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CHAPTER ONE

Civil war had raged on the planet Haariden for ten years, and even the

ground showed the scars. It was pockmarked with deep holes It by laser

cannonfire and grenade mortars. 1on mines had blown hip-deep craters into

the roads. Along the sides of the pitted road, blackened fields burned down

to stubble.

The Jedi had heard the explosions from cannonfire dl afternoon,

echoing off the bare hills. The battle was twenty kilometersaway. Thewind



tore across the fields and whipped up the dirt on the road. It brought the
amell of smoke and burning. The gritty sand and ash settled in the Jedi's
hair and clothes. It was cold. A watery sun hid behind clouds stacked in

thick, gray layers.

To Anakin Skywalker, it looked like something out of his nightmares
Visonsof aworld of devastation, where a cold wind numbed his face and
fingers, and he trudged endlesdy without arriving at his destination. He
gave no outward sign of fatigue or discomfort, however. Hewastraining to
be a Jedi, and being a Jedi was dl about focus. A Jedi did not notice the
pelting grit, the razor-edge of thewind. A Jedi did not flinch when a

proton torpedo's blast split the air. A Jedi focused on the mission.

But Anakin was not yet a Jedi Knight, merely a Padawan. So though his
pace never flagged, hismind kept dipping away to brood on his own
discomfort. He was cold and hungry and there was a smdll pebblein his boot
that was driving him crazy. The sky seemed to grow lower and lower,
pressing on him. He would be glad when thismission was over and he was

back in space again, shooting past bright stars.

He could take the cold and the danger and the empty stomach. But he
had grown up on the Outer Rim planet of Tatooine, and he hated the sand. He
hated swallowing and tasting it. He hated how it found every opening, every
gap in histunic and leggings. He hated how astray speck aways managed to

lodgein hiseye.



Ahead of him waked his Magter, Obi-Wan Kenobi, with another Jedi
Knight, Soara Antana. The two Jedi kept ther gazes sweeping the road
ahead, dert for thetdlta e sheen of alife-form sensor haf-buried in

thedirt - atrigger for anionite mine.

Next to Anakin trudged Darra Thel-Tanis, afellow Padawan.

He glanced sideways at Darra. Her bright copper and gold harr was
dulled with dust. He could no longer tell the color of the bright ribbons
she had woven through her dender Padawan braid. Her eyes were on the road
ahead. Her pace hadn't lagged since they'd begun this misson. They had
been walking for three days. She did not seem to register the faigue

Anakin wasfeding.

She must have felt hiseyes on her for she leaned closer to mutter

under her breath.

"What | would givefor abath.”

"Anda cold glass of jumajuice Anakin added. Darra Sghed.

"Whatever you do, don't say that again.”

Anakin would have grinned, but he didn't want to get sand between his

teeth.



Ahead Obi-Wan and Soarawalked at the same steady pace. The focus of
their concentration was complete. Not a stray pebble or dight disturbance
in the dirt missed their notice. One wrong step and amine could blow them
into the leaden gray sky. Although Anakin and Darra had received some
training in mine-spotting at the Temple, there was nothing as good as

experience to dert the unwary to the danger.

The Jedi had been caled to Haariden on amisson to rescue five
scientists who were on a Senate-sponsored mapping mission. They had been
caught on the planet when hodtilities suddenly erupted after a cease-fire.

The scientists had been pinned down in the countryside. Unable to get to
their gpace cruiser, they had sent an urgent distress signal to the Senate.
The two forces on Haariden had agreed three timesto a cease-firein order
to give the scientists safe passage, only to erupt into violence agan

before the scientists could get to their vessdl and leave. Findlly, the

Senate had appealed to the Jedi for help.

It was feared that the scientists would be held as hostages or
bargaining chipsin the battle. Outsders had not been welcome on Haariden,
and the politica climate was volatile. Each side thought the Senate wasin
league with the other - and thus dl visitors were vulnerable to attack.
Afraid of being captured, the scientists had moved from deserted village to
deserted village, just ahead of the soldiers. The last communication the
Jedi had received was three days ago. They could only hope that the
scientists were ill somewherein the area. Time was running out. Roving

patrols posed a constant danger. They had been waking snce daybreak,



searching one abandoned village after another. Some had been dmogt
completely destroyed, others intact but esrily empty of life The
population had moved beyond the mountains and had set up refugee camps

there.

"Tenuuri isahead,” Soarasaid, consulting the map on her datapad.
"Let'shope we find them there. She scanned the far distance, her keen
gaze andyzing the puffs of smoke from the grenade mortars. "The battle is

getting closer.”

"It will bedark in an hour," Obi-Wan said. "That will be better for

lJS,"

Soara grimaced. "Maybe. Haariden may below on large-scale weapons,

but they have plenty of night-scopes. They fight anywhere, anytime.”

Through the wind and dust, Anakin saw shapes ahead. Smdl buildings
built closeto the ground. The village. On one side he saw trees stretching
to the hills. Thetreeslooked strange, and with ajolt he redized why.
Thetreeshad leaves. All of the trees he had seen snce landing on

Haariden had been bare, their branches blasted by battles fought weeks or

days ago.

"After we find them, we can double back through the forest to the

transport,” Obi-Wan said. "Well cut three kilometers off our route."



"At leadt they Ieft some trees ganding,” Darra said. "I don't
understand how two forces can destroy everything beautiful on their home
planet and just keep on fighting. What isleft to fight for? Have you ever
seen anything like this?* she asked, waving at the ruined fidds and

deserted village ahead.

"Yes," Obi-Wan and Soara said together. They exchanged a glance full

of aknowledge Anakin did not understand.

The shadows were long on the road now. They waked into the empty
village. Heavy shdlling had taken place here. None of the houses or
businesses were intact. The wood had burned and the rocks lay in piles,

some of them astall as Obi-Wan.

If the scientists were here, they had hidden well. The Jedi did not
want to call out. Therewas dways adanger of snipers in this area -

sniperswho did not distinguish between vistors and enemies.

They searched methodicaly through the haf-destroyed buildings
Anakin's heart grew heavy as he kicked through the debris of ordinary
lives. A pot, battered and black. A boot. A scorched rall of bedding. A

toy.

There's not much to alife, when you think about it, Anekin

considered. Asaboy on Tatooine he had longed for nice things, expensve



things, for his mother. Once a space merchant had come through the dave
hovelswith fabric for sale. He remembered how Shmi's hand had lingered on
arich piece of cloth. He remembered the color, a luxurious ruby. He
remembered how it burned insde him that he was unable to buy it for her.

How he had vowed that someday he would...

| won't think of it. Focus.

Darrastood frozen. She gazed down at atiny crib. A scorched piece of

linen trailed on the floor.

"Darra" Soaras usudly brusgue voice was soft. "Come dong.”

They moved through to the next house. It had suffered a direct hit.
Therewas only rubble. Anakin could hear Darral's dow, even bresths beside
him. He knew she was concentrating on her breath, dowing it down, trying
to focus. Anakin aso fdt disturbed. It was as though his nightmare went

on.

They walked back onto the street and stopped in front of the next
building. Obi-Wan and Soara exchanged a glance. Anakin reached out to the
Force. It dwaystook him just a beat dower than Obi-Wanto fed it. The

Living Force was here.

Obi-Wan headed | eft, Soarato the right. With aglance, they ordered



their Padawansto follow.

Soarawent firgt, headed through the doorway like shimmersilk. Shewas
known for her grace and flowing movements. Obi-Wan followed, keeping to

Soaras |eft. Anakin and Darra stepped through.

The building had once been acaf©. A long counter was charred and
blackened. Some tables and chairs remained, but most had been splintered
and blown apart. A very large round oven sat in the middle of the room, the
size of asmal landspeeder. It had been vented through the roof by a stone

chimney. Thechimney lay in ruinsaround them.

A rusty meta door swung on one hinge on the oven. Soara and Obi-Wan

fanned out on either sde, motioning to their Padawansto do the same.

Soara bent over and gently moved the oven door. There was a muffled

gasp. A smdl rustle of movement.

"Don't be afraid," Soarasaid. "We are Jedi."

"Proveit." The voice was male and wobbled abit, fear disguised as

bravado.

In amovement so fast Anakin could have blinked and missed it, Soara
unsheathed her lightsaber, activated it, and held up the glowing beam in

front of the open oven door.



"Thank the stars and galaxies,”" the voice breathed.

A face smeared with ashes poked out from the open door. "Needless to
say, itisgood to seeyou.l am Dr. Fort Turan. Space geologist. Head of
the misson. Objectiveisthe sudy of the effects of volcanic activity..."

A shoulder poked out, and then an arm.

".. on planetary atmospherics... oof.." Dr. Fort Turan tried to wiggle
his ample body through the small space. ... within ascae three sysem.”
Therest of Dr. Fort Turan popped out. Despite atorn tunic and a nasty

scrape on one cheek, he beamed at the Jedi. "Now, meet my team.”

A blue-skinned arm poked out, followed by aface. "Joveh D'aAlin, a

your service. Degree in tectonics with an emphasis on mineralogy.”

Joveh D'aAlin did out. Another face appeared. It was ancther humen
male, thisone smiling broadly. His hair was caked with dirt and stuck
straight up, and his brown eyes were warm. "Dr. Tic Verdun. Practica
theorist, planetary origins. Very glad to make your acquaintance. For a

moment we feared we would beroasted dive."

The next scientist to emerge was a Bothan named Reug Y ucon, "specid
traningin amospherics, trans-system and gdactic." Then a dender

Alderaan femade named Tdlie Heathe, an oceanic specididt.



Dr. Fort Turan rubbed his hands together. " So. Shall we retire to your

transport? The sooner we're off this planet the better.”

"We can leave right away,” Obi-Wan said. "We're about eight kilometers

away."

Dr. Fort Turan'sfacefdl. "Eight kilometers? So fa?' "You have

Speeders?’ Reug Y ucon asked.

"No," Obi-Wan said. " Speeders would attract too much attention. We

havetowak."

"That will takealong time," Joveh D'aAlin said, concerned. "We had

hoped..."

TicVerdunlooked at hisfdlow scientists. He tried to appear
cheerful. "Not so far. And we have the protection of the Jedi now. It's a

finenight for awalk, I'd say."

Tdlie Heathe picked up on Tic Verdun's attempt to cheer them. "Buit let

the Jedi lead, Tic. Y ou've done enough for us.”

"Tic has saved our livesmany times over," Fort Turen said. "He's

scouted ahead and kept us moving away from the soldiers.”



"Hedid agood job," Obi-Wan said. "Y ou stayed dive. But the bettle
isclose now. WEIl bewalking in the opposite direction. We should be able

to make good time."

"We have provisonsfor you," Soarasaid, reaching into her surviva

pack.

Quickly, the Jedi shared water and protein cubes with the scientigts.

They looked alittle better when they had finished.

A pde pink moon wasrisng asthey left thevillage and entered the
forest. The shelling had stopped, and the areawas eerily quiet. The fant
hazy light of the moon barely penetrated the thick trees. They did not dare

risk aglow rod.

They walked for severa hours. Soarakept track of their progress with
her datapad map. "Were making good time" she murmured to Obi-Wan.

" Another kilometer and we can turn and head south.”

Anakin smelled the battle before he sensed it. He breathed in and
smelled smoke and fire and death. Ahead, Obi-Wan and Soara had stopped.

Darradrew aragged breath.

The stientists had smelled and sensed nothing. They continued to walk

until Obi-Wan held up ahand to stop them.



"Sowly," he murmured.

They walked, making no sound. In afew minutes Anakin could see thet
the light through the trees ahead had changed dightly. The smdll wasworse
now. Thewind brought it to him, and it smdlled like something in a dark

dream.

"Theforest ahead,” Soarasaid. "It'sgone. Burned." "They mus have

fought closer than we'd thought,” Obi-Wan observed.

"Which means there could be patrols nearby.”

They exchanged aglance. "We have no choice," Obi-Wan said.

"Padawans, we must surround the scientists,” Soarasaid. "Keep close

and det.”

They left the shelter of the trees. Around them were blackened stumps.
A laser fight had taken place here. They hurried through the eerie
landscape, the pink moon tinting the devastated forest with arosy light

that made everything seem even more dreamlike to Anakin.

There was no longer a path. They ssumbled over branches and sumps.
They kicked through spent shells. They were logng time. The scientists

were exhausted. Their footsteps lagged.



Then Anakin felt what he had hoped not to fed on thislong night: the
dark side of the Force. It was around them, somewhere in the night. He knew
Obi-Wan and Soarafelt it, too. It took another minute for Darra to frown

and place her hand on her lightsaber hilt.

"What - " she began, but the night suddenly exploded into spasms of

light.

Anakin fdt theimpact of ashel hit him likeawal of air, and he

went flying.

CHAPTER TWO

Anakin landed and tasted blood in his mouth. He had bit histongue. He

lay on his back, looking up at the black velvet sky and the pink moon.

"Everyone okay?"' Obi-Wan shouted. The blast had knocked them all flat,

but Obi-Wan and Soara were dready back on their feet.

"Stay low!" Soara directed as the soft wee-000sh of another airborne

weapon came toward them.

Anakin cleared hishead, jumped to his feet, and ran toward the

scientists. He and Ohi-Wan herded them toward the shdter of the fdlen



trees. They took cover as another shell exploded. Dirt fdl likerain.

"Not again,” Joveh moaned, her head in her hands. She was shaking.

Tic Verdun put ahand on her shoulder. "Just afew bombs. Nothing too

Shelifted her head and tried to amile "Nothing | haven't seen

before

Soara and Darrawere quickly taking readings. They hurried to crouch

next to Obi-Wan and Anakin.

"They'reclose” Soarasad. "Maybe hdf a kilometer avay. Heading

toward us. They must have along-range bioscanner.”

"I'm picking up coded communications," Darra said, pointing to her

comm sensor. "Lots of them. It'sgot to be alargeforce.”

"Who are shooting first and asking questions later," Obi-Wan said,

ducking as another blast shook the ground.

"Can you jam communications?' Obi-Wan asked her. "That'sadart.”

"l cantry." Darrabent over her scanner and began pressing keys. In

addition to being a superb fighter, she was an expert a communications.



"Haf akilometer,” Obi-Wan repeated, thinking. "And dosng," Soara

sad.

"With thismoon, they'll be using nightscopes and goggles.”

"| agree,” Soarasaid tersely.

Another explosion flashed. They felt the shock wave but it had landed
clear of the area. The scientists exchanged concerned glances, but no one
gpoke again. They watched the Jedi, knowing that the only way out was to

follow their lead.

"A Padawan-Master team, or should we do it?" Obi-Wan asked Soara.

She thought for amoment. Anakin didn't know what the two Masters were

planning, but he knew one thing - he wanted to be in on the action.

"Got it," Darrasaid suddenly. "They're jammed for now, anyway.” She
glanced up at them, her expression taut. "They'll override the jam pretty

oon."

Soara nodded, then turned to Obi-Wan. "WEell need dl of us" she

sad. "It'stoo large an area”



"Yes." Obi-Wan turned to the scientists. ™Y ou must stay undercover. If
we don't return in fifteen minutes, go back the way we came. Hide where you

were before”

"You'releaving us?' Fort Turan asked.

"Not for long." Obi-Wan grabbed one of the extrasurviva packs they

had brought on this mission. He motioned for Anakin to take one.

"What will happen to usif you don't come back?' Reug Y ucon asked.

"We'll come back," Obi-Wan said.

"If you'll come back, why did you tell uswhat to do if you don't?

Joveh D'aAlin pointed out.

"Scientigts. You'reso logicd," Obi-Wan said. "1 said that for your

own reassurance. We will be back. Come, Anakin."

Thefour Jedi dipped off into the velvet night that was so suddenly
and spectacularly lit by flashes of deadly light. Anekin could fed the
Force gather around them. He did not often have the experience of feding
the combined Force of two powerful Jedi Knights aswell astheir Padawans.
It made his vison sharper, his senses clearer. He knew where the
explosions would come. He heard the faintest of sss-S000p noises when the

grenade launcher fired. He could tell the direction without even thinking



about it.

The Jedi headed Straight into the advancing troops. Soaraand Obi-Wan
explained the plan. In the survival packs were luma grenades, projectiles
that released particles of intenselight. They would fan out dong the
advancing line and toss the grenades straight a the troops. Since the
troops would be wearing night-vison goggles, the effect of the grenade
would be doubled. A mgority would be blinded for at least an hour. Plenty

of timefor the Jedi to lead the scientiststo sefety.

The difficulty would be to launch enough grenades amid what would no
doubt be heavy firepower. The Jedi would have to work fast and keep
continually on the move. They would aso have to coordinate thar efforts

0 that awide areawas covered.

Obi-Wan and Soara gave their directionsin low voices. The Jedi fanned

out. Anakin counted off the seconds, then lobbed hisfirst grenade.

Thenight lit up like aflash from anova. Anakin kept his eyes away
from the light. He hadn't expected so much illumination. Even with his Jedi
training, it was hard to see. His eyes adjusted, but he ssumbled as he ran.

Hethrew another grenade. Then, taking another leap, he threw athird.

He could see the troops clearly now. The front lines were kneding,

their hands over their eyes. The otherswere shooting blindly.



