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CHAPTER ONE

The spacelanes of the planet Euceron were jammed with vehicles. Inthe
upper atmosphere, large transports and deek passenger liners chugged in
orbit. Despite the heavy presence of spacelane officers on high-dtitude
swoops, tempersflared as star cruisers and shuttle craft jockeyed for

position outsde the landing platforms.

Fourteen-year-old Anakin Skywaker swerved the Gdan darfighter to
avoid acruiser trying to cut in the line waiting to land. "Waich it, you

grave-maggot!" he ydled, even though he knew the pilot couldn't hear him.



Besde him his Master, Obi-Wan Kenobi, cleared histhroat.

"l know, | know," Anakin said. "Fed my anger, and letit go. But do |
haveto be a Jedi dl thetime, evenin spacetraffic?' Heflashed agin

at his Master. He knew the answer.

"You areaJedi every moment,” Obi-Wan said. "Even when another

cruiser issnegking into your right.”

"What?' Anakin wrenched his attention back to hispiloting. A dlver
&ar cruiser was attempting to nose in - Anakin swerved to the left and

then did nestly into the empty dot ahead.

Obi-Wan leaned back in his seat. "If you alowed someone to cut in

line, we would lose five minutes time. Would that be so bad?"

His Master could always find an opportunity for alesson, even while
waiting to land in acrowded space-lane. "'l guessnot,” Anakin said. "Were
not inahurry. But it'snot right for them to try to snesk ahead of

others"

"No," Obi-Wan said. "But that isthe other pilot's choice. By trying
to prevent him, you are feeding your own anger and impatience. Perhaps that

isworse"



Anakin saw hisMaster's point. That wasthe trouble. Obi-Wan dways
made sense. The only problem was that Obi-Wan didn't understand how good it

felt when Anakin had zoomed ahead, preventing the cruiser from cutting in.

The spacelane officer ahead signaed to Anakin. A new lane had opened
up for landings. Anakin did the craft nestly into place. Now that he was
firstinline, he could look around and enjoy the Sight of SO many star

cruisersin one atmosphere.

"l knew it would be crowded on Euceron, but | didn't expect this”
Anakin said. "At least on Coruscant the treffic is grictly controlled.

Thisisamess."

"Euceron isn't used to such traffic,” Obi-Wan agreed. "Beings come

from dl over the galaxy to the Gaactic Games.”

"l didn't redizethey would al arrive a once." Anakin wasn't redly
grumbling. He enjoyed the chaos, the scramble for lane space, the chanceto

see so many different kinds of star cruisers.

When he had firgt learned of the misson ahead, Anakin couldn't
believe hisluck. All he and his Master had to do was patrol the Gaactic
Games, keeping dert for any signs of trouble. The Galactic Games were held
every seven years, and planets al over the galaxy competed to become the

host planet. The Gameswere exciting and sometimes dangerous, with the



fastest and most skilled competing in races and contests. Anakin couldn't

wait to seethe various events.

The government of Euceron had asked for Jedi help in order to keep the
peace. In only seven years, the gdaxy had changed. New trouble spots
erupted far too often. Some systems had grievances with the Senate; some
planets had trade conflicts with other planets. Beings from many different
worldswould bein close quarters, some of them hostile to one ancther. It

could beavolatile mix.

Then again, everyone was coming to have agood time. Anakin knew that
he was. The Gdactic Games had been started over eight decades before in
order to promote peace through sport. Winners became famous both on ther
own planets and in placesthey had never traveled. Even as adave on

Tatooine, Anakin had heard tales of their determination and mastery.

"Euceronistrying its best to keep things under control,” Obi-Wan
observed. "Theleaders of the Ruling Power don't want anything to go wrong.
They aretrying to gain more power in the Senate, to be put on some very
important committees. Thisisacrucia way to show that ther planet is

gable”

Anakin nodded, abit bored by Senatoria palitics. He was natified
that he could land now on the Euceron City landing platform. A series of
laser Sgnastold himwhich dot to take. He came in fagt and low,

executing a quick turn that dropped the darfighter into position



perfectly. He glanced over at his Master, knowing he had been a bit of a

show-off, but Obi-Wan was dready beginning arrival procedures.

Anakin reached for their survival packs and activated the landing
ramp, which led to the gredting center high above the capitd dty,

Eusebus. He couldn't wait to get going.

"Thiswill be agood opportunity for you to reflect on a new Jedi
lesson,” Obi-Wan said. "Connection with the Living Force. There are beings
from dl over the galaxy here. Youll pick up many kinds of energies. With

such avariety of beings crowded onto one planet, there ismuch to learn.”

"Yes, Magter." Anakin hovered by the doorway, wating impetiently
while Obi-Wan double-checked to make sure the cabin of ther craft was
secure. He made sure to keep his body ill, however. He might not have

conquered his agitation though he had learned to mask it.

But it was rare that his Master did not pick up on hisfedlings. Obi-

Wan noted hisimpatience. "All right, young Padawan. Let'sgo."

Anakin waked out onto the landing ramp, his eyes eagerly sweeping the
platform. Star pilots chatted in smdl groups, children dashed past
parents reaching fingers, air taxis unloaded passengers who lunged for
their luggage - Wookiees and Babbs and everything in between. Everyone

seemed in aterrific hurry to get somewhere. And the Games had not yet



begun!

"Areyou picking up anything about the misson ahead?' Obi-Wan asked
him curioudy. His Magter often asked the question as soon asthey stepped
foot on a planet. Sometimes he even asked it before they landed, if he

sensed that Anakin was swept by intuitions about the mission to come.

Anakin reached out to the Force. Sometimesit felt so easy. The Force
wasthere, right within hisgrasp, and he could fold it around himsdf as

eadly asdipping into histravel cloak.

"l don't fed darknesshere," he said. "I fed tremendous energy. It

isnot al good, but it isn't dark. It'sjust. ."

"Life" Obi-Wan finished. "Emoation, expectation, hope, worry,

excitement."

"It fedsmoreintense" Anakin said dowly asthey waked through the

crowd.

"Becauseitis" Obi-Wan said. "We are dl packed into one small city,
waiting for abig event." He paused to consult a coordinates kiosk. "We
will be staying in the official Games quarters, but let's explore a bit

firgt."

They squeezed aboard a crowded turbolift that brought them down from



the greeting center to the surface of the planet. They spilled out onto the

main boulevard of Eusebus. The streets were crowded with speeders of every

kind and description, and the many beingsjostled and pushed their way to

their destinations. Large overhead signs blinked out directions and routes,

such as STADIUM ONE: LEFT ON USIRINE STREET or STADIUM TEN: TAKE AIR

TRANSIT GREEN.

Thearoma of the various food stands wafted toward them. Anakin's
stomach growled. Meat Szzled on grills and sweets hung from dender poles
that danced in the brisk wind, tantalizing him. He had esten his morning

mesal only an hour before, but he suddenly felt hungry.

"Look around,” Obi-Wan directed. "Tdl meif you see anything out of

the ordinary.”

The ordinary? There didn't seem to be anything ordinary in Euceron
City. It wasacity built entirely of plastoid materias, Snce there was
no native stone. The buildings were brightly colored and no higher than
twenty stories. Eucerons were a humanoid species with large domed heads and
delicatelimbs. They dressed in neutrd colors as if to offset their

colorful structures.

But Obi-Wan had seen something Angkin should have noted. Anakin
screened out his rapidly growing appetite and opened his mind to careful

observation. It took him afew minutes, but then he felt it.



"There are security officerseverywhere" hesaid. "They are not in
uniform, but they are patrolling." He could tell they were security only by

noting their watchful eyes congtantly sweeping the crowd.

"Yes Nicely observed, Padawan,” Obi-Wan said. "Euceron hes the
largest security forcein the galaxy for itssize. The Ruling Power needs
the security officers to keep the populaion under contral. It is
government by repression and intimidation. The Ruling Power ismade up of
ten rulerswho make dl laws and decisions. The dty looks peaceful and
prosperous, but the Ruling Power has been working for yearsto make it look
that way. They are cultivating an image, and they aretypicaly aggressive

about their methods."

"So why should the Jedi help them?' Anakin wondered.

"The Ruling Power isnot the kind of government the Senate would
normally support,” Obi-Wan agreed. "But the safety of many beings depends
on the Games proceeding well, and that isimportant for the continued peace
of the gdaxy itsdlf. So don't forget that thismissonisa serious one.

There are dways beingsin the galaxy who use these large gatherings for

their own ends. Sabotage is dways a possbility, so the Jedi are needed.”

"Are we supposed to meet with the other Jedi teams?* Anakin asked. He
hoped to see Tru Ve d, afdlow Padawan and one of hisfew friends a the

Temple.



"Y es. Well need to coordinate our patrols,” Obi-Wan said. "Well see

them at our quarterslater.”

Obi-Wan did not break his stride, but suddenly his concentration

shifted. Anakin could see the change.

"Something iswrong,” he murmured.

Anakin threw his own attention out like a net. He was aware of a

changein the sound of the crowd. "A disturbance," he said.

"Thisway." Obi-Wan stepped up his pace. He threaded through the

pedestrians.

Ahead was alarge square. Food stalls were packed in tightly, and

caf©sringed the edges.

Anakin saw aknot of beings across the square. They were packed so

tightly it was difficult to see what they werelooking at.

He heard aroar of anger. He did not know the language, but it was

easy to guesstheintent.

"Hurry." Obi-Wan tried to make it through the crowd, but the beings



were crowded so densaly now that it wasimpossible.

"Get out of my way or I'll kill you!" Someone shouted the words in

Badic.

Now Anakin could see a Phlog, a giant baing with a vibrosword,
standing over asmdl Ortolan, ablue-furred creature armed with only acup
of juice. The Phlog waved the vibrosword close to his neighbor's nose.
Instead of retreating, the crowd surged forward, interested in a possible

fight.

"Go ahead, you tub of banthafat,” the Ortolan sneered.

"Thisisn't good," Obi-Wan muttered.

Suddenly the Phlog took hisvibrosword and dashed through a amdl

stone table. The group who had been ditting at it fdl backward. One of

them sprang up and withdrew a blaster. The giant Phlog grabbed both huge

dabs of stone and lifted them over his head.

"Il kill youdl!™

Frustrated, Obi-Wan tried to get through the crowd. The beings had

formed asolid wal of flesh and muscle. The Jedi could not move. But they

weren't about to fail in their objective before the Games had even begun.



CHAPTER TWO

Anakin saw asudden flash of blue. A lightsaber danced inthe air and
came down, dicing expertly through the thick dabs of stone. The movement
was S0 fast that atiny curl of smoke was the anly evidence of the
lightsaber'strail. The dabs dissolved into rocks and dust. The Phlog

howled as one of the stone piecesfell on hisfoot.

"That should dow you down aminute.”

Jedi Knight Siri's tone was pleasant, but it rang with the shimmer of
durastedl. Next to her stood Ferus Olin, her Padawan. His lightsaber was
raised and ready, his expression hard. He was prepared to spring if anyone

moved, and everyone seemed to know it. A hush settled on the crowd.

The Phlog stood awkwardly, holding his foot. "Who are you?' he

bellowed.

The Euceron whose table had been pulverized quickly shoved his blaster

into his belt. "Ah, Jedi. Just defending mysdf," he muttered, backing

avay.

The Ortolan nodded rapidly, hisblue fur flying. "Easy in such crowds

to bump by accident.”



"Exactly,” Siri said. "So an gpology is cdled for." "Sorry," the

Ortolan said quickly.

"By both of you," Siri said meaningfully, her gaze boringinto Phlog,

who towered severa meters over her blond head.

The Phlog hesitated. He was not accustomed to gpologizing for his

temper. Even with alightsaber centimeters from his neck.

For amoment, it seemed that the Phlog would launch an attack on Siri.

She was ready.

By now Obi-Wan and Anakin had snaked through the crowd and were
standing by, close enough to spring forward if needed. With alook, Obi-Wan

told Anakin to hang back.

Ferus Olin stepped forward. "Think twice, my friend,” he said ina

soft tone. "Then think again.”

Anakin saw the admiration on hisMaster's face at the coolness of
Feruss approach. A flare of jealousy roseinsde him. Ferus dways knew
the right thing to say and theright way to say it. Ferus was only two

years older than Anakin, but he was known for his maturity.

"Well, wel, my fault,” the Phlog said in fdse cheerfulness. "Let me

buy you ancther juice.”



He bent over the small Ortolan and led him into the caf©.

Siri deactivated her lightsaber. "There. Everyoneis sorry. Incident
over." Her clear voice sailed out over the crowd. "We can dl get back to

what wewere doing.”

The crowd that had been eager to witness a brawl suddenly melted away.

Siri caught sight of Obi-Wan.

"Just aminutetoo late, asusud," she said.

"Wewere just waiting to see how you'd handleit,” Obi-Wan answered.

"| aways wanted to see you go againgt aPhlog.”

Anakin watched Obi-Wan and Siri. A stranger would never know that they

were old friends.

He nodded a gresting at Ferus, who nodded stiffly back. There was no
need to pretend that they liked each other. Ferus had warned him once thet
he did not trust him and would keep an eye on him. This had infuriated
Anakin, and he gtill wasn't over it. He had let his anger go, but his
resentment still smmered. He knew how a Jedi was supposed to handle that,

but he couldn't.



He could not speak to Obi-Wan abot it, either. He didn't want his
Master to know that a fdlow Padawan, especidly one as gifted and

respected as Ferus, did not trust him.

He turned his attention back to Siri and Obi-Wan, who weretalking in

low voices.

"... with the crowds like this," Obi-Wan was saying. "It was hard to

gettoyouat dl."

"And wherewas security?' Siri asked. "l saw officers dl around

undercover, but when they were needed, they were strangely absent.”

"Perhaps fewer of them should be undercover," Obi-Wan suggested. "Some

should be morevishle"

Siri frowned. "The Eucerons hate the security forces. That's why
they're undercover. But still, with so many visitors, keeping the peece is

thefirst order of busness."

"I'll talk to Liviani Sarno about it," Obi-Wan said, referring to the

head of the Games Council.

Anakin couldn't believe it. Obi-Wan hadn't seen Siri in a while, and
he only spoke of the misson! Anakin had greet respect for Obi-Wan's

wisdom, but sometimes he wondered how his Master could connect to the



Living Force when hisfedlings were kept so tightly under wraps.

"Anakinl" Anakin heard the chearful voice behind him and quickly
turned. Tru Ved wasloping across the plaza next to his Magter, the tall
and slent Ry-Gaul. Tru extended onelong, flexiblearm in a floppy wave
that conveyed his excitement and happiness at seeing hisfriend. Heand Tru
had been in the same year of training at the Temple, but they had become

friends after they had been chosen as Padawans.

Ry-Gaul nodded at Obi-Wan and Siri asthey came up, but gave no verbal

greeting. The three Magters huddled together for adiscussion, leaving the

three Padawansto talk among themselves.

"| can't decide, can you?' Tru asked Anakin, his eyes dancing. They

were the color of the slver seas of Teevan, hishome planet, and when he

was excited they sparkled like sunlight on waves.

Anakin was used to Tru tarting a conversation midway through. He

lifted an eyebrow at him.

"Which Game eventsto atend,” Tru explained. "They dl sound fun.”

"We are here to keep the peace,” Ferus said. "Not to have fun.”

Annoyance ran through Anakin. Ferus could spoil a good mood quicker



than adouble nova. Tru merely shook his head good-naturedly and nudged
Ferus with ashoulder. "Relax, friend. | can keep the peace and waich the

Games, too. Even our Magterswill alow that."

"We haven't received our ingtructions,” Ferus said.

"l am sure our ingructionswill beto avoid having agood time at dl
costs," Tru said to Ferusin amock-serious tone, hiseyes till twinkling

with dlent amusement.

Ferus Sghed. "Padawans are dwaystrying to get meto rdax,” he

sad. "I'm just not made that way."

Siri, Ry-Gaul, and Obi-Wan turned away from their conference and

approached their Padawans.

"Weve decided that you three can go off onyour own for awhile”

Obi-Wan told them. "But be sure your comlinks are functioning at al times.

Anakin and Tru exchanged an excited glance. They hadn't expected this
good fortune. They had hoped to run into each other, but now they could
actudly attend at least some of the Gamestogether! Anakin would even put

up with Ferusif it meant he could spend timewith Tru.

"| contacted Liviani Sarno. She's on her way here,” Obi-Wan told them.



"After werecelve abriefing, you'll befreeto go. Then well dl meet

back at the Games quartersfor the evening med."

Within momentsthey saw atall female Euceron heading toward them. She
was dressed in ascarlet robe embroidered with orange and gold threads, and
her crown of braids was woven with bright jewels. Liviani Sarno was not

hard to spot.

Travdingin her wake were three other beings, and Angkin was
surprised that he knew two of them. He had met Didi and Agtri when they
still owned the Coruscant caf© that Dexter Jettster now ran. He knew that

they had been close to Qui-Gon Jinn and were friends with Obi-Wan aswell.

Didi's round brown eyes widened when he saw Obi-Wan. Adri ran

forward, her pretty face flushed.

"Obi-Wan!" Dark curlsflying, Adtri threw hersdf a Obi-Wan, wrapping
her arms around him. Anakin was surprised to see hisreserved Master break
out into ahuge smile and hug Adtri back. Didi came up and tried to hug
both of them, but his plump armswere too short. He settled for thumping

Obi-Wan on the back.

"Thismakes my eyesnew and my heart glad!" Didi cried.

"It isso good to seeyoul" Adtri exclaimed.



"Itisgood to see you, t0o," Obi-Wan said. "Y ou are hereto see the

Games?"'

"Inan officid capacity,” Adri said. "I'd like you to meet my
husband, Bog Divinian. HE's on the Games Council. Bog, this is the gresat

Jedi Knight, Obi-Wan Kenobi."

Bog Divinian was atdl, handsome man in a plumfruit-colored tunic

amog asbright asLiviani Sarno's.

"l am honored to meet aJedi," Bog said. "Do you know Liviani Sarno?"

"Thisisour firs meeting,” Obi-Wan sad with a quick nod. He
introduced the Padawans. Siri coolly assessed the Council member. Ry-Gaul

sood slent.

"We are glad the Jedi accepted the request of the Ruing Power to
monitor the Games," Liviani said. "We can use the help. Many more came than

we expected.”

"We have to keep things running smoothly,” Bog added. "Liviani is

doing an amazing job of organization.”

Liviani inclined her head in the fashion of one who is used to

compliments.



"If you need an insder's perspective, I'll be glad to hep,” Bog
added, speaking to Obi-Wan. "Because you're such agood friend of Adtri's,

I'll meketimefor you."

Obi-Wan's polite expression did not fater, but Siri's ice-blue eyes
flashed at the notion that Bog would only help the Jedi because one of them

was apersond friend. Ry-Gaul just blinked impassvely.

"Thank you," Obi-Wan said smoothly. No doubt he had noticed Adri's

embarrassment.

"Obi-Wan Kenobi isthe greatest of dl Jedi Knights" Did sad
proudly. "He will not need our help, | guarantee.” He suddenly redlized
that he had insulted Siri and Ry-Gaul and turned to them quickly. "Not that
Siri and Ry-Gaul aren't equally greet. All Jedi are great!" Didi beamed a

al of them. "Even Padawand"

"How are the preparations going?' Obi-Wan asked Liviani. "Any

problems?'

"So smoothly, no problems,” Bog Divinian answered. " The Games Coundil
is handling everything beautifully. Maxo Vigaisanative of Euceron and

on the Council, and he has been very hepful. Y ou know of him, of course."



Ohbi-Wan shook his head politely. Anakin couldn't believe his Master
didn't know the great Euceron hero who had stunned the galaxy seven years

before by winning five events at the Gaactic Games on Berrun.

"But everyone knows Maxo Vigtal" Bog sad, surprised. "Heis renowned
throughout the galaxy! He might not be wedlthy, but heisfamous. And heis

agood friend of mine, o0 if you need an introduction...”

Siri snorted, then tried to turn it into a cough. Angkin remembered

that Obi-Wan had told him that Sri had never done very wdl in her

diplomacy classes a the Temple.

Even Didi looked embarrassed a Bog's bragging. He smiled at the Jedi

in turn. "Who needs galactic heroes when we have Jedi?"

"Precisdly,” Liviani said crigply. "And Bog is wrong about our not

having problems.”

Bog looked crestfallen at having disappointed Liviani. "1 know of no

problems, Liviani."

Liviani ignored Bog and turned to the Jedi. "There are rumors that

therewill beanillega Podrace on the outskirts of the city."

Anakin suddenly became very interested.



Siri frowned. "We had not heard this."

Liviani nodded. "Podracersfrom al over the galaxy have been spotted
arriving on Euceron. We have heard that they are gathering on the city's
northern border in the Great Dordon Caves, whose extensve tunnds are,

unfortunately, idedly suited for thissuicida sport.”

"Podracing isillegal in the Core Worlds" Bog said disgpprovingly.
"If | were Senator - | am running for Senator of my home planet of Nuraee,
by the way - - | would consider introducing a law to outlaw Podracing
gaaxy-wide. It only promotes gambling and violence" Bog gave a quick

glance at Liviani to seeif she approved of hisdeclaration.

