembering what you told me when Bant was missing in the Temple. You said

that the darkest time isthe time when it is most important that you follow



the Jedi Code. If you let your emotionsfl - *

"Thank you, Obi-Wan," Qui-Gon cut him off. "You have learned wel
what I've taught you. One day you will make afine Jedi Magter." He turned
and made hisway quickly toward his quarters. He could sense the boy behind

him, stlanding, bewildered.

Qui-Gon knew his gpprentice was only trying to make him fed better.
But he could not bear to listen to the wisdom that was now failing him. He

simply wanted to be done.

CHAPTER 2

Obi-Wan stood slently, watching the planet Frego grow larger on the
freighter's view-screen. Qui-Gon had not emerged from his quarters during
the journey. Obi-Wan was not sureif he should disturb him, even now that
they were drawing close to their destination. He desperately wanted to give
Qui-Gon the same comfort his Master had given him so many times. But the
more hetried, the further Qui-Gon retreated. The gulf between them seemed

to be growing wider, and Obi-Wan was at a loss. How could he span the



disance done?

"That must be Frego.”

Qui-Gon's voice surprised Obi-Wan and filled hm with relief. He

would not have to disturb his Master's solitude after dl.

"And that glowing spot must be the capitol dty of Rian," Qui-Gon

continued.

Obi-Wan could tdll that Qui-Gon was still sad and distracted. It was
amogt like standing beside aghost. But at least he was spesking. He was

making an effort.

Asthey exited the craft, Obi-Wan felt on edge. It wasup to him to
focus on thismission. He could not depend on his Master in hisemotionaly

wounded state.

Ohbi-Wan did not think the Cobral family had been derted to thar

arriva, but aplanet ruled by criminadswas dways adangerous place. He



half expected to see dark dedlings and black market bargainsright in the
freighter hangar, but there was only one person present as the Jedi
disembarked - and she looked at them without interest. Obi-Wan relaxed a

little, until the freighter captain did down the ramp toward him.

"I'll betaking off as soon aspossible, if that's okay," he sad
nervoudy. "1 don't want to spend any moretime here than is aosolutdy

necessary, with the Cobrd airwaystax and dl."

Obi-Wan nodded. Though he did not know exactly what the pilot was

referring to, he could tell it was not pleasant, and most likely not legal.

He thanked the captain for their safe passage and watched him dip back

indde hiscraft.

As soon asthe ship's door shut, the lone woman in the hangar

approached the Jedi.

"| trust you had a pleasant journey from..." she paused.

"Coruscant,” Obi-Wan finished for her. "Areyou Lena?"

"No," thewoman said, lowering her hood to revea dosdy cut har



and ayouthful face. "I am Mica, but | will takeyou to Lena now." Mica

glanced around the hangar once more.

She's nervous, Obi-Wan thought. He drew a deep breath and

concentrated on the Force. But he did not sense danger, only Micasfear.

"Follow behind me, but not too close. If | am approached | will
pretend not to know you." Micas eyes were large and dark and she turned

them on Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan in turn, waiting for each to nod in agreement.

"Wewill do asyou ask," Obi-Wan assured her.

Raising her hood, Micastarted out of the hangar at a brisk pace.

Obi-Wan enjoyed being introduced to a new planet on foot. Qui-Gon had
taught him that the dower pace was best for observation, and there was

much to observein Rian. None of it was what Obi-Wan had expected.

The streets were dean; the footpaths were filled with Fregans



carrying colorful bundles and walking unhurriedly together. Just a short
distance from the municipa hangar, stdlslined the paths. Food vendors

sold hegps of fresh fruits and vegetables, mesats, and grains, shouting out
prices and greeting regulars. Farther into the open market more vendors

sold household goods and even crafts. Everywhere people seemed happy and

relaxed.

In the heart of the market the crowd was so dense and there was 0
much to see that Obi-Wan nearly lost sight of Mica. But whenever he looked
up he saw Qui-Gon's eyes trained on the gray peak of Micas hood. He did
not seem to be taking in the surroundings as he normdly would. His

thoughts were clearly e sewhere.

Obi-Wan would have liked to discuss his observations with his Master.
Wasnt it unusud that aplanet controlled by criminaswould have such a
seemingly happy populace? But he was quite sure Qui-Gon wasn't thinking

about the Fregans, so he kept quiet.

At lagt the market gtdls ended and the crowd thinned. After
following Micathrough amaze of dark but clean dleys, the woman stopped
and beckoned the Jedi toward her. When they drew close Mica punched a
control pad and alarge warehouse door groaned open to reveal a huge room

filled with abandoned equi pment.



"Were here" Micasaid, waving the Jedi infirgt and taking alast
look up and down the dley before shutting the door. "I am the only one who
knowswhere Lenaishiding. Besdesyou. It isimportant that you are never

followed to this spot.”

"Of course." Obi-Wan nodded.

At thetop of severd flights of durasted dairs, the yawning spaces
and hulking machinery gave way to amore hospitable living space. Standing
with her back to the entrance among severd mismatched but comfortable-

looking couches was the woman Obi-Wan had seen on Jocasta Nu's holoscreen.

Lena Cobrd.

Micacleared her throat to announce their arrival. Lenaturned.

"Youve madeit," shesad, bringing her hands together and offering
both of them to Qui-Gon and then Obi-Wan, and finally embracing Mica. "I'm

S0 pleased. Wasyour journey very difficult?”

"It passed quickly," Qui-Gon told her before introducing himself and



Obi-Wan.

Obi-Wan was glad that Qui-Gon had emerged again from silence, for he
was not entirely sure he would have been able to manage the conversation so

eadly.

Lena Cobra had been attractive on the holoscreen, but in person she
was stunning. Her long dark hair spilled over her shoulders, framing her
face and dark eyeslike Micas. Shewas only afew years older then Obi-
Wan, which surprised him. Like the Fregansin the street, her demeanor was
relaxed. She greeted the Jedi asif they were old friends or honored guests

at aparty, not political escorts.

"Please git,” Lenasaid, guiding the Jedi to the chairs. "You need

refreshment. Perhaps some Kopi tea?’

Before the Jedi could protest Lenawas pouring awarm dark liquid

into cups. It looked dightly orange and tasted ddlicious.

"My cousin Micabrings me everything now that | amin hiding." Lena
amiled at the sllent Mica. " She brought methistea yesterday. And today

she has brought you to me aswell.” Lenaturned her infectious smile on the



Jedi; Obi-Wan found that it was nearly impossible not to smile back.

"Sheistoo good to me." Lenas upbest voice gave no cluethat there
was any red threat. " Sheingsts on staying with me without any thought of

the danger to hersdf. | know | should not alow it."

"Y ou are the one who does not give any thought to putting yourself in

danger," Micasad softly.

As Lenawatched her cousin stand and leave the room, Obi-Wan thought
he caught afirst glimpse of tension and fear on her face. He looked a
Qui-Gon to seeif hetoo had noticed it, but Qui-Gon had retreated indde

himsdf once more and was gazing into histea cup.

"I'm sorry," Lenagpologized, suddenly placing her hand to her brow.

"I'm wasting your time, and | have not been entirely honest.”

Obi-Wan sat up and Qui-Gon placed his cup on thetable. They did not

speak, but waited for Lenato continue.

"It istruethat | need an escort to Coruscant. And it istruethat |



wish to testify againgt the Cobrd. | must complete the task that Rutin
started. Thetask hedied for." Lena's voice caught and she stood, turning
toward the shrouded windows before continuing. "In so many ways it is nmy
fault. | did not mean tofdl inlovewith him. | did not know he was a

Cobrd. But loveisn't achoicg, isit?"

Ohi-Wan thought he saw Qui-Gon nod dightly.

"Before we married, Rutin promised he could stop the crime, but he
could not stand to be cast out of hisfamily. He was his parents favorite
and he loved them. He hoped that he could convince them to change their
ways. He was not content to remove himsdlf; hewanted to stop it al.” Lena
spoke more quickly as she went on, asif she could not stop the flow of

words.

"But then his brother Solan found out that Rutin was trying to change
things. Furious, he went to their father. Rutin could not close the crime
ring from the inside. So he decided to try to closeit from the outside. It
was the hardest decision he ever made. | wanted him to get out, but |
begged him not to risk hislife. Heinsgsted. For me, he said. He did it
for me." Lena paused again and turned back toward the Jedi. Her dark eyes

were moist with tears.



Obi-Wan felt she waslooking only at him, and her eyes bore draight
into his heart. It was asif she were searching him, checking to seeif he

had the strength and courage to help her. If he could be trusted.

Obi-Wan knew ingtinctively that he trusted her. There was something
about the way she carried hersdlf, about the way she spoke. She was not
lying to them. He could sense her fear, yes, but also her honesty. And he

could fed her strength. Lena Cobral was not a coward.

"That iswhy | must carry out hisplan,” Lenasaid, straightening. "'l
can't let Rutin's deeth be for nothing. | will testify, | will stop the

crime. But..."

Obi-Wan leaned in. So far the story was as he expected. But what?

"l don't have any solid evidence to bring before the Senate.” Lena
sghed. "Rutin worked very hard to protect me. Although | have heard many

things, asdl Fregans have, | have only my word againgt theirs."

Qui-Gon stood. Obi-Wan could tell by the look on hisface that he was
not happy about being fooled. They were sent to escort awitnessin danger

and now it seemed their witness had no testimony.



"Please" Lenasad, taking Qui-Gon'slarge hand. "l beg you, Say
until I have the proper evidence. | know it exigs - lids and dates,

accounts and records of the Cobrals crimes. With your help - *

"We were sent only to protect you. If you cannot testify we mugt

return to Coruscant done," Qui-Gon said flatly.

Obi-Wan flushed, unable to believe what he was hearing. How could

Qui-Gon deny thiswoman help?

CHAPTER 3

"Master!" Obi-Wan said, more sharply than hed intended. "I - " He

stopped, redlizing that it would not be good to discuss their differing

opinionsin front of Lena. "1 would like to spesk with you," he finished.

Obi-Wan nodded to Lenaand walked quickly toward the stairs and down



one flight. Qui-Gon's footsteps followed. When he reached the landing, Obi-

Wan whirled.

"Magter, you can't mean to leave thiswoman here. She is obvioudy

scared and in danger!" he burst out.

"Shelied to us about having evidence, Obi-Wan. Who'sto say sheis

not lying about the danger aswell?' Qui-Gon said camly.

"Her fear isred,” Obi-Wan said. "Surdy you can fed that. We
cannot abandon her." Hisface felt warm. He had not spoken so strongly to
his Master since before Tahl's death, but since then Qui-Gon seemed to fed

nothing outsde of himslf.

Qui-Gon gazed at his Padawan for some time. Obi-Wan did not look

away. Hewould not allow Qui-Gon to walk away from this.

"We can stay for two days, that isdl. If she does not have the
evidence by that time we will return to Coruscant without her,” Qui-Gon

decided. "But | do not think thisisagood idea. You are letting your



emotions guide you."

"1 will not regret it," Obi-Wan said tightly.

"That ismy hope," hisMagter replied.

Anger and frugtration welled up insgde Obi-Wan. He started back up
the stairs without another word. Hadn't Qui-Gon let hisemotions guide him
inthe past? If only hisMaster would dlow himself to fed some of those
emotions now he would understand. They were making theright decision. Lena

- and Frego - needed them.

Strugglingtolet go of his frugtration, Obi-Wan paused before
reentering the living quarters. Lenaheard the Jedi on the gars and

turned. Her face was full of hope.

"Wewill stay two days,” Obi-Wan told her with asmile.

"Wewill protect you while we are here, but that isall. Wewill not

gather evidence againgt the Cobral," Qui-Gon added.



It was enough. Lenathrew her arms around Obi-Wan's neck. "Thank you,

"shesadinhisear. "Thank you. It ismorethan | can ask.”

Obi-Wan fdt hisface and neck grow warm as he hugged Lena back

awkwardly. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Qui-Gon and, behind him,

Mica Nether of them were smiling.

"Two dayswill be plenty, but thereisno timeto waste," Lena said.
She dashed from the room and returned a moment later with arobe smilar to
Micas. Shequickly coiled her hair and pinned it on her head before

covering it with ahood.

"1'm coming with you," Micasated.

Lenashook her head. "Ther€e's no reason to put you in danger, too."

Obi-Wan thought he saw aflicker of annoyancein Micas expression,

but shewas silent asthe Jedi and L enalleft the gpartment.

Lena's manner was very brusque and her expression one of pure



determination as she led the Jedi outside into the dley. Obi-Wan noticed
her brows were drawn before she covered them with apair of dark goggles

that hid most of her face.