He dodged the fire and threw another grenade. He dashed to the
rendezvous point, where Obi-Wan and Soarawere waiting. Obi-Wan and Soara

scanned the field as Darraran up.

"Theright flank," Soarasaid.

Theright flank was the area Anakin had been assigned.

"The lumas hit behind awall. We need more cover there"

"l have grenades|eft,” Darrasaid.

Darradidn't pause. She ran off, aready pulling the timer release on

her luma grenades. The sky lit up in aseries of flashes.

Anakin watched as Darratwisted, legped, and rolled as she |obbed
severa grenades in aprecise pattern designed to box in the troops. He saw
where his grenades had missed. He had never seen thewall. He had become

disoriented.

"Darrahasthe benefit of seeing thewal from this angle" Obi-Wan

sad. "It would have been impossible to spot it from your position.”



Anakin'sface burned. It was kind of hisMaster to point thet out.

Stll, he felt badly that another Padawan had to return to do hisjob.

"We're done here. Let'sgo." Soara spoke and motioned to Darra at the
sametime. Darralegped the final few meters and caught up to them as they
ran back toward the scientists. The night was dark again, and there were

only afew random explosions, hitting the ground far from them.

The scientists were sanding, waiting for them. Without a word they

joined the group and they hurried through the rest of the blackened forest.

They jogged the first kilometer, then dowed to afast walk. They had

left the Site of the battle behind, and the trees rose around them again.

"Therésavillage ahead,” Soarasad. "We should skirt it."

Obi-Wan nodded. "We need the cover of theforest for aslong as.." He

stopped.

The two Jedi Masters exchanged aglance. Anakin felt the disturbance

in the Force. It seemed to be coming from al around them.

"Down," Obi-Wan said crisply to the scientists.

The Jedi dl activated their lightsabers a the sametime. They made a



circle around the scientists and were ready asthe patrol burst out of the

frees.

The rebel Haaridens were armed with repeating blaster rifles. Some had
wrist rockets. Anakin could see at a glance that the Jedi were outnumbered.

And with the scientiststo protect, it could get tricky.

The blaster firewas fast and it seemed to be everywhere a once.
Anakin did not give another second of thought to the numbers against them,
Hefocused so completely on the battle that everything esefel away but
the movement of hislightsaber and his attention to where the blaster fire

would strike next.

Smoke rose around them. The leaves began to scorch. Obi-Wan legped to
destroy arocket headed straight for them. The midair exploson sent ar

thudding againgt Anakin's eardrums.

The squad suddenly concentrated athird of their troops to the left
and made a surprise strike close to Darra. Anakin saw it coming before she
did. Shewas only asplit second behind him, already turning to deflect the

blast of fire. She had to pivot on her Ieft leg, leaving her right Sde

dightly exposed.

"I've gat it!" Anakin shouted to her. He legped forward, his

lightsaber moving in aconstant arc.



But Darrahad dready compensated for her move. She had shifted and

turned, and the two Padawans collided. Darrawas thrown to the side.

Blagter fireripped into her leg. She gave acry and fel, and her

lightsaber went flying, logst in the confusion of bodies.

"Anakin, cover me!" Obi-Wan roared.

He leaped and scooped up Darrawith one arm, keeping his lightsaber
moving, deflecting the fire. Anakin jumped in front of them, desperate to
help his Magter. Soara herded the scientists closer together and, with a
heroic effort, charged straight at the troops. Anakin legped over the

scientiststo join her.

The fury of their attack caught the troops off guard as blagter fire

ricocheted back into their ranks. Their line began to waver. Anakin and

Soara pressed the advantage while Obi-Wan and Darra retreated with the

sientigs.

"They're going to regroup,” Soaratold Anakin. "Let'sgo."

They turned and ran after Obi-Wan and the scientists, who were dashing

through the trees.

"Thevillage," Obi-Wan said to Soara. "We need cover now."



Darra said nothing. She dumped against Obi-Wan, and he lifted her
into hisarms. Her eyes closed and her lips parted. Angkin fdt a deep
shudder go through him. She looked as though her life energy was draining

away. And it was hisfault.

CHAPTER THREE,

Get in and get out. That wasthe goa of arescue misson.

It never, in Obi-Wan's experience, worked out that way.

They had angered the Haariden patrol. Obvioudy the troops knew they

were Jedi, but the Haaridens did not care. They were after revenge now.

Obi-Wan carried Darradong the twigting trail. They were closeto the
village and temporary safety. Every oncein a while the patrol pursuing
them would set off arocket. It dwaysfell short of their smal band. But

it was not acomfortable distance.

Obi-Wan remembered another world, another day. Qui-Gon carrying a
desperately weakened Jedi Knight - his close friend Tahl. He remembered how
Tahl'shand kept dipping off from around Qui-Gon's neck. It istoo late

for me, my friend, she had told him.

He had seen the refusdl to accept the fact in Qui-Gon's eyes. At the



time, as a Padawan, Obi-Wan had thought it impossible that a Jedi Knight

could die.

Perhaps the first moment of his adulthood was the moment he had seen

Qui-Gon's face when he redlized that Tahl was dead.

Why am | thinking about death? Obi-Wan wondered.

It was this planet. Ever since he had landed on it held fdt uneasy.
The darkness here was more than aresult of cloud cover. It hung in the
air. The Force dimmed with it. He knew it had affected his Padawan. Anakin
was senditive to the dark side of the Force. Hefelt it sooner and deeper

than Obi-Wan had a hisage.

Darrawould bedl right. A blaster wound to the leg was serious, but

not life-threstening. Y et her limp body and her dip into unconsciousness

worried him. Therewas adisturbancein her Living Force. He could fed it.

"Thevillageisahead,” Soarasaid. He could seein her facethat she,

too, was worried about Darra. "They are not giving up.”

"We must stop. Darra- "

"Yes. | must treat her."



The village had been large and prosperous. That was easy to see, even
in the close darkness. Clouds covered the pale moon asthey filed swiftly

through the streets, looking for the best shelter they could find.

Soara and Obi-Wan chose a building packed in the middle of a crowded
street. Thanksto a haf-destroyed wall, they would have lookouts on dl

four sdes. Y et there was enough shelter for Darrato stay warm.

They wrapped her in athermal cape. Soaraadministered bacta to her

wound.

"It doesn't look bad," Obi-Wan said.

A line appeared between Soara's eyebrows. "That iswhat worries me"

shesaid in alow tone. "'She should not be unconscious.”

"Will you dlow me?* Joveh D'a Alin spoke up gently. "I trained to be

amedic before my scientific degree.”

She came closer and bent to examine Darra. She touched her with

gentle, expert hands.

"Without ingrumentsitishard to tel,” shesad. "It appears that
sheisin shock. Isit possible that the blaster bolts carried a chemicd

charge?'



"Itispossble™” Soarasad. "Itiswhat | feared.”

Obi-Wan saw his Padawan swallow. Anakin's eyes|ooked dark in hispae
face. Obi-Wan knew that his Padawan felt responsble. Anakin had lesped
impulsively, not trusting Darrato evade thefire. As usud, his Pedawan

had thought that he was faster, stronger, than anyone else.

The problem wasthat it was often true. But not always

" She needs care that we cannot give," Joveh D'aAlin said. Her gray

eyeswere compassionate. "But her vitals are still good. The bacta should

help.”

"We need to get her to the Temple," Soara said. She reached out and,

with one finger, touched the dusty fabric in Darras braid.

"Madter, | will go," Anakin said.

Obi-Wan turned, distracted. " Go where?'

"To the Haaridens. | will negotiate atruce so that we can continueto

the transport.”

"What makes you think you will get within a hundred meters of a

Haariden without being attacked?' Obi-Wan asked.



Anakin kept his gaze steady. "1 am prepared to risk it." Obi-Wan shook

hishead. "No. That is not the solution.”

Soarajoined them, closing her comlink. "I've contacted the Temple.
They will pressure the Haaridens for acease-fire. But it will take time,
No oneissurewho isin charge on either sde. They are sending amedic to
us, but it will taketwo days." She glanced at Darra. "What ff it's too
late? Can we risk moving her? Can we carry her to the transport? It's fill

kilometers away."

Obi-Wan had never seen Soaralook so uncertain. If his Padawan had

been lying so till and pae, he would have felt the same way.

Tic Verdun spoke up. "We can all take turns. We aren't as srong as

the Jedi, but wewon't et you down." "Thank you," Soarasaid quietly.

"We have other options," Obi-Wan said. "I'll be back." Anakin took a

step toward him. "Do you need me, Master?"

"No." Obi-Wan hurried away. He regretted the brusqueness of his answer
immediately, but he would work quicker done. He needed his own
perceptions. And, dthough he didn't like to admit it, he needed time done
to think of away out of this. When he'd told Soarathey had options, hed
meant it. He was sure they existed - he just didn't know what they were. He

did not think that carrying Darraover kilometers of rough terrain while



being pursued by an attacking force was the best idea.

Obi-Wan shifted from shadow to shadow. He explored the village
thoroughly. When hed finished, he knew that the village had once had three
bakeries. He knew who the mayor had been and that she'd had three children.

He knew that the schoolteacher had driven ayellow speeder.

Hejust didn't know what to do next.

He saw afaint light through the forest. He dlimbed to a higher

vantage point and trained his eectrobinocularstoward it.

The patrol was camping outside the village. No doubt they did not
relish anight battle. They would attack at daybreak, he was sure. They

knew that the small band was trapped.

Obi-Wan shook his head. He could hardly believe his eyes. It seemed
such ashort time ago that aworld such as Haariden would respect the Jedi,
or at least fear the Senate enough not to attack arescue misson. Had the
Senate's power eroded thisfar? Had the galaxy ceased to respect the Jedi

aswdl?

Y ou don't need speculations. Just answers.

Hewalked dowly back to the hiding place, hoping an answer would come



to him on the way. He had hoped to find a amdl, forgotten cache of
weapons. Some usable transport. But anything that had not been destroyed

had been |ooted.

Obi-Wan stopped. Not looted, he suddenly redlized. The village had not
been looted. It did not bear the scars. It had undergone asiege. That he

could tell. But the va uables hadn't been stolen. They had been removed.

He retraced his steps. He combed through the buildings, now knowing
exactly what he was looking for. It didn't take him long. He found the
first tunnel opening in the closet of aprosperous house that was dmost
empty of furnishings. The opening was set into the floor of patterned wood
pands. If he hadn't been looking for the seam, he would have stepped right

over it. It was cleverly concedled in the design on the wood.

He lowered himsdf down into the tunndl. It had been clumsily dug, but
it was reinforced well with plastoid tubing. He kept his bearings as he
wandered through the underground walkways. There were saverd exits. One
was in the back of the school. Onein the clinic. And one opened out deep
in the forest, on the other side of the Haariden camp. They were S0 close
that Obi-Wan could clearly seethe wearinessin one soldier's face as he

leaned over to unroll hisbedding on the forest floor.

Obi-Wan returned to the others and beckoned to Soara. He explained

what he had found.



" Should we evacuate now?' Soara asked, glancing a Darra. "Well be

taking agreat risk if wetry to sneak by the Haariden camp.”

"Too great arisk, | fear,” Obi-Wan said. "If it werejust the four of
us, it would be one thing. But we can't count on the scientigts. They've
been on the run for weeks. They'reworn out. | think we need to drike an
offensefirst. Now. They are settling down to deep. It'sthe best time. If

we can knock out their tracking devices and some wesponry, we'll be ahead.”

Soaranodded. "You and | must go. We should leave Anakin here in case.

Obi-Wan nodded. He was glad Soara didn't hold Anakin's rash action

during the battle againgt him.

But when hetold his Padawan their plan, Anakin seemed crestfallen at

not being included in the attack.

Obi-Wan felt exasperated. Anakin's reaction seemed that of a boy,
anxiousto bein on the action. It wasn't worthy of his Padawan. "This is
important,” hetold him. "Y ou need to protect the scientists and Darra.

Soaraand | won't be long."

"But you might need me," Anakin said. "lt'salarge patrol.”



"We have surprise on our sde. No, Padawan. Y ou must remain here.”

"l would not fail you thistime," Anakin promised.

Obi-Wan saw it then, the hunger on Anakin'sface. It was not a hunger

for action. It was the need to redeem himsalf.

Obi-Wan spoke gently. "The best thing you can do for Darra is remain

here to protect her.”

Anakin looked down, struggling to accept the order. "As you wish,

Magter."

"Y ou must keep your focus, young Padawan,” Obi-Wan murmured, so that
the otherswouldn't overhear. "Thisisnot ajudgment on you. This is the

best way to proceed.”

Anakin nodded, keeping hiseyesdown. "All right," he muttered.

Obi-Wan hesitated. Now he could fed the shame behind Anakin's
questions. His Padawan's fedings ran deep. His shame wasfilling him now,
and he thought that only action could relieve it. He was wrong, but Obi-Wan

would need time to explain why thiswas so.

He knew that his Padawan needed him. Y et he had to go. He struggled

for wordsto leave behind, but he had none. The only thing left to do was



wak away.

CHAPTER FOUR,

Anakin watched hisMagter wak away from him. There was no doubt or
hesitation in how Obi-Wan moved. Ever. Anakin wanted to move through his
own life with the same assurance. Y et time and again he found himsdf
confronting miscal culation and error. Time and again he moved when he
shouldn't have moved, said what he shouldn't have said, or turned when he

should have stayed ill.

It was timeslike thiswhen his connection to the Force fdt like a
burden more than a gift. It pulsed around him so strongly and he could fed
it S0 eadly that he used it to act instead of to strategize. Obi-Wan hed
told him the Force must be used for caution and control aswell as action.
So far he had not learned that |esson. It was because he did not understand
it. During the battle he had seen which way the blaster fire would come. He
had exactly determined its movement and speed. But he had not factored in

the notion that Darrawould be moving, too.

If it had been a Temple exercise, it wouldn't have mattered. Darra
would have perhaps received a bruise at most. She would have landed lightly
on her feet, the way she aways did, and turned to him with aquick retort

and asmile. Instead, she was wounded and in shock.



Nothing had gone right on this planet, Anakin thought, dmogt angry

now. Hefdt lost in adark world, spinning in asystem he did not know.

The scientists hed rolled themsalvesinto thermal blankets and were
trying to catch afew hours of deep in the corner. Through the haf-
demolished roof above, Anakin could see the cold night sky. The
congelations were not familiar to him and made him fed even farther away

from home.

He crossed the room and crouched by Darra. Her eyelashes cast shadows
on her pale cheeks. There was afine sheen of perspiration on her skin. He

watched her breathein and out.

I'm sorry, he spokein hismind.

Hefdt apresence by his shoulder. The scientigt TicVerdun looked

down at Darra. "It ishard to see afriend thisway, | know."

"Yes" Angkin said. Hedid not want to discuss hisfedingswith this

stranger.

"Y esterday | would have said that Jedi are used to pain and suffering

and thus can bear it better than we do," Tic Verdun continued. "Today |

find I would be wrong. Y ou seemto fed it more."

"Not more,” Anakin said. "It'sjust that we put ourselvesin the way



of danger. It isour path. We see one another's strength. We see one
another at our best. So we know exactly how much we lose when one of us

goesdown. And wefedl... if only we could have been the oneto fal.”

Hefdt Tic Verdun'seyeson him. "l saw that you wanted to go with
your Master and Soara Antana. If you wish to follow them, | will take
respongbility for Darra The-Tanisand therest of us. The others are

tired. | am il srong.”

Anakin was impressed. No wonder Tic Verdun had been the group's scout.

He had grest courage.

Anakin shook hishead. "I can't go. But thank you." He turned away
again and sat down next to Darra. He didn't want to be rude, but he waan't

in the mood to talk.

But Tic Verdun didn't get the hint. He sat down, too. "The Force," he
sad. "You haveto see how it would be intriguing to a scientist. Something
that cannot be seen, cannot be measured. And it can only be fdt by a
select few. Here | am with someonewho can fed it and use it. | saw it
happen just a short while ago. Can you explain how it worksto me? Can you
tell me anything a al?' He added hadtily, "Or isit forbidden to speak of

it?"

"It isnot forbidden," Anakin said. "But it is not done."



Tic wrapped hisarms around hisknees. "l see.”

Now Anakin was afraid he'd been rude. "It ishard to talk about it. It
issomething | can fed around me. Something | can gather and tap into,

like adeep well. It sustains me and frustrates me - "

"Frugtrates you?' Tic'sdark eyeswere dive, curious. Angkin leaned
back againgt the cold sonewall. Hefelt very tired. "Sometimes. It is o

ved..."

"That you fed amdl.” Tic gaveasad amile. "l sudy the gdaxy. |
know how that feedds. How ssimpleit is, and yet how intricate and complex.
Itisall around you and you are at the center of it, yet you are nothing

compared to it.”

"Yes," Anakin said. Tic had put into words what he had been feding.
No one had ever done that before. Not even Obi-Wan. Someatiimes the Force

made himfed... londly.

"And you will never truly undergtand it,” Tic added softly, "yet you
will spend your lifetrying. And sometimes you ask yoursdlf, isit worth
it?Isit foolish of you to devote yoursdf to trying to know the

unknowable?' Helaughed. "All I know is, it can't bewise."

"Wisdom is not what we seek," Anakin said, repegating a Jedi saying.