Liviani continued to ignore him, however. "Y ou see our problem,” she
said to the Jedi. "The Ruling Power isworried about bad publicity, so it
wants usto ignore the rumors. If Podracers diein the caves, no one will
care, officidly.” Liviani's delicate eyebrows drew together in aworried
frown. "But the authorities underestimate how popular these races are.
Beingswill hear of them. Betting will take place, and spectators - some of
them quite important on their home planets - will find the race. We cannot

guarantee safety and crowd control."

"The Games must proceed smoothly,” Bog added. "Absolutely.”

Anakin barely heard their voices. Hisbrain had started to buzz as



soon as he'd heard the word Podrace. He hadn't seen or been in one since he

was adaveon Tatooine.

It was as though the thick clouds overhead parted, for suddenly he
felt the blow of the hot suns of Tatooine on the back of his neck. He could
taste the grit of sand between histeeth. And he could fed therise of the
samefierce desre that had filled him as ayoung boy, the smplest, most

powerful feding he knew: thewill towin.

Anakin fdt hisMagter's eyes on him, as though the surge of feding
had touched Obi-Wan like awarning finger. A mask of serenity dropped over
Anakin'sface. He could cal it up a will for times such as this, times

when his blood seemed to race closer to his skin.

Liviani was speaking, and Obi-Wan turned back to her. Anakin kept his
expression calm but interested, Like aJedi would be. But insde... insde

he was adave boy, on fireto race again.

CHAPTER THREE

Does heredly think hesfooling me?

Obi-Wan's exasperation with his Padawan did not show on his face.

Anakin's attemptsto hide his excitement may have tricked the others, but

Obi-Wan fdt it chargethe air. He had never seen Anakin compete ina

Podrace, and Qui-Gon had not given hm many details, but he knew how



outrageoudy dangerous Podracing was. Filots sat in open cockpits, racing
fragile crafts that were powered by massive enginestethered to the racer

by flexible cables. Obi-Wan could imagine that the prospect of Anakin once
again pitting his skills and reflexes and daring in such a race would be

irressible.

But it would not be worthy of a Jedi. Jedi did not seek thrills.

Obi-Wan could understand a momentary tug toward the past. He would
expect his Padawan to overcomeit. A longing for such thingswas childish,
in his opinion. As soon as they were aone, he would spesk to Anakin about

It....

"Obi-Wan, my friend?' Didi spokein alow tone at hisebow. "A word?'

Liviani had received acdl on her comlink and had turned away, 0

Obi-Wan followed Didi afew paces away from the others.

"] just wanted to say," Didi began, smoothing his tunic with plump
fingers, "how my entire being is convulsed with joy to see your handsome

and noble face once again - "

"Y ou want afavor,” Obi-Wan said flatly. He wasfond of Didi, but he
did not for one second think that Didi would hesitate to take advantage of

their friendship.



Didi looked wounded. "Not afavor. Some company on alittle errand - "

Obi-Wan began to turn away in dismissa.

"All right, dl right! Thetruth! A favor!” Didi said quickly. He

gpread his hands, pdmsout. "But such atiny oneit hardly qudifies.”

Obi-Wan closed his eyesfor asecond in irritation. Qui-Gon would ask

for my patience. "What isit?"

"Shortly after arriving in Eusebus, | bought aswoop bike," Didi said.
" thought it would make navigating these crowded Streets much easier.
However, hardly had | gone two meters when the engine... whoosh, ka-blam!”
Didi'sfingerstraced an explosonintheair. "l want my money back, yet |

fear that dimy son of amonkey-lizard will refuse me.”

"But not if aJedi isalong,” Obi-Wan said wearily.

"Y ouwould not have to do athing! Just stand there and look

invincible. Maybe casually take your lightsaber out and tet it..."

"No. No lightsaber."

"Then your presenceonly.” Didi put his handstogether. "Such a big

favor it would be, and | would repay it athousand times over.”



"Do you redly think," Obi-Wan said, exasperated, "that | havetimeto

help you make up abad deal ?'

"Of course not, you are S0 busy being strong and good,” Didi said.
"But while we are together, | can give you a behind-the-scenes, sneak-peek
look at the Games. Bog is my son-in-law and on the Council. | have aunique
perspective.” Didi could see that Obi-Wan was unmoved. "Now, don't do it
for Qui-Gon's sake. | would never want you to remember how much heloved me

and how many times he helped me. Don't even mention his beloved name!™

"l don't haveto,” Obi-Wan said. "You just did." But he knew from the

first moment that Didi had drawn him asdethat he would hdp hm. The

truth was that Obi-Wan had a soft spot for Didi just as vulnerable as Qui-

Gon's had been. And he had come to see that it wasn't such abad thing, to

fed affection for aworthless scoundrel with abig heart.

Still, therewerelimits.

"1 will giveyou ten minutes" Obi-Wan sad. "You are the best and

kindest friend | ever - " "Nine minutes, fifty-seven seconds- "

Didi's mouth sngpped shut. "l will tell Astri. One moment.”

Didi dashed off, and Siri came up next to Obi-Wan. "Y ou are worse than



Qui-Gon," she said in an amused tone

Obi-Wan shrugged. "1 am gill his Padawan in many ways."

"Ry-Gaul and | are going with Liviani. She has some swoops avalable
for us so we can get an overview of the area. We're sending the Padawans

off on their own. The opening ritudswill beginin afew minutes."

"I'll keep in touch and meet up with you," Obi-Wan said. "This won't

takelong."

Siri cocked her head. Her hands did into the pockets of the unisuit
sheworeinstead of atunic. "The amazing thing is that you actudly

bdievethat," shesad.

CHAPTER FOUR

When Anakin had first seen Tru, he had immediaidy wanted to spend
time with him. Now he could hardly wait to leave him behind. This wasn't

Tru'sfault-Anakin just wanted time alone to explore. About Podracing.

He walked alongside Ferus and Tru. The streets were crowded and they
had trouble staying together. Ferus didn't seem to notice. He strode ahead
at the pace he aways s, talking without making sure the others were able

to hear.



"The opening rituals are at Stadium One," Ferus said. "We could take

an air taxi, but there don't seem to be many around.”

"We can get there on Trangt Ydlow," Tru sad. "Four stops. |

memorized the trandt system maps on the way here."

"It'sthe perfect opportunity for usto see dl sortsof beings from

al over the gdaxy," Ferus said. "We should observe customs and protocol.”

Leaveit to Ferusto have alesson plan for the afternoon, Angkin

thought.

Asif he had read Anakin's thoughts and was afraid he would speak them

doud, Tru extended oneflexible arm and did hishand over Anakin's mouth.

Anakin batted it away with agrin. No doubt Tru was remembering ther
mission to the planet Radnor, when Anakin and Ferus had argued every step
of the way. But Anakin had no desireto argue with Ferus again. He didnt

care about him enough to argue.

He had more important thingsto do - like check out the Podracers.
Anakin told himsdlf that someone on the Jedi teams needed to do so.
Logically, he was the best candidate. He was the only one who hed raced,
and he was sure to know some of the beingsinvolved. He hadn't raced snce

he was eight years old, six and ahaf years ago. But the racerstended to



keep racing, if they weren't killed.

Of course, Ohi-Wan hadn't asked him to check out the Podracers. But he
had |eft him free to choose what he wanted to see. Anakin assured himsdf

that he wasn't disobeying Obi-Wan by going.

Stll, he didn't want to advertise his plansto his fdlow Padawans.
He could trust Tru, but Ferus was another matter. It would be judt like

Ferusto make abig ded of it.

"I'll catch upwithyou later," he told Ferus and Tru. "I have

something | need to check out firg."

Disappointment clouded Tru'ssivery eyes. "Oh?'

Anakin knew that Tru had been looking forward to spending time with
him, too. When you made friends among the Jedi, you treasured the timesyou

were together because they could berare.

Ferus gave him a glance that was more pointed. " Obi-Wan asked you to

do something?"

Anakin could not lie. Not even to Ferus. He pretended he had not heard
him over the noise of the crowd. He turned to go, and Tru leaned over and

spoke softly in hisear. "Trangt Red, end of theline.”



So Tru did know where he was headed.

"You'reagood friend,” Anakin said as he dashed dff before Ferus

could say anything more.

Eusebus had converted itslargest air taxisto afreetrangit system.
Hefound Transit Red and hopped aboard. He didn't mind missing the opening
rituas, which no doubt would befilled with parading teams and boring

speeches. The red fun wastaking place e sewhere

At thelast stop on Trangit Red, the buildings ended abruptly. There
was no gradua thinning of structures. An gpartment block ended, the road
narrowed, and the horizon was before him. There gppeared to be nathing in

sght but bare hills.

Now what? Anakin wondered as he descended from the air taxi and looked

from right to left.

He closed his eyes and summoned the Force. Hefdlt it rise from the
red dust and bound off the hills back at him. And then hefelt the Living
Force as awave that gathered momentum and broke over himin a shower of

light

There.



He took off toward the hillsto hisleft. Well, if this misson was
supposed to teach him about the Living Force, he doubted there was much to
learn. Sometimes he thought he was in better touch with the Living Force
than hisMaster. Obi-Wan lived in hishead. His emotions were reserved.
Anakin often had no ideawhat his Magter fdt or thought. Sometimes he
seemed to respond to the beings they met on their travels Smply aswaysto
get something accomplished. A scrappy pilot with har-rasing stories of
smuggling tech parts through the Outer Rim systems was just ameansto get
from the Manda spaceport to Circarpous Mgor. A tavern owner who kept pet
dinkos was a contact to discover the location of a possible weapons cache.
A young brother and sster bounty-hunting team was taken dong judt to

provide an answer to the mystery of who was behind a Jedi's kidnapping.

It wasn't that Obi-Wan lacked compassion, Anakin mused. It was just
that there was alittle more distance between him and other living beings.
Qui-Gon had not been able to pass aong his connection to the Living Force

to his Padawan, Anakin fdt.

Anakin treasured his Magter. But sometimes he wondered what it would
have been like to have Qui-Gon as a Magter instead. Would Qui-Gon have
shared hisfedings more easily? Anakin had felt a connection to Qui-Gon
from the start. It had taken more time with Obi-Wan. It was dill taking

time.

He reached the hills, which were covered with thorny green bushes and

small, squat trees. Anakin followed the hillsde until he spotted scorch



marks, then an abandoned hydrospanner. He was close.

He strode forward ten meters, pushed aside a dense covering of leaves,
and found the cave opening. He walked insde, dready feding the presence
of living beings. The cave opened out as he waked. There were two security
guards, but they were unaware of Anakin's silent tread. Soon the cealling

soared a hundred meters over his head.

He heard the clang of metd. The muffled sound of shouts and curses.
The whine and sputter of enginesbeing tuned and tweaked. The roar of
powerful turbines. Someone whistling off-tune and someone e se shouting at

him to stop or hed shove an oily rag down hisdimy throat.

Anakin smiled. It sounded like home.

The cave opened out and he saw amakeshift pit hangar set up ahead.
Podracers were parked haphazardly while beings of every dze and
description and varying degrees of oil-soaked clothing worked on them. Fit
droids scuttled about, hauling huge lubricant hoses and tugging power cdl

chargers.

He stopped at the edge and watched for amoment. Hydrospanners clanged
and macrofusers flew. Someone ydled for afusoncutter. Some of the
Podracer pilots sat on eaborate folding chairs, spping grog or tea and

keeping awatchful eye on their mechanics. Other pilots, not yet rich



enough to have someone else to tweak their engines, worked steedily and
with enormous concentration. The smallest mistake could cause a Podracer to

turn afraction too duggishly, resulting in a spectacular crash.

Anakin recognized Aldar Beedo, a Glymphid he had raced againgt severd
times. He was surprised Beedo was il dive, let doneracing. Beedo hed
never been particularly skillful, but hed been cunning and fearless and
willing to cheat, and that had made him more successful a Podracing than
he had any right to be. Anakin would have thought he'd have crashed or been
run out of the Podraces by this time. Then again, there wasn't much
policing of Podracing. Race officds attempted to keep some sort of

control, but Podracers schemed to get away with as much asthey could.

Anakin noticed a Podracer mechanic nearby. He could only seeapair of
short legs sticking out from undernegth while another mechanic stood near
the console, pushing buttons in what appeared to be arandom fashion. The
two mechanics were Aleenas. He recognized their three-toed feet and bluish
scaly skin. The Podracer looked familiar. 1t had been re-painted and

buffed, but he was sure he recognized it. He took a couple of steps closer.

"Doby, hand methat hydrospanner, will you? I've dmogt got this

fused. Then we can start her up again.”

A hydrospanner twirled through the air, nearly taking off the tip of
Anakin's nose. A hand reached up from underneath the Podracer and caught

it.



"Go ahead and useit, but I'm telling you, Deland, it's not the joint,

" the mechanic at the console said. "No chance, never ever. If the engine

overhesats during gear switches, it's got to be a sensor problem.”

"But the sensor doesn't show a problem, blope-head.”

"That'sthe problem, bantha-breath. If you'd just let me finish

checking out the sensor auite...”

"I've been doing thislonger than you have, baby brother, so dap your

flapping lipsshut.”

"Y ou're only fourteen monthsolder..."

"Fourteen and ahdf. And I'm the pilot. Y ou're the mechanic.”

"My point exact - "

"Got it!" A face stained with grease appeared in a par of gimy

welding goggles. Deland sprang to hisfeet in one motion. "Let's fire her

up."

"l wouldn't do that if | wereyou,” Anakin said.



Doby and Deland peered at him from behind their goggles.

"And we should listen to you because?' Deland asked.

Anakin took astep closer. "Because if your engine is overhegting
during gear changes, the problem could be in the current filter. Have you
used an impulse detector?' The words flowed easly, like anative language

he had not spoken in years but would never forget.

"Not that it's your business, but yes," Doby said. "It didn't show

anything wrong."

"Then it'sdefinitely the current filter,” Anakin said. "It's clogged.

"Sap it shut, you son of adurkii,” Deland warned hisbrother. "This

guy could be working for another Podracer. HE'sjust trying to spook us.”

Doby leaned toward his brother and said in a whisper, "Haven't you

noticed? He'sa Jedi "

"He'safraud and afake," Deland hissed. " Sebulba probably hired him.

Anakin falt arush of heat that made hisface flame. Back on Tatooine,

Sebulbathe Dug had tried to chest hisway to victory in the Boonta Eve



race and nearly killed Anakin in the process. They had dways sparred,
though Sebulba had never taken him serioudy enough to worry about him.
Until the race on Boonta Eve, when held beaten himin an extremdy close

race. "Sebulbaisill racing?’

"Everybody knowsthat," Deland said. "Now | know you're lying. Doby,

fireup thet engine™

"Y ou're going to blow out the intake vaves on the turbines” Angkin

warned.

In answer, Deland reached over and flipped on the engine. Anakin hed
aready stepped out of the way. Aloud explosion blew Deland back onto the
ground. Doby was dmost blasted by aroar of fire from the left turbine.

Anakin reached over and shut off the engine.

"I'll be aKowakian monkey-lizard!" Doby cried. "Y ou wereright!"

Deland picked himself up and dusted off hisleggings. "Lucky guess.”

"Areyou two related to Ratts Tyerdl|?" Anakin asked curioudy. "

think | recognize this Podracer.”

Doby nodded proudly. "He was our father. He died in the grest Boonta

Eve Classc sx years ago. Did you know him?"



"l raced againg him in that race," Anakin said. "Hewas one of the
fastest. Incredibly quick reflexes”” "Not quick enough,” Doby sad

sorrowfully.

"Lying again," Ddand said to Anakin. "No human can be a Podracer.”

"Onewas," Doby said. "A human child. A dave. Hewon hisfreedom, and

after the race he disappeared. Hisnamewas - "

"Anakin Skywalker," Anakin supplied. "Pleased to meet you."

"Now you'reaJedi?' Doby asked in disbdief. "And you were adave?'

"It'sagtrange galaxy," Anakin said with agrin.

"Totaly true," Doby agreed.

"Don't want to interrupt this getting-to-know-you gush, but we have a

jobtodo,” Deland said gruffly.
"Il hepyouif youwant," Anakin said spontaneoudy. Hed love to
get hishands on a Podracer engine again, but he knew Obi-Wan would

certainly disapprove.

"What'sinit for you?' Deland asked suspicioudly.



"Who cares?' Doby asked. "He beat Sebulba, Deland! Now we haveto." He
turned to Anakin. "After our father died, we had no money, so our unde
sold our Sster into davery. Djullas master is now Sebulba. We have to
get her out of hisclutches! We bet our Podracer that we'd win. Sebulba bet

Djullasfreedom. Thistime, though, he's not racing. His son Hekulais.”

"I'm sorry that your Sster isadave," Anakin said. "Do you know

Shmi, my mother? She'sadave, too. Or shewas, when | saw her last.”

Doby shook hishead. "Mos Espaisfull of beings. We don't know them

al"

Anakin blinked astearsfilled his eyes, surprisng him. For amomernt,
Shmi had seemed so close. But shewas asfar away as she dways was. He
turned away quickly, his gaze roaming around the makeshift hangar. He
didn't see Sebulba. But he did see something familiar - his old Podracer.

Could it be?

"Whose Podracer isthat?' he asked, pointing it out.

"Hekulas" Ddland said, giving it aglance.

Yes, it was definitely Anakin's old Podracer, a customized Radon-

Ulzer. It had been painted and retooled, but he would recognize it



anywhere. He knew Qui-Gon had sold the Podracer, but not to whom. Sebulba
must have bought it. Anakin burned at the thought of Sebulba owning the

Podracer he had built and maintained so lovingly.

A tal young Dug suddenly moved into Anakin'sfield of vison. "What

areyou looking at, spy?" he shouted.

"What | look at isnot your concern,” Anakin shot back.

"When it'smy Podracer it is" the Dug hissed back. " Spy!"

"It'sHekula," Doby warned Anakin in awhisper. "Be careful .

Anakin looked at Sebulba's son carefully. Hefelt the dark side of the

Force shimmer off him. He had taken after hisfather, that was clear.

A movement caught his eye. Another Dug had scuttled across the

distance toward him.

Anakin found himsdf face-to-face with his old enemy, Sebulba.

CHAPTERHVE

Anakin'sfingersitched for hislightsaber. The last time Sebulba had

threatened him, he'd been just achild and untrained. Now he could dispatch

Sebulba before the Dug could manage to blink.



But he saw immediately that Sebulba didn't recognize him. His gaze was
hostile, but the hostility wasn't persond. He had no ideathat Anakin was

the young dave boy who had humiliated him in arace years before.

Anakin smiled again.

The smileinfuriated Sebulba. "What are you smiling a&? And how dare

you bully my son!"

"He'swasn't bullying me, Father,” Hekulawhined in Huttese. "I am

bullying him!"

"Y ou were doing avery poor job of it,” Anakin answered in Huttese.

"But that doesn't surprise me.”

"How dare you!" Sebulbaroared. "Prepareto die!"

Deland quickly moved between them. "Who's talking about dying?' he

saidinajovid tone. "Let's save that for the Podrace. Right, Hekula?1'd

worry about crashing more than spies, if | were you. I've seen you race!”

Hekula'slong head thrust toward Deland. ™Y ou'll choke on my dust, son

of aRaft!"



Sebulbawas more clever than his son. He grinned craftily and shot a
look at Djulla, who was standing by Hekula's Podracer, preparing a snack
for thetwo Dugs. "I hope you're dive to see your sister wipe the floor

under our feet," he hissed. "For the next fifty yeard"

Anakin and Deland both tensed, ready to srike. In Sebulba's taunt

Anakin heard every crudty he and his mother had ever endured.

Doby grabbed the hems of Anakin'sand Deland'stunics. "Just let them

go," hemurmured. "Well win the race. That isour better best revenge.”

Anakin saw Deland's hand dench and undench. His own fingertips

burned to dip hislightsaber from its sheath.

"Let'sleave the cowardsto thar play,” Sebulba sneered. He and

Hekuladithered off, their footfdls clattering on the stony ground.

Deland wiped hisoily handswith arag vicioudy, as though wiping

away the memory of Sebulbas taunt. "We've got to beat them. We've got to."

"He'sfast," Doby said, watching Hekula and Sebulba return to ther
entourage. A look of pain crossed hisface as Djullahanded Hekulaa cup of
jumajuice and Hekulaspat it out while shouting an insult. "He's just as
cruel and dangerous as his father. Maybe more so, because he takes more

chances"



Temptation loomed before Anakin. He could help Doby and Ddand best
Hekula. He knew it. It was not part of hismission here. But Obi-Wan had
alowed him to have free time. What better way to useit than freea dave

from the grip of aharsh master?

" Sebulbataught him how to chest, too,” Deland said worriedly. "Come

on, Doby. Let's get back to work."

"Y ou can beat him." The certainty in Anakin's voice made the two
brothersturn to face him. "With my help. Hekula has my old Podracer. |
built it with my own hands. They may have painted it and buffed it, but |
still know those engines. | know its weaknesses. | know how Sebulba chests.

| can hepyouwin."

Doby and Deland exchanged aglance. "We can't ask you to do that,”

Deland said.

"You're not asking."

"We can't pay you," Doby said. "All of our creditsaretied up in the

Podracer. We barely have enough to get home."

"l don't need credits. And | don't need thanks," Anakinsaid. "l just

need you towin."



CHAPTER SIX

"So you promised meinsgdeinformation,” Obi-Wan sad to Didi. They
could not locate an air taxi, and dl the Transitswere full, so they had
to walk to the swoop sdller. Obi-Wan didn't mind. It gave him a chance to
get afedling of the streets. He reached out to the Force and received

nothing darming back.

