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CHAPTER ONE

Patience was required of every Jedi. No matter what the pressure, a
Jedi maintained inner cam. Every Padawan Learner knew the story of Jedi
Master Y addle, who had been imprisoned underground on Kaoba for severd

centuries and never lost her serenity.

Then again, Anakin Skywaker thought, even Magter Y addle might have

cracked if she had to dedl with Senatoria procedure.

Anakin hid hissmile. Without seeming to move, he tensed and relaxed



his muscles. He had been sitting for hoursin the Polestar Reception Room
off the Grand Hall of the vast Senate complex. The huge room had a soaring
vaulted ceiling, which was gilded with sheets of precious metas from
various worlds. The seating was low to the ground, wide with adjustable
armrests for many-limbed beings. Plush cushions and redining backs hed
tempted severd beingsinto dumber. So did the large screens showing a

droning speech in the main Senate chamber.

Anakin's Master, Obi-Wan Kenobi, sat quietly, every muscle till. His
eyesrested on the gilded wall in front of him. To anyone waking by, he
appeared completely composed. But Anakin knew his Master well, and he could

sense an impatience that radiated like heet off Obi-Wan's tillness.

They had been gtting for most of the morning. Anakin could fed every
minute of that wait in his coiled muscles. They had been summoned early
that morning with the newsthat adecision on Obi-Wan's petition for an
"order to reved" had been reached. Obi-Wan had filed the petition againgt
an influential Senator, Sano Sauro. When they'd arrived that morning, Obi-
Wan had been directed by a Senatorial aide to wait "for just five minutes,

please.” That was three hours ago. They were ill waiting.

Anakin's boot began to tap a quick rhythm on the stone floor. With one

glance from Obi-Wan, Anakin stopped.

"Can| get you anything, Master? Tea?' Anakin asked. He would love to

have something - anything - to do.



"No, thank you, Padawan. Wewill wait." Obi-Wan crossed his ams and

resumed hisintense scrutiny of thewall.

Nothing but the pursuit of Granta Omegawould have brought them here.
The gdactic crimina had set his sights on the Jedi, and Obi-Wan had twice
been histarget. Omegawas not practiced in the dark side of the Force, but
he was fascinated with the Sith and knew that one was & large in the
gdaxy. He had st out to lurethat Sith, and waswilling to kill aJedi in
order to do s0. He would amass even more wealth using any means he could.

Obi-Wan considered him agreat enemy of the Jedi.

Anakin had wanted to hunt him down, to start somewhere in the far-
flung reeches of the gdaxy and gather information, but Obi-Wan had
counseled patience. They could wander the gdaxy for months or years
without getting any closer to Omega. Instead, Obi-Wan told Anakin, they
must follow the only lead they had: Y ears before, Senator Sano Sauro hed

taken Omega on as his prot©g®, and was probably ill in touch with him.,

Sauro was aso an enemy of the Jedi, though he cloaked it behind a
silky manner and Senatoria procedure. Obi-Wan would have to force hm to
cooperate. In order to have access to the information Obi-Wan was sure was
buried in hisfiles, they would have to follow Senate procedure. And Senate
procedure was the one thing that Anakin knew his Master had no patience

for. Asamatter of fact, it was the one thing he knew that Obi-Wan was



incredibly bad at.

So Obi-Wan had turned to an expert: ayoung Senate aide with a
brilliant mind, the Svivreni Tyro Caadian. Tyro had madeit his busness
to have at hisfingertips the most unnecessarily complicated, ridiculoudy

obscure, and surprisingly slly rules of order.

Tyro had explained that their only course of action would be to file
an order to reved. This order could be obtained only through a complicated
series of stepsthat included petitions, signatures, gpprovals, and sedls.
Obi-Wan had made it through these steps, and at last the order had been

served on Sano Sauro.

Anakin was sure that as soon as they gained accessto Sauro's files

they would find the clue that would lead them to Omega.

Suddenly a Svivreni in anavy tunic burgt into the vast room. His
black hair flowed down his back, loosdly held with a thick ring of dull
metal. He was stocky and furred, hissmal, intense face screwed into an
expression of nervous haste. He tried to modify his pace, but he ended up
running and skidded to a stop before Obi-Wan and Anakin, his thin-soled

boots diding on the polished floor.