"Wisdom can only befound."

Tic shook hishead, grinning. "Whatever that means. And | thought the

scientific indtitute was hard.”

When Tic amiled, Anakin redized that he was younger than held
thought. He wasn't much older than Obi-Wan. Tic had made him fed better,

and he didn't think anyone was capable of that.

Suddenly the sound of explosons split the air. The scientigts dl

jumped to their feet, fear on their faces. Darra stirred but did not wake.

"What isit?' Reug Y ucon whispered the words harshly.

Anakin heard the sound of darmed voices from the Haariden camp. Soara

and Obi-Wan had begun their attack. Every muscle seemed to contract with

the effort of staying still. He wanted so badly to go.

"Should we leave?' Joveh D'a Alin asked anxioudy. "We could be

trapped here."

"No," Anakin sad. "Well wait here."

Waiting was the hardest thing. Like him, the scientists wanted to

move. But they wanted to run from the source of the explosions. He wanted



to run toward them.

"Wearelucky to have you with us™ Tic sad quietly. A smdl

consolation, Anakin thought. But hed takeit.

CHAPTERHVE

If any of the Haaridens were trying to grab some deep, they were now
disappointed. The patrol troops had been so certain that they were safe
that they hadn't bothered to post guards. It was easy for Obi-Wan and Soara
to sneak into the camp. The Haaridens hed Ieft the amdl arms jumbled
together in aheap. Soara and Obi-Wan easily jammed the flechette launchers

and the missile tube, and pocketed al the thermal detonators.

Then they tossed a detonator into the brush in order to wake everybody
up. While the Haaridens scrambled for their blagters, the only weapons | eft

to them, the Jedi stood, waiting.

Before the quickest Haariden could shoot, Obi-Wan cdled, "Think
first. Surrender isyour best option." The Haariden captain spoke up, his
blaster leveled at Obi-Wan's chest. "Why should we surrender? We areforty,

and you are only two."

"l can think of one good reason,” Obi-Wan said, holding up the thermal
detonators. "We have ten of these. The blast radius is five meters for

each. We can toss these accurately and quickly and demadlish this entire



patrol in exactly five seconds.”

"You'l blow yourself up,” the Haariden captain sneered.

Obi-Wan amiled. "l don't think s0."

The next thing the captain knew, Obi-Wan had somersaulted over his

head and landed on his other side. "Maybe | need to remind you," Obi-Wan

sad. "Weare Jedi "

The other Haariden soldiers looked nervous. They glared a one

another, then at their captain.

“I'mnot inclined to find out if they can do it," one soldier

muttered.

"Why should we?" another said.

"Thisisn't even our fight,” thefirs soldier added. "Why can't we

just return to our unit?" another asked.

The captain eyed the therma detonator in Soara's hand, her thumb over

therdease.

"What happensto us?' he asked.



"We have no quarrel with you,” Obi-Wan said. "Aslong aswe have safe

passage to our transport.”

The captain paused. Then he dowly lowered his blaster.

Soaraand Obi-Wan dropped the thermal detonators back into the pockets

of their tunics.

"What do you mean, it's not your fight?' Soara asked.

"We were paid to split off from our unit and attack you," the captain

said, wiping aweary hand across hisforehead.

Soara and Obi-Wan exchanged a glance. "Who paid you?' Soara asked.

The captain looked evasive. "No one we knew. | mean, not a netive

Haariden. An outlander.”

"Hisname?'

"Hedidnt say."

"What did he look like?'

The captain was about to answer, but ablank ook came over his face.



He shook hishead severd times. "lan't that Strange,” he said. "'l honestly

don't remember.”

A pulse began to beat inside Obi-Wan. He gripped the hilt of his

lightsaber.

"What isheto you?' Soaraasked. "I would think you would rather have

the Jedi on your sde.”

The cagptain gave a sad amile "The Jedi can't hdp us. We are
perfectly capable of destroying ourselves. Y es, he gave me hisname. It was

Granta Omega.”

The name only confirmed what Obi-Wan had aready suspected. He had met
Granta Omega before. Omega had hired a group of bounty huntersto hunt him
down, aswell as Anakin and another Jedi. Obi-Wan had till not found out

why. He knew that Omegawas not a Sith, but he collected Sith artifacts.

Omegawas aso avoid, a person with enough power to appear so neutral
asto fade from the memory of those who had met him. He did not have a
Force-connection, but he had cunning. And for some reason, he despised the

Jedi.

Obi-Wan was not surprised to run into Granta Omega again. But why

here, and why now?



Suddenly the horizon lit up with adull red glow.

"The battle has resumed,” the captain said tiredly. "We should return
to our unit." He hesitated. " Since you have spared our lives, | will dso
tell you this- al units have been called to the battle on the other edge
of theforest. Y ouwill have no trouble reaching your transport safely. Our
concerns now lieesawhere" He bowed. "Captain Nogq Wdflet, a your

srvice"

He looked at the soldiers, who had dropped back to the ground. Some of

them sat, their headsin their hands. Otherslooked numbly around.

"My soldiers are exhausted,” he said. "1 took the credits from Granta
in order to feed and clothe them. | did not want to fight the Jedi. | do
not want to fight at dl, actually.” He made an attempt at a laugh, but

began to cough. "My lungs are full of smoke and ashes," he murmured.

"Why do you continue?' Obi-Wan asked.

Captain Welflet's eyes were red-rimmed above his sraggly beard.

"Because | mug."”

Soararaised ahand to take in the exhausted patrol, the ruined
village, the blackened stumps. "And it'sworth al this?'Y our land ruined,

your people dead?’



The captain sighed. "I only know thereisno dternative."

Obi-Wan and Soara headed back to the others. They were both saddened

by their experience on Haariden. There seemed little chance for peace.

They hurried back to the group and told the scientists the good news.

They should reach the transport without incident.

"And the Haariden patrol 7" Anakin asked.

"They've gone back to join the war," Obi-Wan said. "They won't bother
us." Hewould tell Anakin about Granta Omega back at the Temple. Now they

needed to focus on getting off-planet.

Soaraand Obi-Wan fashioned abody ding and tied Darra.gently against
Obi-Wan's chest. They hiked to the transport, making good time now. The sky

lightened and a pale sun rose as they reached the ship.

The scientists boarded with weary relief. Obi-Wan gently set Darra
down on adeegp couch and covered her with atherma blanket. Soara did
behind the controls. Obi-Wan contacted the Temple and said they were on

their way.

They shot up into the upper amosphere of Haariden. Obi-Wan looked



down at the planet, glad to be leaving it. He wondered about the
disturbance in the Force he had felt since heéld arrived. He had thought it
was because of the dark side on this planet. There was so much death and
bitterness. But what about his sense of foreboding? Could he have somehow

picked up on the fact that Granta Omegawas here aswell?

Thefact that Omegahad failed in his attempt to kill the Jedi didn't
matter. If Darrahad not been ill, if he hadn't pledged to get the
scientigs to safety, he would have stayed with his Padawan and hunted down
his attacker. Omega had tried to kill Jedi twice. He should be brought to

judtice.

But Obi-Wan had his duties, and he had to leave. He had made the same
decision on Ragoon-6. Justice would have to be sought another time. Could
it be that Omega only attacked when he knew the Jedi could not retaliate or
pursue him? Did he count on a Jedi's sense of prioritiesto protect himsdlf

from reprisals?

Obi-Wan turned away from the planet and looked ahead at the galaxy.
The ship shot into hyperspace, and arush of stars seemed to crowd the
windscreen. Thistime, Obi-Wan vowed, he would get to the bottom of the

mystery of Granta Omega.

CHAPTER SIX

Obi-Wan accessed the door to the Jedi Temple Archive Library and



stopped in the doorway. Usudly it was a pristine space with not aholofile
out of place. Busts of great Jedi Masters lined onewall, and the soft glow

of computer panels created a hushed atmosphere. Today it wasin chaos.

Holofileshung in the air while datasheetslittered the usualy empty
counters. Jedi archivist Madame Jocasta Nu stood in the center of the room,
two laser pointers stuck haphazardly in her gray wispy bun. Her amall,

nimble fingersflicked through one holofile after another.

She looked up at him, irritated. "In or out, young Jedi."

It never failed. Madame Jocasta Nu could make him fed like a fifth-

year student. She gppeared frail but her authority was unquestionable.

She pulled out alaser pointer and frowned at it, then used it to make

acorrectionin afile. "wdlI?"

Ohbi-Wan stepped ingde. "Am | interrupting?”’

"Of course you are. Cleaning day. | haveto organize once a month.

Retire old files, organize, send others to deep storage. Not agood day. It

aways putsmein abad mood."

"Ah," Obi-Wan sad, "well..."



"Which doesn't mean I'm not available," she said crisply. "Judt thet

you won't get the benefit of my usua good humor.”

"Ah," Obi-Wan said again. He had never enjoyed the benefit of Jocasta
Nu's good humor. Perhaps held been at the other end of her private
amusement a hisfailure to keep up with Senate subcommittee agendas. That

was the only time he could remember her smiling a him. It hadn't been a

very nicegmile.

Jocasta Nu shook her head. "Oh, for star's sake, Master Kenobi, stop

repeating yourself. What do you need?’

"Sometime ago | asked you to research someone cdled Granta Omega.

You assembled afile-" "I remember.”
"Which | need to review."
She sighed. "Today, | suppose?'
“I'mafrad 0.
Jocasta Nu crossed the room and began to access aholofile directory.
She hummed a tundess mel ody while she tapped onefinger on the counter.

"Herewego. | can do afresh search aswell, if you like."

"Thet would be helpful."



Sheflipped through thefile. "Though as| remember, this subject's

problem was decentraization.”

"What do you mean?' Obi-Wan asked.

"Scattered.” Her dender fingerswiggled. " Spread out. Diluted.”

"I understand what the word means, | just don't - "

"Sorry. One of my own classification terms. Some subjects are solid.
Y ou can look them up, research, find out what you need. Some are diffuse
They are spread out so far they dmost disappear.” She hummed under her
breath. "This Omegawas like that. Enormoudy wealthy, but no particular
home. Many companies within companies within companies... many
acquaintances, no friends. His business interedts are gdaxy-wide" She
sent the hol ofile spinning through the air toward Obi-Wan. "Y ou have afile

full of information thet tellsyou nothing.”

Just like his physical gppearance, Obi-Wan thought, stopping the file

with araised hand. The man hid behind a blank wall he created himsaf.

He looked through the file again. Omega specidized in ferreting out
rare minerals and buying the whole source, then raising the price. He was

enormoudy wedthy yet kept hiswedth diversfied and hidden in any number



of secret accounts. There was no information that either Obi-Wan or Jocasta
Nu had been ableto find on hisbeginnings. They did not know his home

planet. He just suddenly appeared, aweathy man.

Ohbi-Wan looked through the list of hisknown homes. There werefifteen
of them spread over the gdaxy. Tracking hm down would be extremely

difficult and time-consuming.

He closed thefile and sent it back to Jocasta Nu. "I doubt youll

find anything, but if you could do anew search..”

She nodded. "I'll get back to you."

Just then Y oda appeared in the doorway. "Find you here, | am not

surprised. It isstill Omegayou seek?!

Ohbi-Wan walked out to join himin the hdlway. "It ssemsheis dmogt

impossbletofind."

"Impossible, nothingis. Difficult, meny things are. To you the

question must be, why search?"

"l have afeding,” Obi-Wan said. "Maybeit isup to me to prevent
something before it happens. | don't want to wait for disaster to overtake

me"



Y oda nodded, his gray-blue eyesreveding nothing. "But an immediae

threat Omegaisnot.”

"Theimmediate threat is not aways gpparent.”

"Arguewith you | will not,” Yodasaid. "Your decision, thisis But
think I do that you need a better reason to spend time on this Heard |

have that your Padawan needs you. Events on Haariden marked him, they have.

"Yes" Obi-Wan sad. "Hefedsrespongblefor Darrasinjury. Shell
be fine, but shelost her lightsaber. He fedl sterrible about that. And |

was not happy with his actions during the battle.”

"Lightsaber skills, important they are,” Yodasaid. "How to use as
well as how not to use. When to move as wal as when not to move.

Redtraint, your young Padawan needs, aswdl asdirection.”

"I've spoken to him," Obi-Wan said. "Helistens. Y et I've cometo see

that Anakin redlly learns by doing. With every misson, he grows."

"Y et sometimes one Knight is not enough to teach a Padawan,” Y oda
said. He paused. Obi-Wan knew he had more to say. They moved down the hall,

Y odas gimer stick tapping as he walked.



Y oda spoke as they reached the lift tube. "Hear | have that Soara

Antanawill remain at the Temple until Darrais better.”

"Y es, shewill not leave her."

"Not much she hasto do, | think," Yodasaid. "Distraction, she needs.
" Thelift tube opened and he stepped in. He nodded at Obi-Wan as the doors

did closed.

Obi-Wan smiled. He saw what Y odawas suggesting. "l think | know away

to keep her busy," he said to the closed doors.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Anakin sat in the map room. He had activated dozens of holographic
worlds at once. They swirled around him in thar varied sysems while
dozens of voicestold him facts about their climate, geography, species,

and culture. The voices blended into an indistinguishable babble.

It was an exercise he had invented to cam hismind. He drew the Force
around him to help him concentrate. Then hetried to find the thread of one
voice and follow it. As soon as he had, he would add another. He thought of
thevoices aslayersin hismind, and hetried to keep track of what each
voicewastdling him, dl a the sametime. It was difficult and took
tremendous concentration. But all the voicestogether filled up the space

in his head and drowned out his own voice, hisown feglings. So he would



not have to think, only concentrate.

Concentration is different from thinking, his Master had told him.

When you are concentrating hard enough, you shouldn't be thinking at al.

It was here in the map room that he had first understood what Obi-Wan

had meant.

He was concentrating so intently on separating the voices thet he
didn't hear Obi-Wan comein. His Master could move without making the
smallest sound, but Anakin wanted to reach the point where he aways knew

when Obi-Wan entered the room. He wasn't there yet.

Obi-Wan sat down beside him and waited for him to turn.

"A misson?' Anakin asked hopefully.

"No, we are a the Templefor awhile," Obi-Wan said. "I haven't told

you something | discovered on Haariden, something | told the Council about.

That patrol was paid to attack us by Granta Omega."

Anakin felt the nervesinsde hisbody tighten. He redized he hed

been waiting for this. He had wanted to pursue Omega after their experience

on Ragoon-6.



"Why didn't you tell me before?"

"Y ou had enough to think about.”

Anakin knew that hisMaster meant his concern for Darra. He had

haunted the med clinic until he knew shewould fully recover.

"Arewe going after him?" Anakin asked.

"JocastaNu is helping me do some research,” Obi-Wan said. Anekin

redized thiswasn't quite an answer. "'In the meantime," Obi-Wan continued,

"I have something for you to do."

"l am ready, Master."

"l have arranged a private lightsaber tutorid for you with Soara

Antana"

Anakinfdt his heart fdl. Shame filled hm. "Because of what

happened on Haariden."

"Yes," Obi-Wan sad. "Thereis no blame, Padawan. Y et there are things

you heed to learn. Thingsthat | have not been able to teach you.”

"Thereisnothing you can't teach me, Master,” Anakin argued. But the

real reason for Anakin's disquiet was a secret fear that Obi-Wan planned to



leave him behind while he went after Granta Omega. Obi-Wan would do the

real work while he remained behind like a schoolboy, taking lessons.

"Thisisnot your decision, Padawan.” Obi-Wan's tone was sharp. "This
iIsagreat honor for you. Soararardly takesindividua students. Shewould

not agreeif shedidn't think you had great potentid.”

Anakin fought with hisfedings. He did not want to confess to his

Master that he was afraid Obi-Wan would leave him. "Y es, Master."

The stern lines of Obi-Wan'sfacerdaxed into a amile a Anakin's

obedient tone. "Y ou might have fun.”

Anakin looked at him with such dishdief that Obi-Wan's amile turned

into alaugh.

Later that afternoon, Anakin tucked the training lightsaber into his
belt with digaste. He fdt like ayoung student again. He found himsdf
tugging at histunic to straighten it before walking into the practice area
to meet Soara. Quickly he rumpled it again. He wasn't a student any longer.

He was a Padawan Learner.

Soaradidn't notice his rumpled tunic or hislack of enthusasm. She

nodded shortly at him. "Let'sgo."



"Go?" Anakin was puzzled. Lightsaber training had away's taken place

in the practice room.

She lifted a corner of her mouthina amdl amile "Do you expect

there to be a practice room to fight in on missons?'

Anakin grinned. "'l guessnot." Maybe he would enjoy this after all.

Soaratook him to the landing platform, where he jumped into an
airspeeder next to her. Her piloting was as aggressive and graceful as her
battle form. She took him to apart of Coruscant held never visted, a
hundred levels or so below the Temple. Here, an entire quarter of the aty
was being knocked down in order to build new construction. Haf-demolished
buildings were surrounded by blocks of duracrete, bundles of durasted

cables, and towers of polished stone blocks.

Soara parked the speeder and did out. Anakin jumped out after her and
looked around. The work had stopped for the day. The buildings threw deep
jagged shadows over the walkways. There had once been an attempt to keep
the walkway's clean of debris, but the sweeping had been half completed and

footing was treacherous. He waited to see what Soarawould do.