"My sor-inlaw isanidiot.”

"That's not exactly the kind of information | had in mind," Obi-Wan

sid mildly.

Didi sghed. "Y ou'd think Astri would have more sense. Did | raise her
tofdl for thefirg tal, handsome idiot who walked through my door? |
did not! Isit my fault she picked such a gtiff-necked, rule-following,

small-spirited, mid-Rim, mid-minded, puffed-up bonehead?’

"Wdll, at least hesnot a aimind,” Obi-Wan sad. "Maybe Adri

wanted aquieter life. Maybe she wastired of dealing with arule-bresking,

truth-stretching, scam-running scoundrel of afather.”

"Soitismy fault," Didi sniffed.

"Adlri has dways made her own choices, Didi. And they are hers to

make. Now, you said you had insder news on the Games.”



"Bog thinksthat by serving on the Council for the Games, hell gat
the backing of someimportant beingsin the Senate, and that hell be
assigned important committee assgnments. All hedoesistalk, tak, tak
about how important hisroleisand what it will mean for hisfuture.” Didi
mimicked asnore. "Honedtly, | don't know how Adtri standsit. Hisbig job

has been arranging the seating for some big-shot Senators. Hoo diggety-hoo.

"Didi, you said you had information,” Obi-Wan said. "This is

complaining.”

"I have plenty of information,” Didi said. "How can | not? Bog never

stopstaking. But he never says anything worth ligening to. Oh, ook,

hereweare” Didi paused in front of a shop with closed durasted

shutters.

"It doesn't look open,” Obi-Wan observed.

"Oh, it is The sHler just doesn't want to attract too many

cusomers.”

"Redly. That doesn't sound typicd.”

"It'savery exclusve shop." Didi turned to him. "Remember, you don't



have to say anything. Just stand there and give that Jedi-ish look.”

"l think I can manageit,” Obi-Wan said dryly. "Tdl me something,
Didi. If you want to return aswoop, shouldn't you have brought it with

you?'

"l can fetch it in moments. No need to worry."

Didi rapped arhythmic knock on the door. Several seconds later the
door did open. Obi-Wan realized that the pause of the few seconds meant
that they had just undergone some sort of security check. Was the shop-
owner concerned about vandalism or theft? It was possible, snce Eussbus

was crowded with strangers.

But the security measures seemed excessive for aswoop sdller. Obi-Wan
stepped into thedim interior, fully aware that Didi could be leading him
into hisusua swamp of deception. Didi didn't so much lieasleave crucid

pieces of information out.

Y ou owe me one, Qui-Gon.

"Good afternoon, good afternoon,” Didi said to a massive cresture who
suddenly loomed out of the shadows in the shop. The being was two meters
taller than Obi-Wan. Each fifteen-fingered hand was the size of a bantha

haunch.



There were six swoops parked in a random fashion around the open

space. There were no other customers and no sign of business that Obi-Wan

could see.

"Y ou may remember me," Didi said. "Didi Oddo. | wasin yesterday."

The massive creature said nothing, just watched Didi with flat eyes.

"Then again, you may not," Didi said nervoudy. "Thisismy very good

friend, the great Jedi Knight, Obi-Wan Kenaobi. Obi-Wan, thisis the swoop

sler, Uso Ys0."

The creature did not shift his gaze from Didi'sface.

"Obvioudy you are a creature of action and | should get right to the

point,” Didi said. "The swoop | bought yesterday... | have changed my mind.

A flicker of dertnesslit Uso Y so's opague gaze.

"I would like my money back," Didi said, trying to sound forceful.

"The swoop ishot... not what | expected. No doubt | will return another

day to buy a... different swoop, but not this one.”

Findly, Uso Y so spoke. "No."



Didi took a ddlicate step backward. "One moment.”

Heleaned back and whispered to Obi-Wan. "Can't you draw your

lightsaber or Jedi-move something? Y ou don't haveto kill him."

"No," Obi-Wan said.

"A ded isaded," Uso Ys0 sad, crossing his huge ams. "You are

insulting me with your presence. | do not liketo beinsulted.”

"Ah, noinault intended. Noneat dl," Did sad repidly. "Judt a

polite request. Surely there beats a heart underneath that . ah,

meagnificent physque.”

"Two hearts, actualy,” Uso Y s0 said. He withdrew an el ectro-jabber

from hisbdlt. "Would you like to continue the argument?’

Didi froze, staring at the weapon. He took another step back. "No

argument. Just athought. Such a pleasant afternoon. We must be going.”

Didi dmost ran from the shop. Obi-Wan followed. The door did shut

behind them, and Obi-Wan turned to Didi disgustedly.

"That was no swoop seller,” he accused him.



"An unusud type, yes," Didi said. "Most helpful. Well, it'sbeen such

an unexpected pleasurable experience to see you, my friend, but I mugt be

going-"

Obi-Wan stepped into his path. "Explain.”

“Most happy to oblige, Obi-Wan," Didi said. "It is possible thet the

swoop seller might have an additiona business.”

"Ah," Obi-Wan sad.

"Perhaps he sells swoops - | am sure he does, in fact, afew here and
there - but that was not my businesswith him," Didi said evasvely. His

eyes darted about asif trying to find an escape route.

"Y our business with him was?' Obi-Wan asked.

"A small bet," Didi said. He held up his hands as Obi-Wan glowered a
him. "Such atiny bet! On one of the events. Even the Jedi mud redlize
that such an opportunity exists here on Euceron and there will be many who

wishto placeawager."”

"Certainly weredizethat,” Obi-Wan said. "Itis dso illegd. The
Senate has banned gambling on the Galactic Games, and for good reason. It

atracts criminds" He underlined the last word, gving Did a sharp



glance.

Didi nodded, frowning. "True. It would attract the wrong sort. Unlike

me, who only places abet now and again for thefun of it."

Obi-Wan sighed. "So why did you try to get your money back?'

"l wastoo impulsive," Didi confessed. "One of my faults, dong with
my generosity, that gets meinto trouble. | made awager and then my quilt

overwhemed me."

"Since when have you fdt guilty about bresking the law?"

"| prefer to think | bend it, Obi-Wan. But that's not what caused my

great guilt. It is because the credits | used were not mine."

"Whose were they?' Obi-Wan sensed he was nearing the red story a

last.

"Bog and Adri's." Didi hung his head. "It was wrong. You cannot
reproach me more than | have reproached mysdlf. But they have a litile
wedlth hidden away for some land Bog wishesto purchase, and this purchase
will not be made for sometime. The creditswerejust lying there! Such a
wagte. | assumed | could take the credits, make the bet, collect nmy

winnings, and return the credits | borrowed without Astri knowing.”



"And what if you logt?"

"l had such asuretip, | did not think it possible.”

Obi-Wan tapped afinger on hisbelt. Drawing information out of Didi
was like trying to sphon water from sand. "If it is such asure thing, why

do you want your money back?"

"My guilt happened!" Didi said, hisbrown eyeswide. "I can't do that

to Adri."

"And you aso discovered that Bog and Astri would need the credits

sooner than you thought,” Obi-Wan guessed.

"Well, they happened to meet the owner of the land they want to buy

here at the Games, and heiswillingto sl at last..."

"So they will find the credits missing.” Obi-Wan sghed. "There is

only onething to do. Confesswhat you've doneto Astri. She will forgive

you. She dways does."

"Y es, doesn't she? That isagood idea, my friend. That is exactly

what | will do."

Obi-Wan knew perfectly well that Didi would do nothing of the kind.



"And do not involve me any further in your schemes” hesaid sernly. "You
are on your own from now on. Y ou cannot use the Jedi Order to threaten

others"

"Not I'" Didi exclaimed in ahurt tone. "How can you say this, when |

am the biggest supporter of Jedi inthe galaxy? | did give you insder

information, after al," he pointed out. "Y ou now know the mogt important

bookie at the Games."

"Am | supposed to thank you now?" Obi-Wan asked increduloudly.

“No, no, of course not. Thanksis never what | want."

"Thanks are never what you deserve,” Obi-Wan murmured.

"Ah, you joke." Didi smiled. "Then you are not angry with me. What a

noble being you are, Obi-Wan Kenobi! How lucky | an to have you as a

friend”

"Not for much longer, if you try thisagain,” Obi-Wan said. "Now I've

wadted enough time. | must do my duty.”

"Of course. Vastly more important than my humble problems. Do not

worry about me. | will befing" Didi said bravely.

Shaking his head, Obi-Wan left Didi, no doubt to concoct further



schemesto get himself out of trouble. Thegleam in Didi's eyes told him

thet.

Which reminded him of his Padawan. The gleam in Anakin's eyes had
clearly told Obi-Wan that his Padawan would not be able to resist the lure

of Podracing for long.

No doubt he was there now. After checkinginwith Sri and Ry-Gaul,
Obi-Wan squeezed aboard a crowded Transt Red. By thetimeit reached the
northern edge of the city he was the only one aboard. He jumped out and it
turned around to speed back to the city. Obi-Wan stood in the center of a

dusty road. Hills shimmered in the distance. He saw no Sgn of living

beings.

He summoned the Force. Asclearly asadirectiond laser, the Force

told him where the cave entrance would be.

He struck off toward the hillside and climbed until he found a screen
of thick green foliage. He pushed the bushes asde and found the cave
entrance. Obi-Wan hiked insde. The coolness of the air felt good on his

warm skin.

Hefound the pit hangar easily. His Padawan stood over an enging, a
hydrospanner in hishand. Obi-Wan came up behind him. Anakin was 0

absorbed that his usua sengitivity to his Master's presence was absent.



"It's got to be cdibrated exactly right,” Anakin was saying to two
young Aleena mechanics standing nearby. "We might haveto do it fifty times

to get it right. Or we might get lucky and get it right in two."

"l hopeit'sthelatter,” Obi-Wan said. "Because there isamisson

you should be attending to."

Anakin stood up so abruptly that he banged his head on the turbine.

"Master! | didn't seeyou.”

Obi-Wan examined the Podracer. "1 seethat you're busy."

"| thought I'd lend ahand to Doby and Deland. They're from Tatooine.”
Anakin looked uncomfortable. "If they win, they freetheir Sster. She's a

dave"

"l see" Obi-Wan nodded at the two brothers. "I wish you good luck.

Anakin, may | speak with you amoment?'

Hedrew Anakin asde. "Y ou know thisiswrong,” he told his Padawan
with afrown. "I'm sure you are helping for the right reasons. But this is
not our mission. We have more important thingsto do. And may | remind you

that Podracing isillegd ?*

"But the Ruling Power islooking the other way - " "But the Games



Council is concerned. As should you be. Once word gets out, spectators will
arrive. Thiscould turn into a dangerous situation. Do you know what the
coursewill be?!

"Through the caves," Anakin said excitedly. "Can you imagine the
difficulties? And they've dready thought about the spectators. They're

going to set up aviewing stand near thefinish line.”

"That doesn't mean that they will be safe” Obi-Wan's comlink

sgnaed, and he answered it brusquely.

The unfamiliar voice was frantic with urgency. "Thereisan emergency

"Who isthis?' Obi-Wan asked.

"Bog. It'sBog. Y ou must comeimmediately. The Officid Quarters.

"Whet iswrong?'

"Come now!" Bog shouted, and the line went dead.

CHAPTER SEVEN

"We need transport,” Obi-Wan said to Anakin.



Doby approached them. "We have an airspeeder,” he said. "You are
welcometo borrow it for aslong as you need it. Anakin has helped us with

no thought for himsdf, and we wish to repay him however we can.”

"Thank you," Obi-Wan said. Although hewasirritated with Anakin for
heading straight to the Podraces, he was dways glad to see how Anakin's
generosity endeared him to others. Strangers became friends quickly for his

Padawan.

Anakin connected to the Living Force as Qui-Gon had. He had that gift.
What he needed to devel op was Qui-Gon's wisdom. That would only take time

and missons.

And migtakes. He could hear Qui-Gon's dry tonein his head.

The speeder was tweaked to run smoothly at high speeds, which Obi-Wan
would expect from two Podracer owners. He sped back to the dty core,
Anakin a hisside. He did not speculate on what was wrong. Whatever it was
that had caused the panic in Bog's voice, he would know soon enough. He

hoped nothing had happened to Adtri or Didi.

They passed through the high-security gate on the outskirts of the
Games Quarters, where athletes and offidds were housed. Obi-Wan was
relieved when he arrived to see Adtri and Didi ganding nearby as Bog

talked earnestly to Siri and Ferus. Tru stood next to Ry-Gaul. Siri turned



to greet him with athinly disguised look of disgust on her face.

Obi-Wan legped out of the speeder. "What happened?’

"Bog's peeder was stolen,” Siri said. "Hefet andert to dl Jedi

teeamswasjudtified." Ry-Gaul sighed.

Obi-Wan gave Bog an exasperated glance. "You cdled in Jedi help

because of amissng speeder?”’

"Y ou don't understand,” Bog said. " The speeder wasin a secure area.

Thisissarious. | would think the Jedi would be concerned.”

"Therewill dways be petty crime at alarge event like this one,”

Siri said. "Everyone should be careful with their persond property.”

"Petty?' Bog flushed. "I don't call this petty.”

"What Siri meansis that thisisredly a case for the planet

security," Obi-Wan said.

Bog flourished his comlink. "Redly? Let's seewhat Liviani says when

shearrives."

"You caled Liviani?' Obi-Wan asked.



"Of course. Asthe head of the Council of the Games, | thought she

would want to know," Bog said. "1 must remind you that | am amember.”

"] don't think you need to remind them,” Agtri said in alow tone.

"Y ou keep mentioning it."

A gleaming black airspeeder drew up, and Liviani did out. "l received
your message,” shetold Bog in a concerned tone. "Tdl me agan what

happened and what exactly ismissng.”

Bog threw the Jedi atriumphant look. " The speeder was gone when Atri
and | returned from the opening rituas,” hesaid. "As | told you, some
personal possessionswere insde. My green cloak - the only one | brought
for warmth - and abox of my favorite figda candy, aswell as nmy datapad,

my trave kit... and | am sure other important things."

"Thisisvery bad," Liviani said. "I'm glad you contacted me." Obi-Wan
was surprised at the concern in her tone. He had expected her to be as
annoyed asthey were. "Members of the Council for the Games deserve the
highest congderation.” Sheturned to the Jedi. "'Y ou must investigate this

a once."

Siri looked gtartled. "Investigate a speeder theft? It's a waste of

our time"



Siri was never oneto hide her fedings. " Surely there are better uses

for our time," Obi-Wan said in amore conciliatory tone.

"l don't think 0," Liviani said fletly. "Begin & once.”

"We don't take ordersfrom you," Siri said. Her face was calm but two
bright red spots appeared on her cheeks. "We are here at the Ruling Power's

reques.”

"Then | shdl contact the Ruling Power," Liviani snapped, reaching for
her comlink. "All I haveto dois contact Maxo Vista. He will go to them at

once, and they will order you."

"No one ordersthe Jedi." Ry-Gaul spoke at last. His soft voice was
measured, but with a core of strength that made everyone stop and look at

him. "We accept requests. Then we decide.”

Liviani struggled to control her irritation. It was clear that Ry-
Gaul's authoritative tone had made her redizeit wastime to back down.
"Of course," she said through tight lips. She shoved her comlink back into
her cloak pocket. "Then | request that this be investigated.” She spoke in
amore conciliatory tone. "Think about it. Thisareais under top security.
Y et athief entered and stole avaluable item. The athletes and workers are

under my care.”



Obi-Wan nodded shortly. "In that case, we accept your request. One

Jedi team will investigate.”

Liviani swept off in aswirl of robes and scarves. Siri drew closer to

Obi-Wan.

"| fill say thisisawagte of time," she said. "Who knows how long

it will take to investigate atheft?"

"l do," Obi-Wan said. "It will take exactly ten seconds.” Then he

looked hard at Didi, who coughed and looked away.

CHAPTEREIGHT

Anakin saw hisMagter 9gnd to Didi. Didi tried to ignorethesgnd,

but Obi-Wan strode over. Anakin followed curioudly.

Obi-Wan drew Didi aside. "Y ou'd better start talking fast,” he said.

"And no excuses. No diversons. Just the truth.”

"l didn't sedl it, | borrowed it," Didi said.

Didi had stolen his own son-in-law's speeder? Anakin couldn't believe

"l wasgoing to return it," Didi said quickly, as he noted the



thunderous expression on Obi-Wan'sface. "The same way you were going to

return the credits?"

"Ah, you seel" Didi cried triumphantly. "My point exactly! How could |

return the creditsif | didn't stedl the speeder?”

"Explain your logic," Obi-Wan said. "Nobody else canfollow it.”

"| was going to take your excellent advice and confess everything to

Adtri,” Didi said. "l wason my way to find her and | saw the speeder. |

began to reflect on the amount of credits | had borrowed, and the fact that

if Bog found out he would no doubt banish me to wander the gdaxy

friendlessand done. So | thought it best to return the credits without

hisever finding out."

"S0 you stole his speeder.”

"Borrowed. But only so | could repay the credits! Y ou see?!

"Well," Obi-Wan sad, "you're just going to haveto return it.”

"Ah," Didi said. "Another excdllent suggestion. Except it'stoo late.

I've sold the speeder.”

"At least then you can give them the credits," Obi-Wan sad with a



sgh.

"But | can't! | haveto place another bet!"

Obi-Wan turned away. "Fine. I'm no longer involved. I'm tdling Bog

who stole the speeder, and you can explain it any way you want.”

"Wait!" Didi screeched hurriedly. "My good friend, Obi-Wan! Y ou don't

understand! | will return the speeder most definitely! My bet isa sure

thing."

"No bet isasurething, Didi," Obi-Wan said. "When are you gaing to

learn that?"!

"But thisoneid | promise!™

Obi-Wan paused. Anakin watched hisface. He had expected his Master to

walk away, but something Didi said had stopped him. It seemed a minor

problem to Anakin. Why was Obi-Wan getting involved?

"How do you know the bet isa sure thing?' Obi-Wan asked.

Didi looked uncomfortable under Obi-Wan's scrutiny. "Well. You might

say | haveatip.”

"What kind of tip?' Obi-Wan frowned.



"A tip that an event isfixed," Didi admitted. "From asource | trust.

"Who?' Obi-Wan demanded.

"Someone you know," Didi sad. "High."

Obi-Wan groaned. "Not Fligh. Is he on Euceron?"

"Of course," Didi said. "Isn't everyone? And you can't beat High's
information. If theré's anasty, secret bit of business, you can bet High
knows about it. So how could | ignore his advice? The swoop obstacle race
isfixed and | know the winner. If you'd let me make the bet, everything
will befine. My problemswill be solved, and | know how much you want

this.

"Wait here," Obi-Wan told him sternly.

He drew Anakin asde. "l think we should pursuethis,” he said. "If

some of the events are fixed, it could cause mgor trouble. It could be a

serious disruption of the peace.”

We're wasting time on this. | could be with the Podracers. | could be

helping Doby and Deland. They aretrying to free their Sgter. Didi is



trying to win abet. Which is more important?

Anakin hid his disgppointment with afrown. "Who is High? Do you

trust him?"

"Trus him?' Obi-Wan grimaced. "Not & dl. But if he's heard
something, we could have problemseveniif hisinformationis fase. High
hangs around the Senate. He knows everyone and passes dong information for
credits. If he's heard an event isfixed, heisn't the only onewho thinks
this" Hesghed. "Asmuch asI'd liketo walk awvay from this, I'm afrad
well haveto investigate." Obi-Wan gave Anakin acareful look. "What is

wrong, Padawan?"

"It seems... awaste of time to me" Anegkin said, reluctant to
contradict his Magter. "We are here as peacekeepers. Thereis a better use
of Jedi time." He did not mention Doby and Deland, but he knew his Master

would know what he was not saying.

Obi-Wan nodded asif considering Anakin's opinion. "What do you think

would be a better use of our time?' Anakin looked down and said nothing.

"Tel me" Obi-Wan continued, "what do you think would happen if it

was discovered that some of the events arefixed?"

Anakin shrugged. "Some will be upset. Especidly those who have placed

illegal bets”



"What about the planets involved? If it appears that some have
chested, or conspired to defraud the Games, how will other worlds react?
Each world sends the very best of its athletesto compete in the Games.
These beings are often great heroes on their home-worlds. What if they are

denied their victories because an event is fixed?"

"l guessit could creste some unrest,” Anakin said, after apause.

"Y es, young Padawan," Obi-Wan said. "Hundreds of thousands of beings

are crammed into one city. All have cometo cheer ther heroes or ther

future heroes. It may not seem an important lead for us to follow, but

missions don't aways sart out with a battle. Sometimes they begin with

something inggnificant. Some-thing unimportant. Part of being a Jedi isto

recognizethe small thing that can change everything.”

"If itisso samdl, how can werecognizeit?'

"We take oursalves out of what we arelooking at,” Obi-Wan answered.

Anakin scowled. "l don't understand.”

Obi-Wan put his hand on Anakin's shoulder. "1 know. That iswhy you

are dill a Padawan. Someday you will."



CHAPTER-NINE

Obi-Wan didn't blame Anakin for his puzzlement. Didi's bet didn't
appear to be worth Jedi investigation. But ingtinct wasticking inside Obi-
Wan, tdling him that this was something to pursue. He had learned not to
ignore that smdl voice. Qui-Gon had taught him that. If he could teach
Anakin onething, it would be to dow down enough to hear that inggtent

sound, sometimes no more than awhisper, that said, follow this.