Lenamoved through the streets even faster than her cousin. She led
the Jedi from the dark, towering warehouses to a neighborhood filled with
tal, sparkling buildings. Bubble like turbaliftsslently glided up and

down their outsde walls.

Lenacameto an abrupt hat adozen meters away from a particularly
large and grand-looking building. Three imposing men stood on guard outside

the bubble turbolift.

"WEell haveto go in the back way," Lenasaid, findly turning toward

the Jedi. She sighed sadly. "I haven't been back to my apartment since- "

"Y our apartment?' Qui-Gon interrupted.

Obi-Wan guessed that his Master was not entirdy surprised about

their destination, but that he didn't think going inside was a good idea.

Obi-Wan wasn't sureit was, either. But he wanted to help Lena.



"Areyou certain that'swise?" Qui-Gon finished.

"Wehaveno choice" Lena explained. "Therés vitd information

ingde. | need it to tedtify.

Qui-Gon did not reply as Lenaturned and made her way down a narrow
alley to aback entrance. Luckily this one was not guarded. Lena punched a
code into asmal panel and the door did open. But there was no turbalift
on thissde of the building. They had to walk up thirty-seven flights of

darrs.

By the time they reached the top floor, dl of them were out of
breath. But Lenadid not pauseto rest. Instead she led them around a
corner to what looked like aduracrete wall. It wasn't until he got up
close that Obi-Wan redlized it was actualy a concealed door. Lena pressed

asmall button concealed insde a pandl, and the door did open.

Before Obi-Wan could even get alook insde, Lenagasped and put a
hand to her mouth. They were standing in what had once been a beautiful

parlor. But the gpartment had been ransacked, and piles of debris littered



the floor. Everything was ruined.

Therich fabrics that had covered the furniture were torn to shreds
and strewn across the rooms. Tables and bureaus were smashed. Drawers were
overturned and shelves cleared, their ripped and broken contents randomly

Spread across every surface.

The apartment had been lavishly decorated, but now it looked like the
insde of agarbage scow. Whoever was responsible for the ransacking had
done athorough job. Even the carpets had been pulled up and hacked to

pieces.

Beside him, Lenaleaned heavily on Obi-Wan's am. "l should have
guessed that they would search,” she said, forlorn. She leaned down and
picked up the pieces of asmall stone carving. She turned them over in her

hand, and her eyes welled with tears.

Obi-Wan wanted to comfort her, but wasn't sure whet to say. He

squeezed her arm gently.

"l suppose you should be glad you weren't at home," Qui-Gon replied



dryly. He obvioudy hadn't noticed Lenas expression, and Obi-Wan fdt a

flash of annoyance. How could his Master be so insengitive?

Lenadrew a deep breath and et go of Obi-Wan before picking her way
carefully through the mess toward the back of the gpartment. Qui-Gon stayed
near the lift doors. Obi-Wan followed close behind Lena, in case she needed
his support again. The gpartment did not look like it had been searched 0

much as destroyed.

Her face full of sadness, Lena surveyed the damage. She paused once
to pick up atrinket that was not entirely shattered, then placed it on a
shelf till bardly attached to the wall. Obi-Wan wondered how long it would

day there before diding off.

"How strange!" Lena exclaimed as she walked into her bedroom, at the
end of along hal. Nothing in thisroom had been touched. The furnishings
stood upright. The bed was made. Even the portrait on the wal was

draght.

Obi-Wan stepped closer to the portrait. It was a picture of Lena and

Rutin. They stood together in front of awaterfdl, their eyes locked on



each other. Something about the portrait disturbed Obi-Wan, but before he
could place the fedling, the portrait and the wall it was on swung asde to

reved asmal office.

"It'swhere Rutin worked in the evenings,” Lena explained, walking
through the secret door. "All of hisfamily filesare stored here. | just
can't believe that whoever searched the house didn't - * Lena tralled off

as she activated the computer screen.

Bluelight and horror shone on Lena's face as a message flashed on

the screen:

YOU CANNOT STOP US. YOU CAN ONLY DIE TRYING.

CHAPTER 4

Qui-Gon entered the back room just in time to see the message flash a

find time. Then the computer went dead.



Lenasank into achair. "They've erased the evidence" she said.

"They've erased everything.”

For amoment Lenas determination was replaced by desperation. Qui-
Gon was surprised to fed asimilar desperation coming from Obi-Wan. He

gazed a him thoughtfully. Thiswas unusua behavior for his Padawan.

Qui-Gon turned his attention to the matter at hand. "Was the computer

connected to a network of some kind?' he asked.

"l don't think s0," Lenasaid. Then she shook her head firmly. "No.

Rutin would not have kept the information hereif it was."

"And no one e se had accessto the information?' Qui-Gon questioned.

"Well, the information was no secret within the family. They al know
what's going on, but they are careful not to leave atral. Solan makes
sure of that." Lenastood up and waked back into her bedroom, talking more
to hersdf than the Jedi. " Still, Rutin managed to congtruct a tral. Any

of them could, but Solan..."



Qui-Gon could see that Lenawas aready recovering from the setback.
Shewasformulating anew plan. Qui-Gon could not hep but admire her
resolve. And yet, if she loved her hushand as she daimed, she was
remarkably strong in the aftermath of his death. He thought perhaps she was

deceiving them.

"They dl know," Lenasaid again, louder. "And one of them might just

help." Lenaturned and began picking her way back toward the lift.

"Come on," she beckoned the Jedi. "1 may need your protection even

more now. Were going to the Cobral Estate.”

"Redly?" Qui-Gon asked. "Are you sure that's the best plan of

action?"

"Only my mother-in-law lives there now. She'snot part of the family

business. Taking therisk will beworthiit. It hasto be."

In the basement of the building, Lenaand the Jedi dimbed into a

large landspeeder. Within moments they were zipping outside the city,

toward the home of Lena's mother-in-law, Zanita Cobral.

"Welve dways gotten dong,” Lena explained as they skimmed the



surface of the planet. "Rutin was her favorite son. He was the younges.

Losing him was devadtating for her, for al of us."

Qui-Gon had trouble focusing his attention on Lenafrom his seat in
therear. Asheforced himsdf to stay present, in the back of hismind he
wondered if coming on thismission had been a bad idea. It cdled for
subtle judgments he wasn't certain he was equipped to make. Hefelt as if

he was moving through afog of unclear emaotions.

"Zanitamay be the only person on the planet who is not under Solan's
thumb," Lena said to Obi-Wan. "She's the only one who can help. | just hope

shewantsto."

The Cobrd Edtate sat on ahigh ridge overlooking Rian. When the
large homewas within Sght Lenaactivated a transparisted roof, which
quickly covered the travelers. Then she pushed ancther button and the

trangparisted turned adark shade of gray.

"When we reach the gate you'll haveto duck down," Lenasaid. "The

Cobrasdont like strangers.”

Qui-Gon wondered how much the Cobraswould like seeing Lena. Even

though she'd said that she and her mother-in-law were on good terms, her



presence might stir things up rather than settle them.

At least they had someone to remind them of Rutin. But who did Qui-
Gon haveto remind him of Tahl? No one had known her as he had. Fresh

memories came to him every day. There was no one to share them with.

Crouched in the back and covered by his own robe, Qui-Gon fdt Lena
tense. He could tell it was not just apprehension about the megting with

Zanita. Something € se was happening.

"That's Solan's speeder,” she whispered to the Jedi. "And his brother

Bard's. Thewholefamily ishere"

Qui-Gon raised his head enough to see a number of luxury vehicles

parked in the bay outside the mansion. There was no doubt that the Cobrals

possessed extraordinary wedlth.

"Maybe we should come back later,” Obi-Wan suggested gently from the

front seet.

"No. | don't havetime" Lenasaid with her familiar resolve. "Well



snesk in, and I'll find away to get Zanitadone. Or maybe I'll find what
| need on my own and we won't need her help after al. We might be able to
get additiona information. Having severd of the Cobrals present could

turn out to be agood thing. "

Or adeadly one, Qui-Gon thought.

Lena parked her speeder at the far end of the row, next to ametd

Satue.

"We can get in through the gdley,”" she said, motioning with her head

toward asmall entrance.

Qui-Gon watched as Lenaand Obi-Wan moved slently into position by
the galley door. Moments later a cooking servant emerged. He did not notice
as Lenadipped her foot into the door, preventing it from dosing. When
the servant rounded the edge of the building, Qui-Gon dipped into the

gdley after Lenaand Obi-Wan.

The entrance had been too easy.



The cooking quarters were vast, with rows of gleaming countertops and

food storage units. Servants bustled about, busily preparing alarge med.

Lenawaited until most of the servants had their backsto the door,
then pulled up her hood and walked through the quarters. She carried
hersdf with such authority that nobody bothered to ask who she was or

where she was going.

Soon after entering aspectacularly long hdlway covered in lush,
thick carpet, she ducked into asmall room and pulled Obi-Wan and Qui-Gon

in after her. The room held severa holoscreens.

"Thisused to beaguard gation,” Lena explained. "But when her
husband died Zanita didn't think she needed as much protection, soit's no

longer used.”

Qui-Gon felt dightly relieved. At least there was an explanation for

the easy entrance.

Lenaadjusted one of the holoscreens until it showed a large dining

room filled with people.



"It'sBard'sbirthday,” Lenasaid with relief. A large Fregan birth

celebration banner lay acrossthe dining table. "I should have remembered.”

The crowd milled about the room, smiling and carrying glasses filled
with red liquid. At first glanceit looked like any other party. Qui-Gon

|ooked harder.

"Therés Zanita," Lenasaid, pointing to atall older woman dressed
inablack gown covered intiny smokats. A large scaf was wrapped
atractively around her head like aturban. In spite of her age she was
eadly the most striking person in the room. Qui-Gon was surprised by her
commanding presence and theway she set people around her & ease -
laughing, smiling, and making sure they were taken care of. Then something

else caught hiseye.

"Isthat Solan?' he asked quietly, pointing a a scowling manin the

corner.

"Yes, how did you know?" Lenaasked. Qui-Gon raised his eyebrows but

said nothing. His eyes stayed trained on Solan. Like Zanita, the fromning



man was surrounded by alarge group of people. But none of the people near

Solan seemed to be enjoying his company. They smply stood nervoudy by.

Suddenly Solan stood. A woman next to him rushed to take his empty
cup and napkin. Someone else asked if they could get anything for him, but
he brushed them off with awave of hishand. Solan approached the guest of
honor, aman shorter than him but who otherwise bore a striking resemblance

to him. It was the middle brother, Bard.

Casudly tossing an arm over Bard's shoulder, Solan interrupted the
conversation and steered him toward the outer edges of the party. He spoke

in hushed tones.

"They'redl afraid of him," Obi-Wan remarked.

Qui-Gon was glad to see the diffening shoulders of the younger
brother had not escaped the attention of his apprentice. "Exactly,” said

Qui-Gon. "Even hisfamily isfearful .

Lenahdd up ahand to silence the Jedi. " Zanitas leaving the party,

" shewhispered. "Thisismy chance.



Without another word Lenadipped out the door, leaving the Jedi to
watch her on the holoscreen. She made her way down the long hallway toward
thelibrary. It was alarge room, with towering shelves of important-
looking books and polished furniture. Zanitawasinside, apparently taking

amoment to relax.

Qui-Con felt astrange unease. In spite of Zanitals pleesng manner

he did not think the meeting would go well.

Obi-Wan leaned close to the screen. Lena entered the library unseen

by the other guests.

The look on Zanita's face when she saw her daughter-in-law was one of
sheer pleasure. The older woman stood and embraced Lena, holding her close

foralongtime.

Obi-Wan fiddled with the projection controls beneeth the screen,
tuning out the party guests until al they heard were the voices of Lena

and Zanitainthelibrary.



"But, my dear, why would you hide from your family?* Zanita asked,

her voicefilled with concern.

"l wasafraid,” Lenaexplained. "And without Rutin, | didnt know

what you would think of me.

"You will dways be a Cobrd," Zanita said solemnly, looking

thoughtfully at her daughter-in-law. "But why were you afraid?'

Lena hesitated, then lowered her voice. "'l am afraid because | think

Solan had Rutin Killed."

Zanitastaggered back before snking onto alarge, comfortable-

looking sofa. Her skin paled and she reached a shaking hand toward Lena.

"It was my greatest fear,”" Zanitawhispered astears sorang to her
eyes. "l did not want it to be true. And yet, when | look into my heart, |

know you are not lying."

She pulled a piece of embroidered cloth from her pocket and wiped her
eyes before going on. "'l tried to stop Solan, to make him see reason, but

it wastoo late," she sobbed again. "And now Rutinisgone.”