"l wastied up in asubcommittee hearing - * he said breathlesdly.

Obi-Wan shook his head. "Doesn't matter. No news yet, Tyro."



Tyro Cdadian shook hishead rapidly. "How can that be? Something must

bewrong.”

Anakin frowned. He wasn't happy to hear Tyro say that.

"We had himin our grasp and he dipped away," Tyro moaned. "l can

fed it."

"Nothing has happened yet," Obi-Wan said. "Have aseat before you fall
down." A faint smiletwitched at hismouth. Tyro's excitability amused the
Jedi, but Tyro'svibrating nerves hid apolitical mind as sharp and cunning

as awel-honed blade.

Tyro sat, sunk in gloom. He, too, was no fan of Sano Sauro. The
Senator had attempted to take over the rich mines of Svivren for weapons
development in asecret dedl. The Svivreni were opposed to wegponry of any
kind, and the deal was exposed before Sauro could complete his plan. He had
covered histrackswell and they could not find proof to make an open

accusation. It ate away at Tyro.

Tyro had worked together with Obi-Wan, making sure that they plugged
every loophole. They had followed every item and sub-item of the procedure.
They had notified, ratified, and petitioned. Obi-Wan had even enlisted the

support of Supreme Chancellor Papatine.



Despite Tyro's nerves, Angkin knew they'd prevail. He didnt

understand why Tyro and Obi-Wan looked so worried.

Tyro blinked hissmadl, bright eyes. "Sauro is pulling something. |

wish | knew what it was."

Obi-Wan dtirred. "I have afedling were about to find out.”

Anakin quickly stood as the Speaker of the Senate, Mas Ameeda, sirode
into the room. He carried himsdlf with hisusud gravity, his hands clasped
infront of him and hislethorns resting againgt the degp blue of his rich

robes.

"Supreme Chancellor Palpatine has asked meto bring you this news”
Mas Ameeda said after bowing to Obi-Wan. "Y our order to reved has been

denied.”

Anakin saw aflicker of anger in Obi-Wan's gaze, but it wasgonein a

moment. "On what grounds?"

"Senator Sauro has succeeded in utilizing a little-known procedura
item called aditting Senator'sright of refusd,” Mas Ameeda explained.
"Thishasdlowed him to block the order to reved for an indefinite
period. Senator Sauro is on an important committee on redistributing trade

routes, and he petitioned the Senate Procedural Committee on that basis."



Tyro Cdadian bristled. Hisfur stood out in sharp points. "I have

never heard of aright of refusd,” he said. "Thisis outrageous!”

Mas Ameeda stared a Tyro. It was clear he did not appreciate bang
lectured to by such ayoung aide. "It isalittle-known rule, rarely used.
The Committee had to go back three hundred yearsinto the archivesto find

it

"But procedurd rules are discounted when they haven't been renewed
and ratified within the last hundred yeard™ Tyro Caadian sputtered. "This

isadear violation!"

"Itisagray area," Mas Ameedaadmitted. "Technicaly the Committee
isin charge of interpreting al rules, so they havetheright to enforce
them. Itisa.. surprising decision." He turned to face Obi-Wan squardly.

" Senator Sauro must have wanted to block your order very badly."

"I'm surethat is0," Obi-Wan said.

Mas Ameedainclined his head. "The Supreme Chancdlor wishes me to
tell you that he did everything he could. He regretsthe decison of the
Committee but cannot overruleit. He hopesthat you will be able to track
Granta Omega some other way. Heredlizesthat it isin the best interests

of the gdlaxy for you to do so."



"Please extend my thanks to the Supreme Chancellor,” Obi-Wan said.

Anakin could not believe his Master could keep his composure. To have
come so close, and to be defeated by such a petty rule! 1t was unfair. How

could his Master accept thisruling?

Mas Ameeda bowed gravely, then walked dowly out the door, his heavy

robe swinging.

Tyro'sfur was till raised, and hissmdl eyes snapped with fury.

"I'll fight this," hetold Obi-Wan. "Hewon't get away withit. I'll draft

an gpped .”