Didi nervoudy scuttled through the crowded sireets, his eyes dert
for the security force he was sure would be pursuing him soon. "It occurs
to me that Fligh might not be too pleased to hear that | have involved the

Jedi," he said. "Perhapsit would be better if you went on aone.”

"No, it wouldn't," Obi-Wan answered firmly.

Didi stopped and turned. "Do not take thiswrong. | an honored and
blessed with your presence. But being friendswith you is not easy, Obi-

Wan."

"I know."

Didi turned into acrowded open-air plaza. Fountains played in the
center, each one displaying the colors of adifferent world and changing in
the next instant to another, so that the sparkling water seemed to glow

with athousand colors at once. Trees and bushesfrom planets around the



gaaxy had been placed in huge stone urnsthat offered shade for the chairs
and tables set up underneath. A large screen flashed the opening times of
various events, aswel| asthe best routesto get to them. Other smdler
screens showed events taking place in the various sadiums. Bengs from
around the galaxy sat watching the screens, Spping juice or tea, eding
sweets, and watching children play in the multicolored fountains. A four-

piece band played soft jizz-wail music.

Obi-Wan's glance sweypt the plaza. Although he had not seen Highin
many years, he recognized him immediately. He sat with hisback to a wal
snaked with blooming vines, tapping one long foot to the music. He sipped
from aglassof bright yellow juice. Hewas asthin and spidery as ever,
and hislong ears appeared even longer, the lobes resting on his shoulders.
A tuft of graying yelow hair sprouted from hisbading head. Severa gold
rings were stacked on hislong fingers. Asthey came closer, Obi-Wan saw
that Fligh had replaced his pride and joy - hisfake green eye - with a

bright gold one.

Obi-Wan had first met Fligh when he was Qui-Gon's Padawan. High had
sworn to help hisbest friend Didi even as he squirmed out of tdling the
truth to the Jedi and faked his own death. Getting the whole truth out of

Fighwouldn't be easy.

His pleasant expression darkened with apprehension when he saw the

Jedi, but he quickly turned it into awe coming smile. "Didi! Old friend!



Such asurprise to see you on Euceron! Though everyone who is anyone is

here, so there you go, not such asurprise after al.”

"Do you remember Obi-Wan Kenaobi, the great Jedi Knight?"

"Ah, but hewasjust aLearner when | knew him," FHigh said. "Obi-Wan,

what afortunate meeting! Itismy luck to be adle to renew our great

friendship.”

"We were never friends," Obi-Wan pointed out.

"Wewerent, it'strue, and that isapity,” Fligh agreed sadly. "But

now we have a second chance. | see that now you have a Padawan Learner

yoursdf."

"l am Anakin Skywaker," Anakin said.

Fligh turned to examine him curioudy with hisgood eye. "I have heard

about you."

Anakin looked defensive. "What have you heard?"

"Whoa-hoa, relax, young friend,” High said. "It was dl good things,

| assureyou. Y es, promising Jedi, amazing talents, there you go."

"Didi tdls us you have someinformation about some of the events a



the Games," Obi-Wan said.

Fligh narrowed hiseyeat Didi. "Do 1? | hear things, but nothing

important enough to involve the Jedi."

"That isnot what Didi said." Obi-Wan stood casualy, as though he had
al thetimein theworld, but he was prepared to pressure High. He was

Impatient to get to the bottom of this. He didn't want to waste more of the

day.

"All right, dl right," Didi said when High shot him another look. "

told him. But hesaJedi, Fligh. You can't lieto aJedi.”

"l don't see why not," Fligh shot back, too angry to watch his words.

"They're no different from anybody dse.”

"Oh, yes" Anakin said stridently. "Weare"

Fligh's head whipped around, his earstaking a moment to catch up.
They bobbed gently and came to rest on his shoulders. His gaze flicked to
the lightsabers tucked into Obi-Wan's and Anakin's belts. "Errrrr, you do
have apoint. There you go. | concedeit. In that case - and consdering
our deep friendship which | cherish despite your refusa to acknowledge it
- | will tell you what | know. | heard arumor that one of the events was

fixed. | told Didi about it. After dl, why shouldn't my friend benefit?"



Hegave Didi ahard gare. "If I'd known that friend had such abig mouth,

| might have reconsidered.”

"Areyou involved in this?' Obi-Wan asked him. "Do you know who fixed

the obstacle race, and how?"

"1 know nothing except this - the participant from Alderaan will win."

Obi-Wan frowned. How could a swoop obstacle race - a series of timed

individua races againgt the clock - be fixed? "How do you know?'

"l don't haveto tell you that," Fligh said defiantly. "That's true,"
Obi-Wan said. "But you will haveto tell the security force for the Ruling

Power."

Fligh brokeinto asmile. "No need for that! 1'd much rather share
with friendd! | wastold by Quentor. A being very much like me, who does

damilar work."

"Another thief?"

"Another busnessman like mysdlf, who buys and sdlls information and
the occasiond vauableitem that might find its way into our hands.
Quentor would not tell me how he knew, but he swore the informaion was
true, and | believed him. A clever one, that Quentor. He would not steer

you wrong. He swore that thereis an insder at the Games who has arranged



to fix an event. A good way to make aquick fortune, isn't it? | thought it

was arumor worth afew gambling credits for myself and my friend.”

Obi-Wan considered this. Fligh was caling it arumor, but he had told
Didi to bet and no doubt hed placed a bet himsdf. But that didn't
necessarily mean the rumor was true. Didi had placed plenty of bad bets,

some of them on High'sadvice.

Fligh saw Obi-Wan's hestation. "You might want to place a bet
yourself, my friend. Even the Jedi can use wedlth. Y ou could stop hitching

rides and have your own transports, maybe invest in some new robes- "

Obi-Wan turned and searched the event board. "The event is garting

oon.”

"Y es, unfortunately too late for you to do anything about it," High

said. "So sorry. Thereyou go.”

"Stadium Five. It'snot far," Obi-Wan said. "Come on, Anakin. Y ou too,

Didi."

"Not me, surely,” Didi said. "'l need to visit with my old friend -
000000hhh!" Obi-Wan had grabbed his collar and yanked him into step next to

the Jedi.



"We can makeit," Obi-Wan said. "We have four minutes."

They hurried from the plaza. The Streets had emptied as various events
had begun. Obi-Wan and Anakin quickened their pace, so Didi had ahard time
keeping up. Obi-Wan was reluctant to let him go. Therewasno way to keep
track of Fligh, but they could at least keep hold of Didi, their tie to

High.

"Therédsanair taxi!" Didi caled, breathing hard. "1 beg you, Obi-

Wan, takeit!"

Obi-Wan signded and the air taxi zoomed to a stop. It was empty

except for the pilot.

"The swoop obstacle course event, Stadium Five," Obi-Wan said.

The pilot nodded without turning and glided back into the ar lane.

Obi-Wan settled back into a seat next to Anakin.

"What will we do when we get there?' Anakin asked himin alow tone.

"I'm not sureyet," Obi-Wan said. "We can't say for surethe event is

fixed. We can't make that accusation without more proof."

The ship'svelocity pushed him back againgt the seet. Buildingswerea

blur of bright color asthey flashed by.



"lsnt hegoing aftrifle fag?' Didi asked, pressng his hands

together.

"Mader, | fed adisturbancein the Force" Anakin murmured.

Obi-Wan had been startled by the samefedling. He rose and started
toward the pilot, but the cruiser jerked vidently to the left, dmost
throwing him to the floor. He grabbed a pole and righted himsdlf, then
started toward the pilot again. The ship veered to the right, grazing a
sgn. Meta shrieked and the cruiser lurched again. Didi fell off his seat

with ayep.

Ohbi-Wan fought hisway to the front of the taxi asthe ship careened
down theroad, clipping branches, signs, and narrowly missng buildings
Then the pilot reversed the engines and zoomed down another spacelane.. the

wrong way.

Cruisers were heading straight for them. The pilot pushed the speed to
maximum and jumped to hisfeet. He balanced for amoment on thelip of the
ar taxi, then camly legped into the air. He was wearing an anti-gray
propulsion belt, so he dropped quickly but safely to the ground, leaving

them in arunaway cruiser screaming the wrong way down an air lane.

"Weregoing to die!" Didi screamed.



CHAPTER TEN.

Anakin vaulted over the rows of seats and landed in the pilot's chair,
his hands aready outstretched for the controls. In midair, he had seen

precisely what he needed to do.

A less-experienced pilot would have immediately reduced speed. Anakin
knew better. He needed the speed to avoid the callison. Instead of
dowing, he made a hard right. The cruiser passed them by, so close Anakin
could seethefearful gaze of the pilot, who did not have the time or

reflexesto dter hiscourse.

Theair taxi was dower and clumser than a Podracer, but Anakin fdt

thefamiliar thrill of pushingamachinetoits limits as he negotiated

tight spaces at high speeds.

As soon as they were past the cruiser, Anekin reduced speed while
turning to the left. He had just enough speed to avoid the next callison.
Then he kept the air taxi turning until they were fadng in the correct

direction. Anakin camly joined the stream of traffic.

Didi spoke from the floor, hishead in his hands. "Are we dead yet?'

"Good piloting, Padawan.” Obi-Wan sank into aseat behind Anakin.

"That wascdos2"



Didi rose shakily to hisfeet. "What kind of apilot triesto crash an
air taxi and then jumps off? I've had some bad air-taxi drivers, but.." He

|looked at the Jedi. "No. No, no."

"Yes," Obi-Wan said. "It was deliberate. We were definitely targeted.

Mot likdy by Fligh"

Didi shook hishead. "Not Fligh. HEsmy friend."

"Well, your friend told someone we were on our way to the sadium,”

Anakin sad. "That empty air taxi didn't show up by accident.”

Warning lights suddenly flashed behind them and a voice boomed. "Rul

over. Ruling Power security. Repest. Pull over.”

"You'd better doit,” Obi-Wan told Anakin. "We're gaing to have to

explanthis”

"Security!" Didi exclamed. "Y ou don't need me, do you, Obi-Wan?1 can

go to the stadium and report to you what goeson - *

"If | hear you placed a bet, you will regret it," Obi-Wan warned him.

"No bets!" Didi stood by the door, waiting for Anakin to dow enough



for himto jump off. "Promise!™

Anakin dowed the craft, and Didi leaped off and disappeared into the
crowd as the security officers exited their Flash Speeder and approached

the Jedi.

The security officer was dressed completely in black. He flipped up

the visor of hisshiny hdmet.

"We received reports of arunaway air taxi endangering traffic.”

"Weare Jedi," Obi-Wan said. "The pilot exited and disappeared, and we

got the taxi under control."

The officer sudied them for amoment, then entered the information

into his pam-sized datapad. "Description?”

Ohi-Wan gave his estimates of height and weight. "He was dressed in
theregulation air-taxi pilot uniform," he said. "He had areflective visor
on hishemet, so hisfeatures were obscured, but he appeared to be a
humanoid. Left earlobe dightly larger than theright. A tear on the third

knuckle of hisright glove. He was right-handed.”

"One boot had atwo-centimeter dash in the leather near the ingtep,”

Anakin supplied. "Dark matter on the right glove.”



"Possibly blood, but there was no evidence of injury, so we could
assumeit was from another being,” Obi-Wan interjected. "Sour amdl
indicates he had recently exerted himsdf. Perhaps from the bettle to

commandeer theair taxi. Y ou'll probably find an injured air-taxi pilot."

"We dready have. He gave a description. He said the guy was tdl.”
The officer tucked the datapad into hisbelt. "Never beieved that Suff
about Jedi. Now | do. Larger left earlobe, huh?' He shook his head. "It's
good information, but the city is packed. We might not find him. You can

proceed.”

Stadium Fivewas now only steps away. Obi-Wan and Anakin hurried
through the tall arches and into the open-air arena. Their ears rang with

the noise of aroaring crowd. The race had aready begun.

Didi had entered the same way and was waiting for them by the
refreshment stand while watching the race on amonitor. Obi-Wan saw that
thelarge circular track was made up of many levels, from the floor of the
arenato the top. Each level had a series of holographic obstaclesfor the
swoops to avoid or evade, such astrees, creatures, and traffic officers.

He hurried over. "Did they ask about Bog's speeder?!

"No, they were only interested in the air taxi,” Obi-Wan said. "Has

anything odd happened?’



"Nothing that | can see. All the swoops are performing wel. The
Alderaan pilotisinthelead.” Didi wrung hishands. "And to think | could

havebet on him!"

Obi-Wan strode toward a viewing plaform. The noise of the crowd
reverberated off the walls of the sadium and caused the ar to ring
agang hisears. He was high above the race below. The agile swoops,
wearing different planetary colors, zoomed around holographic obstacles

that suddenly appeared in their paths. The crowd roared approval or fury a

the spectacle.

Obi-Wan watched carefully. The swoops seemed to be functioning
perfectly. The pilots were battling with every ounce of concentration they

possessed.

"It hasto bethetimers," he murmured to Anakin. " Someone mus have

tampered with them. Only a hundredth of asecond off, and the race will be

won."

"Arethe timers controlled by one person?' Anakin asked.

"I don't know," Obi-Wan said. "But we can find out."

The race ended with the Alderaan pilot zooming past the finish lineto

cheers and boos. Beside Obi-Wan, Didi groaned.



"There goesmy fortune," he said.

A viewing platform glided into the center of the adium. A tdl,
handsome Euceron male held aflashing hologram embedded in crysta over his

head. It was the first-place award. The crowd went wild.

"It'sMaxo Viga," Didi breathed in tones of awe. Anakin peered across

the distance. "He's older than | thought.”

"Heismagnificent,” Didi sad.

"Didi, | want you to do something for me," Obi-Wan said, turning his
back on the award ceremony. "First of dl, stay out of trouble. Second,

gtick closeto Fligh. I might need to talk to him again.”

"All right, Obi-Wan. | will do what you say. My fate is intertwined

with your desires” Didi said, his sad eyes ill on the ceremony.

"Let usgo, Padawan," Obi-Wan said. "I'd like to have aword with the

timekeeper for thisevent.”

On the way to the exclusive VIP skybox on Level Twenty where the Games
Council members and other officials sat, Obi-Wan contacted the keeper of

the Archives, JocastaNu, at the Temple.



"Can you do aquick search for me on abeing named Quentor? Y our basic
operator who hangs around the Senate. He tradesin information and stolen

goods."

"What do you need to know?" Jocasta Nu asked. "I'm not sure. His
whereabouts, for onething. Any ties he might have to the Ruling Power of

Euceron or the Gaactic Games."

As he spoke, Obi-Wan stepped inside the Council skybox. In the firg
row of the box, Maxo Vistawastaking to atall Euceron dressedin a long
white robe. Obi-Wan assumed the Euceron was a Ruler, but he didn't know

which one. He hung back for amoment.

"Can we meet him? Can we meet Maxo Vista?' Anakin whispered, close by

his sde. He had heard stories of how Vista performed in the last Games.

"Maxo Viga?' JocastaNu asked, overhearing Anakin. Her voice logt its

businesdike qudity. Obi-Wan had never heard her sound so warm. "Have you

met him?'

"No," Obi-Wan said.

"Y ou don't know who heis, do you?"' Jocasta Nu demanded.

"Canyou retrieve that information for me?* Obi-Wan asked irritably.



"Yes, Obi-Wan. I'll dowhat | can." Jocasta Nu's voice brimmed with

humor, an unusual occurrence.

Maxo Vigacaught Sght of them and came forward with the tall
Euceron. "'l have hoped to meet the Jedi," he said. "This isRuler Three,

one of the esteemed Ruling Power."

Obi-Wan introduced himsdf and Angkin. Maxo Vida flashed a
charismatic amile, hisvivid green eyes shining. "We are grateful thet the
Jedi have gracioudy agreed to attend the Games. With so many worlds coming

together for these Games, it holds out a promise for peace throughout the

gelaxy.”

Ruler Three bowed. "Our government thanks you. Now | must atend the

next event."

As soon as Ruler Three had left, Obi-Wan turned back to Maxo Vida

"Wewould like to speak with the officia timekeeper for this event.”

"Of course." Maxo leaned forward to touch a glowing screen. "That
would be Aarno Dering." He peered over at aglass skybox with an excdlent
view of theaction. "He'saready left, I'm afraid. But | can giveyou his

room number at the official Games quarters.”

"Wed appreciateit.”



Maxo Vigahestated. "Is anything wrong?'

"Just aroutine check," Obi-Wan assured him.

He nodded and consulted the screen again, then gave them Aarno
Dering'slocation. Obi-Wan and Anakin hurried out of Stadium Five. The ar
taxis werefull of the departing crowd. Obi-Wan and Anakin threaded through

the crowd, moving quickly and easly through the crush.

"l can't believe | actudly met Maxo Vigta" Anakinsaid. "I'll never
forget his performance in the swoop racesin the last Games. And did you
see him in the holographic obstacle course? He set anew gaactic record.”
Obi-Wan's face was blank, and Anakin sighed. "'l can't bdieve you don't

know who heis. Everybody - "

" - knows Maxo Vista," Obi-Wan finished. "But right now I'm more

interested in Aarno Dering.”

At the quarters, they passed the security checkpoint and quickly

accessed amap for directionsto Block Seven, Room 4116.

"Thisway," Obi-Wan sad.

They hurried down the outdoor wakways that connected the various

temporary buildings built of hard duragplastoid materidsin bright colors.



When they reached Block Seven, they took amoving wakway up to the fourth

story.

"Room 4116 should be at the end of the walkway," Anakin said.

A tall humanoid mae came out of adoor at the end of the walkway. He
paused while he carefully placed various persond itemsin different-gzed
pockets. His neutral gaze did over the surrounding area and lit on the

Jedli.

He jumped and alook of surprised panic lit his eyes. He turned

abruptly and headed the other way.

"Aarno Dering?' Obi-Wan cdled, quickening his pace. "Wed like to

tak toyou."

Dering began to run. Obi-Wan and Anakin legped forward in a surge of

speed.

Dering had agood head start, but he was no athlete. He legped onto
the moving walkway and zigzagged past athletes and workers, pushing some
aside roughly. Obi-Wan legped off the second story and landed lightly on

the ground. Anakin followed.

When Dering raced out an exit from the quarters and into the Street,



Obi-Wan was merdly steps away. Suddenly, a fast-moving airspeeder headed
straight for Dering. Obi-Wan reached out, ready to grab the waving hem of
the man'stunic, but the speeder struck the dight man first, sending him

flying through the air. Aarno Dering landed with asickening thud.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

"Go to him," Obi-Wan ordered Anakin tersdly.

Obi-Wan jumped after the speeder. Landing on the speeder's outrigger
component, Obi-Wan drew hislightsaber and severed it with one stroke. The
speeder veered and crashed into a bright yellow bench, and the pilot leaped
out. Obi-Wan recognized him indantly as the pilat of the ar taxi.

Something about the way he held his body aderted him. His movements were

quick and powerful, but loose and graceful aswell.

The pilot leaped over the speeder and raced down the street. Without
breaking stride, he shot a cable launcher up to the roof of ahigh
building. The cable launcher pulled him up and he disappeared onto the

roof.

Obi-Wan activated his own launcher and followed, the wind rushing past

his ears. He jumped onto the roof just asthe pilot leaped to the next

building. Obi-Wan followed.

The pilot never looked back. Obi-Wan noted his coolness. There were



not many, being pursued, who did not pause to check on the location of
their pursuer. Obi-Wan was gaining and the pilot seemed to know it, for his
pace quickened as he leaped to the next roof. It was twenty meters below,
but helanded easily and kept on running. Obi-Wan summoned the Force for

hisjump and landed.

The pilot raced to the edge of the roof that overlooked the street.
Obi-Wan could hear the noise of acrowd and as he drew closer he saw that a
stadium below was emptying. Air taxiswere lined up awaiting passengers.
The pilot paused and activated his anti-gray propulsion belt. It dlowed

him to drop off the roof and land safely on the walkway below.

Obi-Wan legped down and had to swerve at the last moment to avoid a
child who suddenly darted out from between her mother and father. He landed
hard. Hewas just in time to see the pilot get swallowed up by the surging

crowd.

Irritation flamed and died away. He would haveliked to have caught

the pilot. It did not happen. On to the next.

He made hisway back to the quarters. Anakin knelt by Aarno Dering,

his hand on the man's shoulder. Obi-Wan knew immediately that he was dead.

Hewalked to Anakin and put his hand on the boy's shoulder. They stood

for amoment, alinked chain of commemoration. A Jedi dways paused to



reflect on alifelogt, evenif they did not know the spirit who had | eft.

"Therewas nothing | could do." Anakin'sface was pale. He had seen
death before, but he was till affected by it. Obi-Wan was glad to see
this. He hoped Anakin would never lose that particular vulnerability. There
had been atime when he had wondered if Anakin failed to connect, atime
when he had seen a curious blankness on the boy's face after he had killed
in battle. Since that time, Obi-Wan had watched Anakin carefully. When he

saw his Padawan fed the enormity of alifelost, he was reassured.

A security speeder pulled up, itssignd lights flashing. Close behind
was the deek black airspeeder of Liviani Sarno. When she jumped out, it

was clear shewaslivid.

"Firgt an air-taxi driver is badly beaten, and now this," she snapped,

gtanding over the body of Aarno Dering. "How will you explain this to the

Coundl?'