Soaradid nothing. She picked her way over to abuilding and looked up
at the frame being erected. "Housing,” she said. " Coruscant dways needs
more housing. Amazing that people keep immigrating here. Do you know that

building isthe biggest industry on Coruscant?'



Was he here for an economicslesson? "l didn't know."

Hetilted his head back to follow her gaze, falowing the durasted!
frame of the building. Suddenly a shadow off to his left moved, and a
figure legped through the air toward him. Anakin saw ablaze of orange. A

lightsaber!

Hejust had timeto jump back and fumble for his traning lightsaber

as hefdt the sting of the blow againgt hisforearm.

"Gotya" TruVddsad, grinning. Hisfriend had come a him from the

high sted doorway behind him. He bounced back on his flexible legs and

sduted Anakin with alightsaber flourish. He, too, was usng atraning

lightsaber - able to defend, but not to harm.

Confused, Anakin glanced a Soara, hislightsaber in hishand.

"Do you expect your attacker to announce himself?' she asked.

Tru cametoward him again. Anakin somersaulted backward and then

twisted to come at Tru from the left. He diced the hem of Tru'stunic.

"Missed me" Tru said, dancing backward. His silver eyes gleamed. He

was having fun.



Anakin reversed. Hislightsaber hit Tru's. Smoke rose, and Angkin

amost stumbled when Tru ducked and rushed at him, surprising him.

Tru might be having fun, but he was serious.

Anakin had barely missed being stung by Tru's blow. He emptied his

mind of hissurprise a Tru's appearance. He had to concentrate in order to

gather in what he thought of as his battle mind. His attention expanded to

include everything around him. And yet hisfocuswas now entirely on Tru.

Everything he knew about Tru clicked in and became information he could

use.

Truwas a Teavan, and thus hislimbs were more flexible than Anakin's.

Tru never played agame he wasn't certain he would win.

Tru'sleft hand was stronger than hisright.

Tru liked to choose the rhythm of the battle.

Angkin moved to confuse and unsdttle his friend. He fought

aggressively, then stepped back to lure Tru forward. He landed a blow on

Tru'sarm.

Normally, a Jedi Master would announce points when blows were struck.



The winning blow would be to the neck. Soara did not. He knew she was
watching, but hetried not to think about it. Sill, hefdt her arding,

watching them from every angle.

Anakin used the ground. While he moved, he noticed everything - the
cables, the blocks of stone, the tiniest pebble on the ground, the
hydrospanner abandoned on the top of ablock of duracrete. Someone's lunch
bucket |eft on a grassy area by the wakway. He drove Tru steedily
backward. Tru suddenly legped high above and grabbed apole with only his

legs. On his backward swing, he struck out at Anakin.

It was asurprisng move, and Anakin hadn't expected it. His eyes
gleamed as he legped to avoid Tru. Tru swung around the pole twice while
Anakin dodged, wedged between a half-built wall and a deep pit. He dashed

at Tru, who suddenly leaped off the pole and landed behind Anakin.

Perfect. Anakin whirled and drove Tru back onto the grass. Tru's foot
hit the lunch bucket and he sumbled. Hislightsaber wasin his left hand

from histwirl around the pole, and Anakin saw it wobble.

It wastime for Anakin to movein with thekilling blow, the sing of

thetraining lightsaber. All he had to do was step forward and lightly

touch Tru's neck.

But he hated to win the battle based on a moment of awkwardness on



Tru'spart, evenif he himsdf had engineered it. He would embarrass his
friend in front of Soara Antana. Instead, he hestated a fraction of a
second, long enough for Tru to regain some sense of baance. Then they

fought on.

The moon was rising and they were both drenched in swesat when Soara
cdledahdt. "Let'scal it adraw." Anakin dipped the lightsaber into
his belt, satisfied. He knew he had fought well. Tru brought out the best

inhim.

"You cango, Tru,"” Soarasad. "Thank you."

Tru grinned at Anakin. "Good fight. See you back at the Temple."

Soaradid not move. Anakin stood, breathing heavily, waiting for her

critique. He knew afew places where he could have fought better. She would

not say anything that would surprise him.

"| cdled it adraw, but you logt," Soarasaid. "And you lost in the

worst sort of way."

Anakin looked at her with new attention, surprised. "What?"

"If you want to become great, you must fight without emotion,” Soara

sad. "You obvioudy have not learned this. Y ou must fight without anger,

without fear, without rage. Without ego.”



"Without ego?But - "

"No buts. Listen. On Haariden, you made the same mistake. Because you
know Darra, you rushed in to protect her. Today you protected Tru. You
think you are doing thisasamark of friendship. But you're redly doing

it to boost your own ego.”

"My own ego?"' Anakin was astonished.

Soara crossed her arms. Y ou know, Anakin, thingswill go alot faster
if you don't repest everything | say. Yes, your own ego. You think yourea
better fighter than your friends. Y ou think you're faster. You think you
need to go easy on them. Let metell you something. Y ou're not better. Asa

matter of fact, you're agood ded worse."

The words stung. Anakin felt hisface grow hot. The evening wind was

cool and drying his swest.

Soarawhirled and kicked backward at his hand. He did not even fed

the blow, but his lightsaber was suddenly shooting out of his hand and

clattering to the stone pavement.

"And another thing," she said. "Never let down your guard.”



Anakin picked up the hilt of the lightsaber and stuck it in his belt.
He vowed to himsdalf that Soara Antanawould not take him by surprise again.
Hewould use what she gave him. He would absorb her hard words and her
lessons. By the end of thistutoria, he would change her opinion about

him. He would be the best Padawan she'd ever taught.

He dipped into the med clinic. Thelight tubes were powered down to a
soft glow. He walked as quietly as he could to the Sde of Darra's med
couch. Shelooked smdl and helpless, ill hooked up to monitoring

meachines. Her eyes were closed.

Her mouth curved into a smile "Hedlo, Anskin," she said without

opening her eyes.

"| cameto say good night. Areyou fedling better?' "Yes. Much." She

opened her eyes and glanced at him. "Better than you look, anyway. What

have you been doing?'

"A privatetutorid with your Magter."

She gave a sympathetic groan. "Ooh. Sorry."

He crouched down so that they were a eyelevel. " She's very tough.”

"Thetoughest."



"But| canlearn."

"If you listen. Shelll push you hard, and then shélll tdl you
something strange, something you don't want to understand. That'swhat she
wants. The moretired you are, the emptier you are. That'swhen she redly

startsto work."

"Lucky me," Anakin said with agrimace. "Look, I'm sorry about what

happened on Haariden. Shetold meit was my ego. Shewasright.”

"It'sokay," Darrasaid. "Now | have something to impress the younger

kidswith. | waswounded in battle."

"I'm here to make you apromise,” Anakin said.

"Dont," Darrasaid, rising on her elbows. "1 know what you're going
to say, and you can't promise such athing. Besdes, | can get ny

lightscher back mysif."

"But I'm thereason you logt it."

“I'mthereason | logtit," Darra sad firmly. "I'm the one who
dropped it. Did you ever think it was your ego that wantsto get it back?"
Suddenly she dumped againgt the pillow. "Do me afavor. Don't argue with

me. I'm too tired."



Anakin saw the exhaugtion in her face she had tried to hide. "Isthere
anything | can do for you? Would you like somejuice, or somefood, or some
music?' Darras eyelidsfluttered closed. "Just onething,” she said. "Stay

with meuntil | fal adeep. It'slonely here”

"1 will." Anakin shifted hisweght so that he was Stting on the
floor. He leaned against the deep couch next to her head. He knew she
could fed the pressure of his body, and that would make her fed safe. He

sat there until her breathing dowed and he knew she was adleep.

"l promiseyou, Darra," hewhispered. "I will return your lightsaber

toyou. Itisnot my ego. Itismy promise.”

CHAPTEREIGHT

Obi-Wan hurried into the library. 1t had been restored to its usud

pristine state. Jocasta Nu was at a datascreen, working.

"What isit?" she asked, looking up for amoment and then back down at

her screen.

"Y ou sent for me," Obi-Wan said.

"Right." Jocasta clicked off the screen. "I have good news and bad

news. Good news - | found out Granta Omegas listed birthplace. It's



Coruscant."

"Coruscant?' Obi-Wan grew excited. That meant he could invedtigate a
good deal of Omega's background without leaving the planet. A being's
records were aways stored on his or her home planet, and Coruscant was
especidly careful about storing every scrap of information. Thousands were

employed in record-keeping.

Then he remembered Jocasta had said there was bad news aswdll. "And?'

"1 can find no record of his birth. Nothing. And you know Coruscant is

very organized about these things. So ether he lied and was born somewhere

dse, or helivesunder an assumed name."

"In other words, we know nothing more,” Obi-Wan said, sinking down in

achair. "Every timel think | have alead, it disappears. I'm left with

nothing.”

Suddenly holofiles began to zoom from Jocastas fingers toward him.

"What isthis?' Obi-Wan said.

"Y ou say you have nothing on Omega,” she said. "I'm showing you

differertly.”



"But I've dready seen these. They don't say anything!" "They say many
things" Jocasta said, exasperated. "You jus can't put the pieces

together."

Obi-Wan dmogt smiled. Jocastareminded him of Qui-Gon. What would his
Master say if he were here? Qui-Gon had always been better at research, &
putting pieces together. He was dways able to connect the dry facts with
theliving person. That would lead him to motives and reasons, and soon he

would have apicture of what he was|ooking for.

What isthe emotion here? he would say. What does this being want more

than anything? What does he need?

How am 1 supposed to know that, Qui-Gon?

"Start with what you know for sure,” Obi-Wan suddenly blurted. "That's

what Qui-Gon dways said." Jocasta sniffed. "Exactly.”

"l know he has avendetta against the Jedi,” Obi-Wan said. "He hates
us. | know hewas on Haariden." Obi-Wan straightened. "I know he was on
Haariden!" he repeated. "And it couldn't have been because the Jedi were

there. It would have been impossible for him to plan the attack beforehand.

"Not impossble™ Jocasta corrected. "There islittle thet is

impossble”



Now she sounded like Y oda. "But we received the summons and left
within one hour,” Obi-Wan said. "Improbable, then. No, | think he was on
Haariden for another reason. When he discovered the Jedi were there, he saw
away to maketroublefor us." He began to search randomly through the
holofiles. "He made hisfortune by buying up minerason different worlds

and creating shortages,” he said. "We know that, too."

"Let me get thefile on Haariden," Jocastasaid. Her eyes were dight
with interest now. She quickly accessed afile and began to flip through
it. "Interesting. Do you know why the two factions on Haariden have been

fighting thistime?"

"Land disputes,” Obi-Wan said." Yes, but thisisn't about territory.
It's about what is undernesth the land. Traces of titanite have been found.

" "Titanite?| don't think | know it."

"That's because it's extremely rare," Jocastasaid. "Not only that,

it'svery hard to mine. It'susualy buried so deep near the core that it

costs more to extract it than it isworth."

"What isit used for?' Obi-Wan asked.

"Until recently, not much," Jocastasaid. "But inthelast couple of

years, it's been discovered that when titanite is synthesized, a substance



isextracted that is one of the essentid ingredients of bacta."

Ohbi-Wan shook his head. "Bacta" He began to flip through thefilesin
front of him. "Hereit is. One of Omegasvast land holdings is on the
planet Thyferra. That'sthe only place where the dazhi plant grows. Alazhi

lotion isthe main ingredient in bacta.”

"Soif he had dazhi lotion and the titanite substance.....Jocasta
said, her voicetrailing off. Obi-Wan and Jocasta stared at each other as

the conclusion struck them.

"He could corner the gdactic market on bacta," Obi-Wan said.

"Thisisgetting very interesting,” Jocastamurmured. "When was the

titanite found on Haariden?' Obi-Wan asked.

"Only afew months ago,” Jocastasaid. "That'swhy thefighting began
again. It'saso one of the reasons the scientists were sent there.
Haariden was included on the mapping expedition for precisaly that reason.
The Senatefdt that if it had a complete picture of where the titanite

deposits were, it could persuade the two sides to come to an agreement.”

"Did the scientistss make afind report?"

"Yes, but it wasinconclusive. They couldn't conduct the tests they

needed to because the fighting moved too close.”



"Maybe Omegawanted that to happen,” Obi-Wan said. "Maybe he didn't

want the report to get back to the Senate.”

"He would need to make his own tests, then,”" Jocastasaid. "He'd need
to have his own scientific team. That would be a hard thing to keep secret

on Haariden."

"Maybe he didn't need ateam," Obi-Wan said. "Maybe he could do it
himsdf." Hewaved at the holofiles surrounding them. "Think about it. Look
at what he's done over the years. Look at the fact that he doesn't employ
many peopleat al. It would have been impossible for Omega to have done
what hedid in his career without some serious scientific knowledge. Which
means,”" he said, turning to Jocasta excitedly, "he would haveto have had
some serious study. Can you search the records of the finest scientific

inditutesin the galaxy?'

Jocadta raised an eyebrow. "All of them?"

Obi-Wan nodded.

"I'll start with the Core Worlds," she said with asigh. "Maybe well

et lucky.”

Obi-Wan was sipping a cup of teain the Room of a Thousand Fountains



and trying to calm his mind when his comlink signaed. It was Jocasta.

"He attended the All Science Research Academy on Y erphonia,” she said.

"Can we contact them?" Obi-Wan asked eagerly.

"| dready have. He was granted his degree only seven years ago. He

was agar sudent. Hishomeworld isasmal moon caled Nierport Seven.”

Obi-Wan knew the place. It was less than aday's travd from

Coruscant.

Within an hour, hewas on hisway.

CHAPTER NINE

"Agan," Soarasad.

Anakinran at thewadl again. He no longer knew how many times he had

done so. Fifty? Seventy? Two hundred, five hundred? His brain didn't

register numbers. Therewas just him and thewall.

Heran up thewadl, flipped over into a backward somersault, and

landed on hisfeet again. It was abasic Temple exercise. HEd learned it

when hewas nine. But with Soara he was discovering that it was amuch more

complex maneuver than hedd imagined. Apparently his shoulders were wrong.



Hislanding wastoo hard. And the whole thing took too long for him to

accomplish.

"Stop." Soaras voice cut through him like the cold wind that howled
down the deserted dley straight to the secluded lot where they were
training. The building in front of him was sheer durasted, dippery now

with morning dew. The sun wasjust risng.

"Closeyour eyes," Soarasad.

Anakin closed hiseyes.

"Get rid of that impatience," Soarasaid. "Now." Anakin tried to obey.

"Nothing issolid,” Soarasaid. "The hardest wall isjust aconnection
of particles. Find the spaces between the particles, and the wall will

yidd. It will push you off. Listen to thewall and hear the wind through

the gaps."

Listen to the wall? Anakin felt hisimpatience rise again.

He remembered Darraswords. Shelll push you hard, and then shélll
tell you something strange, something you don't want to understand. That's
what she wants. The moretired you are, the emptier you are. That's when

sheredly startsto work.



He listened to thewall. And then the sound of the wind changed. He
heard the how! of it, but he dso heard the whisper. He heard it dir a
piece of trash on the street, disturb a pebble. And then he heard it
whistle softly through the gaps. Nothing felt solid. Not the ground under

hisfeet, not the buildings around him.

He fdt the Force move, even though he hadn't summoned it. He saw the
wadl inhismind, and thistime, it shimmered. It wasn't asolid thing. It

would yiddtohim

Heran at thewal. Heran easlly, asif it were the fird time. He
fdt thewal give againg hisboots. He pushed off and the wall sprang
againgt him, helping him propel. He somersaulted and flew backward, landing

lightly, gracefully, hislightsaber held at the readly.

He blinked. He had fought with the help of the Force before. But never

likethat.

He looked at Soara, amazed.

Shedidn't smile or nod or show by even aflicker of an eydash that

shewas pleased. But she didn't correct him, and that meant something.

Anakin made sure his own pleasure didn't show on hisface.

"That's enough for today," she said crisply.



Anakin deectivated hislightsaber. For thefirgt time, hefdt that he
had glimpsed afuture in which his connection to the Force and his
lightsaber skillswould be so meshed that he would truly be the best he
could be. He could aso see how far hewas from that goal, but it didn't

bother him asit would have the day before. He would get there.

They had walked to the training Site, and Soara had dready |€ft for
the Temple. Sherarely said good-bye. Anakin looked down at his tunic and
made aface. There was aragged tear down the side, and it was stained with
sweet and filth. He had dready gone through five tunics since held begun

training with Soara

He started to trudge toward the lift tube that would bring him to the
Senatorid level. From there he could take a series of connecting walkways
to the Temple. It would be good to walk and see the morning bustle begin.

Hefdt asthough he had been facing nothing but ablank wall for hours.

Anakin grinned. He had.

Soara seemed to know every hidden corner of the seamier Sde of
Coruscant. Over the past few days he'd climbed over junk heaps and through
haf-demolished buildings, crawled through tunnels, and even fought a
battle with training droids in an airspeeder garage. Hed fdlen into avat

of ail. That was alesson he wouldn't forget.