"Do what you can, my friend,” Obi-Wan said. "Yet | bdieve you will
not succeed. My guessisthat Sauro got to someone on that committee. |
think that was what Mas Ameeda was ingnuating." Obi-Wan put his hand on
Tyro's shoulder. "Thank you for al your help. My Padawan and | will find

another way."

Tyro looked crestfalen. "If ever you need me again, Master Kenobi, |
am herefor you." Heraised afurred hand, fingers spread, in the Svivreni

gesture of goodbye. Then he hurried from the room.

"Madter, Tyroisright,” Anakin said forcefully. "Thisis outrageous.

Can't we break into Sauro'sfiles?"



Obi-Wan folded hisarmsin the way that let Anakin know that he had

gonetoo far.

"If wewere discovered, it would undermine the Senators trust in the

Jedi," Obi-Wan said.

"Theres got to be something we can do!" Anakin exploded. "We can't

let him win. He's probably laughing at usright now!"

Obi-Wan gave him asaverelook. "Y ou should nat be concerned with
Senator Sauro's reaction. What does it matter if a corrupt men laughs &

us? It should be less than the whisper of agnatfly'swingsto us.”

Anakin gared a him. "He has made fools of us."

"No, Padawan,” Obi-Wan sad firmly. "If your path isthe right one, no

one has that power. Those who seek to make fools of others are fools

themsdves"

"l don't understand you," Anakin said, shaking hishead. "Y ou are just

asupset asl am. | canfed it, Master. | know how much you want to find

Granta Omega."

"Cultivate outward cam and inward cdm will come"” Obi-Wan said.



"Thisisthetime when the Jedi lesson of inner balance can hdp you.

Accept the setback, and move on.”

"How?' Anakin asked. "Where?"

"That isaquestion that is easy for meto answer,” Obi-Wan said. "The

Council has cdled on usfor anew misson."

Anakin felt hisanger drain away. "Do you know what it iS?"

"No," Obi-Wan said. "But | will admit this- wherever it takes us, |

will be glad to take abreak from Senatoria politics.”

CHAPTER TWO

To teach was easy. To be an example - well, that was another thing.

Obi-Wan had wanted to pound the floor and shake the very walls of the
Senate. But with his Padawan by his sde, he had too many reasons not to.
He had drawn on hisyears of training in order to present a serene face to
his apprentice. He knew Anakin struggled with his own patience. It would be

damaging for Obi-Wan to show hisfrustration in front of him.

Anakin was sixteen years old. Impatience was wired into his being.
Despite Anakin's strong Force connection, it would most likely take years

before he developed true inner balance.



Obi-Wan, on the other hand, was supposed to have it aready.

Obi-Wan drew adeep breath. 1t wasn't just the frustration of deding
with the Senate bureaucracy, blood-boiling asthat was. It was the negging
feding that if hedidn't track down Granta Omega soon, their next medting
would be on Omegas terms. Obi-Wan didn't have anything concrete to go on.
Y et he felt strongly that the darkness he felt around Omega somehow had to

do with Anakin. The sense of urgency hefelt wasvery red.

Asthey accessed the turbolift to the High Council tower, Ferus Olin
walked up and nodded a greeting. As usud, the Jedi Padawan looked
impeccable, histunic spotless, hisdark, gold-streaked hair drawn back

severdly in his Padawan braid. Even his utility belt gleamed from a recent

polishing.

Obi-Wan turned to him, surprised. "Y ou have been cdled aswel?"

"Yes My Mager will join usin the High Council chamber.”

They stepped onto the turbolift. Obi-Wan noted the cool nod Anakin

gavein response to Feruss greeting. So the two were till rivals. Perhaps

being thrown together again would be good for both of them.

The three stepped out and entered the Council chamber. A mgority of



the Council wasthere, surrounding thetrio in a semicirde. Outsde the
floor-to-ceiling windows dark clouds collided, threstening rain. A sudden
bolt of lightning flashed ajagged streak of blue againg the dark gray

y.

Mace Windu turned from where held been contemplating the coming storm.

He sat in his chair and faced Obi-Wan, Anakin, and Ferus.

"Thank you for coming so quickly," hesaid. "This is a métter thet

demands our urgent response.”