Anakin flushed with anger, and Obi-Wan's hand tightened on his

shoulder. Liviani Sarno's words had offended Obi-Wan aswell. She treated

the death of afellow being as anasty inconvenience.

"Obvioudy the Jedi cannot fulfill their promises,” Liviani continued.

"The Jedi promised nothing except our presence,” Obi-Wan said.



Her lips pressed together. "Inthat case, | an cdling for extra

Security.”

"That isagood idea," Obi-Wan answered. He was nettled at her tone,
but extra security was not a bad idea. He didn't want to reved his
suspicionsto Liviani yet. Officiads had atendency to get in the way. Obi-

Wan wanted to make sure of what he was dedling with first.

Liviani turned to confer with a security officer. "'l suggest you find
an event to attend,” she said over her shoulder to the Jedi. "Jugt stand

around and do nothing. If you can manage that much.”

Obi-Wan strode away. Anakin let out along breath.

"1 have more thingsto learn about patience," he said. "'l don't know

how you keep your temper sometimes, Magter."

"Indulging momentary irritation is nothing morethan a distraction,”
Obi-Wan answered. "Liviani isworried that if disruptions occur it will
reflect badly on her. We have more important things to do. When Aarno

Dering left hisroom, did you notice anything sgnificant?"

He watched as his Padawan frowned, thinking. Then Anakin's face

brightened.



"Hewasjust diding his datapad into histunic with hisleft hand. He
dropped it when he saw us. It fell in the doorway and the door did not

shut."

"Exactly,” Obi-Wan said. "'l think we might want to take a peek into

thelife of Aarno Dering.”

They passed through the security gate again and quickly made their way
to Dering's room. It was only amatter of time before the security officers

arrived. Obi-Wan wasn't sure how cooperative they would be with the Jedi.

The datapad lay in the doorway. Obi-Wan handed it to Anekin and
reached down for asmall folder that had been dropped aswell. Init was a

text doc ID for someone named Ak Duranc.

"It'safdsetext doc for Aarno Dering,” hetold Anakin. "Often new
identities usethe sameinitids asthe being'sred name. It helpsthem to

remember their new identity."

"But what doesit mean?' Anakin asked. "Why would Dering want a new

identity?

"There's only onereason,” Obi-Wan said. "He was afraid he would get
caught. The question iswhy." He tapped the text doc thoughtfully against
hisleg. "Beingsdon't go to this much trouble without cause. He was

afrad. But of what?'



Ohbi-Wan surveyed the room. It was small and neat. Everything was put
away. A closed travel pack sat on atable. Two chronos sat by the deep

couch. Obi-Wan picked them up.

"They are set to wake him up,” he said. "He used two so that he would
not overdeep.” He placed them back where held found them. "Interesting. A

chrono expert who does not trust chronos.”

"Magter, look at this" Anakin bent over aholofile. "He didn't code

any of hisfiles”

"He was worried enough to get anew identity, but he didn't have time
to code hisfiles,” Obi-Wan mused. "That meant he was once confident thet

he wouldn't get caught.”

"He's noted the events that he's set up the timing system for. The
bowcaster skill contest and hol ographic obstacle course are the only ones

left. But Master..." Anakin looked up. "The Podraceis here, too."

Obi-Wan came over and sudied thefile. "So. Whoever is behind fixing

the games could befixing the Podrace, too."

Anakin tapped the datapad. "This means that Doby and Deland don't

stand achance. The winner has already been chosen.”



"Possibly. We don't know anything for sureyet."

"What | don't understand is how a Podrace can be fixed," Anakin
continued. "It's not like an obstacle swoop race, where individua segments
aretimed. Whoever crossesthefinish linefirst wins. You can't guarantee
that someone won't crack up or crash. | wouldn't take the bet, even if

someone told me the race was fixed."

Obi-Wan nodded. "1 see what you mean. But it can't be a coincidence
that the corrupt timing judge has agreed to timetherace" He stared a
the neat belongings of Aarno Dering while he considered their next step. He
knew it wasinevitable, but he didn't likeit. He would have to send Anakin

back to the Podracers.

"This could be alarger-scale operation than | thought,” he said
aoud. "No doubt High didnt tell us everything. And no doubt there are
partsto thisthat even Fligh doesn't know. | will contact Siri and Ry-Gaull
to seeif they have discovered anything. Anakin, you must go back to the
Podracers." Obi-Wan did not like the way Anakin'sface brightened at this
"Y ou have made friends with Doby and Deland. Seeif they know how the race

could befixed and if thereis heavy betting going on."

"And what will you do, Master?'

"I'm going to work from the opposite end. If we want to find out who



isfixing the events, we have to find out who benefits. That means that

someone, or agroup of beings, are placing bets on the outcome.”

"But how can you discover who that is?"

"| haveto reacquaint mysdf with Uso Y<0."

CHAPTER TWELVE

Anakin piloted Doby and Deland's speeder back to the Podrace hanger,
leaving Obi-Wan as he checked in with Siri and Ry-Gaul to see if other
complications had sprung up. Anakin was glad that the investigation hed
alowed him to return. He dready fdt that Doby and Deland were friends.
He'd made a promise to them, and he intended to keep it. The best part was
that he could do thisand ill follow Obi-Wan'singtructions. Working on

their Podracer would be the perfect cover for him to keep hiseyesand ears

open.

But if he were honest with himself, Anakin had to admit that it wasn't
just his promise and the mission that drove him back to the Podracer. It
was how good it felt to be here. Here he did not have to worry if he was

good enough. He did not need to question himsdlf.

All he had to do was make something go very, very fast.



He saw Doby and Deland working on the engine as he parked the speeder
and hurried over. Deland raised agrease-stained face. "Am | glad to see

you! We have arotor problem we can't seem to fix."

"Let mehavealook." Anakin leaned over theengine. "Thiscould be a

connector problem. Let me take alook a the vaves. Hand me that

hydrospanner, will you?'

Anakin took the hydrospanner from Doby and bent over the engine. "Have
you run the track in a speeder yet?' he asked. "An advance look isalwaysa
good idea" The more information he got about the race, the easier it would

beto figure out how it was fixed.

"Cant," Doby said. "The Podracers won't know the track until they're

racing.”

Anakin looked up. "What do you mean?"'

"The onboard nav computer will flash usthenext area of the track
every three minutes,” Deland explained. "We have to race and navigate at

the sametime. It'sanew innovation that Sebulba dreamed up.”

"He knows Hekulacan do it, with hisreflexes,” Doby sad. "Plus they
have such a maneuverable Podracer. The rest of us have had to reconfigure a

bit, but it sure does make the race more exciting.”



Anakin tinkered with the valves. Could this be the key to how therace
was fixed? What if Sebulbas Pod-racer got the track information before

anyone else? That would definitely give Hekulaan edge.

"Who sends the route to the onboard computers?' he asked.

"The officia timekeeper set up the program,” Doby said. "Don't know

hisname"

But | do. It's Aarno Dering. And Aarno Dering is dead. Someone dse

will haveto run the program. But who?

"Who'sthe favorite?' Anakin asked. "How are the odds running?"

"Tento onefor Hekula," Deland said. "Rumor hasit that Sebulba hes

bet afortune on hisson."

Of course he has. He knows Hekulawill win.

Anakin glanced over the hood of the Podracer to where Sebulba was

sitting, Spping teawhile the pit droids worked on Hekula's Podracer.

Sebulbalooked over and met his eyes. Something happened behind the

cregture's bulging eyes. Memory clicked in.

Herose, hisfront armswaving, and approached. "Now | recognize you,



dave boy. All you needed was alittle grease on your face" He laughed.

"What an unfortunate surprise. | thought you were dead.”

"Not yet, Sebulba," Anakin shot back. "I'm here to make sure your son

loses the way you did back on Tatooine. Badly."

"Luck was on your Sdethat day, dave boy," Sebulbahissed. "You are

just ahuman, dow and clumsy as abantha. | should have killed you then.”

"Youtried," Anakin said coolly. "But you failed. Failure seemsto be

your destiny."

"Insolent boy!" Sebulbahissed, raising hishand for a blow. Angkin

had no doubt that his blow would still be powerful enough to send him

flying.

But he was a Jedi how. Sebulba's arm moved so fast it was ablur, but
to Anakin it looked like dow-motion. He easly stepped asideintime. The
wind fanned againgt hisface. Sebulba staggered, his balance upset. He had

expected to land the punch.

"Y ou can't touch me" Anakin said. He whispered the words, close

enough now to smell Sebulbasrank scent. ™Y ou were never fast enough. You

ill aren't.”

"Saveboy!" Sebulbawent toward him again. Thistime Angkin whirled



and delivered akick that sent Sebulbaflying.

Enraged, Sebulba started toward awaiting Anakin, but suddenly the

Glymphid Aldar Beedo stepped between them.

"Y ou're disturbing my concentration,” he said to Anakin, tapping a

blaster on hisbdlt.

"He'saJedi," Doby whispered. "1 wouldn't do that if | wereyou."

"All beings are the same once they're dead,” Beedo sad, his eyes

cool.

Anakin hesitated, not sure what to do. The stuation now threatened to
spira out of control. Hekulawas starting acrossto join in. If afight

began, others could be hurt, including Doby and Deland.

"Magter!" Suddenly Djullaappeared and tugged at Sebulba's robe. "

have made fresh tea"

"Sowhat?' Sebulbasad furioudy. "Get awvay from me, davel™

He struggled to kick Djullaaside with hishind legswhile keeping his

eyes on Anakin. Deland jumped forward to protect his sister. Sebulba's kick

connected and Deland flew through the air, smashing againgt the dliff face,



Helanded awkwardly on hisarm with acry.

"Deland!" Djullaran toward her brother. She knelt beside him. "Y ou're

hurt!"

"Get away from him!" Hekulasuddenly roared, rushing forward. "You

take orders from us! Get back to your post!"

Djullahesitated. Aldar Beedo shrugged and turned away, tucking his
blagter back into hisbelt. "Thisisafamily matter,” he sad. "I have

work to do."

Deland'steeth gritted. "Go back,” he told his sigter. "l an dl

right.”

Hekulaturned to Anakin. "If you keep inggting on making trouble,

you'l be sorry.”

Anakin trembled with the effort of holding himself back. He thought of
Obi-Wan's coolness. He could not fed it, but he could imitateit. It was
better to let this particular moment pass. He was not adave boy, hewasa
Jedi. He could not pick a fight because two bullies deserved to be

humiliated.

Djullahurried away. Doby helped his brother to hisfeet. Deland hed

hisarm carefully.



"Better get the medic, boy!" Sebulba caled before scuttling back to

his Podracer. "It looks like you won't be able to pilot your Podracer.”

"He'sright," Deland said through gritted teeth. "It's broken."

"What are we going to do?' Doby whispered. "Thiswas our last chance.

What can we do for Djullanow?'

Anakin saw the desperation on the two brothers faces. Once again, he

was faced with achoice. He had to makeit for himsalf. He had to do the

right thing and trust that Obi-Wan would understand.

"| can pilot the Podracer,” he said. "If | win, your Sster will go

free"

"But that isn't fair," Doby said. "Why would you do such athing?'

"Becauseit istheright thing to do," Anakin said. He knew that from

the bottom of his heart. But he sill had to tll his Master.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Obi-Wan stood across the street from Uso Y so's swoop shop. He had

disguised himsdf asaspacetraveer, pulling onadull gray cloak and a



wrapped headdress. As he watched, a steady stream of visitors entered and
left the shop. None of them left with aswoop. Apparently Y so was doing a

thriving busnessintaking illegd bets.

Obi-Wan saw a short, plump figure suddenly dart across the street and

head for Y so's dark front door. He sprinted across the street to catch up.

He yanked Didi back by the collar of histunic. "Whet are you doing?"

"Nothing. At least, nothing now, sinceyou are holding my callar,”

Didi sad.

"Y ou said you were going to buy back Bog's speeder,” Obi-Wan accused.

"I tried! | did! But the cheating monkey-lizard | sold it to upped the
price," Didi told him. "I couldn't afford to buy back my own speeder! |
need to raise alittle cash, so | thought | would sell Bog's datapad and

buy back his speeder instead.”

Obi-Wan saw the datapad tucked under Didi'sarm. "L et me seethat.”

There was a chance that someone on the Games Council knew the events
were rigged. Thismight be an easy way to find out. He quickly accessed the
information on Bog's system and flipped through random files. There didn't
seem to be anything amiss. Onefilewaslabeled WAY S TO ADVANCE. Obi-Wan

accessed it and read through alist of ingructions Bog had written to



himsdif.

BE FRIENDLY TO ALL!! THOSE WHO CANNOT HELP YOU TODAY CAN HELP YOU

TOMORROW!

DO MENIAL TASKSFOR IMPORTANT BEINGS!! IT MAKES YOU INDISPENSABLE!!

NEVER CONTRADICT A SUPERIOR!!

"You seewhat | haveto put up with?' Didi Sghed. "My poor Agtri.”

Obi-Wan accessed another file marked GAMES COUNCIL RESPONSIBILITIES.
He scanned the notes carefully. It appeared that Bog's only job on the
Games Council was aranging VIP seating. He had made ligs meatching
Senators with exclusive gdlery skyboxesfor various events. So much for

hisimportance.

Obi-Wan shut down the datapad. He tucked it inside histunic.

"l was going to sell that!" Didi protested.

"It'snot yoursto sdll. Didi, | know you won't take nmy advice. But

things just might be more complicated than you redize. I'd advise you to



stay away from betting.”

"l assureyou | will," Didi said, hisbrown eyes sncere.

Obi-Wan's comlink signaled. Jocasta Nu's voice came through crisply.

He spoke so that Didi could not hear. "I found out who Quentor is. Were you

playing ajoke on me, Obi-Wan?' Jocasta Nu asked.

“No, of course not.”

"There was no record of him anywhere, so | did the usud arimind

search. Then adeep background trace. Nothing appeared.”

"S0 heisan underground figure.”

Jocasta Nu chuckled. "Not exactly. He's ayellow-tailed summerbird.”

"Hesahird?'

"Anunofficid pet of the Senate. He lives in the eaves of the

building and the Senators leave him fruit and crumbsto feed on. If he's

one of your suspects, | must warn you, he hasn't left Coruscant. He's mogt

likely nibbling on mujafruit right about now."

Obi-Wan groaned, then thanked Jocasta Nu and cut the communication.

Figh had lied to him. That wasn't surprising. It was a lie worthy of



High, one calculated to ddlay him and amuse him.

But he wasn't amused.

Heturned to Didi. "Do you know where High is gaying?' Didi shook

hishead. "A guest house, | suppose. A hovd, I'm sure. High is very

cheap."

"Find out."

"Ah. Yes, Obi-Wan. | can see in your eyes that you need this

information and | will not fail you." Didi bowed and rushed away.

Obi-Wan knocked on the door to Y so's shop, duplicating Didi's rhythmic
knock. Someone hurried out, hisface turned away. No one wanted to be
recognized in thiskind of place. Obi-Wan pretended to examine a beat-up
swoop with a dented handlebar while he listened to the other occupant of

the shop approach Uso Y so.

"I'd like to buy aswoop.”

"At what price?'

The bettor named afigure, then said, "I'll take it to the blaster

skill event where | hope to see Wesau T'orrin of Rezi-9 win."



"That isagood plan." Uso Y so dipped the creditsinto awide belt he
wore around hiswaist and entered some information into a datapad. He

handed the bettor a smal durasheet. "Hereisyour receipt.”

Obi-Wan waited until the bettor had |eft the shop, then approached.
"I'm herefor aswoop," he said, looking up at thetdl being. He waved a

hand. "1 would like to see your datapad.”

Uso Y so snorted. "Y ou don't need to see my data-pad to buy a swoop.

Which do you want?'

Obi-Wan waved hishand again. Uso Y so was unusualy resistant to Jedi

mind suggestion. "1'd like to see your datapad first."

"If you don't want to buy a swoop, you can leave,” Uso Yso sad, his

€yes narrowing in suspicion.

Obi-Wan suppressed his dight disgppointment. No matter how adept a
Jedi was or how strong the connection to the Force, sometimes mind

suggestion just didn't work.

Ohbi-Wan followed the lead of the bettor, naming afigure, then saying,
"| plan to take the swoop to the Podrace and hope that Deland Tyerell will

bethewinner."



Uso Y so shook his head. "There's been alag-minute change. A new

driver. Do you gtill want the swoop?

"Who isthe driver?' Obi-Wan asked curioudly.

Y s0 consulted his datapad. "Anakin Skywalker."

Ohi-Wan fdt the shock shimmer insgde him, but he did not register

surpriseon hisface.

"WdI?" Y s0 demanded impatiently.

Before Obi-Wan could answer, asmdll, dight being with four eyes, two

of them set on the sides of his head, dipped insde the shop. " Security

patrol outside.”

Us0 Y so pushed alever and awal did back, revealing more swoops in

various stages of repair. "Besum!” He tossed atool kit to his assstant.

"Start working."

"I don't know how to fix a swoop!"

"I don't care" Yo snarled. "Just do it" He turned to Obi-Wan.

" Security makes patrols every once in awhile. Nothing to worry about.”



Now that Y sowasin danger of losng Obi-Wan's business, he was
suddenly friendly. He had aso left his datapad angled toward Obi-Wan, and
the notations were easy to read. In thetimeit took for Y so to check on

Besum's activities, Obi-Wan had scanned the file and memorized it.

To hissurprise, the letters and numberslooked familiar. It took him
only amoment to redlize that they were smilar to the notes recording the

skybox seating on Bog's datapad.

Which meant that Bog wasn't recording seats for Senators. He was

recording bets.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Obi-Wan | eft the shop and found aquiet dley to peruse Bog's files.
He read the names of the Senators who had the same notations as Y so's
datapad. Some of the names he didn't recogni ze, but many he did. They were

among the most illustrious and revered members.

He had no illusions about corruption in the Senate. But he was shocked
to find that so many Senatorswould beinvolved in anillegal scheme such
asthisone. Among the nameswas Bail Organa, the Senator from Alderaan
Obi-Wan had aways respected for his integrity. Why would someone like

Organarisk his career in order to make afew credits on abet?

The bets had to be substantia, he supposed. Or € se the Senators have



no fear that they'll be caught.

He had to ded with Anakin, but he had to pursuethis firg. Obi-Wan
found Bog in aVIP box watching a match of krovation. When Astri saw him,

her smile was wide and welcoming.

"Obi-Wan! How good of you to come by. The match isamost finished.”

Obi-Wan looked at the two teams vying with poles on the fidd. "As

much as| like krovatin, | have to decline. I'm here on business. | need to

spesk with Bog."

Adtri's smile dimmed at the look on hisface. She frowned and stepped

adde "Pleasejoinus”

Obi-Wan walked into the box. Bog fastened the jeweled clasp to his

dark red septsilk robe as the Jedi gpproached.

"How can | help you, Obi-Wan?'

Obi-Wan hesitated, his hand on the datapad in his inner pocket. "If

you prefer to spesk done...” Bog smiled. "I hide nothing from Adtri.”

His smile showed not atrace of worry, but Astri walked to his Sde.

Her eyeswere grave now. Astri was perceptive, and she knew Obi-Wan wdl.



"What isit, Obi-Wan?'

Obi-Wan withdrew the datapad. "I have something of yours."

Bog hurried forward. ™Y ou found it? Where? Thank you!

Obi-Wan sidestepped the question of where he had found it. He dipped
the datapad back into his pocket. "I'm afraid | can't return it just yet. |

must confessthat | took alook at your files, Bog."

Bog looked disconcerted. "Well, | see. | supposethat isdl right. |

have no secrets.”

Obi-Wan was puzzled. Bog did not seem guilty or worried. "l accessed

thefile referring to the work you've done for the Senators.”

"Yes, | aranged specid seeting for them," Bog said, nodding. "“Is
there a problem with some of the skyboxes?' He looked puzzied. "I didntt

know Jedi cared about such things.”

"Wedon't,"” Obi-Wan said quietly. "But you did not arrange skyboxes
for the Senators. Y ou placed bets for them on eventsin which the outcome
isassured. Thisisnot only illegd, but it has the potentid to spark

conflict among the member worlds."

"Obi-Wan, | don't know what you're talking about,” Bog interrupted,



shaking hishead. "The Games are fixed? Senators betting? | can't believe

that. All I did was place ordersfor specia seating. Y ou must be mistaken.

Obi-Wan studied Bog as the crowd around them roared a aplayer's
score. "'If you are not involved, you are being used. Where did you get the
ingtructions on how to proceed? How did you know which Senators to find

sedting for?"

"Liviani gave methelist of Senators" Bog said. "That is standard.
The head of the Games Council dways gets alig of important beings
throughout the galaxy to accord specid favorsto. | used the Council funds
to pay the Ruling Power for the skyboxes. Y ou see, the Ruling Power makes
the seeting available. They have dl the stadium plans. Arranging seting

may seem trivia, but it'savery important task.”

"So who did you contact to arrange the skyboxes?"

"Asit turned out, | didn't have to contact anyone. He cameto me. An

odd four-eyed creature. His name was Boosa... no, that's not it. Beesa...."

"Besum?!

"That'sit." Bog nodded as the crowd jeered a questionable play. "l

transferred the credits and ordered the seating from Boosa... ah, Besum,



and he handed me the receipts.”

"Do you have them?'

"No. | placed them in the welcome packs for the Senators.” At last the

seriousness of the matter began to penetrate Bog's salf-absorption. 1 only

followed protocol,” he said nervoudly.