Anakin zoomed up on the turbolift with a crowd of workers. At least he
wastoo tired to dwell on his disappointment that Obi-Wan hed It for
Nierport Seven without him. His Master had assured him that he was going
only for research purposes. When and if Obi-Wan decided to pursue Granta

Omega, he would bring his Padawan with him. Obi-Wan had promised that.

Y et Anakin knew that Obi-Wan might run into surprises on Nierport
Seven. Hemight find aclue he had to pursue immediately. He might not have

timeto send for Anakin. He could be left behind after all.

There was nothing he could do about it, however. The turbolift doors
opened and Anakin stepped out, carried along with the crowd for afew steps
until he broke away. The sun wasrisng now, the pink raysflashing on the

cruisersin the space lanes and the buildings surrounding him.

He chose the least crowded walkway, the one that would bring him down
the center of the fountains that lined one quadrant of the Senate complex.
The coolness of the water freshened the air. He felt the droplets hit his
skin. Hisweariness lifted, and he began to think about the morming med

ahead of him at the Temple.

A man sat on the edge of the fountain, his face lifted toward the

spray. Then he turned and saw Anakin and waved.

For amoment, Anakin couldn't place him. Then heredlized it was Tic



Verdun, one of the scientists from Haariden. Verdun was now dressed ina
cloak made of deep blue veda cloth. He looked completely different from the

weary scientist he had met on Haariden.

"I'm so glad to seeyou!" Tic said, hurrying toward Anakin. "At this
exact moment | was thinking of you. | didn't want to be forward, but | was

wishing | could go to the Temple and inquire about the young girl."

"Darawill befine" Angkin said. "The blaster bolts carried a

chemica compound, but the medics were able to find the antidote.”

"That'sgood news," Tic said warmly. "l will see the others & the
hearing, and they'll be happy to hear it, too. Weve submitted our find
report and now we have to answer questions from the committee.” He sghed.
"Too bad the expedition ended badly. We didn't get to do the experiments on
Haariden that we hoped. We could have put astop to that bloody avil war

if wehad."

"How?' Anakin asked.

"Thetwo tribes arefighting over possble titanite deposits” Tic
explained. "If we had found exactly where the titanite was and how much
there was, the Senate might have been able to come up with aplan to divide
it equally. Ingtead, the two tribes are fighting over something that might

not even exis."”



"That'stoo bad," Anakin said.

Tic nodded, discouraged. "Theworst part of it is, there was another

scientist on Haariden who was a so conducting experiments. If we could talk

to him, maybe he had found out more. But nobody can seem to locate him."

" Another scientist? Who?"' Anakin asked.

"GrantaOmega,” Tic Verdun sad. "Weran into him on Haariden.”

"Y ou mean you know him?" Anakin asked, amazed.

Tic nodded. "Not wdl. But I've met him saverd times." He noted the

interest on Anakin'sface. "Why do you ask?'

"Because werelooking for him," Anakin said. "The Jedi would like to

tak to him, too."

"Popular felow." Tic frowned. "Y ou know, I'm here on Coruscant with a
group of friends. Some of them are scientists, someinvolved in business.
We're having akind of reunion. Most of them know Omega, too. Or they've
met him, at least. Maybe if we put our heads together, we could come up

with alead for you. There's a chance we could know things you don't know."

"That wouldn't be hard,” Anakin said ruefully. "We don't know much.”



"I'll talk to them and seeif | can come up with anything,” Tic said.

"They would be happy to help the Jedi, | am sure.”

Anakin agreed enthusiagtically. He said good-bye to Tic and hurried
toward the Temple. He wouldn't contact Obi-Wan about this, he decided. Not

yet. First hewould compileinformation.

Wouldn't it be amazing if he were to be the one to find Granta Omega?

CHAPTER TEN

Nierport Seven was within the Core, but its desolation reminded Obi-
Wan of an Outer Rim planet. It was a cold, barren moon with only one srdl
settlement. Nierport's meager vegetation appeared to be a wild bush with
red thornswell over ameter long. It was said the bushes bloomed with
beautiful violet flowersin the summer, but the summer only lasted amonth.
The rest of the year was numbingly cold and blesk. The buildings were built

with thick blocks of stone designed to keep out the cold wind.

Nierport Seven was one of seven moons in a smdl sysem that was
notable only because it was a convenient refuding stop on the way to
Coruscant. Mot of the intragaactic travelers chose to refud on the
planet Eeropha, which at least had several small cities. But Nierport Seven

was able to support arefuding stop of its own and afew srdl



guesthouses, dl serving the kind of pilots who could not afford to

scrounge up even the low prices Eeropha charged.

At least the moon was small, Obi-Wan told himself. The population was
clustered around the refuding station. It did not take him long to locate

severa people who had known Granta Omega.

That was the good news. The bad news was that no one knew very much

about him.

There was only one caf© on Nierport Seven, and it was next to the
refueling station. The caf© was cdled Food and Drink, and the owner turned

out to be as cut and dry asthetitle of his establishment.

"Never knew him persondly. Heard of him. Heleft." That was dl the

owner had to say.

"|sthere anyone e se who would know him?* Obi-Wan asked. " Anybody who

dill lives here? Heleft saven years ago.”

"Mog folksleavein three years” the owner said. "Can't take any

more."

Obi-Wan waited. He had learned this from Qui-Gon. Most beings would

come up with additiona information if you just stayed quiet.



"Might try that trio in the corner,” the owner said gruffly. "They've

stuck around. They were born here and they'll die here.”

Thethree natives of Nierport sat around the table. They were wearing

grease-stained clothes that told Obi-Wan they had just finished a shift at

the refuding Sation.

Obi-Wan nodded ahello. They looked at him warily. "Jedi?* one of them

said. "Never seen your kind here.”

Ohi-Wan eyed their empty glasses. "Anyonefor arefill ?'

Their empty glasses were pushed away and they looked at him hopefully.

Ohbi-Wan signaed for another round. "And I'll have the same," he told the

bartender.

Thedrinks arrived. They clinked the smeared glasses.

Obi-Wan peered at thered liquid. "What isthis?'

"Claingjuice" oneof themen sad. "It'snativeto the sygem. We

extract the juice from the thorns of the native bush.”

Obi-Wan took asmall sip. The juice seared his lips and tongue and

then burned like blazing fire going down. He managed not to cough, but his



eyes streamed tears.

The three men laughed uproarioudy.

"Claing can even bring a Jedi to hisknees," one of them chortled.

"I'll say," Obi-Wan choked out.

His streaming eyes and burning throat were worth it. He had passed a

test. Thetrio decided to befriend him. He asked about Granta Omega, and

they nodded.

"Hewas aboy when heleft,” one said. "Went to sudy somewhere, |

think. Hismother Turadied two years later. He never came back to see her.

"Not even for thefuneral," someone dse said. "What about hisfather?

" Obi-Wan asked.

"Never knew him," the first man said. " Tura Omega showed up one day,

got ajob at therefueling ation, had this three-year-old boy. Nobody

asks questions on Nierport Seven.”

"Except for Jedi," another one said, and this caused them great

amusement.



"l could show you hishouse," thefirst man offered. He licked his
lips. "I could use another claing, though.” "I'll buy you one afterward,”

Obi-Wan said.

They waked out into the numbing cold. The ground was brittle with
frost. They walked through the main street and then turned down a smdler
road. It wasn't far to the outskirts of the settlement. The man pointed to
asmd| house. It looked no different from the others. It was built with

rounded walls and seemed to hunch against the wind.

"That thereishishouse. A space pilot owns it now. Uses it on

stopovers. Lots of pilots do that here. It's cheap and convenient.”

Obi-Wan peered into the window. The house was empty except for astove
and abedroll. Theroom was smdl and low-cellinged. Even with furniture it
would look bleak. There was nothing to see here. There was nathing to

learn. It wastypica of his search for Granta Omega.

"Y ou said his mother worked at the refudling station?' Obi-Wan asked.

"Did she have agood job?"

The man laughed. "If you cal hauling lubricant hoses around dl day

for no money agood job."

"S0 how did she manage to send her son to study off-planet?' Obi-Wan



wondered.

"She had nothing to do with it," the man said. "The boy had
brilliance. Everybody knew that. She found him a sponsor on Eeropha. He

sent him to ascientific inditute”

"Do you know who the sponsor was?' Obi-Wan asked. "Does he dill live

on Eeropha?’

"He lives on Coruscant now. Big fancy person now. He's the Senator

from Eeropha. Nameis Sano Sauro,” the man said.

Obi-Wan felt achill. He knew Sano Sauro. He was once a prosecutor.

Ten years before, Obi-Wan had to undergo an invedigation into a fdlow

Padawan's death.

Sauro had grilled him mercilesdy about Bruck Chun'sfall.

Obi-Wan had since found peace about Bruck's death, but he wasn't

looking forward to meeting up with Sauro again.

He pressed some creditsin the man's hand. "Thank you. Buy your

friendsanother daing.”

The man grinned. " Sure you don't want to join us?"



Obi-Wan winced. "I don't think I'd survive."

The man took off. Obi-Wan looked down the street, then across the
frozen wasteland. He could understand a boy wanting to leave this place. He
could understand how poverty might mark him. But why Granta Omega wished
harm on the Jedi, he ill didn't know. He had afeding that if he solved

that mystery, he would find the man.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Anakin had expected that after his breakthrough his next practice
session with Soarawould bring him to the next level. Instead, she had him
do moresmpledrills. At least thistime he did nat have to leave the

Temple.

He had to activate hislightsaber from different positions, again and
again. He had to practice amidair thrust. He had to practice a double

reversal. He had to practice moves he had done athousand times before.

Not once did Soara mention the spaces between particles, or
concentration, or the Force. She just repeated, "Agan," over and over

until he thought he would bregk hislightsaber hilt in two.

And then the session wasfinished. Anakin leaned over, trying to catch

his breath. Disgppointment swelled in him and hefdt as though he were



choking onit.

After getting aglimpse of the fighter he could be, he was reduced to

being astudent again.

He dammed histraining lightsaber back in hisbelt. What he needed
was something to eat and afresh tunic. He took thelong way back to his

guartersin order to compose himsdlf.

Theillumination bankswere mimicking dusk as he passed by the lake.
The green water looked inviting. The splash of the waterfdl in the deep
pool wastinted pink. He thought about taking a quick swim, but he was too
hungry. Soara had kept him along time, and he had missed the midday medl.
He had afeding she had kept him ddliberatdly. She wanted him to fed
hungry and empty. She wanted to see how far he could push himsalf. He hoped

he had passed the test.

Then heredlized that histest was yet to come.

Hewastired. So tired that he almost missed the blur at the corner of
hisvison. A lightsaber had been activated and someone hurled a him from
atree branch above. It was another one of Soara's sudden attacks. She had

enlisted another Padawan to surprise him

Anakin forgot hisfatigue and jumped back just intime. To hisdismay,

he saw that his attacker was Ferus Olin.



If only it had been anyone else! Anakin didn't like to see Ferus under
the best of circumstances. He certainly didn't want to fight him when he

wastired and hungry.

Soara gppeared on top of the waterfall where she could watch. He knew
he had no choice. As Ferus came a him with a somersaulting reversd,
Anakin kicked into fight mode. She had sent the best Padawan fighter in the

Temple againgt him. She wanted to see what he would do.

Hewould win.

What Soara could not know wasthat this time, friendship would not

gentle him. Not with Ferus.

Feruswas starting out dowly. Hewould fight smart. Hewould save his

energy and pace himsdlf. Anakin decided to surprise him.

He launched an assault so fierce that he saw Feruss eyes flare with
astonishment. Ferusretrested fast, needing to collect himsdf. Anakin came
after him, swinging his training lightsaber without pause. He dmost
touched him, but Ferustwisted away just in time, turning the movement into
atwisting legp. He surprised Anakin by immediaidy swvinging back a
backward blow. Anakin ducked, feding thewhistle of ar created by the

power of Feruss swipe.



Feruswastall and solid, but hewas dso agile. He was expert a

using the ground.

Unlike Tru, he used both hands equaly well. The rocky terrain was

perfect for hisstyle.

He jumped, spun, and leaped, keeping Anakin off guard. Now he was
driving the battle. Anakin did not know how Ferus had regained the upper
hand, but he wasn't happy about it. He was reecting to Feruss moves

instead of the other way around. What was Soara thinking?

Anakin feinted to hisleft and then legped draight ahead. To his
dismay, Ferus dropped to the floor and rolled underneath Anakin, then
gprang up in one smooth movement. He was behind him now. Anakin had only a
split second before he fdlt the touch of the lightsaber on his shoulder. It
only just missed his neck. When he twisted away, he saw the gleam of

triumph in Ferusseyes.

Fury roared through him. Ferus wanted to humiliate him in front of

Soaral

He did something Ferus would never expect him to do. He copied Feruss
move, dropping to his knees and rolling underneath him as he made his next

leap. Heflipped up onto his feet and then charged at the rock wall.



The Force entered him. Hefelt it. He saw the rock wall asa shifting
shape, ready to receive him. He sprang off the wal and straight over
Feruss head. It seemed the easiest thing in the galaxy to Smply lean down

and touch the side of Ferus's neck with hislightsaber.

He landed and looked up. Soara had seen everything. He had never

fought so well.

She cdled down from the dliff, "Thank you, Ferus. Stay there, Anakin.

"Good fight," Ferus said, sticking the training lightsaber in his

belt. "Except for onething.”

"What onething?' Anakin asked, irritated. He wiped the swest off his

forenead with hisdeeve.

Ferus only smiled. Then he walked off.

Anakin jammed the lightsaber hilt into hisbelt. No one could get to

him like Ferus could.

Soarawalked toward him. "That was your last lesson,” she said.

Anakin was surprised and pleased. She must have seen how seamlessly he



had connected with the Force.

"Beforethis, | had been impressed with your gifts," Soara said. "
had thought you had the potentia to be one of the great Jedi fighters of
all time. | thought | could teach you. Now | have grave doubts about you,

Anakin."

Anakin couldn't believe what he was hearing. "What did | do wrong?"

"That question isthe problem,” Soarasaid, shaking her head. "That is
what iswrong. Y ou don't know what you did. Didn't you fed your anger,

Anakin? Didn't you redize it was fuding the battle?'

"Obi-Wan told you that Ferusand | do not get dong,” Anekin sad

alenly.

"Obi-Wan didn't need to tell me," Soara snapped. "1 saw it. Not from

Ferus. From you."

"Hewanted towin,"” Anakinsaid. "1 saw triumphin his eyes when he

surprised me."

"And it made you angry." Soarasighed. "Ferusdid not fight from his
emotion, Anakin. If you saw triumph in his eyes, he absorbed it and went
on. That isthe lesson you must learn. Y ou will fedl the emoation. You mugt

letit go."



To hissurprise, she suddenly strode forward and grabbed him by the
shoulders. ™Y ou must do this, Anakin. Y ou must learn thislesson. Itisthe

most important one of al.”

He didn't know what to say. He could promise her that he would learn
it, but his promise would mean nothing. He knew that as a Jedi only his

actionswould convince her.

"Thank you for the time you devoted to teaching me," he said.

She dropped her hands. Now sadness was in her eyes. That was the worst

thing of dl. "Go get something to eat.”

Soaraleft, heading for the turbolift. Anakin walked over to the lake.
He knelt by the deep pool created by the waterfall. He ducked his head into
the cold water and came up spraying droplets that shined like bright gems

inthelight crested by the illumination banks overhead.

Hewould not let this bother him, he told himsdlf fiercdy. He hed
made a mistake. Soara should have understood that. He was a Padawan, not a

Jedi. Of course he would make mistakes. It wasn't fair.

She said she had her doubts that he would make agreat Jedi. Yet she

had seen the potentid for it. He would surprise her. He would surprise



themall.

He rose and headed away from the lake. He would start by surprisng

Obi-Wan. Thanksto Tic Verdun, he would locate Granta Omega.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Upon his return to Coruscant, Obi-Wan didn't stop at the Temple, but
went right to the Senate. He paused ingde the massve grand hdl and
accessed the directional system. He entered Sano Sauro's name and a map
ingtantly appeared, highlighting the quickest route to his office. Hewould
have to snake through severa wings of the Senate complex. The system would
print out amap on a durasheet, but Obi-Wan didn't need it. He memorized

the route and took off.

Ever since hed come here asa Jedi student, he had seen a Senate
bustling with beingsfrom dl over the galaxy, but laidy the hdls had
seemed even more crowded. The Senators staffs were bloated with consorts,
advisors, clerks, secretaries, assstants, and droids. Committees and
subcommittees weretied up in hearingsthat stretched on for months, and
sometimes years. Obi-Wan had dwaysfound Senators to admire for ther
dedication, but it was getting harder. The Senate continued to legidate,
but it took more and more effort and time to get the smallest things done.
Coadlitions were formed, favorstraded, credits amassed. Betrayas caused
grudges that resulted in deep rifts thet lasted for years. It was a

different place than he had known.



Y et he continued to serveit. He did not think it was possible to have

peace in the galaxy without it.

What kind of Senator was Sano Sauro? He did not want to make judgments
before meeting him again. He had not seen him in ten years. Beings changed
with time. He had known an ambitious lawyer who had attacked the Jedi and
mocked the Force. Perhaps Sauro had found peacein alife of service. Obi-

Wan would not expect trouble. He would hope for the best.