Obi-Wan waited, surprised that Mace Windu had begun without Siri's

presence.

"There has been someinfighting in the Senate,"” Mace Windu began.

Ohi-Wan fdt aslent groan well up within him. So much for hisdesire

to escape Senatoria poalitics.

"Senator Berm Tarturi of Andaraisfighting the politica battle of
hislife," Mace continued. "The Andaran systemis a thriving, influentia
one, but severa planetsin the system are claming an imbaance in trade
route distribution. The planet leriais demanding anew treety, aswell as
representation in the Senate. leriaand Andara have become bitter enemies.
Senator Tarturi is concerned about areduction in hisown power, but the

problem isbigger than that. Since the Andaran system isa powerful vating



bloc, the Senate isworried about potentia ingtability - as wdl as a
full-scae avil war that could bring in other systems and spread
throughout the Core Worlds. And something el se has happened to complicate

the Stuation even more. The Senator's son has disappeared.”

Mace paused, knitting hislong fingerstogether. "Gillam Tarturi is
sxteen. Heisastudent a the elite Leadership School on Andara - a
private academy that trains many of the children of the powerful throughout
the gdaxy for careersin government and diplomacy. The school's security

system is sophidticated. The fact that Gillam disappeared without tripping

any darmsisamysery.”

"Does Senator Tarturi believe that his son's disgppearanceistied to

his palitica problemsin his home system?* Obi-Wan asked.

"He does," Mace Windu said. "Hefears his opponents have kidnapped

Gillamin order to distract him."

Obi-Wan sensed a hesitation in Windu's manner, and he quickly glanced
at therest of the Council members. It was aways difficult to read them,

but hefet the uncertainty intheair.

"Difficult thedtuationis," Yodasad. "Interested we are in ancther

connection. A squad of young mercenariesthereis.”



"Theword isthat the Leadership School serves as a training ground
for thissquad,” Windu continued. "The young mercenaries have aready been
involved in severd intra-planetary disputes and possbly even
nations. They are alleged to hire themsaves out for various causes
around the galaxy. The disgppearance of Gillam Tarturi could be related to

this secret squad. Their activities are beginning to worry the Council "

"So they must be investigated aswell," Obi-Wan said.

Mace Windu nodded. "The Council has arranged for both Anakin and Ferus
to enter the school as new students. They areto find out who is behind the
renegade squad and investigate them. Their identities will be conceded -
no one must connect the Jedi to this operation if we are to succeed. Not
even the school officiaswill know that Ferusand Anakin are Jedi - they
have been given documentation as transfer sudents, Anakin on ascholarship

and Ferus asthe son of ahigh officid from aMid-Rim planet.”

"And meanwhile | will investigate Andaran system palitics™ Obi-Wan

said. Hetried to keep the thud of disappointment from hisvoice.

Mace Windu nodded again. "Thiswill mean aseparation between Master
and Padawan. Not only for you, but for Siri aswell. The Council is sending
her to do some follow-up work on aplanet in the Core. The Council feds
that Ferus and Anakin together can handle this™" He turned to the two
Padawans. "Y ou will be undercover a dl times, and thet will prove

difficult in waysyou have yet to foresee. Y ou can st up aregular timeto



communicate with Obi-Wan. Students are not dlowed to use comm devices
during the school day, but they have afree hour in the evenings. You mugt

check in with each other as often asyou can.”

"Yes, Master Windu," Ferus said.

The doors hissed open and Siri walked in with her usud purposeful
gtride. She bowed to the Council. "'l have received my last instructions and

I'm ready to leave," shesad.

"Y ou will be responsible for another Jedi's Padawan,” Mace Windu told

Obhi-Wan. "Y ou know what this means."

"Itisasif heismy own," Obi-Wan said, looking at Siri. Her clear,

deep blue gaze told him that she trusted him.

"May the Force be with you al," Mace Windu concluded.

An hour later, the Sky remained black and the clouds till refused to
release the rain as Obi-Wan stood on the landing platform with Anakin.
Feruswas dready in the cruiser, doing alast-minute check. Obi-Wan would
remain on Coruscant to investigate Tarturi'srivasin the Senate. It was

the place he had to start, but he did not relish the idea.