Knedling beside her, Lenacomforted Zanitaas best she could. She
adsotold Zanitadl she knew of Rutin's plan to end the arime ring. "
know it will not be easy for you to hear, but now | am planning to testify
againg thefamily. Rutin's dearest wish has become mine aswell. | want to
stop the violence," Lena explained, looking into her mother-in-law's eyes.

"And | need your help.”

In the guard room, Qui-Gon detected adight quaver in Lends voice.
He could not fault her, of course. Shewas asking Zanita to join her in

betraying her own family - her own children.

Zanitakept her eyeson her lap, but et go of Lenas hand. Her
commanding presence seemed somehow diminished as she sat unmoving on the
sofa. At last shelooked up at the portrait hanging on the library wall. It
was apicture of three men, the Cobra brothers. Rutin stood proudly in the

center.

"Yes," shebreathed. "It must stop.”



CHAPTER 5

Zanitasat quietly for another long moment. When shelooked up, there
weretearsin her eyes. "Thereisasat of documents,” she said dowly. "
think I can get them for you. But you must promise me that you will not

link my nameto thetestimony in any way."

"Of course not, Zanita," Lenaassured her. She squeezed her mother-

in-law's shoulder. "1 know the violence and corruption are not your doing.”

Zanita seemed to become empowered while her mind worked. It reminded
Qui-Gon of Lena. "It will take me sometimeto get the documents. Perhaps
by tomorrow night,” shesaid. "I must be very, very careful. If Solan were

to suspect - "

Suddenly aloud voice boomed just outside the library door. Qui-Gon's

face registered concern. It was aman'svoice, and it sounded angry.

Lenalet go of her mother-in-law'sarm and put afinger to her lips
Without wasting a second she got to her feet and ducked behind a heavy

curtain covering the library's transparisted portal.

A moment later the door did open and Solan thundered into the room.

"Mother," he said sternly, looking at her asif she were achild who needed



scolding. "What are you doing in here?"

Zanitalooked evenly at her son. Shewas not achild, and it appeared
that she did not appreciate being treated like one. "'l was jus having a

moment to mysdlf," shereplied amply. Her face showed no sign of fear.

Solan tapped hisfoot on the floor impatiently. "Y ou are the hostess
of your son's birthday celebration,” he sated. "It is not appropriate for
you to dip away to have amoment to yourself. If necessary you can do that

when the party isover.”

"Stop bullying me, Solan. Thisismy house, and I'll do as | like"

Shelooked her sonin theface.

Solan blinked and stepped backward. " Juno needs you in the kitchen,"
he said more quietly. "Heis not clear about which service platters you

would liketo usefor dinner."

"Fine. | will go and discussit with him," Zanitareplied.

"Good. Then come back to the party.”



Zanitadid not acknowledge the fact that her son had just given her
an order. Instead shefollowed him easily out of thelibrary. She did not

turn around as the door quietly closed behind her.

After waiting afew moments, Lenaleft the room as wdl. Minutes

later she met up with the Jedi in the guard station.

"l assumeyou heard dl of that," she said. "He infuriaies me,
talking to his own mother like that. Sometimes| wish sheld really put him

inhisplace." Her voice quieted. "But | suppose that might get her killed.

Lena paused while her quick mind moved on to the next thought. Her
eyeswere suddenly lit with excitement. Qui-Gon wasnt sureif it was the

thrill of escape or the result of the meeting with her mother-in-law.

"lantit great?" she asked, perhapsalittletoo brightly. "Zanita
isgoing to help us. | knew shewould. Leaveit to a woman to understand
that the violent ways of the crimeworld can only lead to destruction and

hate"

Qui-Gon could not help but think of JennaZan Arbor, a mad femde

scientist who had conducted horrible experiments on live human subjects -



including him. He knew many women who lived lives of crime and violence.

But he didn't say anything.

"Anyway, I'm very rdieved. The meeting couldn't have gone better."

"It doeslook as though your mother-in-law iswilling to help you get

testimony,” Qui-Gon agreed. "Let'sjust hope she keeps her word.”

Lenanodded as she turned back to the security screens. "We dill
have to get out of here without being discovered,” she said. Shelooked &
each screen in turn, noting the whereabouts of everyone in the house. Qui-

Gon knew she wastrying to figure out the best timeto leave.

"Follow me" Lenasaid after a moment. She did open the guard
station door and peered into the halway. She motioned to the Jedi, and
they all stepped out of the room. Zanitawas dill in the cooking quarters
with Juno, so they left through another, rarely used entrance at the sde

of themangon.

Asthey made their way outside, Qui-Gon considered the Cobra family.
On the surface they appeared like any other family - close and loving, but

not without tension. Benegath the surface, however, lay dark ties. There was



fear there, and possibly hatred aswell.

Of course, thisdid not entirdy surprise Qui-Gon. A family thet
ruled a planet with corruption and violence was bound to have a Sniser

web woven withiniit.

Digtracted by his own thoughts, Qui-Gon did not sense any nearby

danger. It was Obi-Wan who cried out first.

"Look out!" he shouted, pushing Qui-Gon and Lena away from their

landspeeder.

Asthe three of them tumbled to the ground, a huge metd satue
thundered down where they had been standing. It crashed into the front end

of their landspeeder, missing them by mere centimeters.

Their vehicle was destroyed. And if not for afew seconds of warning,

they might have been killed, too.



CHAPTER 6

The Jedi and Lenawere ill on the ground when Zanitaand Juno came
rushing out the cooking quarters door. Qui-Gon felt Lenatense a the Sight
of the servant, and for abrief moment Juno glared a her. But his face

shifted quickly into alook of concern.

"Areyou dl right?' he asked, holding out ahand to help her up.

Lenagot to her feet on her own and brushed hersdlf off. "Fine" she
replied briskly. She casually scanned the areato seeif anyone ese was
coming. It wasagood thing they had parked their vehicle on the opposite

sde of the mansion from the entertaining quarters.

Qui-Gon was impressed with Lenas composure. And he didn't need to

glance at his Padawan to know that Obi-Wan was aswell.

Zanitas turban was askew, and the older woman seemed dightly out of



breath. But she did not show any surprise at the fact that Lenahad cometo

her home with two companions she had never met.

"Weredly mugt strengthen the base of that statue,” Juno said,

eyeing the giant meta sculpture on the ground. "It's quite unsafe.”

"Quite," Qui-Gon agreed dryly.

"Zanita, do you remember Obi-Wan Kenobi and Qui-Gon Jnn?' Lena
asked, raising her eyebrows dightly a her mother-in-law. "They are

friends of mine"

Qui-Gon knew ingtinctively that Lenawas trying to lead her late
husband's mother away from saying out loud, or even somehow suggesting,
that she had never met them before. He guessed that this was because of

Juno's presence.

"Of course," Zanitareplied easly. "How niceto seeyou again.”

Qui-Gon amiled with agraciousness he didn't fed. "And you aswell,"

he said, taking her hand for amoment in the Fregan custom.



Juno appeared annoyed that he hadn't been introduced to the Jedi.
Clearing histhroat loudly, he stepped toward the group. "You mus come
ingde and rest," he declared. "We have amedical droid who can examineyou

forinjuries”

Qui-Gon tried not to grimace as he redlized that a family like the
Cobras probably needed its own medica droid. But there was something odd
about Juno's offer. Qui-Gon was quite sure that in spite of the look of
concern hewore, the servant was not truly worried about their wefare.
Perhaps he had other motives for wanting to get the group back indde the

house.

"I'm sure that won't be necessary, Juno,” Zanita said pointedly.
"Lenaand her friendswere just leaving." She looked around furtively.
After the exchange with her son in thelibrary, Qui-Gon guessed thet the
mention of going ingde - or the possibility of someone coming out - made

her nervous.

"Y ou can borrow alandspeeder, Lena," she added. "It's the least |

cando."

Lenasmiled a her mother-in-law. "That would be most appreciated,”

shesad. "Thank you, Zanita."



Juno scowled at Lena, then started off toward the vehide storage

building.

"L enaknows where the landspeeders are housed, Juno,” Zanita said.

" And she can take either of mine. Y ou don't need to direct her."

Juno's frown deepened, but he didn't say anything.

"Wed best be getting back indde," Zanitasaid brightly when Juno

didn't move. "We have gueststo attend to."

With alast look at the three viditors, Juno turned and followed his

employer back into the cooking quarters.

"Another closeone," Lenawhigpered, shivering dightly. "Rutin never
liked Juno, and he gives methe cregps.” She eyed the door Juno and Zanita
had just disappeared through, then turned and started toward the vehide

hangar. "Let's get out of here before something el se happens.”

Minutes later Lenaand the Jedi were on their way back into the city.



"It was nice of Zanitato offer up her land-speeder,” Obi-Wan noted

from the front seet.

"Very nice" Lenaagreed. But shedid not say anything ese. She

suddenly seemed to focus very hard on piloting the speeder.

Once again in the backseat, Qui-Gon consdered the events of the last
few hours. Though he didn't particularly want to admit it, he fdt a a
loss. He was not able to decipher whether Zanita or Lenawere being honest

- ether with each other or himsdf and Obi-Wan.

Qui-Gon sighed. For the millionth time he wished that Tahl were il
dive. Asdefrom the aching absence that till burned ingde him, he knew
that her sharp perception and intuition would uncover the truth. She would
not be distracted by the composed, polished surfaces of these women. She
would cut through al of that and get to thair red intentions, ther

motives.

Qui-Gon bowed his head and tried to let the grief of missng Tahl
move through him. Isn't that what 'Y oda had taught hm - what he had

repeatedly told his Padawan?



Allow yoursdf tofed the emations, then let them go. Qui-Gon
focused on the words. Hefdt the grief well up ingde him until he was
sureit would break him, shatter him to pieces. Then, with every nerve of

hisbody, hetried to let the pain go.

It wouldn't.

His head aching, Qui-Gon opened his eyes. It was awaysthe same. He
fdt theincredible fullness of the pain, and then endless hollowness. The
grief never actudly left. It emptied him, but it would not leave him

done.

CHAPTER 7

Obi-Wan was silent as the landspeeder traveled through the dity. He
could sense his Magter's melancholy mood, and Lenawas dtentive only to

driving. She navigated skillfully through the city, and Obi-Wan was yet



again impressed by her composure. Lessthan hdf an hour ago they hed
nearly been killed. Y et she seemed to have wiped the memory away as eesly

asonewipesacrumb from atable.

Obi-Wan had assumed that they were going back to Lenas warehouse
hideout. Instead she turned off toward her ransacked apartment after making
sure they were not being followed. Obi-Wan considered inquiring about this,
but thought better of it. He guessed that Lena was bang dlent for a

reason.

L ena parked the landspeeder severa hundred meters avay from her
building. They approached carefully, and found only one guard outside the
turbolift. He was dozing off. Moving quickly past him, they entered the
turbolift and were whisked to the top floor. Once indde her fla, Lena

moved through room after room at arapid pace, the Jedi at her hedls.

Qui-Gon did not say anything, but followed with assurance. Obi-Wan
felt amoment of frustration as he redized that his Master was not
experiencing the same confuson hewas. Even in his depressed state he

seemed to know exactly what was going on.



It took abit of effort for Obi-Wan to keep up with the two peoplein
front of him. Lenaled them out the secret exit they had used before, then
down flight after flight of stairs. Shedid not dow her pace when they
reached the dley. She smply hurried down severa blocks, turning thisway

and that. Finally she hailed an air taxi and they dl climbed insde.

Relieved not to be chasing after Lenaand his Magter, Obi-Wan sat
back against the seat. "Were we being followed?' he asked. It was the

logical reason for Lenas actions.

"Not that | know of," Lena said in astrange tone. She sounded almost
giddy, asif theideawere amusing. "Zanitaisredly awonderful woman.

I'm lucky to know her."

Obi-Wan thought it was strange that Lenawas spesking about her
mother-in-law asif they were acquaintances and not family. But once again

he kept quiet. What did he know about families, anyway?

Lenatold thetaxi driver to let them off severd blocks from the
warehouse. Once they were waking again, sherelaxed alitle A moment

later she reached out and touched Obi-Wan's arm.



"Sorry about that," she said, looking into his eyes. Obi-Wan tried to

ignore the way hefdt when she gazed a him.

"I couldn't talk in thetaxi because of the ky drivers collective,”
she explained. "They are Cobra supporters. And as for Zanita's vehicle,
well, let'sjust say thet it has plenty of added surveillance equipment

that even Zanita might not know about.”