Stll, hewas uncomfortably aware of how deeply Sano Sauro hed
unnerved him as ayoung Padawan. The man's reserve had beenicy. He did not
seem to be able to speak without a sneer. Obi-Wan had felt that whatever he
said to the prosecutor waswrong or foolish. He was a Jedi Knight now, and
not easily intimidated. It would be interesting to see what the encounter

would belike if Sano Sauro had not changed.

Obi-Wan reached the offices of Sano Sauro and strodeinside. A team of
assstants worked busily at their desks. An ornate carved door led to an
inner office. Obi-Wan told the receptionist his name and requested a few
minutes of the Senator'stime. He wondered if Sano Sauro would remember

him.

He did not have to wonder long. The door hissed open and Sauro stood

in the doorway. He looked oddly the same. He ill had the same unlined



face, the skin smooth and stretched tightly over the bones. His hair was
gtill jet black. He could even have been dressed in the same clothes, a
long black tunic and trousers. Obi-Wan could see smdll evidence of vanity

in his brightly shined expensive boots.

"Ohi-Wan Kenobi," he said through tight lips. "Don't tel me youve

killed another Padawan."

He had not changed at dll.

Obi-Wan was glad to note that Sano Sauro's words had not made even the
dightest impression on him. Hedid not fed stung. He did not care what
such aman thought of him. The opinion of acruel man wasworth less than

nothing.

"l come on another matter and would welcome your help," Obi-Wan said.

Sano Sauro stepped aside. Obi-Wan took this as an invitation to enter

the office. The door hissed shut behind him.

Sano Sauro sat behind along, low desk built of stone. Two massivered

thorns marked the corners. Obi-Wan recognized them from the claing bush.

Sauro said nothing but waited for him to begin. Obi-Wan remembered

that, too. The prosecutor had never wasted time on pleasantries.



"l am trying to locate a prot©g® of yours caled Granta Omega," Obi-
Wan said. Hewaited to see if Sano Sauro would react to the name, but he

did not. "Do you dill know him?"

"Heisapersond friend,” Sano Sauro said. "Can you tdl me how |

could contact him?' "Why?"

"In connection with a Jedi matter," Obi-Wan said. "Why would | give

you any information?" Sano Sauro asked.

Now it was Obi-Wan's turn to say nathing. The rudeness was not

unexpected.

"Because you ask?' Sauro said, folding his hands in front of him.

"Becauseyou are a Jedi 7'

"Becausethereisno reason not to,” Obi-Wan said. "And if thereis, |
would be interested in uncovering it. | would expect that an investigation

into the reason would not please you.”

"How interesting it must beto be a Jedi," Sano Sauro said. "You can

bully and threaten and yet hide behind your robes and your talk of judtice

and the Force. Very convenient.”

"| am not threatening you," Obi-Wan said evenly. "l asked you a



legitimate question, which you refused to answer. | am interested in why."

"Inthat case, let me save you time. | am refusing to answer because |
do not help the Jedi. It isas simple asthat. The Senatein its collective

delusion thinks we need you. | do not.”

The door hissed open behind Obi-Wan. Sauro rose. "l think | have come

to the end of my patience," he said. "Good-bye."

The hatred in his gaze was no longer surprising to Obi-Wan. Sano Sauro

had hated the Jedi ten years before and still hated them.

He could go over Sano Sauro's head. He could get the Jedi Coundil
involved. They could go to Supreme Chancellor Palpatine. It was something
to consder. If Granta Omegawas planning to corner the market on bacta,

the Chancdlor would want to know.

Obi-Wan walked out of the inner office. The door hissed shut behind
him. The assstants did not even glance at him. They sat hunched over their

data-screens or talking on comlinks.

The assistant closest to Sauro's inner office was distractedly
gpeaking on acomlink while entering datainto a datapad. "No, we're not
releasing copies,”" he said. "The expedition was cut short and the report
was inconclusive. Senator Sauro has been thoroughly briefed. No, | wont

put you through. Check with the Senate archivigt, the Senator doesn't have



time." The asssant cut the connection. "Journdists," he muttered.

"Was Senator Sauro on the committee that oversaw the mapping

expedition that ended on Haariden?" Obi-Wan asked.

"Senator Sauro headed the committee,” the assistant said haughtily.

Ohbi-Wan hurried from the room. He headed draight to the Senate
archives, where committee records were kept. Hefilled out a request and

waited impatiently until the information flashed onto his screen.

Obi-Wan's least favorite thing to do was wade through the minutes of
Senatoria committee meetings. But he leaned forward, quickly scanning the
report with interest. The decision to fund the mgpping expedition took
endless debate. Then names of scientists were submitted and debated. At
last the team was decided on. Obi-Wan read the names and qudlifications,
Dr. Fort Turan. Joveh D'aAlin. Reug Y ucon. Tdie Heathe. And findly, Tic
Verdun. He had been added at the last minute on the suggestion of the

committee head, Senator Sauro...

Obi-Wan remembered something Talie Heathe had said on Haariden. Tic

had been the scout. That meant he had been able to get away from the group

for hoursat atime.

Obi-Wan scanned Verdun's qualifications. He had graduated from the



same scientific indtitute in the same year as Granta Omega.

He activated his comlink and contacted JocastaNu at the Temple.

"Please run atext doc identification search on Tic Verdun,”" he said.

He switched off the screen and hurried out of the archive room. He

knew Jocasta Nu would not take long to answer him. He started back toward

the Temple. By the time he reached the front doors, Jocasta Nu had signaled

him.

"Interesting,” JocastaNu said. "l just did apreliminary search, you

understand. But the only information | can find isthat he recently served

on a Senatorial expedition to Haariden - "

"I know that. | met him there, remember?’

"And his credentials don't check out at all. If | had to guess, I'd

say thiswas an alias. Strange that the Senate committee didn't pick it up.

"Not if the head of the Senate committee was his sponsor.”

"Ah. Yes. Thereésastrange coincidence, though. He is liged as

having a degree from the same schoal that - *



" - Granta Omega attended,”" Obi-Wan interrupted. Jocasta had told hm

everything he needed to know, which was nothing.

And now he knew that Tic Verdun was Granta Omega. He had met Omega on
Ragoon-6. He had met aman whose face was disfigured with synth-flesh. His
eyes had been gray. Obi-Wan could not connect that memory with Tic Verdun,
with his shock of dark hair and hisyouthful face. Y et he was positive the

two men were the same.

He stepped onto the lift tube and went straight to Anakin's quarters,
but Anakin wasn't there. Obi-Wan tracked down Soara Antana, who was

vigting Darrain the med center.

"Do you know where Anakin is?' he asked her.

"We had our practice sesson thismorning,” she said. "Then he headed

off for an gppointment. Do you remember Tic Verdun? Anakin went to meet

him."

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Anakin was garting to fed better. He had tried to tell himsdlf that
Soara had not been fair to him, but in truth, her words had shaken him. He
had looked into her eyes and seen greet disappointment there. He could tell

himself that he would prove her wrong, but the loss of her respect was a



blow. And what would shetdl his Master?

He had worried about these things dl the way to the meeting with Tic
Verdun, but now they had shrunk to vague fedings at the back of his mind.
He wastoo caught up in meeting Tic's friends and hearing what they had to
say about Granta Omega. Already he had collected anumber of facts about
the dusive busnessman. If he could manage to put the piecestogether, he

and Obi-Wan would have a place to start.

Ticsfriendswereal funny and smart. They had welcomed Anakin and
seemed impressed a meeting "our first Jedi!" They poured him tea and sat
around trying to prod their memories for facts about Granta Omega. They
interrupted one another and corrected one another. But nobody interrupted
Tic, Anakin noted. They dl deferred to him, but in away that Anakin could

See was out of great respect.

Anakin was especiadly impressed with ayoung scientist named Mdlora
Faon. She had just graduated from an dite sdientific inditution even
though shewas only afew years older than Anakin. She had met Granta Omega
on an expedition to the planet Uriek, and gave the most detailed account of

him.

"He had awesknessfor pastry,” she said, amiling. "Theredly swest,

gticky kind. He ate an entire plate of sweesonberry rolls.”

Tic Verdun shook his head. "Glad to see you noted the important



things"

But everything was important. Anakin knew that. He could take thet
information back to Jocasta Nu and in about thirty seconds she could tell
him every planet where the sweesonberries grew, and could give him allig

of the best pastry makersin the Core Worlds.

" just remembered something,” Mdlorasaid. "That morning, he sad
his favorite house was surrounded by sweesonberry bushes. He goesthere for

vacations. It's near the seq, t0o."

Moreinformation for Jocasta Nu. Anakin took another gp of the
excellent teaMdlorahad brewed. He felt warm and comfortable. Night had
fdlen, and the starstwinkled like hard points outside in the cold night.

He thought about reaching for another piece of fruit, but hefelt too lazy.

Just at the very moment he settled into his contentment, he fdt a
warning. There was a disturbance in the Force here. He realized that it had

been therefor sometime. Anakin felt dow surprisetrickle through him.

Here? But he was among friends. Perhaps he was confused. Perhaps he

was wrong. Soara had showed him that his connection to the Force was not as

clear as he'd once supposed.

Hetried to focus on hisfedings, but they seemed to run off his body



like water. He blinked severa times and redlized he was degpy. He had to
struggle to stay awake. Méellorawas speaking again, and he had to focus in

order to hear her. Had hisfight with Ferustired him out s0?

".. moretea? No, | don't think you should.” She laughed, her red lips

parting. Her dark hair was as deek asthe pdt of awater animal.

"Anakin?' Tic'sface seemed to loom in front of him. He patted

Anakin'sarm gently. "Areyou dl right? 1 haveto tel you something. Are

you ligening?'

Anakin focused on Tic. "Yes?'

"Everything wetold you about GrantaOmegaisalie” Tic sad, dill

amiling.

Anakin struggled to understand hismeaning. "I... dont... understand.

"Oh, don't worry. You will."
"But we do have something to show you,” Mdlora said. "Something he
owns." From beneath the folds of her white tunic she brought out a sl

pyramid. "Omegagave methis"

It was a Sith artifact. Now Anakin knew the origin of the disturbance



he had detected. It grew stronger, and he felt nausearisein his throat.

Hetried to Sit up, but the chair now seemed to hold him down.

Méelloraturned the cubein her hands. "At first | found the imeges
disturbing. But Granta talked to me about them. Power can be disurbing.

That'swhere its beauty lies. Do you understand?!

Angkin's tongue fdt thick. "No." He had been so fodlish. So
incredibly foolish and na ve. He saw the mug on the table in front of him.

He had drained every drop. He wasn't tired. He was drugged.

"Don't worry, we didn't poison you," Tic said. "It's because we have
respect for the Jedi that we did this. We know it'sthe only way to dow

you down."

Tic'svoice had not changed. He il sounded friendy and warm.

"Weveimmobilized you in order to talk to you. We don't wish to harm you."

"We only wish to discussthe Force," Mdlorasaid.

The other facesturned to him. Now their bright interest, he saw, was
not interest at al. It was not so smple. It was greed. They were ravenous
for information about him. He had thought he was learning from them, but

al thetime, they were studying him.



"Mdloraand | aretheonly scientistshere,” Tic said. "I'm afraid |
lied to you about my friends. We are smply agroup of ordinary beings who
areinterested in the extraordinary. We have a common interest in the

Force."

"We wanted to find a Force-senstive beng to tak to about it,"

Mdlorasad.

In other words, Anakin thought, they were a Sith cult. No matter how
friendly they seemed. No matter how much they wanted him to think they were
harmless. He had tangled with a Sith cult before. Although they weren't
Force-sengitive, they were drawn to the dark side and they could be

dangerous.

But why Tic Verdun? He was arespected scienti<.

And how do you know that? Y ou don't know anything about him except

that you liked him.

Anakin thought back to the misson on Haariden. He had liked Tic
because Tic had seemed to understand him. He had been the bravest of the
scientists, too. He had been the one to go off and scout for patrols. He

hed risked hislife, they said..

He had been gonefor hours, they said..



"Do you understand?’ Tic asked him softly. "Do you, Anakin Skywa ker?"

"You are GrantaOmega,” he said.

"Very good." Tic turned to the others, pleased. "Y ou see how his mind
continues to work? On an ordinary being, that drug would immohilize his

thoughtsaswell ashislegs.”

Anakin thought about trying to rise. He thought he would have enough

strength to reach the door. He had not begun to tap into the Force yet.

Wait. That'swhat Obi-Wan would say. He had enough srength for one
try. Heknew that. And if he had enough strength for only that, he had

better planit.

"Back on Haariden, you said the Force frustrates you,” Tic said.

No. | spoke hadtily. It was because of what happened with Darra. But
Anakin said nothing. He did not want to have a conversation with Tic.
Omega. Hefound it unnerving to see the same friendly look in his bright

eyes, the good humor on hisface.

"That interested me," Omegasaid. "1 thought, this Jedi is different.
He recognizes not only what power is, but what it isn't. What it can be.

Power is... protection. It iswhat stands between you and losing what you



have. I'm not talking about materid things, either. I'm taking about...

everything."

Anakin didn't understand. But then, he didn't want to.

Tic leaned forward. Hiswarm eyes met Anakin's.

Not Tic. Granta Omega. Heis not your friend.

Thewords Tic and Omegablurred in his mind. He remembered a man

Stting on asnowy mountaingde, his skin knitted together with synth-

flesh. He could not reconcile the two images, the two men. It dl seemed

unred.

"I've asked about you," Omegasaid. "I know you. | know you because |

grew up likeyou. | wasn't adave, but | might well have been. My mother

worked at things she should not have, harder than she should have, longer

than she should have - just for me."

My mother did the same.

"My mother worked hersdlf to death for me,” Omegasaid.

| can only hope that Shmi iswdll and safe.

"What isthe Forcefor, if not to protect what you have? Why should



you give that up because you are a Jedi? The Force can bring you dl the
power you need. Y et the Jedi tell you that you must have nothing. Why is

thet?'

"Oursisapath of service" Anakin sad.

"And who do you serve? The Senate?' Omegalaughed softly. "A group of

foolswho can be bought?' "We servejudtice.”

"Whose?'

" Justice does not have amagter.”

"Shouldn't it?" Omegaleaned back again, resting againg the pillows.
"l am just aseeker, asyou are. Y ou have been told that the Sith belong to
the dark side. Y et the Jedi know little of the Sith. What you don't know
could fill gdaxies. Well, you do know onething - that thereis one Sth
ill dive. | know this, too. | wanted to be rich enough to find thet
Sith. Then oneday | redlized that waswrong. The only way | would find a
Sithisif | wasrich enough, powerful enough, so that he wanted to find

me. | am not rich enough yet. But | will be."

Omega paused. "I'm not Force-sensitive. | can never bea Sith. | have
found something at |ast that | cannot buy. But | can be close to that

power. | can gt at hissde, as| am sitting by your sde.”



"That'swhy you attack the Jedi,” Anakin said. "Y ou want to impress

him."

"Y es, you see? It's nothing persona.” Omega leaned closer to him.

"Don't you think | could havekilled you if | wanted?'

"No," Anakin said. "1 know you think you could have."

"l likeyou,” Omegasaid. "l liked what | saw on Haariden. Y our Master

you can keep. Typica Jedi." Hewaved ahand. "But you... you | like."

“I'm honored," Anakin said.

"Sarcasm fromaJedi?| knew | liked you." Omegaleaned back agang
the cushionsand crossed an ankle over his leg comfortably. "Y ou're
different because you didn't grow up in that Temple. You know how power
works because you were ground down benegth it. Y ou know how the powerless
have only their dignity to comfort them, and how, some days, thet is not

enough. Not nearly enough.”

Shmi. He had | eft her with nothing but her dignity. Mdlora stood

restlesdy. "Let me show him." No.

"Yes" Médlorareached into her pocket and withdrew Darras

lightsaber. "'I've been learning how to useit. Oneday | will fight a Jedi.



The Force he had kept a bay shot through him, revitdizing his
muscles. The sght of Darras lightsaber in Mdloras hand had doneit. He

felt strength move through him. He knew he could rise now.

Even Omega looked amazed when he shot to hisfeet. He activated his

lightsaber in amotion so fast they could not follow it with their eyes.

"How about today?" he taunted, taking a step toward her. "Are you

reedy to fight a Jedi today?' Hisvoice wasthick and it was an effort to

get thewords out. He could fed hisleg musclestrembling but he knew they

couldn't seeit.

"Well, well," Omegabreethed. "Impressve.”

But the others were not so cdm. They drew blasters.

"Shoot him!" Mdlorashrilled. She activated the lightsaber clumsily.

Anakin took a step. He felt unsteady but in control. Mellorabegan to

wave the lightsaber. She tried to execute an offendve thrugt, but the

lightsaber siwung crazily. Shewas not able to baanceit.

"Méllora, don't befoolish,” Omegawarned.



But Mdloradid not drop the lightsaber, and Anakin was more &rad
that she would injure hersdlf than hewas of the blasters. He knew his
usua control would be off, so he would have to compensate. He could not

risk a complicated move. Simple was best.

Keeping the lightsaber in one hand, he struck out with a strong kick
inorder to didodge Darras lightsaber from her hand. But Mélora
surprised him by twirling away. Shewas gill hampered by the lightsaber,
but the combination of Anakin's dowed reaction time and her own kill
caused him to miss. Anakin ssumbled, and to his surprise he could not

recover easly.