"I'm sorry to leave you, Master, but | know how much you're looking



forward to returning to the Senate," Anakin said. The musdes around his

mouth twitched as hetried not to amile.

"Very amusing,” Obi-Wan said dryly. "I admit | would rather not have
this particular assgnment, but | recognize that it is necessary that it be

done"

Anakin sghed. "Always an opportunity to teach.”

"Yes" Obi-Wan said, smiling now. "That istherole of a Master, my
young gpprentice.” He put his hand on Anakin's shoulder. "Remember, you are
not on asolo mission. You are with afellow Jedi. Do your best with Ferus.

Try to get to know him. That might ease your irritation with him.”

"I would rather not have this particular assgnment, but | recognize

that it must be done," Anakin said with astraight face.

Obi-Wan laughed. He would miss Anakin's humor. Sometimes, he knew, he
could be too serious. He remembered how Qui-Gon would sometimes surprise

him on atough mission with ady joke.

I must remember to do those things for Anakin, he thought. His gifts

are so great that | work too hard to teach. He mugt learn to enjoy, as

wdl.

"Keepin close contact, Anakin," he said. "1 will be on Andaraas soon



as| can. May the Force be with you."

"May the Force bewith you, Master.” Anakin turned and strode toward
the Republic cruiser. Obi-Wan felt atug at his heart that he recognized as

arductance he did not like to admit.

The Council believed that Anakin was ready for more independence, but
no doubt they had chosen Ferus as a counterbaance. His sability would

keep Anakin'simpulsivenessin check.

Or so they believed.

Obi-Wan watched the cruiser shoot into a space-lane, suddenly reverse
engines, and drop into alane severd levelsbelow between an airspeeder
and an air taxi with barely amillimeter to spare. Obi-Wan shook his head
ruefully. Therewas no doubt in hismind that Anekin hed suggested the

close maneuver just to annoy Ferus.

He was glad Mace Windu had not seen it.

Hewatched the cruiser until it disappeared into the dusk. Yes, the
Council waswise. Wiser than him. No doubt about thet. Yet he knew his
Padawan better than the Council, and his uneasiness gathered within him, as

dark and heavy asthe coming storm.



CHAPTER THREE

Andarawas abeautiful world, lush and green with atemperate climate,
tracts of wilderness, and wealthy cities. The Leadership School was on the
outskirts of its capital city of Utare. The campus of the school took in
rolling hills, green fields, and alake. The groundswere ringed with an
electro-charged security wal with observation towers and a particle
shidd. Roving survellance droids made dircuits of the property.
Electrobars covered the windows. Rich children usudly attracted bounty

hunters and other threets; the school meant to keep them out.

Anakin gazed behind him at the city buildings of Utare asthey passed
through the security checkpoint. He fdlt as though he were saying good-bye
to freedom and entering a prison. Although there was security a the

Temple, he never felt or saw its presence; he just felt safe.

Oncethey were insde the school and had received their class and room
assgnments, thefedling of oppression was meant to lift. The Leadership
School was like a separate world. In many ways, it was more like a grand

hotel than a place of learning.

It was built with gray stone imbedded with chunks of rare mineras
that glinted blue and rose in the light. Costly woods were used for
counters and desks. Each student had his or her own smdl but luxurious
quarters. Expert chefs prepared the food. The students hed extensve

exercise equipment and five pools of varying depths and temperatures.



Everything was arranged for their comfort. It was very different from the
Temple. The Temple was both grand and smple at the sametime. Here, luxury

was everywhere.

"If the body is pampered, the mind isfree to concentrate,” Professor
Aeradin told them as they toured the compound. He was an assistant dean and
had been assigned to them for orientation. Hewastall and thin, with a
narrow head and four antennae that quivered when he grew excited. He was

obvioudy proud of the school, and his antennae rardly stopped dancing.

But despite the teacher's enthusiasm and the gleaming hdlways, Anakin
felt asteady pulse undernegth it al that leadened the atmosphere with

dread.

"Canyoufed it?' he asked Ferus asthey made ther way to thar

rooms.

Ferus nodded. "Fear."

Anakin said good-bye and opened the door to his amdl but exquiste
suite. The deep couch was piled with thick soft coversand along counter

held avariety of thelatest tech learning devices.