Obi-Wan nodded, and Lenaturned and kept walking. She spoke quietly,

but loud enough for both Obi-Wan and Qui-Gon to hesr.

"That statue falling was no accident. I'm sure the base is completely
secure, no matter what Juno says. There are severa traps on the property -

the Cobrals call it security. They say they have to protect what'stheirs.”

"Who do you think triggered it?" Qui-Gon asked, spesking for the

first time since they'd left the Cobra property.

"l don't know," Lenareplied. “The Cobrals have many dlies - paid
and unpaid. Although Juno is Zanitas servant, heworks for Solan fird.

I'm sure he would be handsomely rewarded if he succeeded in killing me."



The group's mood was contempl ative as they navigated the streets and

arrived back at the warehouse,

Insde, Micawas pacing the living space. A medium-size package lay

onalow table.

"Thisarrived while you were out,” Mica said. She picked up the
package and thrudt it into her cousin's hands. She seemed dightly

agitated.

Lenatook the package and turned it over. It was covered inathin
gray wrapping materid. There was nothing written on the materia other

than her namein block letters LENA COBRAL.

CHAPTER 8

"Rutin," Lenasaid, gazing down at the package. Sheran her fingers

over her name. "ThisisRutin's handwriting,” she explained, looking up a



the Jedi. "I'd recognize it anywhere."

Qui-Gon looked down at the package, feding quite certain that it was

some sort of trap. Rutin was dead, was he not?

"I'd liketo have alook at that,” he said, stepping forward. "I want

to make sureit is not dangerous before you openit.”

Lenafrowned. "Rutin would never put me in danger,” she sad

adamantly.

Qui-Gon raised an eyebrow. From what he could gather, Rutin had put
her in sgnificant danger. But he saw no point in reminding Lena of that

now.

"It could be atrap,” Qui-Gon sad plainly. Lenascowled dightly at
Qui-Gon. Perhaps, Qui-Gon mused, shefelt he was geding her lagt gift

from Rutin But she gave Qui-Gon the package.

Closing hiseyes, Qui-Gon held the package for several moments. When

he opened them again, he returned the packageto Lena.



"l do not sense anything immediately grave," he said. But he was not
convinced that the package was from Rutin, or that it would help them gan

evidence againgt the Cobra. He was not convinced of anything.

Lenaset the box on the table and opened it with asmall pocket blade
before removing the wrapping. Then she began to empty its contents and st
them on thetable: apair of black boots, asmdl vid of dirt... Lends
facefell as shelooked over the contents of the box. "This doesn't make

sense," she murmured.

"I think I'll go make usdl something to edt,” Mica said, excusng

hersdf.

"Good ideg, Mica" Lenasad. "I'm sarved.”

Qui-Gon sat down next to Lenaas soon as Micaleft the room. He was

unclear about the motives of both women, but felt he might be able to get

some answersif he addressed them individually.

"Have you had any vigitorsto the warehouse?' he asked, not wasting



any time.

Lenaturned her attention away from the package and shook her head.

"No, why?'

Instead of answering, Qui-Gon asked ancther question. "Have you

received mysterious packages before today ?"

Lenashook her head again. "No, of course not. | would havetold you

about them."

"I'm glad to hear that," Qui-Gon said, not entirdy sure that he

believed her.

The next question was perhaps the most important. "Is Mica the only

one who knows about this place?' he asked quietly.

Lenalooked up quickly. She was frowning.

"I think I'll go seeif Micaneeds any help with the food," Obi-Wan

sad abruptly.



Qui-Gon gave a brief nod to his Padawan, indicating that he thought

it was agood idea. But he did not take his eyes off Lenas face.

Still frowning, Lenagot to her feet. "Yes, Micais the only other
person besides you and Obi-Wan who knows about this gpartment,” she said
flatly. She turned to face Qui-Gon again, her hands on her hips. "But do
not question my cousin'sloyalty. Micaand | grew up together. We are like

sgers. And sheisnot in leegue with the Cobras."”

Lenacrossed the room, then let out a sigh and came back to sit next
to Qui-Gon. "l don't even like to discussthe Cobrasin front of Mica"
shesad dowly. "Asavery young girl she witnessed the murder of her

mother, and the memory is dill excruciatingly painful.”

"The Cobraswere responsible for her mother's death?' Qui-Gon asked,

dightly surprised.

Lenanodded sadly. "They killed her in cold blood. Mica was only
seven and she saw the whole thing. It was ahuge loss, and perhaps an even

bigger trauma. She has never gotten over it."

Qui-Gon was slent asthisinformation sank in.



"Everything on Frego is so complicated,” Lenasaid with aheavy sigh.
"But | will try to explain. Asl've said before, the Cobrals have many
alieson Frego. For centuries Frego's government treated the atizens
poorly - taxes were high and public services virtualy nonexistent. Fregans

worked hard only to have their money taken from them.

"The Cobrd family changed dl of that. Whileit is true thet they
made their fortune selling drugs and weapons and had a rough reputation,
they used their power to force the government to provide the basic services

people needed. They even lowered taxes and raised wages."

"Which made life for the people better,” Qui-Gon said. He had visited
planetswith smilar stories. A corrupt power ousted an unjust government,
making positive changes. But the means through which those positive changes

were made had its own kind of evil.

"Today the government acknowledges that the ways of the past were
wrong, that they treated the people unfairly,” Lena continued. "And many
politicians resent having to operate under the Cobra thumb. They want to
do right by their people. Or at least some of them do. Others appear to be

noble, but are corrupt to the core."



"| seethat the Cobral makes things quite complicated,” Qui-Gon

commented. "For everyone, it sesems.”

"Thereisno honesty, no safety,” Lenagtated. "We live by whims and
not laws. That iswhy the violence hasto stop. | know there is a better
way, and | want Frego to have a chance for a new beginning-the beginning

that Rutin and | did not have."

Tearswelled in Lenas eyes, and for the first time Qui-Gon softened
toward her. He understood just how shefelt. He and Tahl had never had a

new beginning, either.

Lenawiped her cheek. "There are some politicians who would dso like
to forge anew path for the future. And some people would like to support a
new government. But many othersfed a strong debt to the Cobrals for

meaking life better.”

Lenagazed solemnly at the package and the boots on the table. "It

seems that no one can break free."

"But you trust your cousin completely?' Qui-Gon asked, getting back

to hisorigind line of questioning.



Lenalooked Qui-Gon in the eye. "Without heditation. As| told you,
sheislike my sgter. Mica longs to avenge her mother and shed the

corruption. Perhaps more than anyone.”

Qui-Gon did not point out that Rutin and Solan were brothers. Instead

he took a breath and let it out dowly.

"I'm afraid that Micamay have revedled your whereabouts,” he Stated.

"Or else another party has discovered them on their own.”

CHAPTER9

Obi-Wan entered the food gdley and was only half surprised to see
that the room was empty. Turning back down the hdl, he spotted an old
turbolift in one of the makeshift bedrooms. A second later he fdt the

building shudder. Micawas running away.

Ohi-Wan legped into the turbolift shaft, landing gracefully on top of

thelift just asit cameto ahalt. Activating hislightsaber, hediced a



holein the metal and jumped down a second time. But the lift was dready
empty. He heard the echo of Micas receding footsteps as she raced toward

the door.

Ohbi-Wan knew he should continue to fallow her... doing so could
provide information vital to the misson, and to Lena. What if Micawas out

to hurt her cousin - what if her actions put Lenain even greater danger?

He couldn't risk that. He had to talk to Mica. Now.

It did not take Obi-Wan long to catch up to the girl. Grabbing her
arm, he was struck by the anger he felt well up insgde him. He wasfurious,

he redlized, because Micawas jeopardizing Lenas safety.

Ohi-Wan camed himsdlf, intending to let the anger leave him before
speaking. But as soon as he saw Micas face the anger disappeared. The girl

was clearly distraught.

"Where are you going?' Obi-Wan asked, trying not to sound too stern.



Micalooked darmed. "I... | was..." She blinked, her eyes glistening

with tears. "1 need to go somewhere," shefinished in awhisper.

"Not before you tel mewhat's going on,” Obi-Wan said. He spotted
severd large cratesin acorner and led her over to them. Sitting her down

on one, he found another for himsdf.

"It'stimefor youto tell thetruth. If you truly care about Lena,

you'l do so," he said.

Micalooked down at her feet. She didn't say anything for severd
minutes. Then she started to talk. "The Cobrd isterrible™ she began.
"They do hideous, evil things. But | do not think that Lena - or anyone
else - iscapable of bringing them down. Rutin tried, and he is dead.

Killed by hisown family. My mother waskilled by the Cobrd aswell.”

A sob escaped Micas throat and she wiped her eyes. "Of course | want
to avenge her death. And | know that sheis not the only one. Mine is nat
theonly loss. | long to seethose killers pay for their crimes. But if |
go after them | would probably be killed, too. And so would Lena. They
think nothing of taking life. It means nothing to them. Not even in their

ownfamily."



Obi-Wan nodded. "I cannot tell you that you arewrong,” he said. "But
the Cobra has Frego caught in an evil trap of violence and crime. Lenahas
achance to destroy that trap - and those who made it - for good. She is

willing to take that chance.”

Micanodded. "I know. Lenaisahero. She thinks nothing of her own
life, only of Frego and its people. And | am nothing but a coward, guilty

of thwarting her plan.”

Obi-Wan nodded again, surprised that he was not filled with anger for
asecond time. He knew that Mica had been deceiving Lena but he was somehow

relieved that Micafet guilty about her actions. "How?' he asked smply.

"l wanted to stop thetrid," Micaexplained. "It wastoo dangerous.
So | convinced Lenato wait until you arrived before proceeding with her
plan. Then | broke into her gpartment and erased thefiles. | figured that
if the evidence was gone, Lenawould haveto give up. And if she gave up,
the Cobral would leave her done. She would be safe. Of course, | did not

expect to find the hired thugs at her apartment.”

"Thugs?' Obi-Wan repeated.

Micanodded. "They were heavily armed and ransacking the place. At



thetime | thought they were just Street people, thieves after the jewdry

and precious metds. Lenaand Rutin had alot of beautiful possessons.”

She paused for amoment before going on. "But then | redized that

they must have been searching for something.”

"Did you see what they looked like?" Obi-Wan asked.

"No," Micasad. "They fled as soon asthey heard me coming. They
|eft the bedroom aone. | only caught aglimpse of ther backs as they
climbed over the bacony. | did not try to get a better look because |
didn't want them to seeme. | only know that there were two of them - both

men. Onewas quite tall and lanky. The other short and bald.”

"Not much to go on," Obi-Wan mused.

"I'm sure they were hired by the Cobra,” Micasaid.

Obi-Wan fdt better about Micanow that she had confided in him. But
there was till one question that was bothering him. "1 understand why you
wanted to erase the computer files, but why did you leave that threstening

message on the screen?”



Micalooked up, surprised. "What message?' she asked. "I didn't send
any message." She paused for amoment. Then, asif reading Obi-Wan's mind,

shesad, "And | didn't tell anyone where Lenawas hiding, either.”

CHAPTER 10

Lenalooked a Qui-Gon in disbdlief. Qui-Gon could tdll she did not
think Micawould revea her whereabouts, but the package on the table meant
it was likely that someone had. The strange contents were not dangerous,
but the knowledge of Lenas whereabouts was - especidly in the wrong

hands.

"I must gpesk to Obi-Wan." Qui-Gon excused himsdlf.

Walking dowly toward the kitchen, Qui-Gon fdt exhausted. This
routine misson was turning out to be more difficult than held imagined. He
felt astrong sense of deception, but something about it continued to e ude
him. He could not tell who was being deceived, or by whom. And he did not

understand why Lenaso fiercely protected her cousin. She had obvioudy



learned - the hard way - that family lines do not protect you from being

double-crossed. Or killed.

Thefood gdley was empty. Following hisingtincts, Qui-Gon Started
down the gtairs. Halfway to the ground level, Qui-Gon met Obi-Wan and a

sullen Micacoming up the stairwell.

"The evidenceisgone," Obi-Wan blurted. "Micaerased it."

"Erased or stole?' Qui-Gon asked, looking directly at Mica

"Erased!" Mica spat back defiantly. "I do not profit by the
misfortune of others, especialy Lena" Her voice softened when she spoke
of her cousin. "I only wanted to protect her. To make dl of thisgo away."
Micahung her head and shuffled her feet before the Jedi led her back up

the stairs. She obvioudy knew it wastimeto tell Lenawhat she had done.

Although she was clearly ashamed of her actions, Qui-Gon fdt that
her conscience was clear. She was not deceiving them. He fdt rdief in

knowing that somebody wasn't.