Obi-Wan frowned. Why would the Senators want receiptsto be placed in
their welcome packets? Anyone could see them. Hewould think they would go

to great lengthsto hide the fact that they were betting on the Games.

Could it be that the Senators themsdlves don't know about this?

Could it bethat the Ruling Power has arranged this in order to

disgrace them?

But why?

Bog grew restless at Obi-Wan'ssilence. "'l didn't place any bets! I'm

aurethisisamisunderstanding.”

"I'msaureitian't,” Agtri said to her husband. "Obi-Wan knows what

he'stalking about.” She turned to Obi-Wan. "Is Bog in trouble?!

Bog swdlowed. "If | am, | will faceit."



"Wewill face it Adri said, putting her hand on Bog's arm.

"Together."

Obi-Wan saw thelook that Bog gave Adtri, a look of tenderness and
devotion. He saw that Bog did love Adtri, and hisingtinctstold him theat
Bog had been used as a pawn in the scheme. No doubt whoever was behind it

did not careif Bog took thefdll.

Looking at thelove on Adtri's face for her husband, Obi-Wan decided
that he would do anything in his power to make sure that did not happen. He
remembered atimelong ago when Astri had cut off her pretty curls, shaved
her head, and learned how to shoot a blaster in order to hdp him track
down Qui-Gon. She had not thought of hersdlf as abrave person, but she had
faced down blaster bolts and alaser whip, and had never |eft hisside. No,

he would not et anything happen to Adtri.

"Bog will not beintroubleif he didn't do anything wrong,” Obi-Wan

told the couple. "I will make sure of that. Now, please excuse me.”

Obi-Wan stepped outside, leaving the sounds of the match behind him.

He quickly contacted Jocasta Nu at the Temple.

"l am sending you alist of Senators. | need to know if there isany

link among them." Obi-Wan waited for her to read thelist of names. "Does



anything cometo mind right now?" he asked.

"Nothing," JocastaNu said. "There are many ways Senators can be
linked, Obi-Wan. Through sponsoring legidation. Committees. Subcommittees.

Specid hearings. Oversght subcommittees on specid hearings- "

"| get the picture,” Obi-Wan said. "Just do the best you can, as
quickly asyou can. Can you aso look into the Ruling Power, and see if

there is some connection with those Senators?"

"Of course. I'll contact you as soon as | have information.”

Obi-Wan thanked Jocasta Nu and cut the communication. He leaned
againg therailing and looked out over the sprawling city. Beings sireamed
through the streets, and he could hear the distant roar of acrowd in the
nearby stadium. If the betting were exposed, the Senatorsinvolved would be
drawn into ascandd. It would not matter if they were guilty or innocert.

Their reputations would suffer. Wasthat the god?

Aningder, High had said. It could be someonein the Ruing Power.

Or someone close to the Games themsdaves.

He cdled up Bog'sfile on his datapad again. Heflipped through the

hol ographic files, remembering the notations on Uso Y so's screen.

The bets had been placed on the bowcaster skill contest, the obstacle



course race, and the Podrace. The same eventsthat Aarno Dering had on his

data-pad.

Obi-Wan contacted Didi on his comlink. "Have you found out where High

iIsdaying?"

"The Segk Cruiser Inn on Grand Eucer Street,” Didi said. "Room 2222.

But let me assure you, my friend, thisinnisno deek cruiser. Morelikea

garbage barge.”

"Just make sure High doesn't go off-planet,” Obi-Wan told Didi.

"Contact meif he does."

"l am your servant, Obi-Wan."

Obi-Wan tapped hisfinger on hiscomlink, planning hisnext move. He
could handle High, but on the other hand, this was more than a pesky

problem. It wastimeto cdl in the other Jedi teams.

He activated his comlink and contacted Siri. Hefilled her in on what

he had discovered.

"1t seems as though the Ruling Power could be behind this" he said.
"They might want to blackmail Senators in order to gain power in the

Senate, getting appointed to powerful posts. But we have no real proof, and



we don't have much time. All three events are scheduled to take place this

afternoon.”

"What do you need?' Siri asked, getting to the point as quickly as

possible, asshe usudly did.

"l haveto pay avigt to FHigh, and I'd like some company,” Obi-Wan

said. "l think some additiond Jedi presenceis needed.”

"I'll bethere. And I'll contact Ry-Gaul,” Siri said.

The problem of Anakin entering the Podrace had never left Obi-Wan's

mind. Why had his Padawan done such a thing without telling him? It was not

the first time Anakin'simpulsiveness had worried and alarmed Obi-Wan.

His comlink signded. Anakin was cdling. Obi-Wan answered.

"Magter, things have devel oped here,” Anakin said.

" Sebulba has recogni zed me. Because of that, Deland stepped into

avoid afight and wasinjured. He cannot race. |... | offered to race in

his place. Doby and Deland aretrying to free their sster - "

"And isthat your mission on Euceron, to free Djulla?' Obi-Wan asked

gernly.



"No," Anakin said. "But wasit Qui-Gon's mission to free me? Mug we
follow amission so exactly that we turn our backs on beings who need help?

Every misson hasadetour. You'vetold methat."

"I'vedsotold you that it isthe mark of a Jedi to recognize whether

or not to follow the detour,” Obi-Wan reminded him.

"Then | ask you to let me make this choice," Anakin replied.

His Padawan's voice was firm. There was no pleading, no uncertainty.

He wanted what he wanted. Wasthat the right thing in this circumstance?

Obi-Wan pondered the problem. "Have you learned anything d<e?' he

asked.

"The Podrace is scheduled to take place this afternoon a three. A
viewing area has been set up for spectators in the underground caves.
Sebulba has placed enormous bets on his son to win. The official timekeeper
is supposed to send the Podrace route directly to onboard computers. But |
don't know who will takeover thejob now that Dering isdeed. | think the
best way | can find out how theraceisfixed and whoisbehind it isto

enter it mysdf.”

"All right,” Obi-Wan said reluctantly. He did not like the sound of

pleasurein Anakin's voice. Hewould ask Siri and Ry-Gaul to send Ferus and



Tru to observe while Anakin piloted the Podracer. He could not be there

with his Padawan, but he did not want Anakin to be alone.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

"l got it!" Anakin crowed. He tweaked the last screw to the energy-

binder plate. "We're set."

"Whew," Doby said, pushing hisgogglesto thetop of his head. Two

round circles of grimecircled hiseyes. "'l was getting worried.”

"Maybe | should give the computer sysem another check,” Anakin

wondered.

"l didit," Deland said. ™Y ou've done enough, Anakin. | actually think
we're ready.” He patted the Pod-racer with his good hand. His other arm was

encased in arigid bandage from elbow to fingers.

Anakin jumped off the scaffold he'd used to work on the turbines. "l

know | am."

Suddenly, his smile dimmed. He spied Ferus and Tru threading their way

toward him through asea of pit droids and mechanics and pilots, the usud

frenzy of apit hangar before arace.

My Master sent them. He doesn't trust me. The thought seared Anakin's



mind before rationdity set in. It would be hel pful to have backup, hetold
himsdf, trying to belogica. There was nothing wrong with that. He dodged

alubricant hose and went forward to meet them.

Tru's head swiveled, taking in the excitement. " Strange, if you think

about it," he said to Anakin. Anakin wiped hishandson arag. "What?"

"That Podraces are so dangerous, but nobody |ooks scared,” he said.

"There are beings who equate danger with pleasure,” Ferus sad, his
eyesdark with disgpprovd. "It isamistake easily made for those who do

not think deeply." He gave Anakin acool [ook.

"Well, therés such athing asfun, Ferus,” Tru sad amiably. "Even

you haveto admit that."

"Yes" Ferussad. "But not here" His cool gaze did not falter as he

studied Anakin. "I'm not clear on why you areracing, Anakin."

"It isthe best way to discover how theraceisfixed," Anakin said.

Ferus shifted his gaze to take in Doby and Deland and the Podracer,
then scanned the rest of the hangar. "I see. Our Masters have told us thet
it is possible that advance knowledge of the track will be sent to one Pod-

racer's nav computer seconds beforeit isgiven to therest. Do you know



which Podracer that is?"

"Hekula," Anakin said. "The Dug. Thethird Podracer down on the left.”

"Y ou know thisfor sure?'

"Itisaguess" Anakin admitted. "Based on my knowledge of him."

Ferusturned back. "And that isal?'

"Sebulba, hisfather, proposed the new rule," Angkin said. "Sebulba

never proposes anything unless he knows he can profit by it."

"Do you know when and how the information will be transmitted to the

nav computers?’

"At the gart of the race, and then at three-minute intervals,”" Anakin

sad.

"So how do you propose to beat him?* Ferus asked.

"By being faster and better,” Anakin answered. "1 have something he

doesn't have. | have the Force."

"Who isthe timekeeper?' Tru asked. "Do you think heis the one who

will tranamit theinformation?"



Anakin nodded. "A race referee. The computer system is dready in
place. Dering has aready designed the program. This person will just

follow ingtructions”

Ferus frowned. "lsan't there any way to tell whoever is in charge of
the race what is going on? Surely it would be better to smply cance the

race. Did you think of that?'

Anakin's cheeks flushed. Ferus was questioning every detail of what he

had learned as though he were a Jedi Master and Anakin was his Padawan.

"I'm sure Anakin thought of it,” Tru said. "But we can't be sure who
knows that the program isacheat. Whoever it is could dter it with a

keystroke and we'd never know who was behind it, or why."

"Maybethereis till someway to find out,” Ferussaid. "Tru and |
will investigate." He glanced at the Pod-racer. Y ou can go back to your

energy-binder plate.”

Tru hung back as Feruswaked off. "He'sjust being careful,” he told

Anakin.

Anakin'steeth gritted. "Isthat what you call it?" "Y ou'll understand

him oneday," Tru sad. "After you become friends.”



"1 will never befriendswith Ferus Olin," Anakin answered savagely.

Tru studied him for amoment. "I fed... some darkness from you,
Anakin. Your enemy is here. But Sebulba cannot hurt you anymore. Remember,

Jedi do not have enemies.”

"l just want towin," Anakin said.

"Y ou mean you want to prevent injury and ensure farness” Tru

corrected.

Anakin nodded. "That too."

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The Sleek Cruiser Innwas just as Didi had described it, adilapidated
building made of patchwork plasted sheeting. Seeing away to rakein more
credits, the owner had leased out space in the hdlways and closets.
Travelersfrom around the galaxy had stashed gear in every spare space and
were cooking up meals on portable stoves in the hallways. Others had rolled
themsalvesin bedrollsin various corners and were trying to catch a nap
between events. The smell of bodies, food, and dust was overwhelming. Even
thisfar from the Games, the hum of the crowds in the arenas could be
heard. Obi-Wan, Siri, and Ry-Gaul picked through the mess and knocked on

Fligh'sdoor.



"l said | would settlethe bill on theway out!" High ydled behind
the door. " Such a hospitable establishment, | can't wait to return!™ He
flung the door open and saw the Jedi. He swallowed. "Ah, Jedi. Always a

good sgn.”

He stepped aside and let them enter. Belongings were stuffed into an
open case. Still-wet laundry spilled out of a trave pack. A half-eaten
medl was spread on the deep couch. It was clear that High was in the

midst of ahasty departure.

"Leaving so soon?' Obi-Wan asked. "The Games have just begun.”

"I'm not afan,” High said, shrugging. “Thereyou go."

"Y et you came here to see the Games," Obi-Wan pointed out. "Don't you

want to see how your betsturn out?’

Fligh laughed. "Why?'Y ou have made sure | don't win. | may as well

return to Coruscant and make my living honestly, asathief."

Siri and Ry-Gaul closed the door and stood in front of it. Obi-Wan
casudly flung oneleg over astool and sat. "A funny thing happened after

we left you thismorning. Wetook an air taxi - "



"Alwaysagood ideg," High sad nervoudy. "The streets are S0

crowded."

" - and the pilot tried to crash it," Obi-Wan went on. "Odd thet he

knew just where we were and where we were headed.”

"Maybe you werejust lucky."

"Maybe you'd like to accompany usto the security office of the Ruling
Power and talk about it," Obi-Wan said. It was a bluff. He did not want the

Ruling Power to know that they were investigating.

Fligh gave asquesk of disgppointment and threw himsdf down on the
unmade deep couch. "I knew I'd never make it off this blasted planet. Al
right. When you came to ask me about the fixed events, you made me nervous.
Why wouldn't | be? | saw my fortune disappearing in front of my eyes. So |
might have alerted someone asto your presence. They weren't supposed to
kill you. Just dday you. | swear! Didi ismy friend. | would never dlow
harm to come to him. And if you think 1'd tangle with Jedi, you

underestimate my cowardice.”

"Yetyoulietous,” Obi-Wan sad.

"And that isnever agood ideg," Siri said.

Ry-Gaul did not have to say aword. Hisfiercelooks spoke for him.



"Yes, | seewhat you mean,” High said, backing awvay on the deep

couch.

"Now, tell me again about your friend Quentor,” Obi-Wan said, leening

forward.

"Haha," High said. "l see you know about my littlejoke. | thought

it better to protect afriend than expose him."

"Who?' Obi-Wan asked softly. "And tdl methetruth thistime.”

"Aarno Dering," High said. "Weeks ago, | was contacted anonymoudy.
Through messages on my data-pad. | was asked to find someone who could rig
afdsetiming devicefor amgor race. Credits were transferred into my
account with apromise of a sure bet to come. | happened to know just the
person they needed. Aarno had been the timekeeper for races in the Outer
Rim. Hewas known for a certain... uh, casuaness when it came to
scorekeegping. Then the anonymous person said they would hire Aarno for the
Gaactic Games. The Gdactic Games! | had no ideait wasfor something so

grand.”

"How could he pass scrutiny?' Siri wondered. " The timers and judges

are screened very closdy.”



"That wasjust my question,” Fligh said, nodding. "They told me not to
worry about it. To my great surprise, Aarno was hired for severd events.

To Aarno'ssurprise aswell.”

"That's why you concluded that an insder had to be involved," Obi-Wan

sad.

Fligh nodded. "Who else could get Aarno hired, with hisrecord? So we
cameto Euceron and Aarno got hisingructions. It seemed like aded as
Sweet asapiece of blumfruit. Aarno would find away to shave afew
seconds here and there and we'd take off with a small fortune. | didn't
expect anyoneto get hurt. Didi was almost killed, and Aarno got run over
by aspeeder.” High shivered. "I'm going back to Coruscant, where I'll be
safe. | just paved the way for some bets to be placed. | didn't want anyone

to get killed."

"Y ou got the false text docsfor Dering,” Obi-Wan guessed. "Why did he

suddenly want to get off-planet?’

"l guesshelogt hisnerve," High said with anervous glance a Ry-

Gaul.

Siri had moved so that she was now Sitting in front of High on her
haunches, her hands dangling. Her bright blue gaze was piercing. "There is

something you're not telling us. Why was Aarno so afraid?"



Fligh fingered one of hislong ears. "I had an gppointment to drop the
text docs off to Aarno right after the swoop race. As soon asyou left, |
went to his quarters and waited for him. Hewasin a big hurry to leave
Euceron, and | asked himwhy. He said if | knew what was good for me, I'd
leave too. Of course, | had to pressure him. | withheld the text docs until
he told me. He thought he had been hired just to fix the events. But then
he found out something else. Something's going to happen during an event.
Something will go wrong. They want people to get killed during an event o

that the Senators will be blamed.”

"Which event?' Obi-Wan asked.

"l don't know," High admitted. "Aarno didn't tell me. He found out by

mistake. He was afraid they would come after him because he knew."

"Who arethey?' Siri barked in frustration.

"l didn't ask," Fligh said with ashudder. "I don't want to know. I'm
inover my head. And if | know anything about anything - which | don't, but
I know about this - sooner or later it's going to occur to them that | know
too much. And it's going to be sooner, not later. All indl I'd rather be

on Coruscant, o if you don't mind - *

Obi-Wan, Siri, and Ry-Gaul turned toward the door at the same instant.

The surgein the Force had warned them. At the same time, the sound of



heavy rolling could be heard in the corridor outside Fligh's room.

"Hey, I'm over here, guys" Fligh sad. "Areyou going to answer ny

quest - "

Before FHigh could finish the word, the door blasted apart and asquad

of droidekas gppeared in the smoldering opening.

CHAPTER SEVETEEN

High dived behind the deep couch as the Jedi ignited their
lightsabers. The droidekas unfurled and snapped into attack position,
blaster boltsfiring. Obi-Wan's lightsaber was an arc of moving light,
deflecting the shower of blaster fire. Besde him Siri's lightsaber svung
inacontinuous arc of precise movement, with Siri's two-handed grip and
her graceful footwork. Ry-Gaul did not move. He did not need to. His long

armswere ablur in theair as hislightsaber shifted from hand to hand.

The three-legged droidekas were built for battle and close to
invincible but these droidekas weren't shielded. Their heavy armor shdls
and volts of firepower aswell astheir maneuverability made them capable

of cutting down opponents with fearsome efficiency.

It wasn't as though their power darmed Obi-Wan. But he still was not
especialy pleased to see them. There were twelve of them, so he was glad

to have Ry-Gaul and Siri by hisside.



Theair filled with smoke as the blaster bolts zinged, but the Jedi
deflected them and struck blow after blow at the heavy armor plateson the
droids. Because the doorway was narrow, the droidekas began firing through
thewall itsdlf, quickly tearing ggping holesin the structure. After a
sweep from Siri'slightsaber, one droideka smoked and fdl, and another,
itslegs gone, bobbled and spun until it crashed againgt awal. Obi-Wan
diced adroidekain two and sent one piece flying over the deep couch and
crashing into thewall. Fligh shrieked as pieces of hot metal raned down

onhim.

Droidekas had control centers, not brains. They could not feel fear or
goprehenson. Theamazing kill of the Jedi was logt on them. They
continued to advance and fire, continued to evade by ralling themsdves
into balls and repogitioning themsalvesto fire again. Time after time they
attacked, and time after time the Jedi struck blow &fter blow urtil the
harsh smoke and the heat caused High to have acoughing fit. The Jedi did
not react to the smoke. Their minds and bodies were focused on battle, and

nothing €l se mattered but the moment.

Suddenly dl three Jedi exchanged aglance. They legped back as the
flimsy wall collapsed on the remaining droidekas. Ry-Gaul, Obi-Wan, and
Siri finished the rest off, disabling them with lightsaber thrusts. At last
the droidekas lay around them in pieces. Hligh raised his head from behind

the deep couch.



His voice was hoarse. "Can | go now?"

"He can't hdp us," Obi-Wan told the others. "He'stold us everything

he knows." He deactivated hislightsaber. "Yes, Fligh. Y ou can go.”

"Until next time, Obi-Wan," High said fervently.

"| certainly hope not,” Obi-Wan answered. Wherever Fligh was, trouble

was soon to follow.

With alast bow, High ran from the room, hisbeongingstrailing from

his packing case.

"If they're sending Destroyer Droids, they must be worried,” Sri

sad. "Whoever they are.”

"One of us should attend each event,” Obi-Wan said. "The Padawans are
dready at the Podrace and it's scheduled to begin in... fifteen minutes
Can you head out there, Ry-Gaul? I'll contact Anakin and tdl him that

something is supposed to go wrong, but I'd fed better if you were there.”

Ry-Gaul gave ashort nod and | ft the room, stepping over a pile of

droidekas in the doorway.

"I'll takethe bowcaster kill contest," Siri said. "It's a& Stadium



Seven."

"That leaves me with the obstacle course,” Obi-Wan said, nodding.

"Say intouch.”

"l just wish | knew what | waslooking for," Siri said. Obi-Wan tucked

hislightsaber into hisbelt. "That makestwo of us"

Obi-Wan was able to give Anakin an update on the way to Stadium Nine.
There was nothing much for Anakin to do except what the rest of them were

doing - being mindful, and watching.

Obi-Wan gtrode into the stadium. He fdlt the heat and the noise of a

crowd eager for the event to begin.

Asthe Euceron hero and record-setter for the event in the last
Gdactic Games, Maxo Vistawas here aswell. Ohi-Wan found a seat as close
to the judges as he could and watched on a viewscreen overhead while

Viga's podium zoomed to the center of the stadium.

"Wecome, dl," he said, hisvoice amplified throughout the stadium.

"I'd liketo introduce mysdlf. | am - "

"MAXO VISTA!" the crowd roared.



"Y ou may not remember me- "

The crowd roared once again.

- but | was at this event seven yearsago - " A cheer went up.

" - didn't dotoo badly - " Vista paused and waited for the cheers
and laughter "'- - and | truly hope that today, my record will be broken.
I'm just a Galactic Games officid now, seven years older and seven years

dower, s0 I'd better make way for the next generation of athletes.”

Thebroad grin fill on his face, Viga suddenly vaulted off the
platform. The crowd gasped, but acable launcher hidden in Vigtas belt let
out along line, and he bounced at the end of it, only centimeters away
from the ground. With apowerful thrust, he flipped hisbody upward, then
twisted, flew through the air, and landed on his feet. His movements were

S0 graceful it was more like adance than an athletic feat.

The crowd erupted in cheers and gpplause. The cheers went on and on.

The cheersfell away for Obi-Wan. He heard only the absence of sound,

the slence of concentration and reveation.

Thelines of Vigasbody were suddenly familiar, the fluid, powerful
way he moved. Theway he made something that took greet effort ook

effortless.