All of theluxury was nice, he had to admit, but it made him

uncomfortable. Heliked smplethings. And the luxury did not disguise the



lack of freedom. The students were subject to strict security regulaions.
They could not leave the complex without authorization. The parents of the
sudents paid asmall fortunein order to ensure their children's safety.
Security had been stepped up since Gillam's disappearance. Random checks
were conducted and the whereabouts of the students had to be known &t dl
times. Roving security droids zipped through the hdlways, ther cams

congantly sweeping the air.

Y et Anakin knew these sudents did not fed safe here. The heavy
surveillance didn't bother them. They welcomed it. Daughters and sons of
privilege, they were used to congtant attention. One of them had

disappeared without warning. They al felt the chill of Gillam's absence.

He wasn't accustomed to keeping alow prafile, but he tried to dip
unnoticed through the hals as he went through the fird few days of
classes. He decided that his best strategy would beto cloak his abilities
asmuch as possible. The moreinvisible he was, the more freedom he would

haveto examine others.

Sowly, he began to find it strange and liberating to be just another
student. From the moment he had arrived at the Temple, he was whispered
about. Asthe "Chosen One," the other students had kept an eye on his
progress. Some were envious, some polite, some friendly, and some steered
clear of him completely. But everyone noticed him. It was something thet
had been difficult for him in the beginning, but he had gotten used to it.

Obi-Wan had told him that it was the best preparation for being aJedi. He



had to learn to screen out what others thought or speculated. He had to

concentrate on his own path.

Around him were the elite leaders of tomorrow. They knew where they
were going - . on to positions of power in the galaxy, as Senators, rulers,
heads of gdactic corporations. Anakin marveled at their assurance, ther
expectation that their liveswould be full of the same luxury and esse that

had been theirs since childhood.

At night, donein hisroom, he admitted a strange new feding into

hisheart: envy.

Anakin sat in the Great Hall of Learning with the rest of the schoal.
Although individua classes were small, once aweek the entire school would
gather for a Generd Information Contest. The students sat in rows
underneath a gilded dome. Professor Aeradin stood on a repulsorlift
platform, manipulating a holographic projector. The questionsand problems
were presented as holograms, and the students answered on datapads at their

seds.

Likedl of the desks and chairs at the school, these seats were plush
and comfortable. Anakin could press a button and the seat configured to his
body. It reclined and swiveled so that he did not have to move his head to

follow the holographic problems.



He glanced at the problem overhead but waited a few seconds before
entering his answer. There were many good things about Jedi training at the
Temple, but Anakin discovered another one - any other school was easy
compared to it. He had dipped into his classes with no problems. His
training a the Temple had indluded classes in gdactic palitics,
diplomacy, and extensve sudy of languages, syslem geography, and
astronomy. He could follow his classes at the L eadership School with less
than hisfull atention. Being at an dlite school felt odd, but at least he

could keep up academicaly.

A hologram of asystem spun over hishead, while planet after planet
was highlighted with abright blue light. As each world was highlighted,

the native language or dialect repeated the same sentence.

Anakin did not need to wait until the question was complete. He

aready had figured out the Mid-Rim system. It was Rearqu 10.

"Namethe system,” Professor Aeradin said.

Anakin took histime entering his response. He watched the other
students, noting who immediately entered an answer, who stared blankly at
the system overhead, who tried to read what his neighbor had entered, and

who whispered the answer to another. Then he entered his own.

Rearqu 10 flashed holographically overhead. The professor repeated it

as the number of right and wrong answers appeared on ascreen at the front



of theroom.

"Only forty percent were correct,” Aeradin said severely. " Shameful.”

The next problem flashed overhead. Anakin noted Ferus entering the
answer before the question had even finished flashing. The student stting
next to Ferus glanced at him envioudly, but Ferus's datapad was angled to

prevent anyone from seeing what wasoniit.

Anakin sighed. Even undercover, Ferus had to be the perfect student.

Anakin entered his own answer. Across the room, a petite human g

with dark hair twisted in athick knot at the nape of her neck amiled &

him. He smiled back. Shewasin his Politica Philosophies class and he had

aready noticed how bright shewas. She had away of seeing dl sdesof an

issue and looking for the deeper meaning.