"Obi-Wan." Qui-Gon stopped his Padawan on the landing, allowing Mica
to go farther ahead. "We must proceed with caution. All isnot asit seems
with our witness. On this planet, lies come easier than the truth, and at a

lower cost."

As Obi-Wan raised hiseyesto meet his Master's, Qui-Gon saw tiny

flames of anger burn insde them, then flicker out.

"Lenaisanoblewoman,” Obi-Wan said evenly. "Sheis sruggling to

do what isright. Y our doubtswill not help her."

Qui-Gon could not help but smile faintly. Obi-Wan thought Qui-Gon was
insulting Lena, and he was upset - ready to defend her. It confirmed what
Qui-Gon had suspected, that Obi-Wan wasinfatuated with Lena. He should
have pointed it out sooner, to try and warn the boy. Most likely he would

end up getting badly hurt.

"Y ou are infatuated, Obi-Wan," Qui-Gon said. "Be careful not to let

yourself be guided by your attraction.”

"l am - " Obi-Wan shook his head and struggled to keep his voice

under contral. "It is not infatuation. Lenas motives are good.”



"The motives she hastold us are good, but there may be others. Think
of what sheisgiving up. Shewill probably never live again in the manner
to which she was accustomed. Shelost her foating with the Cobral when
Rutin was killed and isin danger of being an outcast. Not just from the
family, but from al of Frego. Don't you think it ispossblethat she is

trying to get evidence in order to have something to bargain with?"

Obi-Wan made no gesture to show that he understood. "There is another

day," he said softly. "Then we shdl see." Heturned to wak up the sairs.

Qui-Gon entered L enas quarters behind his gpprentice. Mica stood
over the table staring at an empty box. The contents of the package were

gone.

"l told her | erased the evidence," Micasaid tearfully. "But | don't

think she even heard me."

"WhereisLenanow?"' Qui-Gon asked. Obi-Wan was dready headed for

the gairs.

"l don't know," Micasobbed, sinking into alow couch. "She didnt

say anything to me. She just took what wasin the box and | eft.”



CHAPTER 11

"Obi-Wan, wait," his Master commanded. Obi-Wan did not want to
listen. Not now. Not while Lenawas aone and in danger. But hedid to a

stop at the top of the stairs.

"WElIl have abetter chance of finding her if we have someideawhere
she might have gone," Qui-Gon said. He sat down next to Mica. "Where do you

think shewent?" he asked evenly.

Obi-Wan remained at the top of the stairs. He knew hisimpatience had
little to do with finding Lena. He wasimpatient with hisMaster, and abit
confused. He used to know Qui-Gon so well that a timesit felt like they
shared one mind. They both knew how the other would react to a Stuation,

what his thoughts and actions would be. But thiswas no longer the case.

Just when Obi-Wan believed that Qui-Gon was beyond caring about the

mission, he had taken charge. If Qui-Gon hadn't stopped Obi-Wan, he would



be with Lenanow, and sure of her safety. Leaning againd the gair
railling, Obi-Wan let out an exasperated sgh. There was no point in

questioning Mica

"Let'sgo, then," Qui-Gon said. He stood and strode toward the stairs
in fluid movement. Mica, eyes il red from crying, hurried in front of

him.

Obi-Wan followed. He had been too lost in his own thoughts to hear
where they were headed. Breathing deeply, helet go of hisfrustration and
focused his energy on the matter at hand. Qui-Gon had no right to doubt
Lena. He had been too distracted until now to even notice who she was, her
red nature. But if Qui-Gon was- at least for the moment - concentrating

on the mission, Obi-Wan could too.

Micawas not as concerned with being seen thistime as she led the
Jedi through the streets of Rian. They |eft the warehouses and dleys and
hurried into the center of the city. Over Qui-Gon's head Obi-Wan saw a
gleaming transparent structure, like an enormous serpent that snaked its

way overhead, between the towering buildings.



Insde the structure Obi-Wan saw green leaves and moving forms. Water
beaded on the inside of the rounded trangparisted walls, making it look
like avast, multistoried greenhouse. Although Obi-Wan could not see where
it began or whereit ended, the structure appeared to wind through the city

for severd kilometers.

"There," an out-of-breath Mica said, pointing toward a door to the

gructure. "1 think she might be in the Tubal Park."

"1 was hoping for something abit smdler,” Qui-Gon said. Obi-Wan

could not tell if hewas mildly amused or truly frustrated.

Obi-Wan caught up to Mica as they approached the entrance. "Why would

she come here?' he asked.

"This park meansalot to Lena. She used to come here with Rutin, and

she dways comes here to think," Micaanswered. "Or at least she used to.”

The giant oval doors opened and the three stepped ingde. As the
doors closed behind them Obi-Wan felt asif held stepped off a ship onto
another planet. Indde the air was moist. The noise of the city was gone,

replaced by the echoing sound of running water and children's voices.



Looking up, Obi-Wan could only barely make out the seamsin the roof
beyond the tops of the towering trees. Paths crisscrossed one another,
leading toward brightly blooming plants or meandering beside creeks and
trickling waterfalls. People strolled over the bridges and ducked through
the tunnels that wove under and around the denseflora. There were sl
animaswinging overhead, and even smdler amphibians flopping in the

pools.

Obi-Wan could see why Lenawould come here. It reminded him of the
Room of a Thousand Fountains at the Jedi Temple. That, too, was a sanctuary

and agreat placeto go to think.

"Do you know her favorite spot?' Qui-Gon asked.

Micashook her head sadly. "I never came here with her. She only came

aone, or with Rutin. She could be anywhere."

"Then | suggest we split up,” Qui-Gon said to Obi-Wan. "Mica can come

withme"

Obi-Wan nodded and headed off to hisleft. It would be ardief to be



away from Qui-Gon for awhile. He could use sometime doneto think.

As soon as he had walked away from his Master, Obi-Wan's mind filled
with thoughts of Lena. All around him people were gathered in smal groups.
They ate, played, and leaned back on the grassto stare up at the leaves.

Y et Obi-Wan was only aware of them enough to know that they were not Lena.

Could it redly be infatuation? Obi-Wan wondered. After taking
severa deep breaths and letting go of hisanger and frugration, Obi-Wan
could not deny it. Asusual, Qui-Gon was right. He was fdling for Lena.

But it was not just her beauty. No, it was more than that.

It was her strength - the strength she drew from her vulnerability-
that had enamored him. Lenawas a grieving young widow. The husband she had
loved was only recently lost. But instead of hiding in the hole that held
left, she pulled new purpose from it. She was not drowning in it, refusng

to speak of the loss. Not like Qui-Gon.

Obi-Wan's thoughts drifted back to hisMaster. He shook his head as
he climbed a steep bridge arching over a waterfdl. Perhaps the bond
between them was not as damaged as Obi-Wan imagined. No matter how he

tried, Obi-Wan could not deny that Qui-Gon correctly recognized Obi-Wan's



fedingsfor Lena, and before he did.

How can he be so clear about the emotions of others when he cannot

seem to untangle his own? Obi-Wan wondered.

"Withtime" Magter Y odawould say. "Withtimeall are heded.”

Ohbi-Wan felt new energy flood through him as he relaxed and | et go of
everything that had been bothering him. He had been in danger of letting

hisemotions blind him. Now hefdt more sure.

Still, Obi-Wan did not believe his Master had been right about
everything. Waking more quickly and scanning the park for Lena, Obi-Wan
realized hisresolve to help her was stronger than ever. Whether or not his
judgment had been clouded by affection, he knew that Lenawas on the Sde

of rightness.

For thefirst timein hours, Obi-Wan fet clear. And he was more
certain than ever that Lenawas doing the right thing. She wasfighting for
peace and justice, and not just for herself. For her entire planet. Asa

Jedi it was hisduty to help.



Asthese thoughts formed in hismind, anew one floated over them

likeadark cloud: They were running out of time.

CHAPTER 12

Qui-Gon pulled his comlink from his utility belt. He was about to
activate it and summon Obi-Wan when his Padawan appeared, waking toward

him on one of the paths.

"Thereheis" said Micaamoment later. She craned her neck to see
what Qui-Gon aready knew. Lenawasn't with him, either. The three of them

had scoured most of the enormous park, but L ena was nowhere to be found.

Micaand the Jedi |eft the park and walked back to the deserted
warehouse in silence. Qui-Gon tried to stretch out with his fedings, to
get asense of whether or not Lenawasin danger, or even dive But he

fdt nothing.



Thedim evening light made the hideout ook less welcoming then it
had early that morning. Qui-Gon strode into the room ahead of the others,

and immediady saw afigure stting on the couch in the darkness.

Inaflash, he activated hislightsaber. Its green blade cast an
eerielight over the room, illuminating the sparksin Lenas eyes. Qui-Gon

quickly switched off the blade just as Obi-Wan and Mica came into the room.

"Lena" Micacried when she saw her cousin. She hurried forward and
sank to her kneesin front of the couch. "Lena, we were so worried. Where

wereyou?'

"I'm sorry | ran off," Lenasaid, looking from one person to the
next. "I didn't want to worry you, but | had to be sure that the package

was from Rutin. | had to know...." Lenatrailed off.

Micaroseto turn on the light. Back on the table, next to the
wrappings, were the contents of the package: the pair of waterproof boots,

the smdl light, the beam drill, and the vid of dirt.



The objects made no sense to Qui-Gon. What did Lena have to know? And
where had she been? Qui-Gon felt betrayed. She was not tdling them the

wholetruth.

Although Lena appeared to be upset, Qui-Gon did not wait for her to

cam down. "Where have you been?' he demanded.

Lenalooked up, surprised by the stern tone of the Jedi's voice.

"Wandering," shereplied. "l - | needed to be done.”

Qui-Gon was not satisfied. "Alone? Or just away from us?'

Lenaslip trembled and Qui-Gon noticed Obi-Wan was staring a him.
He softened histone dightly, but pressed on. "Why did you take the

contents of the package with you?"

"That packageisfrom Rutin," Lenasaid after amoment, Struggling to
control her voice. "He sent it to me before he..." She fought again for
composure. "But how did he know he was going to die? And why didn't he tell

me?'



Lenalost the struggle to suppress her frustrated grief and dropped
her head into her hands. "He's trying to give me amessage,” she said after
amoment, struggling to control her voice. "But | cant figureit out! It's
asthough he's speaking to me, and | can't hear im." Lenalogt the

gruggle.... "Heredly isgoneforever.”

Micaand Obi-Wan rushed to join her on the couch, anxious to offer
support. Qui-Gon stumbled back until he was stting, fadng the other
three. Lenalooked so much smaller than she had before. Less capable of

deception, somehow.

Qui-Gon fdt himsdf diminish asLenaswavesof grief washed into
him, adding to the sea of sadnessthat never stopped pounding in his heart.
Her words touched him deeply, and he had no more doubts about her
sincerity. He, too, knew how the fact of aloved one's absence could strike
with as savage ablow asthefirg redization. He knew that moment when

the future ahead seemed empty and impossible to bear.

"Theloved oneswe have lost are dwayswith us" Qui-Gon sad. He
was surprised to hear himsalf speaking, and surprised by hiswords. But
they rendered comfort. Suddenly, it did fed asif Tahl were nearby, and

the sorm insde of him quieted alittle,



Therewas amoment of thoughtful silencein theroom. Obi-Wan gazed
a hisMagter, hiseyesfull of compassion. And for thefirst time Qui-Gon

did not fed the need to look away.

Lenasgrief seemed tolift, and she looked a the Jedi Master
graefully. "It'strue,”" she said, nodding. "Rutin islooking after me even
now. He must have sent this package some time ago and arranged to have it
delivered today. I'm sure it is meant to help me find evidence. He must
have known that any information on the computer would be atarget. He knew

| would need something more.”

Qui-Gon noticed that Mica paled as Lena spoke of the computer. He
wondered if she was embarrassed that her plan hadn't worked, or frightened

by the possihility that more evidence existed.

The young widow took no notice of her cousin. Her tears had stopped
and the familiar strength was returning. Lena gathered the boots from the
table and held them in her Iap. "I haven't figured out the clue yet, but |

will," shesad firmly.

"Just please don't rush off likethat again,” Micatold her. "You

scared me to death. We searched the park for hours.”



Lenafrowned. "The park..." she murmured.

Obi-Wan stared at the strange items on the table, then suddenly
spoke. "Rutin had the package delivered to you here. So, he must have known

about the hideout."

"Of course," Lenasaid. "Rutin was the one who secured this place. He
was planning to hide here himself while he waited to be smuggled dff the

planet.”