Maxo Visgawastheair-taxi pilot who had tried to kill them. And he

was the speeder driver who had run down Aarno Dering.

Which meant that the great hero of Euceron was the indder who was

behind fixing the Games.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

It was hisfault. If he hadn't been soirritated a not knowing who
Maxo Vistawas, he would have looked closer at him. He had made a mistake
worthy of aJedi Temple student, not an experienced Jedi Knight. He had

alowed his own perspective, hisown emotion, to color his perception.

Perception comes from not one but al angles at once.

Y es, Qui-Gon.

Obi-Wan raced down the moving walkway that circled the stadium. He had

to make it down to Level Twenty, where Maxo Vistawould enter the VIP box.

He could not risk losng Maxo Vigstathe way he had lost Aarno Dering.

Hewas dmost at the door of the box when Adri dashed toward him,

curls bouncing and robe swirling. "Obi-Wan!"



"Later," he said tersdly, striding toward the door.

She grabbed hisarm. "Y ou mugt know thid The Podrace! Something

terrible is going to happen!"

He half-turned and searched her dark eyes. "How do you know this?’

"Bog," she said. "Hewent to Maxo Vida to tdl hm what you had

discovered - "

Obi-Wan amost groaned a oud.

" - Vistawasn't there, and so Bog accessed his data-pad. He thought
asafelow Council member he could do this- " Her hand to her throét,
Astri got the words out fast, between her panting breaths. " - and
discovered that the Podrace is not only fixed, but booby-trapped. The nav
computer will lead the Podracers close to the city's hub. The lead Podracer
will get taken over by the nav compuiter. It will be madeto crashinto the
crowd! We don't know if Vistahimsdf isaware of this, it could have been
sent to his dataport without his knowing. We cannot believe that Maxo Vista
would be involved. Bog replaced the datapad and told me what held seen. He

isgoingtotell Liviani Sarno. But | cameto you."

"Does Vista know about this?* Anakin isin danger. Obi-Wan reached for

his comlink as he asked the question.



"l didn't. But now | do." Vigtas voice came from behind him. He
smiled as Obi-Wan turned. "I promiseyou, | can explain everything. This

way, Obi-Wan."

Obi-Wan hesitated.

"Trust me." Maxo Viga hed a blaster pointed a Adtri, but the
friendly grin was gtill on hisface. Agtri could not see the blaster, which

was on hisother side.

"Thisway," he repeated meaningfully to Obi-Wan.

Obi-Wan stepped insde. He would follow Maxo Vigas instructions, but
only for afew seconds. He had to make sure Vistawould not hit anyone with

blagter fire.

The floor moved under hisfeet. He redlized that he had not stepped
out into the VIP box, but onto amoving podium. It suddenly zoomed to the
center of the stadium. Vista's hand dropped and the blaster waslost in the

folds of hiscloak.

"Itisalong-range model, and it istill pointed at Agtri,” he said

pleasantly.

Obi-Wan tried to Signd Adtri to move, but she stood watching him from



afar, not knowing the blaster was pointed at her. He could reach for his
lightsaber, but he wasn't sure if even he could be fast enough to block the

shot.

Light suddenly hit hiseyes, dazzling him for a moment. "Welcome to
the exhibition match!" Maxo Vigas voice was amplified throughout the

gadium. "Jedi againgt athlete! Let the event begin!™

The crowd roared. A cube of white light settled over Obi-Wan. Ancther
flashed over Maxo Vigta. A holo - graphic imege of atreton, awild
cregture from the planet Aesolian, appeared in front of them. On thetip of
one pointed ear agreen laser glowed. His snarl was amplified and echoed
through the stadium. There was a collective 00000hh of fear. Even though
the spectators knew the treton was holographic, its fierce bettle cry

struck terror into their hearts.

An announcer's steady voice boomed over the sadium. "Ten seconds.

Contestants, prepare...."

Ohi-Wan reached for his comlink to contact Anakin, but it was dead.
Now he remembered that in the stadium center ajamming device was employed
30 that no contestants could use hidden devices to ad them in thar

events. Maxo Vista had trapped him, no doubt in order to buy time.

Obi-Wan judged the distance back to the stadium. It wastoo far. The

podium was too high for even a cable launcher. He would have to wait. He



was now officidly in the obstacle course, and subject to itsrules. Hewas

trapped. And Anakin was just about to begin the Podrace.

"Welcome to my world, Obi-Wan Kenobi," Maxo Vistawhispered. 'l had a
feding the Jedi would show up, so I've been planning this. Sorry it had to

be thisway, but at least you'll have some fun before you die.”

"Five seconds, contestants...”

A lightwe ght wegpon emerged out of the platform floor in front of
Obi-Wan. He grabbed it. At the tip was a green laser. Obi-Wan guessed theat
in order to score points, he would have to hit the laser on the hologram
with the laser tip of hisweapon. He wished he had seen a holographic

obstacle course before. He had no ideawhat was in store.

"Y es, Obi-Wan. Something will go wrong and you will die in this
gadium. Y ou won't know when it will come, or how to fight it." Maxo Vida

amiled. "May the best man win. Which means me, of course.”

"Begin!" the announcer said.

The treton rushed forward. Maxo Vistawas prepared. He charged ahead
and dashed at the Treton even asit zoomed upward and around in a crazy
evasve dance that no bulky treton would ever accomplish. Vida hit the

creature precisaly on the ear and a loud joyful dang dang! resounded



through the stadium.

"Point, Vigta," the voice announced. The stadium erupted in cheersfor

thefavorite.

Obi-Wan's laser tip now glowed pink. The edge of the plaiform
elongated into aramp that rose dmost draight upward. Vida began to

bound ahead.

After asecond of hesitation, Obi-Wan followed. He had no choice. He
would have to hope that somewhere in the course he would be able to break

free.

Obi-Wan gained on Vistaeaslly. At the top of the ramp sx snarling
holographic neks sat guard. At the center of their collars, alaser glowed

likeapink jewd.

Now Obi-Wan knew that he had to hit each of the creatures precisgly

with the tip of hiswespon, laser to laser, in order to progress.

Vistasprang forward asthe nek on the far left lunged, teeth bared.

Vigatwisted, but the holographic teeth grazed hisankle. A harsh buzzer

sounded.

"Minus point five," the announcer said.



Obi-Wan somersaulted, avoiding the two nekswho flew at him. He used
the wegpon like alightsaber, touching the collarslightly. Two loud dang
clang! clang clang! noises sounded, and he whirled and touched the other
collarsjust asdelicately, even as Vistawas moving toward them. Clang

clang! The neksdissolved in ashower of light.

"Sx points, Vigtor." This time the cheers were not nearly as

desfening.

Thelaser shifted to blue. Ahead was a dliff face with shallow ledges
forming a pathway upward. At the top were three multi-clawed
ravenscreechers, large birds from the Outer Rim planet Wxtm. Each hed a
large wing span and six legswith claws half ameter long. Instead of an

eye, abright blue laser spot winked a Obi-Wan from each bird.

Vigahurled hmsdf a the diff and began to dimb. Obi-Wan
followed. Vistareached out aleg and tried to kick him. The crowd hissed
disapprova. No doubt Vistawas risking the displeasure of the crowd in

order to vent hisanger at Obi-Wan defeating al the neks.

Y es, you are arecord-holder, Obi-Wan thought. But you've never

competed against a Jedi.

Accessing the Force, he vaulted into the air, bypassng Vida and

landing on aledge close to the edge. The ravenscreecherstook off, diving



toward him.

While the crowd roared and cheered, Obi-Wan hdd on with only one
hand. He dashed at one holographic bird, touching itseye and gaining a
point, then hit the next one on a backswing without even turning. Using the
momentum, he swung himself up to the top of the cliff and hit thethird one

asit roseto attack him.

Clang clang! The pointsrang up on the screen. Hislaser tip flashed
yellow. Now more of the crowd was on his side, and Maxo Vistawas furious
Hisface was bright red as he scrambled from ledge to ledge, racing to

catch Obi-Wan.

Ontop of the ledge sat two swoops. Obi-Wan was about to oring
forward when atentacle bush appeared, its branches reaching out for him.
It took him amoment to locate the tiny glowing tip of the yellow laser in
the heart of the bush. If one of the other branches hit him, hewould lose

points.

He could fed Vigsta behind him and was not surprised when the men
launched himsdf at the bush. He knew Vistawasfurious, and anger would
make him cardess. Hewould give Vigtathefirst chance at the bush, but he

would not allow him to beat him to the swoops.

The branches moved like the arms of dancers, fluid and graceful, yet

lethd in their striking motions. In hisfury, Vidatried to attack the



bush with stabbing motions, but the waving branches kept him just out of
reach. His movements were asfluid asthat of the branches, and the crowd

began to chant hisname.

Obi-Wan legped. He somersaulted in midair, keeping his legs tucked
closeto his body to avoid the waving branches. When he was dead center
over the bush, he reached down amid the cluster of wildly waving branches
and touched the glowing laser with hisweapon. Then he landed precisdy on
one of the swoops, legs astride, and took off. The whole operation had

taken less than three seconds.

The crowd was stunned into silence. The noise of the announcer echoed

through the nearly silent stadium.

"Point, Vigtor."

The crowd went wild.

Obi-Wan did not think about what was behind him. Only what was ahead.

The minuteswere ticking away, and he had to contact Anakin. The worry

ticked away ingde him, but his movements did not betray him. Vigas

warning that something would occur on the course didn't worry him. He

trusted in the Force to warn him.

Ahead were glowing cirdes of light. Holographic humming peepers



twittered overhead. Each held atiny violet laser in its beak. Obi-Wan saw
that he would have to navigate through the soinning circles without
touching the edges of each one, hitting as many humming peepers as he

could. Thisobstacle did not require strength, but agility and precision.

He did not look behind him, but he knew Maxo Vida was pushing his
swoaop to maximum speed. Obi-Wan only saw the glowing obstacles and the tiny
birds. He dived through the first hoop and ddlicately touched thetiny bird
with hiswegpon. The clanging noise sounded, then sounded again a second

later. Vista, too, had scored a point.

Vida piloted the swoop asif it were part of hisbody. He leaned over
and scored another point, then flipped the swoop to quickly zoom through a
circle. The crowd kept up a steady roar now. Vista pushed his swoop, aming
for the back of Obi-Wan's. He bumped Obi-Wan's swoop but it appeared he was
only attempting to get through the next loop. Obi-Wan knew better. He
dived, engines screaming, then came at the next loop from an extreme right
angle. He zoomed through the loop with a centimeter to spare. Taken off
guard, Maxo Vigtabrushed against the side of the loop and logt five

points.

Obi-Wan zigzagged through the air of the stadium, sailing through the
loops and hitting the laser targets. Vistagave up trying to unseat him and
concentrated on gaining points. Soon the humming peepers had al been hit.

The glowing hoops dissolved into particles of light.



The stadium went black. Obi-Wan immediately pulled back on the swoop's
power and hovered inthe air, waiting. Below, on the mid-levd landing
platform, agroup of holographic Gladiator Droids appeared. Bright orange
erupted from flame projectorsin their fists. A bright red laser winked in

the center of thair foreheads.

Ohbi-Wan flew down to the landing platform and legped off the swoop.
The Gladiator Droids shot blaster fireat him, just harmless points of
light. The flames licked close to him but there was no heat. He could not
use the race weapon or hislightsaber againgt light, so he had to dodge the

flames and blaster bolts.

This obstacle was smilar to an exercise called Art of Movement at the
Temple, introduced to him when he wasjust a student, even younger than
Anakin. The students were required to keep moving, dodging both lines of
light thet zigzagged theroom and points that scampered randomly. The
objectivewas smply to get from the door to the opposite wdl. The
exercise required split-second timing and an agile body. Some students were
better than others at compressing their limbs, jumping, and flattening
themsalves againg the floor. As ahuman, Obi-Wan was hampered by hissolid
skeletal frame, but he had practiced for hours until he could judge the
best way to move with a minimum of effort. He had even had private

tutoriaswith the Jedi Knight Fy-Tor-Ana, known for her grace.

All of thelessons came back to him in arush. He had not trained for



this specificaly, asMaxo Viga had. He hadn't practiced the Art of
Movement in years. But he could fed his body respond and move even as the
laser points skittered around him. Using the Force, he was able to gauge

where the pinpoints of light would hit.

Maxo Vistahad trained for this. He was adept at movement. The crowd
gasped at the flexible grace of the two opponents. Obi-Wan got close enough
to one Gladiator Droid to score a point. Vista scored another. In the dm
light, the shimmering outlines of the Droids mdted againg the velvet

darkness.

Obi-Wan could fed the Force around him and fed the ripples of
disturbance. Maxo Vista's surprise was near. Even as he dodged the light
and moved in to strike another blow at a Gladiator Droid, he knew what was

coming.

One of the Droidswasred.

Obi-Wan had to use the Force. It was too dark to be asolutely sure.,
The lights exploding around him could be lethd or not. He noted now that
Maxo Vistawas pretending to be dow, keeping Obi-Wan between him and the

fire

He saw aGladiator Droid well behind the others, its blasters firing.

That wasthe one.



He unsheathed hislightsaber. With hislightsaber in one hand and his
event weapon in the other, he leaped. With one hand, he hit each laser
target on each droid, twisting and hanging in midair. With the other, he

deflected the red blaster fire.

He ended with amidair somersault and sank his lightsaber into the

redl droid's control pandl.

The counter rang furioudy. The scoreboard lit up. The crowd was on

itsfeet now, stamping its approval.

Thelightsin the stadium came up. Maxo Vigtaraised his head from his

position crouching on the floor. He blinked, surprised to hear the boos

directed a him.

The crowd screamed for the Jedi. But Obi-Wan had disappeared.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Doby and Deland paced nervoudly by the Podracer. "Maybe we should

check theintake valves again," Doby said.

"Weve checked them threetimes," Anakin said. "Everything isfine

We're ready to go."



He was strapped into his seat, his goggles pushed up on hishead. The
officia darter stood taking to the Podrace organizer. Hekula was

receiving last-minute ingtructions from Sebulba

It al felt so familiar. He could be back in the Mos Espa Grand Arena
again. His mother was watching. Qui-Gon and Padm© were there. He wanted to

do his best for them.

Anakin swallowed againgt the emotion that swelled in him. He was older
now. Things were more complicated. His emotions would never be so smple
again. But herein the cockpit doubt fdl away and uncertainty had no
place. Left behind was only one god: winning. "All right, then," Ddand
sad. Hehdd hisarm carefully againgt hisside, and his face was pae.

"Good luck, Anakin. Wewon't forget this. Neither will Djulla.”

"We shouldn't have let you, but we had to." Doby leaned in to speak to

him earnestly. "Don't worry. Y ou're going to win. Just don't crash.”

Anakingrinned. "Right."

"Come on, Doby, you're making him nervous." Deland yanked his brother

away.

Ry-Gaul approached Anakin. He stood by the Pod-racer, his gray eyes
scanning the spectators who had gathered on the stands near the finish

line. "Y ou must use the Force to stay ahead. There is darkness here, but |



cannot locateit."

It was the longest speech Anakin had ever heard Ry-Gaul give Anakin
nodded. "I fed it, too." But dong with the darkness, he fdt the

excitement of the raceto come.

Truwaved a him from the Sddines. Anakin gave him athumbs-up, just

as he had to hisbest friend Kitster so many years ago.

"Start your engines," therace officia called.

Anakin engaged hisengines. They roared to life Ry-Gaul's mouth
moved, but he couldn't hear the words. It didn't matter. He knew what Ry-

Gaul had said. May the Force be with you.

The noise of the powerful engines of eight Podracers was deafening. It
bounced off the high cave wadls The floor shook like a groundquake.
Besides himsdf, Hekula, and Aldar Beedo, Anakin recognized Gasgano, Elan
Mak, and Ody Mandrell. The lagt two Podracers were Scorch Zandes, a
Damlo, and Will Neluenf, heir to thefirst great Tatooine Podracer, Ben

Neuenf.

Anakin fet the power of the engines under his hands. He felt warm and
liquid, alert and calm. His senseswere hyperaware. The shimmer of the air,

the dull red of the cavewadls, the amell of thefud - it filled his head



and sharpened hisfocus. He was ready.

He kept his eye on the arting light. It turned from red to yellow...

Green! Anakin pushed the throttle and the engines roared in response.
He had always believed in aquick start. His old Podracer had been tweaked
to dlow for maximum fud flow. Deland's Podracer surged forward in a pack
with the others, but dightly ahead. He dlowed himsdf one glance over a

Hekula. Sehulba's son bared histeeth at Anakin.

Anakin checked the nav computer. In aglance he saw the route ahead.
Down along underground canyon, then through aseries of dips and ralls
Then he needed to take a sharp left down anarrow passage. After that he

would receive the next stage of the course.

The cave wdlswere ablur of dusty red and the screaming engines were
just abackdrop of constant sound as Anakin raced through the canyon.
Hekula pulled ahead, the double engines of Anakin's old pod bobbing on the
ar current created by his speed. Anakin stayed close on Hekulas tall,
avoiding the flying engines. The other Podracers were reluctant to get too
close. Anakin knew from experience how the engines would move as Hekula
maneuvered. He dared to race snug against the back of Hekulas Podracer,

knowing he was making Hekula angry and nervous.

The dips were ahead. Anakin pulled back suddenly, and Hekula shot in

front. Anakin dived, timing hismovement so that he was able to bardly



scoot underneath Hekula's Podracer and then rise up before the dip rose

intoasmdl hill.

Hewasin the lead. But Hekula had the next part of the course by now.
Hewasmost likely dready planning hisstrategy for the next round of
chalenges. Anakin would haveto rely on hisinginctsto keep him in the

lead

Behind him, Ody Mandrdl couldnt make the sharp turn into the
passage. Anakin heard the shriek of metd and the crash. Smoke rolled
toward him and he pushed the engines as hard as he dared, trying to outrun

the smoke beforeit blinded him.

Hekulawas pulling dightly to theleft. Anakin didn't know why but
guessed he was preparing to pass him on the next segment... whatever it
was. Just then the nav computer blinked, showing him the next part of the
course. Hejust had timeto register the details, but it was as though he

had aready seen the track.

He turned sharply on thefirst corner, then turned again to the Ieft,
then theright. Hekula kept up with his every move. Anakin could see his

face when he glanced behind, could amost hear Hekulas cackling laugh.

Behind them, Elan and Aldar Beedo collided, after Elan made amove to

cut off Aldar. The others had to scrambleto avoid hitting them or the



drivers, who had crawled from the wreckage to accuse each other. The sghnt

was gonein amoment as Anakin whipped around another corner.

The controls shook in hishand at the constant turns. Hekula was

gaining. He needed dl his concentration for the next sesgmernt...

Hiscomlink Sgnaled.

Anakin considered not answering it, but he knew he mugt. It could be

hisMagter.

He released the control for an instant and pressed the activation key.

He strained to hear his Master over the noise.

"... nav computer... accident... preparefor..."

Anakin kept one hand on the controls and snatched the comlink. He held

it tight againgt hisear. "Repeat!" he shouted into the comlink.

Now Obi-Wan's voice was clearer, but he till lost some words over the
noise rebounding off the cave walls. "One of the Podracers is booby-
trapped... nav computer will lead... Eusebus... the lead Podracer's
steering mechanism will blow. It will be madeto crash into acrowd... hear

me, Anakin?"

"Copy that!" Anakin shouted. He threw the comlink back down.



The lapse in concentration had cost him. As his Podracer burst out of

the maze, Hekula passed him on the inside and took the lead.

His nav computer flashed. The course now would wind through a series
of turns, then open out into a large tunnd. Then the five remaning
Podracers would burst out of the tunnel onto the city streets. So Obi-Wan's

prediction wasright.

Anakin quickly turned to the left before the cave wall curved. He was
ableto pass Hekulaeasily. Obvioudy, Hekulawas not as adept a racer as
hisfather. With advance knowledge of that turn, he should have hugged the
wadll to prevent Anakin's maneuver. Hekulatried to bump him from behind,

but Anakin pulled ahead.

He raced through the tunnel, wondering what to do when he reached the
city streets. If he dowed, the others would pass him, and there would be
more danger to the pedestrians. The best he could do was stay ahead to lead
the pack away from pedestrians and hope he could master the Podracer when

its steering blew.

As Anakin zoomed onto the streets, he saw astonished faces and beings
quickly running to get out of the way. He dowed dightly, but not enough

to let Hekulapasshim.



Suddenly Hekula pulled up next to him. Hetried to use an old trick of
hisfather's, flashing Anakin's engine with Sde vents so that heldd

overheat. Anakin pulled ahead dightly to avoid the steam.

The next segment flashed onscreen. Down a boulevard, then up a steep
hill and down the other side. The boulevard would then narrow into an

alley, then open up once again.

The turn onto the boulevard would be tricky, a near180-degree
maneuver. Anakin eased to the right so he would be able to make the turn.
Hekulakept going straight. When the turn appeared, Anakin took it esslly,

but Hekula had to struggle to keep his Podracer on course.

Engines screaming, they raced up the hill. Speeders accelerated to get
out of their way, and pedestrians scattered. Anakin's hands began to shake,
and heredlized that his controls were vibrating. His warning light

suddenly flashed red.

The gteering mechanism wasfailing.