He went down on one hand. Mdlorasmiled. Sheraised the lightsaber.

Even she could probably manage a downward stroke.

He called on the Force. It surged through him. He balanced on one hand
and swept hisfeet in an arc that hit Mellora on the ankles and took her

down. Darras lightsaber went flying.

The others scattered, afraid of the lightsaber, and wildly fired their
blasters. Granta Omega looked up, his mouth open, his hands outstretched

for the lightsaber.

Desperately, Anakin threw himsdf a Granta Omega. He hit im

broadside, and they both fell. The lightsaber clattered to the floor,



deactivated.

The group saw Anakin on the floor with their leader and pointed their
blasters at him. He raised his own lightsaber to deflect the fire, but he

could see that he would not be able to hold out for long.

Then suddenly ablue blur appeared through the door. Metal peded back

and Obi-Wan |leaped through the opening.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

For amoment, no one moved. Anakin felt asthough he had used up his
last reserve of strength. He was sprawled on the floor, looking up a his
Magter. Mdloralay frozen, her eyes moving from the lightsaber on the

floor to the activated one in Obi-Wan's hand.

Granta Omegalaughed a the same moment that the blastersfired.

Obi-Wan stepped forward, hislightsaber constantly moving, deflecting
thefire. Blaster bolts pinged off thewalls. Obi-Wan came and stood over

Anakin, who begantotry torise.

Granta Omegas fingers closed over thefdlen lightsaber's hilt. With
the other hand, he reached down and activated a Switch on adevice hanging

on hisbelt. A door in aconsole opened and released five seekersinto the



air. They honed in on Obi-Wan and peppered him with blaster fire. Obi-Wan
swvung hislightsaber, deflecting thefire, and legped inthe air to dash

the seekers one by one. He had hishands full. Anakin watched as Granta
Omega, Mdlora, and the rest of the group escaped through a window. Omega

held Darras light-saber.

Anakin saw it hgppening and felt respongble again. If his Master

hadn't needed to protect him, he would have captured them all. A last surge

of strength helped him down one seeker with an awkward swing from the

floor. Obi-Wan took out the last two.

He reached down and hel ped Anakin to hisfeet. "What happened?'

"They drugged me. Themug..."

Ohbi-Wan picked up the mug and shoved it in histunic. "Well andyze

it a the Temple.”

"They had aSith artifact. A Holocron pyramid. Tic is Granta Omega- "

"l know." Obi-Wan searched the room. "They must have taken it with

them." He crouched in front of the console. He reached in and rummaged

through atrave kit. He threw aside severa basic items, then hed up a

portable scanner. He studied it for amoment. "Now thisisinteresting.”

Anakin nodded. Hefelt asthough it took him savera long minutes to



complete the nod. Obi-Wan noted this and jumped to hisfeet.

"Wed better get you back to the Temple.”

Obi-Wan stood in front of the assembled Jedi Council. In one hand he
held the portable scanner. He stood respectfully asthe Jedi Coundil s,

absorbing what he had told them.

"Certainyou are of this" Yodasad.

"Completely.”

"Ambitious, this GrantaOmegais.

"That isthe danger. Heinfiltrated the Senate expedition because he
knew it was going to examinethe minerd rightsof Haariden. It was the
Senate's secret plan to defuse the avil war. | read the expedition's
report. It wasincomplete, but it shows onething clearly - there isan
active volcano on Haariden. The mountain Kaachtari will soon have amassive
eruption, an eruption so powerful it will change the coastline nearby. The
titanite that has been hidden in the planet's core will spew out with the
lava A giant tida wave will form and cover the landmass. Sano Sauro hes
buried the report, but it isin the Senate archives.” Obi-Wan held up the
portable scanner. "Thisis an underwater scanner. Heis planning to mine

thetitanite from the sea. He will be ableto do so if we don't stop him. |



believe he wants to control the bacta market for the entire gaaxy.”

"What do you wish to do, Master Kenobi?' Ki-Adi Mundi asked. "He has

not committed acrime.”

"Not for the bacta, no, not yet,” Obi-Wan said. "Although he did use
an aliasto get on a Senate expedition, and that would lead to censure, &
least. He has committed serious crimes againgt the Jedi, however. He has
paid bounty hunters and soldiersto attack us on two occasions. He drugged

my Padawan."

"Thisis something you know, but you must dso prove,” Ki-Adi-Mundi

sad. Hissecond heart pulsed in hishigh skull. "That isthe difficulty.”

"1 can bring him back to Coruscant for questioning by the Senate,”
Obi-Wan said. "At least we can prevent what he plans. He wantsto gain even
greater power and wedth in order to attract the hidden Sth Lord. He

admitted thisto Anakin."

"Perhaps he would attract him," Mace Windu said. "'If welet him, if we

stood back and watched, we would be able to track the Sith Lord oursdves.

He would beflushed out of hiding before heisready.”

"Areyou saying we should not stop Omega?' Obi-Wan asked in disbelief.

Mace Windu looked at him sharply. "We are not drawing conclusons. We



are speculating.”

"All sdes of theissuewe must examineg" Yodasad.

Mace Windu swiveled in hischair to look out over the twinkling lights
of Coruscant. "Darknesslies ahead. We can dl fed it. Is thisa place

where we can turn? Where we can flush out our enemy and expose him?"

"But if we don't go after Omega, he will control the market on bacta,"
Ohbi-Wan said. "He could do anything. Raise the price too high. Create

shortages. | have no doubt he would do these things. Millionswould suffer.

"More millions suffer in our visons of the future," Mace said. Hewas
gtill looking out at the lights. He seemed to be spesking to himsdf. "We

seemuch pain.”

"Vigons can only show uswhat may be," Obi-Wan sad. "Granta Omega

can do great harm now."

A buzz of conversation began among the Council Members. Mace Windu
consulted with Yoda. Adi Gallialeaned over to speak with Even Ridl. It
was highly unusua for the Council to bresk into private consultations. The
gravity of theissue caused it. There were too many important questions

connected withit.



" G0, Obi-Wan must." Y addl€'s soft voice stopped the Council Members.
Everyone turned to her with great courtesy. Y addle rarely spoke, but when
shedid, she dways seemed to sum up the conclusions they would have

reached eventudly.

She blinked her light gray-blue eyes, which were so like Y odas.

"Suffering we cannot alow in order to prevent what we fear. Stop it we

must whenwe can.”

Y oda leaned forward on his gimer stick. "Correct, Yaddleis. Has your

Padawan recovered, Obi-Wan?"

Obi-Wan nodded. "1 have arranged transport. | can be on Haariden by

unrie”

"Dangerousit is" Yodasaid. "Soon, the eruption will occur. Take

chancesyou must not.”

"May the Force be with you," Mace Windu said, concluding the mesting.

He till looked troubled.

Obi-Wan bowed. He left the Council chamber and hurried directly to the

med clinic. Every moment counted.

Anakin was sitting up on the med couch, swvinging hislegs. He was



pale, but he looked up at Obi-Wan expectantly.

"l hear you are cleared for duty,” Obi-Wan said. "Areyou sure you are

fully recovered?'

Anakin nodded. "Y es. Where are we going?'

"Back to Haariden," Obi-Wan said. "We're going to watch a volcano

erupt.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Asthe Gdan garfighter shot through hyperspace, Anakin had sometime

to rest and think.

The rest he needed. He did not want to tell Obi-Wan that even though
the drug had worn off, his senses il fet blurred, asif there were a
veil between him and everything e se. But he knew the vell would lift. He

could fed darity returning with every passng minute.

What he did not know was how to sort out his fedings about Granta
Omega. Hewas not na ve enough to think thet evil announced itsdf by
knocking on one's door with an iron fist. But he had not expected evil to

come cloaked in quite so much charm.



He had enjoyed the earlier time held spent with Granta Omega. When
he'd known him as Tic Verdun, he had laughed at the things he said and felt
warmed by hisfriendship. They had not known each other long, but Anakin
had to admit it: Hed fdlt kinship with Tic. On Haariden, he had offered

him friendship. He had made him fed alittlelessaone.

How could he reconcile hisfedlings with the knowledge that Omegas
one desire was to worship at the heart of evil? An evil that had murdered

the one being who had saved Anakin from alife of davery: Qui-Gon Jinn.

Ohbi-Wan had been in the smdl ship'slibrary, checking the geologicd
reports on Haariden. He cameto sit by Anakin. "Not too much longer. Is

there something you want to discuss with me, Padawan?'

He wasn't ready to tak about it. "No," Anakin said. Obi-Wan

hesitated. "Before | arrived, did you talk much to the others?”

Anakin nodded. "They fed me fa se information about Granta Omega. They
were making things up to tease me even ashe sat right in front of me. |

seethat now. | fed foolish."

"It isnot something to fed foolish about. Those who set out to

deceive are the true fools." Obi-Wan paused. "And Omega himself? What did

you think of him?*

The gentlenessin hisMagter'stone undid Anakin'sreserve. "l liked



him," he burst out. "How could I like such abeing?'

"l would guessthat is because heislikable" Obi-Wan said dryly.

His Magter's camness made Anakin fed better. "Shouldn't the Force

have derted meto the dark sdein him?"

"Not necessarily,” Obi-Wan said. "The Forceisnot a truth-detector.
We canrdy onit, but we can't expect it to save us. We mud save
oursalves. We must use our own intuition, our own intelligence. Y our
fedlings about Granta Omega don't have anything to do with the Force. They

have everything to do with experience.”

"Meaning | don't have enough?"

"Maybe," Obi-Wan said. "Perhaps | wouldn't have picked up on Omegas
true character, either. But | have seen enough to know that evil can wear a
charming face, my young Padawan. Charismaisnot avirtue. It'satrait. It
isnot good or bad. Evil people can possessit. They often do and it is

what makes them dangerous.”

"He says heisaseeker, just asthe Jedi are,” Anakin said. "He says

the Jedi fear the Sith, but they know nothing of them.”

"Heiswrong," Obi-Wan said. "The Jedi have deegp knowledge of the



Sith. Have you forgotten that one of them killed Qui-Gon?*

"That knowledge iswith me every day," Anakin said quietly. "But itis
aso part of the problem. When | think of evil, | see that Sth Lord's

face. | do not see Granta Omegas.”

"BEvil hesmany faces" Obi-Wan responded. "It can masquerade as

vison. One must look beneath the words, beneath the mask."

Anindicator light flashed. Obi-Wan sprang to hisfeet. "Weve

arrived.”

Obi-Wan did into the pilot's seat. Anakin sat next to him. The
garfighter shuddered dightly asthey came out of hyperspace. The planet

of Haariden lay ahead.

Obi-Wan entered the coordinates for landing. He shot Anekin a quick

questioning look. "Areyou ready to face him again?'

He was not sure, but he knew he had to be. "I am ready, Master.”

Hefelt the dark side of the Force gather asthey entered the planet's

aimosphere. Asthey drew closer they could seethe large areas of land that

had been laid to waste by war.

"l am not happy to seethis place again,” Obi-Wan murmured.



The craft skimmed over thefoothills. Obi-Wan landed in avaley near

an outcropping of trees.

"We need to keep clear of the eruption site," he said. "Welll track
Omega on swoop bikes. According to Jocasta Nu, we have about an hour before

the volcano beginsto erupt.”

"Not much time," Anakin said as they hurried toward the stowed swoops.

"It will haveto be enough.”

Anakin svung hisleg over the swoop. He was feding better, but
heaviness till seemed to hang on him, clouding hismind. The med staff had
assured him that the drug was completely out of his system. He was not sure
why hewasn't feding himsdlf yet. He suspected it had something to do with

the dark fedling of doom he received from this planet.

They took off on their swoops, gliding over the hillsand heading for
the rugged mountains ahead. One mountain pushed high above the rest,
seeming to thrust itself out of the planet's core. It was topped with snow,

its peak hidden in the clouds.

"That'sit," Obi-Wan said. "That's Kaachtari."



They pushed the swoops to maximum speed. The air turned colder asthey
roseto higher eevations. Suddenly, Anakin saw a column of seam spurt
from the ground below. He swerved the swoop just in time to avoid being

scalded.

"We'rein the danger zone now," Obi-Wan said. "Be careful .”

Asthey rode on, Anakin saw that deep fissures had cracked the earth

and split gigantic bouldersin two. The steam rose hundreds of meters high

in some places. He heard a muffled sound, like a farawvay star-fighter

engineroaring.

"Groundquakes,” Obi-Wan said. "Smdll ones, so far.”

Anakin looked ahead. He saw aline of soldiers hiking down the

mountain. He pointed them out to Obi-Wan.

His Magter frowned. "This areawas supposed to have been evacuated.

Let'sget alittle closer.”

They descended. Hearing the noise, the soldiers looked up. Some of

them raised blasters.

"Mager?'

"Don't worry." Obi-Wan suddenly zoomed down, landing directly in front



of them. Anakin followed his Master to the head of the lineto sand before

agaunt soldier with agrimy face and abeard gray with ash.

"l seewe meet again, Captain Welflet," Obi-Wan said.

The captain nodded a greeting. "l thought you evacuated.” A

groundquake shook the area, and the captain staggered. ™Y ou should have."

"We did. We came back. We'relooking for Granta Omega," Obi-Wan sad.

"Have you seen him?'

"No," the captain said. "I have enough worries."

He stared at Obi-Wan when he said this, but Anakin knew he waslying.

"This areawas evacuated," Ohi-Wan said. "The volcano is about to

erupt."
"l know," Captain Welflet said. "But we had word of enemy patrols in

the area. They are using the eruption to gain land.”

"But you will dl die" Obi-Wan said. "The eruption will cover dl
this" He swung an arm out. "The scientists know this. The sensorsindicate

it



Captain Weflet snorted. " Scientists and sensors. Thisisour land. We

arenot going to loseit.”

"| see you have some new wegponry since | saw you lagt," Obi-Wan

remarked.

The captain shifted hisgaze. "Is the Jedi o interested in our

wegponry?'

The mountain rumbled. A steam column suddenly split the rocky ground

and spewed into the air.

"We don't have much time," Obi-Wan said. "Le metdl you what |
think, and what you don't know. | think you accepted payment in wegpons for

land that will be usalessto you. But you were tricked.”

"That isan interesting supposition,” the captain said cautioudy.

"Granta Omega pad you for the rightsto the new seg,” Obi-Wan said.
"What you don't know isthat he wantsit for a reason. The volcano will
deposit titanite on the land before the wave brings the water. He will mine

it and make afortune. And you will lose out.”

"He said hewanted it for afish farm," the captain muttered. "And we
believed him! He had us meet him hereto do the dedl.” He looked down &

the plainsbelow. "It belongsto him now."



"Tdl mewhereheis, and | might be ableto help you," Obi-Wan said.

"He does not deserve our loyalty,” the captain said. "Heisabove, on

theridge, conducting experiments. Here are the coordinates.” The cgptain

gave them to Obi-Wan.

"Y ou must get down the mountain as quickly asyou can," Obi-Wan said.

"We have air trangport below. But we are on the lookout for the enemy.

"Forget the enemy,” Obi-Wan said. "If you don't, you will die."

"Thenwewill die" Captain Welflet said. "But we will die on our

land."

Obi-Wan swung hisleg back over the swoop and motioned to Anakin. He

plugged the coordinates into the onboard computer.

"We must hurry, Padawan," hesaid. "I don't like the look of this

scanner. The groundquakes are intensfying.”

"But the cgptain and hismen,” Anakin said. "How can we leave them?'



Ohbi-Wan shook hishead sadly. "1 cannot change his mind, Padawan. They

must do what they will do, and we must do the same.”

They took off to the spot where the captain had It Granta Omega.
Fying was difficult now, as the seam hissed suddenly into the ar,
sometimesfollowed by showers of large rocks. Anakin fdt dread risng

within him. He did not want to see GrantaOmegaagain. Y et he had to.

They saw him high on asnowy ridge. He was with Mdlora. They were
both dressed in white therma gear to protect them from the cold. They were
packing up their equipment and heading for their swoops. They dearly did

not trust anyone else to pinpoint the titanite before the eruption.

Obi-Wan leaned over his swoop, urging the machineto go faster. Granta
Omegalooked up and saw them. Even from that distance, Anakin could tell he

was dismayed. He spoke a quick word to Medloraand they took off.

"WEell follow them to the ship,” Obi-Wan said. "We can commandeer it

and return them to Coruscant.” "It can't be that easy,” Anakin said.

"It won't be," Obi-Wan said.

Grantaand Mdloradid not attempt to lose the Jedi. No doubt they
knew they could not. The Jedi gained on them, but Melloraand Omega managed
to reach their SoroSuub at the foot of the volcano. Omega activated the

landing ramp and they flew insde.



"We can makeit!" Obi-Wan shouted as the landing ramp began to close.

Anakin zoomed dongsde hisMagter. They angled their swoops as the
ramp did closed. They did ingde, feding the whoosh of air as the ramp

didinto place.

The cockpit of the ship was empty.

Obi-Wan leaped off the swoop and activated his lightsaber in one

motion. He ran through the SoroSuub. It took only afew seconds to discover

what had happened.