Suddenly, Lenalegped to her feet, knocking the boots aside. "I
amogt forgot," she cried, pulling adatapad from her pocket. "While | was
out | went by my apartment to seeif I'd received a message from Zanita

She sent this”

CHAPTER 13

The sky outside the warehouse had darkened to amilky gray. Qui-Gon

peered around the porta screens that masked the people ingde from the



streets below. It was getting late and the alleys were deserted.

"Meeting with Zanitais an unnecessary risk," Qui-Gon stated as he
left the portal and paced the floor. He suddenly fdt that leaving the
planet as soon as possible was the best course of action. "We have the
cluesfrom Rutin, and should work with that. We do not need to place you or

your mother-in-law in further danger.”

"She'staking arisk because | asked her to," Lenaargued. "I cant

just let her wait invan.”

With afrown, Qui-Gon looked at the message on the datapad again.

TRANSPORT LOADING STATION, DOCK 12

10 P.M. TONIGHT

ALONE

FORRUTIN

"1 never should have gotten Zanitainvolved," Lenalamented. "But it

istoo late to change that now. If | can go done, | cantak to her and

convince her that I've changed my mind. I'll tell her I'm scared and have



decided to leave the planet. Then we will dl be safer.”

Qui-Gon had to admit that it was not abad plan. It would buy them
sometime and could even help them get off planet easier. He nodded his

assent.

"But wewon't let you go alone," Obi-Wan said. Mica looked rdlieved

to hear this.

"Of course not,” Qui-Gon echoed. "It isnot safe.”

"Itistheonly way | can convince Zanita," Lenaargued. " She saw you
a the estate. Surely she knowsyou are here representing the Galactic
Republic. | will not be able to convince her 1've changed my mind if she

sees| am accompanied by Jedi!"

"We are here for your protection,” Qui-Gon said firmly. And to make
sureyou are what you say you are. Learning that Lena had returned to her
gpartment when she was aone had once again aroused Qui-Gon's suspicions.
She could have done any number of thingswhile she was there. Though he
accepted the sincerity of her grief, hewould not lose Sight of the fact

that there could be pressures on her that he knew nothing about.



"I'm afraid you're stuck with usuntil we dl arrive safely back on
Coruscant." Obi-Wan smiled. "Wewill remain hidden, but wewill not dlow

youto go aone."

Lenareturned Obi-Wan'ssmile. "All right,” she said. "Wed better

hurry so we arefirgt to arrive. It'snot very far.”

"Becareful," Micasaid, embracing her cousin. "I'll be here if you

need me. I'll dways be hereif you need me."

Lenatouched her cousin's cheek. "I'll be right back!" she promised.

Qui-Gon, Obi-Wan, and Lenaleft the warehouse and made thar way
through the dark streets, lit only by the occasiond light of the planet's
two moons. Now that daylight had faded, Frego seemed alessinviting place.
It was as though the darkness brought out the lies and deceit that pervaded

the planet.

Asthe three neared the station, Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan fdl back into
the shadows. Lenainssted on walking boldly inthe middle of the Street,

under the glowing lights.



""She should be more careful,”" Obi-Wan muttered.

"No, Padawan," Qui-Gon said. " She should not appear as if she has

anything to hide. Besides, her presence will hep to diminish ours."

Dock 12 was eerily sllent. Low buildings rimmed agiant landing pad
where huge transport ships were loaded with goods. The edges of the pad

were dmost completely dark.

Obi-Wan motioned to his Master and both Jedi |egped noiselesdy onto
alow rooftop. After making hisway to the edge, Qui-Gon lay down next to
Obi-Wan and the two watched Lenawalk dowly into the orange square of
light in the center of the landing pad. From their perch the Jedi could see

everything, and they could be at Lenas sidein amoment.

Although Lenas was the only shape Qui-Gon could make out in the
darkness, he sensed they were not alone. He had fdt another presence
amog from the moment they had | eft the hideout, but now the feding was

stronger, more threatening.

From the opposite side of the pad, Zanita stepped into view. Lena



moved with both arms out to greet her mother-in-law.

But Zanitadid not raise her arms or offer any greeting. After taking

one more lurching step forward, the reason became clear.

Zanita's mouth was covered with agag, and behind her, halding her
bound armsfirmly pressed againgt her back, was her oldest son, Solan

Cobrdl.

CHAPTER 14

Obi-Wan legped to hisfeet as three more figures emerged behind Solan

and Zanita. But Qui-Gon pulled him back down.

Obi-Wan wrestled hisarm free of his Master. He had to protect Lena
She was unarmed facing two droids, Solan Cobral, and his brother, Bard. The
young widow was no match for men evil enough to hold ther own mother

captive, or order the death of their own brother.



"Not yet," Qui-Gon said softly. "I'd like to see what these men have

inmind."

Obi-Wan sank to his knees. He would wait, for now. But if anyone made

amove toward Lena, not even Qui-Gon would be able to stop him.

In the orange light of the landing pad Lenatook afew steps back.

"Solan," she said. Her voice sounded strange to Obi-Wan, amost full
of guilt. Hewondered if shefelt reponsible for what was hgppening to

Zanita

"Y ou were supposed to come aone," the crime boss boomed.

"l did," Lenareplied without flinching.

Nervous that they had been spotted, Obi-Wan fdt for his lightsaber.

Hetried to rise but Qui-Gon's hand on his shoulder pushed him back to his



knees.

"Not us," Qui-Gon whispered.

"Don't hurt her," avoice cried in the darkness below. "She didn't
know | was coming.” Obi-Wan recognized the voice immediately. It was Mica
A moment later she was standing beside her cousin. Obi-Wan had not known

shewasthere.

"Please, don't hurt Lena. She would never turn againg the Cobral.
She's only been trying to cover for me. | am the one you want. | am the one

who knows how you operate. | am the one who wanted to tetify againgt you."

"Mica, no. Bequiet," Lena whispered in an atempt to stop her

cousin'southurst.

"Dont listen to her," Lenatold the Cobras. "Sheis protecting me.
She doesn't know that | came tonight to tell Zanital've changed my mind. |
was afoal to think | could go against the Cobral. Solan, please hear me.
You and Bard and Zanitaare dl | haveleft of my precious husband, Rutin,
| realizethat | need to hold on to the family | have, now more than ever.

Wherewill | beif | drive you away? No matter what has happened in the



past, wewill dwaysbefamily. And family ismore important to me then

anything.”

"How wise," Solan replied, chuckling. He shoved Zanita toward Bard,

who caught her with one hand. He held ablaster in the other.

"I'm touched that you still want to be a part of the family,” he
continued, taking astep closer. "And I'm grateful that you came together,”
he continued, walking closer till. "1t will make deaning up the mess

you've made that much essier.”

Solan dived toward Lenaand Mica as the two droids closed in on

ather sde.

Up on the roof, Obi-Wan knew it wastime. Qui-Gonwas at hisside as

he legped off the roof and sprinted toward the helpless cousins.

Micawas caught in Solan's grasp, but Lenapulled away just in time,
Sheturned to run and found hersdf face-to-face with alanky but

potentidly letha droid.



The one-eyed droid's arms shot out from its sides and began to wrap
themselves around her. Lena ducked at the same moment Obi-Wan's lightsaber
blade severed one arm, and with amighty backswing separated the droid's

head from its bodly.

Obi-Wan pushed Lena behind him and rushed to meet the other droid.

Beside him, Qui-Gon deflected abolt from Bard's blaster, sending it
toward Solan'sfeet. Solan struggled to hold on to Mica and train his

blaster on the Jedi. He did not notice Lena sneaking up behind him.

L ena grabbed Solan's blaster. Micawhipped her body back and forth,
ddivering asharp blow with her elbow to Solan'sjaw. Helost hisgrip on

both Micaand the weapon.

The second droid fired rapid bolts at Obi-Wan, who deflected them
eadly. Though the bolts turned and rained back on the droid, it did not
show any damage. It continued to spray the pad with fire while rgpidly

extending along arm to grab Mica

Qui-Gon digpatched the arm with an elegant sweep of his lightsaber



and stepped forward to finish thejob. A dashing blow to the machings

midsection finaly brought the droid down.

While Qui-Gon took care of the droid, Obi-Wan quickly surveyed the
scene. Behind him Mica appeared to be in shock. She lay on the ground,

garing into the darkness. Lena bravely held her blaster on Solan.

Suddenly, Obi-Wan legped high in the air over Lenas head. He knew
what was going to happen before it happened, but still was not in time to
deflect the blast. From his spot deep in the shadows, ill holding the

bound-and gagged Zanita, Bard fired his blaster straight at Lena.

Micadived Lena screamed. And the bolt found flesh.

CHAPTER 15

While Obi-Wan hurried toward the two women, Qui-Gon hit the ground



running. He rushed toward Bard and his hostage, but could not see where
they had gonein the darkness. He could merdly hear the muffled sounds of

the footsteps fleeing ahead of him.

Qui-Gon raced behind abuilding in timeto see Solan dimb into a
repulsorlift vehicle. Bard shoved his mother in behind his brother, and the

engine gunned.

Qui-Gon stopped short, his bresth catching in histhroat. The Cobras
had a vehicle waiting. It was useless to pursue them on foot. Besides, Qui-
Gon was anxious to return to the dock. He had a terrible feeling about what

hewould find there.

Qui-Gon rounded the corner of the building. In the orange square of
light he saw two figuresknedling. A third figure lay in his Padawan's

arms. There was no life emanating from the body.

Micawas dead.

Lenathrew hersdf onto her cousin's body, sobbing. "No, Mica" she

cried, begging. "Not you. Don't leave me."



Qui-Gon stared at the scene before him, frozen. His mind flashed back

to Tahl'slast words to him. A horrible ache clenched his chest.

"Wherever | am headed, | will wait for you, Qui-Gon," she had said.

"I've dways been asolitary traveler”

"Not anymore," Qui-Gon had teased. "We will go on together. You

promised, and you can't back out now. I'll never let you forget it."

Tahl had smiled dightly, and the effort drained her. Qui-Gon had

known then that she wasin grave danger. That shewas going to die. Hed

caled on the Force, on the Jedi, on hisgreat lovefor her. Nothing had

been able to save the woman he loved.

Qui-Gon had rested hisforehead againgt Tahl's. Their breath mingled.

"Let my last moment be thisone," she had said.

And it was.

"Magter," Obi-Wan said quietly, and Qui-Gon was suddenly brought back



to the moment. Lenawas crumpled over Micain front of him, walowing in

her pain. There was no trace of the strong, resolved woman Qui-Gon had met

when he arrived on Frego. He did not see the woman who he thought might be
deceiving them. He only saw awoman bent over a dead body, unable to cope

with her agony.

He knew exactly how that felt. But he had survived, had gone on. And

he bdieved that Lena could aswdl.

Qui-Gon bent down next to Lena. 'l am so sorry,” he said softly. "

know | cannot share your pain. But | do understand it.”

With ashudder, Lenalet go of Micasbody. "I would like to wrap the

body," she said, wiping her eyes. "It isthe custom here."

Obi-Wan found an old tarp outside a nearby ship, and Lena showed the

Jedi the traditional way to enclose the body init.

"Micaawayslooked out for me," Lenasaid as she lay the wrapped
body gently on the ground. " She dwaystried to guide me in the right

direction.”

Thethree stood quietly together for amoment, silently saying good-



bye. Then they left Micalying in the pool of orange light.

"The park," Lenasaid asthey dowly moved away from the body. "Mica

said you'd searched it for hours."

"Wedid," Obi-Wan confirmed.

Lenas shoulders straightened and her eyes cleared. "I know what
Rutin wastrying to tell me," she said with sudden certainty. "We have to

get to the park immediately.”

Qui-Gon was amazed at Lenas ability to change her focus back to
finding the necessary evidence. Her face wasfull of deep sadness, but she

carried hersdf upright as she led them to the Tubal Park.

Onceinside, Lenaheaded directly for aspot at the rear of the park.
It was till dark, but the sky had completely cleared and the planet's two
moons shonein the night ky. Their dlver light partly lit the paths,

bridges, and brooks.

Qui-Gon continuoudy scanned the area around them. He did not sense



anything dangerous - the park seemed serene and peaceful, just as it had
during the day. But it would have been foolish to let his guard down. Obi-

Wan stood a distance away, dert for any trespass.

Suddenly, Lena stopped short next to asmall stand of [ush tropica

trees. A stream gurgled over smooth rocks and into a pool of clear water.

With asigh, Lenasat down. "Thiswas our specid place” she said.
"I remember thefirg time Rutin brought me here four years ago. We were
not even married yet. But we had so many plans, so many dreams.” Her eyes
shone with happinessfor a brief moment. But before long, tears were

welling in them and she broke down, sobbing.