CHAPTER TWENTY

Obi-Wan had run off the edge of the platform and made a midair legp

into the box of surprised VIP spectators. Then he dashed out into the

gtadium hal and was met by Siri.



"Not much excitement at the bowcaster skill event, so | thought 1'd

see how you weredoing,” shesaid. "1 didn't realize you'd be competing.”

Obi-Wan made the cdl to Angkin warning him about the steering

mechaniam.

"We haveto get down there."

"Where?' Siri pointed out. "We don't know where the Podracers will

emerge from the caves. Nobody knows the track.”

"Maxo Vigadoes"

They raced down to the exiting area, where Maxo Vistawas hurrying off

in disgrace. When he saw the Jedi hetried to flee, but Siri took three

strides forward and pinned him to awall.

"Not so fagt," she said. "We have some questions for you."

"l don't have anything to say." Maxo Vistas eyes burned with hatred

for Obi-Wan.

Siri reached into Vigtas tunic pocket. "Well let your datapad do the

taking."



She tossed the datapad to Obi-Wan and he quickly accessed Vidas
files. Obi-Wan fdt the urgency as he called up holdfile after holdfile,

but his hands were steady and his eyes never stopped moving.

"Here" he said. "Hereisthe route. The steering mechanism will fal

after the hill."

"Doesit say which Podracer will be affected?' Siri asked.

"No." Even as he was speaking, he was contacting Anekin. "After the

seep hill," he said quickly into his comlink, "the steering mech - "

"I know!" Anakin shouted. "It'smine! | can't - " Anakin'swords were

drowned out by aloud crash and the comlink went dead.

Maxo Vigaamiled. "It appears you weretoo late."

The crash occurred between Gargano and Zanales, who had been dosdy

talling Anakin and Hekula. Anakin did not look back to make sure that no

onewas hurt. He was too busy trying to bypass the steering mechanism. He

guessed that it had been wired to blow through the nay computer.

He was controlling the Podracer through the engines now, just managing

to keep it on course. Hekula had zoomed ahead.

A crowd of spectators stood on a corner ahead, right after a sharp



curve. Anakin saw clearly that he could not control the Podracer on that

turn. There was only one thing to do.

He shut off the nay computer to send the energy to the engines. He

would haveto rely on the Force.

Immediately the steering hummed with power again. He pushed the
enginesand in aburst of speed made the turn and cut Hekula off. Hewasin

thelead again.

Slowing his speed just afraction, he glanced in hisrearview mirror.
Hekulawas going to attempt to pass him. Anakin would alow him to do so.
He'd need to follow Hekulanow. He had to let Hekula guide him to the
finishline, then find away to get ahead. His fird objective was to
protect the spectators, but Anakin had not forgotten for amoment thet he

meant to win.

Now he did not have to worry about injuring anyone. He had solved the
problem of the steering. He just had to follow the course. His comlink
activated again, but it was on the floor of the Podracer. He could not bend
down to retrieveit. He would lose precious seconds. Now Anakin was focused

on only onething: the need towin.

"I'm sure heisadl right, but you might as wel go to the finish

ling" Siri said when Anakin didn't answer. "I'll gay with Viga"



"Bring him to the Ruling Power," Obi-Wan said. He knew Anakin was dl
right. He had to believe hewould fed it if it weren't so. "Il contact

you after Anakin finishesthe race.

Maxo Visgasmirked as Siri led him away. "Good luck!" he cdled

cheerily to Obi-Wan.

Obi-Wan hurried out of the stadium. He would haveto get to thefinish

line on aswoop or speeder. It would be the fastest way to travel.

Adtri waswaiting outside, her eyes searching the crowd anxioudy. She

waved at Obi-Wan and pointed to a speeder by her side.

"Iseverything al right? IsMaxo Vigainvolved?' she asked.

"I'm afraid so. Siri istaking him to the Ruling Power," Obi-Wan said.

Agri handed him agmal viewscreen. Obi-Wan could see the three

Podracers roaring through the streets of Eusebus.

"They are slling these on the direets” she said. "Anakin seemed to

have trouble, but he'sin second place now."

Obi-Wan nodded, taking the viewscreen and jumping into the speeder.



She put her hand on the speeder for amoment. "Vida used Bog. Bog

admired him."

Ohbi-Wan nodded. "Bog will be dl right. He just needs to tdl the

truth."

Biting her lip, she nodded.

Obi-Wan took off. His comlink signaled, and he answered it.

"l have information for you on those Senators," JocastaNu said. "They
aren't on acommittee together. But they have dl taken the same pogtion
on the sameissue. The Commerce Guild is proposing legidation that would
give them control of banking practices in the Core Worlds. It isan

enormoudy profitable contract.”

"Do the Senators opposeit?”

"Of course. It'saterrible idea to consolidete power that way,”

Jocasta Nu answered. "Rumor hasit that many have been bribed to support

it. The votewill be close. But thelist of Senators you gave me have sworn

toblock it."

"Arethe Ruling Power of Euceron involved?'



"No. But don't you want to know who isamember of the Commerce Guild?

"Maxo Viga?'

"Indeed," Jocasta Nu said, sounding disgppointed that Obi-Wan had
guessed. "He was recently invited to join. Do you know who proposed his

candidacy?'

"No, and | don't havetimeto guess- "

"Liviani Sarno."

Obi-Wan let out a breath. So his worst suspicions were true. The
treachery had begun at the top. The Commerce Guild would do anything to
ensure that the legidation would pass. As head of the Games Council,
Liviani Sarno wasin the perfect position to concoct aschemeto discredit
the Senators who opposed it. Eager to join the Guild, no doubt Maxo Vigo

had agreed to take part.

No wonder Liviani Sarno had been so concerned about the theft of Bog's
speeder. She knew the information on Bog's datapad could be traced back to

her once the bats were discovered.

He ended the communication and concentrated on getting to the finish

line asfast as he could. He would not fed easy until he saw Anakin cross



theline, safe.

He contacted Siri. "Don't let Liviani Sarno interfere," he told her.

"She may have been the one behind everything.”

"l haven't seen her," Siri said. "But Vidta seems pleased about

something. That must beit. He must think Sarno will save him.”

Obi-Wan returned to his piloting. He was dmost at the caves now. It
was strange how he had pulled athread, and the plot had come undone.
Didi's bet had led to aweb of treachery. It never failed to surprise him,
just alittle, how far beingswould go to advance their interests, how much
they would risk for an easy gain. Together Liviani Sarno and Maxo Vistahad
wedlth and prestige, yet it was not enough. And poor Aarno Dering, just a
petty crimina with nothing to lose except hislife. Obi-Wan thought back
on hisfew possessions, his neat quarters. Dering was probably hoping to
have enough credits to support himsdf for the rest of hislife. No doubt
he had taken pride in what he did. Obi-Wan thought back on the two chronos,
st for morning. Dering must have been good a hisjob. He knew the

importance of backup.

He knew the importance of backup.

Obi-Wan grabbed the screen and peered at it as he drove. Angkin was

staying close to the rear of Hekula's Podracer. Hetried to contact him on



his comlink, but Anakin did not answer.

Answer it, Padawan. Y ou know it isme.

Ohbi-Wan contacted Ry-Gaul. " Something dse is going to happen to

Anakin's Podracer," hesad.

"The Forceis4till disturbed,” Ry-Gaul agreed. "Where are the mogt

Spectators?

"Atthefinishline | anthee"

"That'swhereit will happen. I'll be there soon.”

Ohi-Wan pushed the engines to maximum. The boulevard ended and he
zoomed along adusty road, then over to therolling hills He remembered
exactly where the cave entrance was and barely reduced speed as he crashed

through the branches and did' into the tunndl.

He halted the speeder in the pit hangar. Groups of At Droids,
mechanics, and members of the Podracing teamswere crowded wdl clear of

thefinish line, view-screensin hand. He spotted Doby and Deland.

"He's il second,” Doby fretted. "He's not going to win. And it

looked like he dmost crashed. | don't understand this!™



"All wecandoiswait," Deland said, with aglance a hissger.

Sebulba had aready caled to Djullato break out the food and drink
for the celebration. He leaned over, watching his viewscreen avidly.

"That'smy boy!" he cackled. " Smash them dl!"

Ry-Gaul, Tru, and Ferus approached Obi-Wan. "We can do nathing now,"

Ry-Gaul said.

Obi-Wan scanned the crowd. Each being was garing intently a a
viewscreen. Some crowded around one small screen, others shared with one or
two friends. He had to be right. There had to be someone who would activate

the backup system by hand.

One being sat alone. A plain brown robe swept down to the floor. A
hood hid aface bent intently over aviewscreen. Then ahand moved to reach
inside the robe toward apocket. A datapad appeared. In that brief movement
Ohbi-Wan glimpsed a robe underneath the plain brown cloak. The color was
brilliant scarlet and the thick veda doth was embroidered with orange

septsilk thread.

Obi-Wan took off. He hurdled over some Fit Droids calling a
lubrication hose and avoided adisabled Pod-racer being wheded into a

trangport. Startled gazes followed him as he rushed toward the seets.



The noise of the Podracers suddenly echoed through the caves. They

were close. The spectators stood.

He knew, even as heran, that he was too late. His throat constricted

with pain.

Liviani Sarno touched the screen on her datapad, then dipped it back
into a pocket. She quickly rose and jumped to the floor, hurrying away from
the stands. She kept the viewscreen in front of her so she could keep her

eye on the Podracers.

Obi-Wan took aquick look at his own viewscreen. They were close,

racing now down a straightaway. There was one sharp turn right before the

spectator stands, and then a short distance to thefinish line.

He strode forward and put his hand on Sarno's arm. She looked up a

him, surprised and, for amoment, frightened.

"I'll take that datapad,” he said.

"What areyou doing?' Liviani hissed. "l am here undercover. | an

observing. Go away."

"What did you just do?

"Nothing," she said, her eyes on the screen as the Podracers raced



down the lagt straightaway. She struggled to get away. "Let me go!”

"If you did nothing, why are you s0 afraid?' Obi-Wan asked. The

Podracers approached the last curve. He kept hishand on her wrist.

"Let mego!" Liviani screamed, her eyeswide with fear.

It isup to you now, Anakin. | failed to stop her. | cannot help you.

Thereisonly the Living Force.

Anakin was on astraightaway, but he knew his seering had failed
completely as soon asit happened. He knew his braking system had shorted
aswdl. Thewarning lights stayed green. No red lights flashed. The
Podracer did not wobble or shift. But the Force had gathered like a sudden
storm cloud and filled his vision. He could see clearly and yet he knew the

cloud wasthere.

Thistime the problem would not be easy to fix. It had not happened
through the nav computer. He flipped switch after switch, but somekind of

override had been programmed into his Podracer.

Theturn was ahead. He was dtill hugging Hekulastail. He had been
preparing to make his move and pass him just before the turn. Now he knew
he'd never makeit. Instead, the Podracer would not turn. It would go out

of control and crash into the stands.



He felt the Force around him and in him. In momentslikethis, Anakin
felt capable of anything. The Force waslike a gifted companion, a far-
seeing guide, apower that gave his muscles strength and his mind and heart

vison and will. Hefelt a the center of the moving Force. Readly.

There was only one thing to do, and he knew it. He saw the steps ahead
that he needed to take. He saw the difficulties and the odds. He even saw

the possibility of hisown degth. It did not matter.

He made hismove. He dammed himsdlf againgt the Sde of the Podracer
and pushed the engine so that he maneuvered closeto the left Side of the

tunnd wall.

Then he accelerated and came up neck and neck with Hekula on his
right. Engines screaming, he was less than a centimeter from being smashed

againg the cavewall.

Hekula shot him an incredulous glance. It was as though Angkin was
insde hismind. Hekula could take the opportunity to make one quick swipe,
forcing him againg the cave wdll, and Anakin would be afirgbdl in
seconds. But if Hekuladid that, Neluenf, who was close behind them, would

swing out to the right and no doubt win the race.

Revenge or victory? Anakin had bet on the answer.



Hekuladid not turn his Podracer to Sdeswipe Anakin. Instead, he
began the turn. Victory wastoo close for him to take the chance. Anakin's
Podracer was so snug against Hekulasthat it was forced to turn Ieft as

well. Sparksflew as his Podracer scraped aong the wall.

The shell of the Podracer began to smoke. Anakin tasted smoke and fire

in hismouth. He did not let up on his speed. If he did, hewould be dead.

The spectators gasped as the two Podracers rounded the left curve,
seemingly one connected beast. Theflat straightaway was ahead, the finish
line crowded with the Podracer teams and spectators who had risked the

anger of Podracer security and jumped out of the stands.

And there was his Magter, looking straight at him. The Podracer was

barreling toward him at 600 kilometers an hour. And he had no brakes.

Anakin pushed the speed, passing Hekula. Then he cut the power and

dammed al hisweight to one side.

His Podracer began to spin. He crossed the finish ling, soinning so

wildly that neither Hekula or Neluenf could pass him.

The Podracer cameto adow stop. At first Anakin could not heer the

cheersover theringing in his ears. He had won. And no one was dead.



Suddenly, he felt very tired. He saw the faces as a blur. Livieni
Sarno, looking strangely pale. His Magter, looking grave but rdieved. And

Sebulba, snarling at him, waving hisarmsand crying "Foul!"

Hot anger spilled through Anakin. He threw off his goggles and vaulted

out of the Podracer.

"You!" hethundered at Hekulaand Sebulba. "Y ou're the cheats!”

Because of them, countless innocent beings might have been killed.
Anakin had no doubt that Sebulba had been the one behind the sabotage of
Dedand's Pod-racer. They could not completely rely on getting the track
information first. They had to destroy their closest rivd. It was just

like Sebulbato go that one, cruel step further.

The red mist he had cometo recognize as rage filled his vison,
driving out the memory of the clarity of the Force. He could see nothing
but hisrage against Sebulba, at anyone who would risk so many lives just

towin.

"Slave boy! You haveto cheat to win! There's no mother watching this

timeto disapprovel”

The taunting wordsfilled hishead and the red mig grew dense and

hot.



He reached down for hislightsaber, but astrong hand closed over his.

"No, Padawan."

Obi-Wan'svoicereached him asif from along distance.

"Hedidit." Anakin struggled to keep the rage away. He pictured the
red mist leaving him, floating over adistant hill. "He deserves to be

punished.”

"No." Obi-Wan'svoicewas stronger sill. He drew Anakin away. "Listen

to me, Padawan. Sebulbadid not cheat. It was Doby and Deland.”

Anakin blinked. He could not absorb the words. "It was...

"They made aded with Maxo Viga They would have advance knowledge
of the Podrace track. What they didn't know was that Vida was going to
sabotage the Podracer. He wanted afirebdl, a tremendous accident to

occur."

"That meansthat... 1 was getting advance track information, not
Hekula," Anakin said dowly. "It wasn't just the Force." That explained
Hekulas sometimes puzzling failure to get ahead. He looked around. "Where

aethey?'



"They've disappeared with Djulla," Obi-Wan said. "1 am sure they did
it to save their Sster. She has been freed, and they are gone. They most

likely hid atransport nearby.”

Sebulbawas till watching him. Hekulasat dumped in his Podracer,

too stunned to emerge. "Y ou'll pay for this, dave boy!" Sebulba snarled.

Anakin took a step toward him but again his Master stopped him.

"Heismy enemy,” Anakinsad.

"You areaJedi,” Obi-Wan told him. Hisvoice waslow and pitched only

for Anakin. "You areaJedi,” he repeated.

Themist in Anakin's head cleared. He took a bresth and looked around.
Ferus Olin was watching him, as he dwayswas, his dark eyes gleaming with
secret knowledge, asif he had glimpsed the red mig that was Anakin's
rage. Tru nodded at him, his expression showing only loyalty and affection.

Ry-Gaul appeared to be guarding Liviani Sarno.

Nothing was as he thought it would be. He felt hislegstrembling. He
had amost lost control infront of his fdlow Padawans and two Jedl

Masters. He had come so close.

Obi-Wan's voice was gentle. "Come, Padawan. There isamisson to

complete.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The hearing was presided over by Ruler Three, Ruler Sx, and Ruler

Seven. The entire Games Council was alowed to attend.

Obi-Wan was not dlowed to hear the testimony before his. It was how
hearings were conducted on Euceron. He watched Maxo Vida emerge, then

Liviani Sarno, then Bog. At last hewas called.

Obi-Wan laid out the details of what he had discovered. He accused
Liviani Sarno and Maxo Vigtaof conspiring to disgrace the Senators in
order for the Commerce Guild to pass legidation that would earn them
fortunes beyond measure. He accused Maxo Vigta specificaly of the murder

of Aarno Dering.

"Have you evidence of this?' Ruler Three asked.

"Thefileson Liviani Sarno'sand Maxo Vistas datapads were timed to

erase themsealves," Obi-Wan admitted. "And no one saw Maxo Viga run avay

from Dering but me."

"Did you see hisface?'

"No," Obi-Wan said. "Hewore aconceding helmet. Yet | knew it was



him."

"So we have only your word that the hero of Euceron and the

illugtrious heed of the Games are guilty," Ruler Three said.

"My word isall you need,” Obi-Wan answered.

"Perhaps on Coruscant,” Ruler Three said coolly. "But not on Euceron.
Y ou claim that the Podracer was programmed to crash into a crowd. But it

did not crash."

"Only thanksto the skill of my Padawan."

"Y ou clam Aarno Dering fixed three events, yet Aarno Dering is dead.
Maxo Vistaand Liviani Sarno have denied dl charges. The Games Council has

backed them up.”

"Didi Oddo can confirm the eventswerefixed - " "He has It the

planet.”

That was not asurprise. "Bog Divinian saw the files on Vidas

datapad,” Obi-Wan said.

"He has denied seeing them," Ruler Seven said. Obi-Wan remembered
Bog's sad notes on how to succeed. NEVER CONTRADICT A SUPERIOR!! FOLLOW THE

POWER!!



He had been foolish to imagine that Bog would not giveinto pressure

from Maxo and Liviani.

He gazed at the faces of the Council. None of them met his eyes. No
one wanted the scandal to seethelight. Not the Ruling Power, not the
Games Council. And no doubt Bog Divinian had just ensured that he would be

dected Senator on his homeworld. The Commerce Guild would seeto that.

Thisiswhat the galaxy is becoming, Obi-Wan thought with a sudden,
sharp sadness. Those with power hide the truth, and the weak go dong in

hopes they will become the strong.

"I can seethereisno more| can do herg," Obi-Wan said. He strode

off the platform and left the room.

Anakin waswaiting. When hetold him what had occurred, his Padawan
was furious. "How can they do this? Maxo Vida and Livian Sarno are
guilty! And they aregoing towak free! Thisis an injusicd™ Anakin's

words echoed off the hard plastoid walls of the Grand Court.

"It isahard thing to see hgppen,” Obi-Wan agreed. "But sometimes
even when themisson is successful, justiceis not done. It happens. At
least the Commerce Guild did not get what they wanted. No spectators were

killed and their legidation may be defeated by those they wished to



disgrace.”

"And Aarno Dering? Maxo Vigawill get avay with murder!”

"That isthe hardest of dl," Obi-Wan said.

They waked down the hall toward the exit. Asthey pushed through the
heavy metad doors, they saw Adtri waiting, leaning againg the rail. She

cametoward them dowly.

"l am sorry, Obi-Wan," Adtri said. "I offered to testify, but | didn't
see the datapad myself, so the Ruling Power would not allow me. It was my
word againgt Bog's. Didi wanted to help, but Bog said he would press
chargesfor the theft of the speeder. So Didi thought it best to leave the
planet. Y ou know he has no mora courage.” Astri shook her head. "l seem to
have married asmilar man. Bog isn't bad. He was pressured by Liviani and
he worships Maxo Vista. He swears to me that when he becomes Senator he

will do good.”

Obi-Wan nodded sadly. "I'm sure he believes that, Adri. But heis
aready in debt before he starts. He has done a favor for the Commerce
Guild, but he haslied in ahearing. So they have something on him. That

will corrupt him."

"l am frightened for my future," Adtri said, her dark eyesblegk. "But

| have no choice but to go on."



Obi-Wan touched her cheek. "Y our loyalty iswhat drivesyou, Adtri. |

would not like to seeyou lose that.”

"Soweare dill friends?"

"Wewill dwaysbefriends”

Astri nodded and dowly walked down the steps. Soon she was logt in
the swirl of the crowd. Obi-Wan felt a sudden pang. Would he ever see her

agan?

"Nothing hasturned out as | thought," Anakin said. "l was here to
work on my Jedi lesson of connection to the Living Force. If that is true,
I'vefailed. | judged everyonewrong. | did not seethat Doby and Ddland

were using me. | trusted my ingtincts, and they betrayed me."

"Do not judge yourself so harshly, Padawan,” Obi-Wan said. "Your
mistake was one of the heart. You alowed your emotion to cloud your
ingtincts. Y ou alowed what your heart wanted to be true to make it true.
Connectionsto other beings, good and bad, must be pure and free of one's

own desires. Y ou wanted Sebulbato be the culprit, so you made him one.”

"1 thought my connection to the Living Force was clear, and it's not

a dl," Anakin sadd moodily. "I have such along way to go."



"If it makes you fed better, | made the same mistake with Maxo Vidta,

" Obi-Wan said. "Jedi lessons are learned by Masters as well as Padawans.”

"Wisdom comeswith timeand missions,” Anekin said, repesting Obi-

Wan's own words.

Ohbi-Wan amiled gently. "And mistakes," he said.