"They flew out the cargo door aswe came in through the landing ramp,”

Obi-Wan said, disgusted. "He planned it.”

Heran to the cockpit controls. He stabbed at the activation key for

the landing ramp, then the cargo doors.

"He'slocked them." Hetried the engines. Nothing happened. "The dhip

isin complete lockdown."

Obi-Wan's face was dark with anger. Anakin watched, fascinated, as his

Master absorbed his anger and then released it.



"So herewe are," Obi-Wan said in ameasured tone. "Locked in"* He
crossed to the cockpit windscreen. Granta Omega and Mellorawere nowherein
sght. But the mountain was. It filled their vision asit belched rocks and

seam.

Asthey watched, the ship suddenly shook with the tremor of a huge
groundquake. The scenein front of them vibrated. Anakin couldn't believe
what he was seeing. The peak was now disintegrating. Huge chunks of the
mountain were faling avay. The entire side of the volcano was collapsing

in atremendouslandside.

And they wereinits path.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Obi-Wan tried the engines again. "I don't know how to override this.”

"Let metry." Therewas nothing Anakin couldn't do with engines He

did open the pand to the engine and dithered insde. "Thiswill take me

about twenty minutes.

"We don't have twenty,” Obi-Wan said. He had aready cdculated the

speed of the landdide. "We have maybe five before the lava pours out. If

we're lucky. Well haveto cut our way out.”

Anakin scrambled out and followed Obi-Wan to the opening to the ramp.



Obi-Wan began to try to cut the durasteel away.

"Something'swrong,” he muttered as Anakin joined him. "The ship's

hull should be thin here. We should be able to cut through in minutes.”

"It's going to take uslonger than that,” Anakin said.

The minutesticked by as they worked at the metal. Obi-Wan looked out
the windscreen to check the progress of the eruption. The noise was now

like the roar of afleet of engines. "Were not going to makeit."

They looked at each other. They hadn't given up hope. There was a way

out. Theredwayswas.

They just didn't have much timeto figureit out.

Lavawas now spewing out of the top of the mountain. Whole kilometers

of dirt and rocks mixed with hot lavawould soon be barreling down the

steep dope.

Obi-Wan pushed hislightsaber through the door. He began to move it
downward, straining with the effort. Anakin joined him, the sweat raling

down hisface.

Suddenly and violently, molten lava poured out of the volcano a



frightening speed. The avalanche of rock and lava smashed againgt the ship.
Thejolt threw them across the cockpit and dammed them againg the
oppositewadl. The craft tilted onto one side, sending them crashing onto
the floor. The ship jolted downhill at incredible speed, carried by the

force of thelanddide.

Anakin hung on to thewall. Looking straight up, he could see through
the cockpit windscreen. All he saw was rocks and lava obscuring hisview of
the sky. He knew where they were being carried. The rock dide would drop
them into the sea. They would sink. Or elsethey would be caught in the

giant tidal wave that was forming even now.

His head dammed againgt the side of the ship. He held on as histeeth
rattled. Death was near. Anakin could fedl it. Now he understood why he had

felt 30 uneasy on this planet. Here death had waited for him.

Ohbi-Wan suddenly pounded againgt the ship'swall with his lightsaber
hilt as they bounced down the mountain, swept dong by the lava flow.

Anakin had never seen hisMaster give way to hisanger before.

"That'sit,” Obi-Wan shouted over the awful roaring noise. "It's a

ship within aship. That'swhy thewalsare so thick. Anakin, help mefind

it."

"Find what?' he shouted.



"The cockpit. The real cockpit!" Obi-Wan scrambled dong the wall,
knocking onit with thehilt of his light-saber. "Ligten for something

hollow."

The lurching of the ship madeit hard to maneuver, but Anakin followed

hisMaster. He knocked againgt the wal with hislightsaber hilt.

"Herel" Obi-Wan shouted suddenly. He activated his lightsaber and

began to cut through the wall.

Anakin grabbed handholds and fought his way toward his Master. He
worked alongside him. Obi-Wan wasright. The metal was thinner here. It
peded back in strips. They were being pounded by the landdide and it was

hard to cut, but they struggled to finish.

At last there was an opening large enough to crawl insde. To Anakin's

surprise, he found acomplete cockpit with engine controls.

"Canyoufly it?" Obi-Wan asked.

Anakin nodded. He strapped himself into the seat. The shipwason its

sde. He pushed the left engine and the ship rose straight up.

He kept pushing the engine and the ship revolved. Then he accel erated,

and they shot through the lava and the pummeling rocksinto the clear ar



above.

Obi-Wan sank back into the seat next to hm. "That was dos" he

panted.

"1 wouldn't want it any closer,” Anakin admitted. "Whereto, Master?"

"They'll be watching from asafe distance," Obi-Wan said. "Along the
coast, but out of range of the wave." He bent over the scanner, comparing
its readings to the mgp on the shipboard computer. "Let's try these

coordinates." He pointed them out to Anakin.

He nodded and piloted the ship back toward the eruption. He would
skirt the worgt of it, but they would have abumpy flight. Rocks hammered
down on the shell of the ship, and the air pockets were deep. The ship kept

damming into them.

"Master, look!" Anakin pointed ahead. The Haariden captain and the
soldiers were trapped on the plain as the landdide headed toward them.

They had turned to face it. There was nowhere to run.

"Seeif we can makeit!" Obi-Wan ordered. "Push the engines!”

Anakin acclerated till the engines screamed, pilating the ship

sraight into the spew of lavaand rocks. The ship shook as a boulder

gtruck it. Then another.



Captain Welflet saw them gpproaching and lifted ahand. Anakin did not
know if it wasin thanks or farewell. In the next instant the landdide had
swept him and his soldiersto their deaths. They were buried under the land

they had fought over so desperately.

Shaken, Anakin pushed the engines to rise above the eruption again. He

fdt adcknessin his ssomach.

His Master said nothing, but closed his eyes for amoment.

"l wish | hadn't seen that,” Anakin said.

Ohbi-Wan opened hiseyes. "Such isthelife of a Jedi." The cockpit

indicators began to swing wildly. The ship lurched to one sde.

"| think the power cellswere hit," Anakin said. "Weve got to land.

The power isdraining fast.”

"We're dmost out of range of the eruption,” Obi-Wan said, hiseyeson

the monitor. "Keep going..."

Anakin held onto the controls as the ship lurched again. He heard the
whine of the power cells asthey powered down. "Master, I'm losng the

ship.”



"All right. Land it where you can.”

Anakin found asmooth area of sand. They were near the coast of the

sea here. He set the ship down bumpily. He had just enough energy to land.

The ship settled into the sand and the engines cut out.

"Good thing we till have the swoops,” Obi-Wan said.

They climbed out of the concealed cockpit. The swoop bikes were

smashed from the rough journey, but till functioned. Anakin activated the

landing ramp from the interior cockpit. It squealed as the metd rubbed

againg metd, but it opened far enough for them to dide out with the

SWOOpS.

Theair wasthick with ash. A strange smell wasin the air. It was

like burning, but it wasn't born of flame or smoke.

"It isthe core," Ohi-Wan said. "Metals and molten rock

They piloted the swoops away from the ship and began to search for

Omegaand Mdlora. At last they came upon them on a plateau that overlooked

the sea. There they would be protected from the tidd wave.

Granta Omega saw them coming. There was no way to surprise them.



Anakin saw him bend down. He settled something againgt his shoulder. A

misdlelauncher.

"Maa’ _n

"| seeit. Dive, Padawan."

They dived asthefirst missile headed their way. Itstarget was Obi-

Wan. HisMaster leaned to one side and the missile missed him by a meter.

Ancther misslewas launched. Angkin dived, but the missle was
targeted at Obi-Wan again. His Master practiced evasive action, and this

time, the missile missed him by mere centimeters.

Another missilewas launched. This one, too, was headed for Obi-\Wan.

"He'sonly aming a me," Obi-Wan cdled. "Get closer, Anakin!"

Anakin zoomed past the missle. He saw Omega gamile and target a

dowing Obi-Wan again, but Mdlora had vanished. He pushed the swoop

engines past maximum.

He jumped the last few metersjust as Omegalaunched another missle

Anakin glanced back in timeto see hisMaster barely evade it. His swoop

seemed damaged by the action.



Omegahad anticipated Anakin. He held the missle launcher againgt his
shoulder, hisfinger hovering over the activation button. "Your Master's
swoop is overheating. He doesn't have good maneuverability anymore. This
one might get him. I've aways thought that to be persondly responsible
for the desth of a Jedi would truly help me make my mark. Would you redly
miss him so much, Anakin?' He grinned a Anakin, the ashfilled wind

whipping hisdark hair across hisface.

"Don't,” Anakinsaid. "Youwill regret it.”

"l knew you'd get out of that ship!" Omegacried. "You will make a
great Jedi Knight one day, Anakin Sky-walker. But you will be even greater

if youligentome!”

Anakin took a step toward him. "My Master and | request that you

return to Coruscant with usfor questioning by the authorities.

Omegasighed. "What akind invitation. I'm afraid I'll haveto refuse.
I'm busy, you see." He inched backward toward his swoop, his finger ill

hovering over the launch button.

Anakin legped feet first. But instead of going for Omega, he kicked
the swoop. Omega's eyes widened in shock as the swoop was knocked over the
edge of the plateau. At the sametime, Anakin'sarm flew out and came down

on themissile launcher, didodging it from Omega’s shoulder. With dismay,



Anakin saw that the readied missle was launched asthe launcher hit the

ground.

Omegafumbled ingde histunic. Anakin heard the whine of a swoop
engine behind him. Hewhirled in time to sdestep Mdlora, who headed
toward them at top speed. Omega tossed athermal detonator as he dumsly

leaped aboard Mellora's swoop.

Anakin caught the detonator and tossed it as far as he could. The
explosion sent shock waves through the air. He raced back to his own swoop

and leaped aboard.

Omegareleased seeker droidsinto the air. Therewere a leest ten,
heading toward Obi-Wan like aflock of deadly attack birds. Obi-Wan now had

to contend with the droids and the tracking missile.

Anakin swung at the droids with hislightsaber as his swoop lurched
crazily. He wastrying to corner Omega and Mellora againgt the sheer face

of theridge, but the two zoomed below him, heading for the sandy plain.

It was atactica error. Now they were heading toward the sea.

Obi-Wan turned his swoop at the last possible moment and the missle

impacted on a seeker droid. He joined Anakin. They zoomed after Melloraand

Omega.



The seekerswere asthick inthe air asthe ash. Obi-Wan and Angkin
swung thelr lightsabers congtantly, sending them smashing down to the

ground below.

Obi-Wan's speeder engine was amoking badly. "I'm overhegting,” he

caled to Anakin. "Some shrapnd pierced the engine.”

Anakin maneuvered his swoop closeto his Master. "Hop aboard.”

Obi-Wan baanced on the seat and legped onto Anakin's swoop. The swoop
rocked from side to side, but Anakin straightened it and kept on flying.
Obi-Wan stood on the seat behind him, balancing easily. Hislightsaber was

ablur ashe swung it at the attack droids.

"Magter, thewater!" Anakin caled.

Far out on the seg, they could see awave. It was astdl asa
Coruscant skyscraper. It wasawall of water moving a more than a hundred

kilometers an hour.

Omega and Mélorahad gonetoo far in order to escape. Now they were
trapped between the oncoming wave and the Jedi. They hovered in the ar,
saring at the wave. Omegalooked back at the approaching Jedi defiantly.

Méloraonly looked afraid.



Anakin pulled up the swoop closeto Omega. They could hear the eerie

sound of the wave now, asound like no other Anakin had ever heard.

"Y ou must comewith us now," Obi-Wan said, hislightsaber raised.

"Granta, it'sover,” Mdlorasaid, her eyes on the approaching wave.

"We mlﬂ _n

In answer, Omegawrenched the controls from Mellora. He shot the swoop
sraight toward thewall of water. They could see M lora's mouth forming a

scream before its sound was snatched away by the roar of the titanic wave.

Grimly, Anakin headed after them. He stayed below Omega's swoop,
hoping to force them upward. He didn't know if they would be ableto dear

thewaveintime.

Omegaswerved up, trying to clear the wave. Mdlora had Darras
lightsaber and was trying to activate it. Anakin didn't know why. There was
little she could do with it. Perhaps she wanted to force Omega to

surrender.

Omega suddenly reached out and casudly put hisfoot against Mdlora

With a push, he shoved her off the swoop.

Shefdl toward the wave, shrieking.



Anakin gunned the motor and dove under her. Obi-Wan caught her in his
arms. The lightsaber fell from her fingers, and Anakin lurched to the sde
in order to snatch it from the air. Then he zoomed above as the water

curled over their heads.

They couldn't make it. He took a deep bregth as they went draight
into the top of the wave. He fdt the power of the water drive them
backward. The controls shook in his hand. He heard the engine whine. He
could only see water, and he was confused now. Were they heading up or

down?

Then the Force entered him, and he did not see the water asawall. He

saw it for what it was. Full of particles, full of gaps, honeycombed with

light. He headed for the gaps, willing the swoop engine to obey him.

They broke through the water into the air. Meloraclung to Obi-Wan,

gasping.

Omegawas a speck in the distance, heading away from them.

"Hewould havekilled mel" Mdlorachoked.

Anakin hovered in the air, watching the speck disappear. They had lost

him again.



"Head for our ship, Padawan," Obi-Wan said.

Anakin turned back toward safety. He did not believe that Omega wanted
to kill Melora. He had pushed her off knowing that the Jedi would save

her. He just wanted to get away.

But it was better that Mdloranot know that.

"l know where heisgoing," shetold the Jedi. "1 know where he goes

when heloses. | can take you there.”

"You don't haveto,” Obi-Wan said. "I know where heis going, too."

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Because dof the eruption, hodilities had ceased temporarily on
Haariden. They |eft Mdlorawith the authorities there with ingtructions to
hold her until the Senate could send aship for her. But they could not be
certain how long she would be held. It was clear that she was prepared to

lie her way out of trouble.

" She hates him now," Obi-Wan said asthey hurried to their ship. "l
only hope she seeswhat heredly is. Hewould sacrifice her young life to

save hisown."



"But he knew wewould catch her," Anakin said.

Obi-Wan shot his Padawan a curious|ook. "Are you certain of that?'

Anakin said nothing. Disquiet settled ingde Obi-Wan as they both
jumped into their craft. He plugged in the coordinates for Nierport Seven.

They were 0 close behind Granta Omega. They just might catch him.

"How do you know where heis going, Master?* Anakin asked asthey shot

into hyperspace.

"It was the ship within aship that told me," Obi-Wan explained. "I
remembered his boyhood home. The walls were thicker than the other houses,
but not too thick that they didn't blend in. But when | thought about it, |
redlized that the proportionswere dightly off. | think thereisa hidden

room there. A room in thewallsthemsaves."

Dusk was sttling on Nierport Seven when they arrived. They landed on

the outskirts of the settlement and hurried to the house.

There were no lightsinsde. Obi-Wan took out hislightsaber and cut a

holein the door.

The house was empty. Even the bedroll and stove were gone.

"Wearetoo late," Anakin said.



"Yes," Obi-Wan said. "He must have assumed that Mdlorawould tell us

what she knew."

Hefdt dong thewadls, knocking them with hislightsaber hilt. When
he found what he waslooking for, he cut through the wadls with his
lightsaber. Here the stone was only centimetersthick, bound to durasted!

wadls.

Beyond the wall was aroom filled with datascreens. Obi-Wan and Anakin

climbed through the hole.

Obi-Wan began to access the files. One after another he called up the
holofiles. They were coded, but he was confident that the Jedi could crack

them. He would take them back to the Temple.

"These must be hiscompanies” hesad. "Hisdiases are here, text

docs, his other homes, bases of operations... it'sall here. Weve got him.

All his secrets are now ours.”

"It looks like he has an entire fleet of starships on some planet in

the Outer Rim," Anakin said. "The planet'snameis coded.”

Asheread thefile, theletters began to fade. "Magter - "



"Thefilesare disgppearing,” Obi-Wan said. He quickly hit the keys,

tapping furioudy. "'l cant sopit.”

They watched as the information disappeared into fragments of light.

Thelight dissolved into particles.

"Heingtituted awipe from wherever heis," Obi-Wan said. "Now it is

asthough he never exiged. Hetruly isavoid."

They stared at the empty air. It was asif Granta Omega were mocking

them from wherever he was. "Now he has no past,” Anakin said.

"And he'sjust become more dangerous than ever,” Obi-Wan said. "He has

nothing to lose"

Obi-Wan wetched the emotion flit over his Padawan's face. Confusion
was there, and wonderment. Granta Omega had touched something in Anakin
that Obi-Wan could only guess at. Perhgpsit wastheir smilar origins, the
desolation of the places they'd known as children. Perhapsit was the way
they had |ft their pasts behind. Perhapsit was smply that for the firg
time, Anakin had seen evil coupled with charisma, and was sruggling to

understand it.

Hewasn't surewhat it was. But it worried him.

Y es, the Jedi had a dangerous enemy. It wasn't Omegas cleverness that



concerned Obi-Wan. It wasn't his desire to impress a Sith Lord he had never
met. It was the strange pull he had for his Padawan. Granta Omega might

turn out to be the most dangerous enemy they would ever haveto face.