"I'm s0 sorry,” shesaid. "Sometimesitismorethan | can bear. |
find myself wishing that it was | who had been killed, not him. | would

have gladly given my lifeto save his"

Qui-Gon nodded. ", too, have wished | could have given ry life to
save another, onewhom | had loved. But now | know that it is often harder
to be the oneleft behind. | would not have wanted her to fed such
loneliness, to go through the pain | have gone through.” He touched Lena's
arm briefly. "Rutin left these things for you because he knew his death was

possible, and he trusted that you would carry on.”



Qui-Gon looked into Lenas eyes, and knew that his words were getting
through to her. Surprisingly, hefdt alightening in his own chest as
well. Hisgrief for Tahl was il excruciating, but he suddenly knew thet
there would come atime when it would be possible to bear. And in his heart
he was certain that Tahl would want him to carry on, too. She would have
hated the way he had chosen to mourn her, he redlized suddenly. He had
alowed hisgrief to remove him from everyone who had tried to hdp him.
Because the weight of his sorrow was so terrible, he could nat lift his
head to see that others mourned her, too. Obi-Wan. Y oda. Bant. Clee Rhava

Thelist waslong.

Her face rosein hismind. He could seetheironic twist to her lips.

"Now who'sblind?' shesaid.

Her voice was 50 red to him. How he wished he could answer....

"Thank you, Qui-Gon," Lenasaid softly, bresking his reverie. "As

difficult asit isto live without Rutin, | know that you areright.”



Qui-Gon briefly squeezed Lena's hand. He noticed that his Padawan's
facewore alook of confused frustration, and felt he had some explaining
to do. But now was not the time to discuss it. They had to find the

evidence and leave the planet.

"Do you have any ideas about what the clues from the package mean?’

Qui-Gon asked.

Lenagot to her feet and began to look under rocks and thick green
leaves. "I'm sure thisisthe spot,” she explained. "But the dues don't

make any senseto me. Why would | need adrill? Or apair of boots?"

The three searched the area, finding nothing but grass, water, rocks,

and plants.

"Therésnothing here," Obi-Wan findly said, sounding exasperated.

"It'sjust like any other lovely spot in the woods.”

Hearing hiswords, Lena suddenly looked up. "But it isn't, of course,
" shesad. "It'sdl manufactured. Human made." She beganto look a the
ground in anew way. She stepped across a patch of fake ground covered with

moss. Getting to her knees, she pedled it back.



Underneath was alarge, locked pandl.

Lena picked up the beam drill and forced the panel open. Lifting it

aside, shefound a short tunnd descending down.

Excited, Lenalowered hersdf into the tunnd. A moment later Qui-Gon

heard aloud splash.

"Widll, I know what the boots were for," she caled up. "I'm up to ny

anklesin water. But at least it's not sewage!™

Qui-Gon handed Lenathe boots. They were big, and Lena pulled them on

over her shoes. Then sheturned on the flashlight and splashed around. She

wasingdeasmall pump room.

"Do you need help?' Obi-Wan called down.

There was some more splashing, but no response. Then severd moments

of complete slence.



Qui-Gon and his Padawan exchanged glances. Qui-Gon wasjust about to

lower himsdf into the tunne when they heard aglesful shout.

"I found it!" Lenaexclamed.

A moment later she emerged with a second amdl package ina

waterproof sheathing.

Qui-Gon hoped it was the evidence they needed.

CHAPTER 16

The three wasted no time getting back to the warehouse. They had been

at the park for acouple of hours, and it was now very early morning.



Obi-Wan was anxious to get to the makeshift gpartment and open the
package. He was a so exhausted, and hoped they would be ableto rest for a
few hours before planning their next move. But then his Master was never
oneto rest. There had been many times when Obi-Wan was certain that the

older Jedi smply did not need deep.

Once safdly ingdethe warehouse, Lena ripped open the package.
Insde was a datapad, well wrapped and protected from water or shaking.
Lenaswitched the tiny machine on and they al waited while it hummed to

life.

The next few moments seemed to go on for hours. Her hands a bit
shaky, Lena put the data-pad on alow table and sat down on the sofa. The

datapad beeped.

Lenapressed a series of buttons on the sde of the machine, and
information began to flash across the screen. Information abouit illegd
land negotiations, bribery, government extortion, contractsfor murders...

thelist of crimeswent on and on.

"Say good-bye to power, Solan," she whispered. Lenalooked up at the



Jedi, smiling. "Thiswill put the Cobral behind barsfor along, long time,

" shesad.

Ohbi-Wan sighed in relief. Soon this mission would be over. Lenawould

be safe, and Frego would be free.

Qui-Gon did not waste any time in contacting Senator Crote on
Coruscant. He explained that they had the evidence they needed, and they

would betraveing withit firgt thing in the morning.

"Wonderful," the senator replied. "Takethe Degarian I1. It is fast

and available. | look forward to seeing you tomorrow."

With nothing moreto do, Lenaand the Jedi settled down for afew
hours rest. But while Lenadept in the room next door and his Master
dozed nearby, Obi-Wan found that, exhausted as he was, deep evaded him. He
kept remembering the conversation held overheard between his Master and
Lenain the park. Qui-Gon had never spoken so frankly about his grief-to
anyone. Why did he choose to confide in awoman he barely trusted, and not

in his own Padawan?

Obi-Wan knew that Tahl's desth was incredibly hard for Qui-Gon. He



knew now that his Magter wasin lovewith her. But while Tahl was dive
Obi-Wan had not fully recognized thet ther love existed. When did it

blossom? Qui-Gon and Tahl barely had any time together that he knew abouit.

As Obi-Wan lay in the darkness, guilt washed over him. He knew it was
not right for him to be upset with his Master. Who he chose to confide in

was hisdecison. And if it was not Obi-Wan, so beit.

Roalling over, Obi-Wan remembered his Master's words to Lena. He
remembered the look in Qui-Gon's eyes. And more than anything, he wished he

could find away to ease hisMaster's pain.

At lagt the fatigue of the mission overcame Obi-Wan and he began to
drift into deep. But just as his senseswerefaling into a more relaxed

gate, he heard movement in Lena's room.

Obi-Wan sat up, wondering for haf amoment if Lena was trying to
escape without them - if hisMaster had been right to question her matives
al dong. Sheld spoken convincingly to Solan, perhaps sheredly did want
to make amends with the Cobral. Then Obi-Wan heard a second set of

footsteps and a Struggle. Someone was attacking Lenal



Checking to make sure hislightsaber was safely a hisside, Obi-Wan
broke into Lenas room. Lena sat on achair, bound and gagged. A figure

wearing a hooded burgundy tunic stood over her.

Launching himsdlf into the air, Obi-Wan somersaulted over thetwo of
them, pulling back the figure's hood. He expected to find the face of a
Cobra, but did not recognize the stranger, whose face contorted into a

tangle of rage ashe drew ablaster.

Obi-Wan was ready with his lightsaber, but the intruder quickly
shoved something into his pocket and made for the transparisted portd. He
was about to disappear when Qui-Gon burst into the room and knocked the man
into thewall with aForcewave. Theintruder did to the floor and was

dill.

Ohi-Wan quickly untied Lena. "Areyou dl right?" he asked.

Lenanodded. "Ancther thug working for the Cobrd," she said,

cracking ahdf amile. "I'm amogt getting used to them.”



"Good timing, Magter,” Obi-Wan said wryly ashe helped Lena to her

feet.

"Thank you," Qui-Gon replied as he bent over the man. "He'sgoing to

wake up with quite aheadache, I'm afraid.”

Qui-Gon had not cracked ajoke in weeks, and it was music to Obi-

Wan's ears.

Qui-Gon searched the man's pockets and quickly retrieved Rutin's
datapad. He retrieved something el se, Obi-Wan saw, but concedled it in his

hand.

Qui-Gon stood up and faced Lena and Obi-Wan. His face was grave with

concern.

"Ther€'s been achangein plans. We mugt leave Frego as soon as

possible" hesaid.



CHAPTER 17

Lena, Qui-Gon, and Obi-Wan were silent as they once again made their
way through the darkened streets of Rian. It was amost dawn, and apde
ydlow light was beginning to overtake the sky. Qui-Gon was anxious for the
mission to be over. But as he strode purposefully ahead, he could not shake

the fedling that they were far from the end.

When they arrived at one of the city's many landing platforms, Obi-
Wan headed straight for the Degarian |1. He was practicaly boarding the

ship before Qui-Gon was able to catch up to him. Lenawas a hishedls.

"No, Padawan,” Qui-Gon said quietly, pulling him asde. "Wewill not
be taking this ship." Qui-Gon gestured with his head toward alone vehide

in the corner of the launch bay. "I believe that this one will better serve

our purposes.”

Obi-Wan looked momentarily confused, then he nodded. He gently
steered Lena away from the Degarian |1 and guided her to a shadowy area of

the platform.



Qui-Gon gpproached the pilot of the smaler ship. "We'relooking for
passage to Coruscant,” he explained in alow voice. "Wed liketo leave as

soon aspossible.”

The pilot stopped what he was doing and stood to his full height,
which was considerable. He did not say anything at first, but smply looked
Qui-Gon in the eye. Qui-Gon returned his gaze without flinching. He fdt
confident that this man was not in league with the Cobrd. Hying with him

would berdatively safe,

"l can fly you to Coruscant,” the pilot findly said. He named his

fee, which seemed afair price.

Qui-Gon agreed. "We have some businessto attend to, but will return

shortly,” he said. The pilot nodded. "I will be ready.”

Qui-Gon turned and headed back to Obi-Wan and Lena. Now he only had

to make it appear asif they wereleaving the planet onthe Degarian 11, as

planned.

"Timeto board,” hesaid in a normd voice as he waked up the



boarding ramp. Then he quietly added to Obi-Wan, "L et me do the talking."

The Degarian |1 was alarge and comfortable ship, with a diplomatic
lounge and roomy deeping quartersfor its passengers. The Jedi and Lena

were greeted by adroid host as soon as they got on board.

Qui-Gon was surprised to see that the droid was identicd to those he
and Obi-Wan had cut down earlier in the evening, but greeted the droid as
if he were expecting him. After chaiting for afew brief moments and
accepting amessage of welcome from Senator Crote, Qui-Gon declared that
they weredl very tired and would like to retire to their reting

quarters.

"That will befine" thedroid replied. "I can show you theway." It

led them down along hall to atrio of spacious rooms.

"Thank you," Qui-Gon said. "Please be sure to wake us before we

arive"

The droid nodded. " Of course. We have clearance to leave in twenty
minutes." He stood for amoment, asif waiting to make sure thet each of
them went into aroom. Lenayawned and said good night, then disappeared

through a doorway. Obi-Wan did the same, and Qui-Gon followed.



Qui-Gon waited for agood fifteen minutes before knocking on Lends

door.

"We're getting off early,” Qui-Gon said as Obi-Wan appeared behind

him.

Lenalooked confused. "Do you think it is safe?" she asked.

"Safer than staying on board,” Obi-Wan replied with agrimace,

Qui-Gon gtarted down the hall and the othersfollowed closdy behind.
They escaped through asmall hatch at the back of the ship judt as the
craft's engines hummed to life. They were boarding the other ship by the

time the Degarian 11 disappeared into the atmosphere above them.

As s00n as everyone was safely on board, Qui-Gon explained what hed
just transpired. "I'm afraid Senator Croteis not what he appears to be."

He pulled atravel order bearing the officid Fregan senatorial sed from



his pocket. It dso bore Senator Crote's signature. "I found this on the

thug who tried to sted Rutin's evidence.”

Lendseyeswidened. "The senator?' she exclamed. "1 felt certain he

was above this - that he was not part of the corruption.”

"| havefdt certain of many thingsthat have not been s0," Qui-Gon

replied. "There are many hidden truthsin agaaxy such asours.”

Lenasat back and rubbed her eyes. She was dearly overwhemed. It

seemed there was no end to the Cobra web of lies.

"Obvioudy | did not think it worth therisk to fly on the Degarian
I1," Qui-Gon continued. He flashed abrief amile "l think weve taken

enough risks dready.”

Thesmadl vessdl took off ashort whilelater, and the Jedi and Lena
settled in for the journey. Though the ship was not nearly aslarge or as
fancy asthe Degarian 11, Qui-Gon noticed that asense of cdm came over
the group asthey roseinto the air. They were findly leaving Frego

behind.

When the ship was about halfway to Coruscant, Qui-Gon was startled

out of hismeditative state by the buzz of his comlink. A moment later



Y odas familiar voice began to spesk.

"Been attacked the Degarian |1 has," he said amply. His statement

was followed by afew seconds of slence. Then, "Survivorsthere are not.”

CHAPTER 18

Jedi Master Mace Windu met Qui-Gon, Obi-Wan, and Lenaat the landing
platform. It had been along journey, and it was afternoon on the city-
planet of Coruscant. The sun was high in the sky, making reflections on the
thousands of on-planet trangport vehicles and glinting off of the towering

sKyscrapers.

"Y ou must be Lena Cobra," Master Windu said, taking her hand for a

moment. "It isgood to findly meet you."

He looked &t each of them in turn before leading them into the Jedi
Temple. "We are grateful that you are safe," he said. "The news of Senator

Crote came as a surprise, and obvioudy not a pleasant one. Then when the



Degarian Il was destroyed...”

Obi-Wan winced as he remembered how close they had dl cometo being

killed.

"Wewould liketo get Lenaon the stand as soon as possible” he

sad, changing the subject.

"Of course," Mace agreed. "The chancdlor has cdled a specid
hearing for this afternoon. It is scheduled to sart in just a few hours.

The entire senate will be present.”

"Excdlent,” Qui-Gon said. "We do not want to give Senator Crote or
the Cobra timeto redize that their plan hasfailed - that we are dl
ill very much dive." He briefly touched Lena's shoulder. "And we can

take care of this matter once and for al. It isbest for Frego, | think."

Lenanodded. "In the meantime I'd like to freshen up and change my
clothes" She gestured to her dirty travel clothing. "'l fear thisis not

appropriate for aspecia sesson of the Gaactic Senate.”

Obi-Wan amiled. Even under extreme pressure, Lena attended to
details. He would miss her when their misson was over, heredized. And it

would be over very soon.



"We have readied some chambersin the Fregan consulate for you,” Mace
sad. "Webdlievethat Senator Crote will be out of the building until the
hearing. But if werun into him we must dl behave as though we have not

linked him to the Cobrd in any way."

"l understand,” Lenasaid. "But | hope you are right when you say he

isout of thebuilding.”

Mace led the way to Lenastemporary quarters and the Jedi waited

while she quickly freshened up and changed her clothes.

Obi-Wan was amazed when she reemerged afew minutes later. Her hair
had been tied into an elaborate twist, and apair of sparkling gem earrings
dangled from her earlobes. A smple light biue gown hung just to her
ankles. Shelooked lovely and not at all like she had been through a long,

harrowing night.

The group left the consulate and went directly to the Senate.

L ena gasped when she entered the Senate chamber. "I had no idea the



gaaxy was so big!" she whispered to Obi-Wan nervoudly.

Ohbi-Wan gave her areassuring smile. "You'll befing," he whispered

back. "Remember, you are doing what isright.”

Lena squared her shoulders and nodded as the group took thar place
on the large floating platform. Shetook her seat asthe platform smoothly
glided toward the front of the giant chamber. The sesson was just
beginning, and Senatorsfrom dl over the gdaxy were craning ther heads

to see who would be speaking at this specia meeting.

After afew minutes the murmur echoing throughout the room began to

die down. Chancdllor Vaorum signaled to Lenathat it wastimefor her to

speak.

Steadying hersalf on her chair, she got to her feet. For amoment she
was Slent as she looked out at the thousands of faces staring back at her.
Obi-Wan could only guess a what was running through her mind. She had been
through so much, come so far. Now her fate wasin the hands of strangers.

Would they believe her? Would they care?

Lends voice did not wobble as she spoke out about the Cobra. When



shelinked the crime family to Senator Crote there was a murmur in the
chamber followed by respectful silence. Obi-Wan could tel Lena had the
attention of every being in the room as she spoke of crimes, abused power,
and the evil Cobra hold on Frego. Then shetold her own story, induding
the death of her husband and cousin. And findly Senator Crate's attempt to

havethem dl killed.

There was an uproar in the chamber as a stunned Senator Crote legped
to hisfeet. "You arelying!" he shouted. "I have done nothing but good for

your planet!"

But Obi-Wan could tell by the look on the senator's face that the man
knew the tide was againgt him as Lena presented the proof - not only his
link to the thug who had attacked her, but transmissions that linked hm
Oefinitivdy  with the destruction of the Degarian |1. Hispolitical career

-andinfact hislifeasafree man was over.

It did not take long to tally the vote. Senator Crote was removed
from office, and the Cobra wereimmediately ordered under arrest, to be
tried for their crimes. Once anew government wasin place, a new senator

of Frego would be elected.



Obi-Wan beamed. He was 0 proud of Lena, of dl that she had

accomplished for her planet and her people.

Because of her, Frego would finaly get its new beginning, its chance

a anew life

CHAPTER 19

Back at the Fregan consulate, asmall party was going on in Lenas
chambers. There was much talk of the success of the testimony and the new
road ahead. A few senators were so impressed by Lenastestimony that they

suggested she run for the Fregan senatoria position.

"l have no interest in such apogtion,” shereplied flatly. "I will
return to Frego to hdp put the trangtion government in place. But

afterward it will betime for meto start anew life on anew planet.”

She winked at Obi-Wan, and he had a feding tha politics were

definitely in Lenasfuture. Perhaps she would get aposition as an aide of



some sort on Coruscant. If she did, he redized, he might get to see her

fromtimetotime....

After the smal group had shared acelebratory med together, Lena
announced that she wanted to get some rest. " So much has happened, and I'd
likealittletimeto digest it dl. Soon enough I'll be heading back to

Frego. I'm afraid | won't be getting much rest there.”

Qui-Gon nodded. He knew how much work it wasto change governments.
"l certainly think arestisin order,” hesaid. "Jedi Master Mace Windu
and | have Temple businessto attend to, but | will be back shortly. Obi-

Wan can say with you, if you like"

"That's very kind, but I'd redlly like sometime aone," Lenareplied

gracioudy.

Obi-Wan tried to hide his disappointment as he nodded. "Of course”

hesad.

While Mace and Qui-Gon |eft for the Temple, Obi-Wan lingered outside
Lendas door. He wanted to respect her wishes, but also wanted to stay close

by in case she changed her mind. The door to the adjacent chamber was open



and the room was empty. Obi-Wan entered and sat down in a comfortable

chair. From here he could hear what was going on in Lenas room.

Obi-Wan had just closed his eyeswhen he heard afamiliar voice. It

was not Lends, and it was not friendly.

"Surprised to see me, Lenadear?’ it said. "1 suppose you would be.

But then | thought you loved surprises.”

Therewas amuffled sound, asif the intruder was fiddling with some

clothing. Then Obi-Wan heard Lenagasp.

Obi-Wan was out in the hallway in less than asecond. With his hand
on hislightsaber, he pressed the door controls. But nothing happened. The

door was jammed.

Ohbi-Wan ignited hislightsaber. HEd have to cut through the door.

But as his blade touched the entrance, something told him not to cut.

Concentrating, he closed his eyes. He heard a very dight scraping

right in front of him. Lenawas just centimeters away - on the other Sde



of the door. There was no way for him to cut through without putting her at

risk.

"l should have done thisyears ago,” the intruder continued. " Perhaps
then | could have saved my favorite son. The one | loved the most. The one

| cherished."

Zanita

"I tried to save him, | redlly did. But once word got out that he
wanted to betray the family - that you had talked him into tedifying
againg his own flesh and blood, there was nothing | could do. It was a

great lossfor me, yes. But necessary.”

Lenalet go of asob. "Necessary?' she echoed in dishdief. "Zanita,

he was your own son!"

"l know that, Lena. Actudly, | rather wished he had been adaughter.
Y ou see, boys and men are nothing but foolish pawns. They aways need to be
told what to do, and haf thetimethey ill do it wrong. Thingson Frego
wereamess until | took control. | organized our forces and got the
government to see matters our way. Everything was going just fine until you

came adong. You stolemy Rutin's heart and coerced hismind.”



"Rutin had amind of hisown," Lenasaid quietly.

Scanning the wal, Obi-Wan tried to remember the position of
everything insde the quarters. His hands were damp with sweset, and his

heart was pounding. He didn't have much time to act, or any room for error.

Zanitaacted asif shedidn't hear her daughter-in-law. "And now
because of you | stand to lose my other two sonsas wdl," she went on.

"But of course I'm not going to let that happen.”

Obi-Wan heard an ominous click. He had to act - he just hoped he
wasn't dready too late. Raising hislightsaber, he pushed the blade into

thewdll.

"Would you like amoment to fix your hair, darling?' Zanita asked.

"Y ou might be seeing Rutin in afew moments.”

Obi-Wan diced through the wall with remarkable speed - and stepped
inddejust intimeto see Lenafall to the floor, meters away. She landed

with asickening thud and lay completely ill.



Still holding ablaster in her hand, Zanitaleveled the barrd at her
daughter-in-law's chest. She did not seem to be aware of Obi-Wan's

presence.

Obi-Wan tore his eyes away from Lenaand took severa steps toward

Zanita. She whirled around suddenly, the blaster now aimed at him.

"Ah, aJedi," shesaid. "Of course."

She fired severd rapid blasts. Obi-Wan was surprised by her
incredible accuracy, and had to dodge and weave to avoid being hit by two

and deflect three of the bolts with his saber at the ssmetime.

Sepping forward, he felt one of the bolts graze his robe. He spun
around and legped into the air, landing on Zanitas right sSide and grabbing
the blaster. Zanita hurled herself forward onto Lenas body. Her shoulders

shook violently as severa sobs escaped her throat.

Thetrue leader of the Cobral had been defeated, and was probably

thinking of the time she would soon be spending in prison.



Obi-Wan deactivated his lightsaber and re-clipped it to his belt.

Therewasasmal holein hisrobe where the blaster bolt had grazed him.

Hefingered it gingerly, grateful that he was not wounded. But Lena.

All of asudden Obi-Wan heard arushing sound behind him.

"Obi-Wan, look out!" someone shouted. It was Qui-Gon.

For asplit second Obi-Wan was not sure where to look. Then he saw

the glimmer of awegpon in Zanita's hand. It was a vibroblade.

Before Obi-Wan could disarm her a second time, Zanita had plunged the

reverberating blade into her chest.

A moment later shefdl to the floor next to Lena, dead.



CHAPTER 20

Qui-Gon looked up from hisseep couch in hisquarters a the Jedi

Temple to see his Padawan standing in the doorway.

" thought you might like to comewith meto see Lena," he explained.

Ohi-Wan shifted hisfeet dightly, and Qui-Gon was reminded of the
young boy he had taken as a Padawan learner more than four years before,
Impatient and headstrong, but also unsure. They had come along way snce
then. But at that moment Qui-Gon was very aware that the younger Jedi ill
sought his affection and approval. Qui-Gon could not blame him, and was
even grateful. Soon enough Obi-Wan would be a Jedi Knight in hisown right,

and would no longer need him. For the moment, however, hewas still aboy.

Things between them had not been very smooth of late, Qui-Gon knew.
Hefdt atwinge of guilt. He was not surewhy it was so difficult for him

to confide in the boy when it cameto hisfedings. Like many things it



samply was.

"1 would likethat," Qui-Gon said, getting to hisfeet. "How is she

doing?”

"The blow to her head when she fdl was quite severe” Obi-Wan
replied. "But sheisrecovering wdl and is st to be released this

afternoon. Sheis planning to return to Frego the day after tomorrow.”

Qui-Gon st his pace to match Obi-Wan's as they made their way down
the corridor. "Physical wounds hed quickly,” hesaid quietly. "It isthe

emotiond onesthat require moretime.”

Qui-Gon was slent as they made their way down the hdl. Then he
spoke. "When Tahl died, the wound was so broad and so deep thet | was
certain | could not live. | could not go on. And in my pain| wasblind to

those around me - those who aso loved and mourned Tahl."

"l grieved her aswell," Obi-Wan said. "But | knew that my grief did
not match yours, that it never would. | did not know how to help you. | was

log."

Suddenly Qui-Gon stopped and turned to face his Padawan. "l am the
onewho was lost, Padawan. Y ou were generous and patient with me. And |

needed that patience. | till carry thewound | suffered when | lost Tahl.



| will for therest of my life"

Obi-Wan nodded solemnly. "I know," he said softly.

Qui-Gon placed ahand on Obi-Wan's shoulder. "1 am grateful for your
effortsto help me through my pain. For along timel was not ready to hear
your words, but you were still right to speak them. Thanksto you | have
found myself again - | have found away to go on. Y our words... you are a

comfort to me. Thank you."

Obi-Wan let out a deep breath and smiled. "Y oure welcome,” he said.