The contest wore on. At last the questions ceased. Professor Aeradin

totaled up the responses on his data-pad and looked up.

"And the First Student today is..."

The nameflashed holographically: FERUS OLIN

"I'd like to congratul ate our new student, Ferus Olin, for his perfect



score. Histime was the best. Excdlent work."

"Thank you, Professor Aeradin,” Ferus said.

Suddenly another hologram rose next to Feruss name. The light
particlesformed themsalvesinto words, shining bigger and brighter: IS A

SNOB

The auditorium exploded into laughter. Professor Aeradin looked up and
saw thewords. His gaze swept the auditorium while his antennae quivered

with indignation.

"Who did this? Stand up thisingtant!"

The laughter dowly died, and the auditorium went dill. Professor

Aeradin's severe look traveled from student to student, trying to flush out

the culprit.

Anakin drew on the Force to help him. He noted movement, whispers, a

shift, asquirm. He fdt the undercurrents in the room - suppressed

laughter, nervousness. Impatience. Boredom. Hunger.

Triumph.

His gaze shifted to a short, scruffy human boy who sat garing

innocently at Professor Aeradin.



The professor hesitated. "If | ever find out..."

Hiswords were drowned out by a soft dinging. A voice rose from the

hidden speskers. "End of contest. Five minutesto mod four. Five minutes."

"Dismissed,” Professor Aeradin said helplesdy, for the students had
aready risen, grabbing their datapads and talking and josling as they

surged toward the doors.

Anakin headed in the direction of the short boy. His sandy hair stuck
up in bristlesand it was easy to keep track of him. Anyone who could
infiltrate a professor's holographic projector in order to conduct a

practical joke might know something about bypassing security.

He noted that around him, students walked in groups or pairs. This boy

waked aone.

"That was pretty wizard," Anakin said, falling into step beside the

boy.

"What?' The boy shot him asurprised look from intelligent gray eyes.

"Thehologram. You didit." Anakin waved ahand. "Don't worry, | won't

tell. I'mimpressed.” He gavethe boy afriendly grin. "Anakin Skywaker."



The boy hestated. "Reymet Autem.”

"So how did you do it?" Anakin asked.

"It'sdl inthewrig." Reymet mimicked entering itemsin a datapad

and grinned. Hisgray eyesglinted. "Easy for aboy genius, my friend."

They headed down the hallway together. Anakin fdt rather than saw

Ferusfal in behind them.

Reymet waved a hand around him. "Welcometo the comfiest jail in the

gaaxy. It'snot much, but we cal it home."

S0 how do you have fun around here?" Anakin asked.

Reymet shrugged. "1 make my own fun.”

The noise of the students anxioudy hurrying toward lunch covered

theirwords.  "Mugt be hard, with adl the security around here" Anakin

remarked. He was pushing gently, trying to get Reymet to open up.

Reymet snorted. " Security isn't as secure asthe experts sy it is

There are waysto get around any system.”

"It seems pretty tight to me," Anakin remarked casualy.



Severd students glanced at Anakin curioudy asthey passed by. Reymet
shoved his datapad into his pocket with arough gesture. "Y ou'd better not

be seen talking to me. Nobody talksto me."

"What about your friends?' Anakin asked.

Reymet scowled. "I don't have friends." He quickened his pace and
disappeared into the crowd. Ferus appeared next to Anakin. "Interesting.”

"You heard?'

"Every word. | pick up something from him..." "Metoo. Not adarkness.

Maybejud... confuson.”

"He has something to hide," Ferus declared. "It could be anything,

though. Itisnt much of aclue." "It'saplaceto start,” Anakin said.

CHAPTER FOUR

Thedining hal was a paneled room with soft, recessed lignting and
thick red veda cloth hangings at the windows that muffled sound and cast a
rosy glow onthediners. It was just like the exclusve restaurants Anakin
had glimpsed on Coruscant - just like the spots the students were used to
edting in, hewas sure. And, like an exclusve restaurant, sesting in the

dining hal was subject to an unspoken code.



It hadn't taken Anakin long to redlize that the best tables were by
the windows and he was not welcome there. He didn't know why he fdt a
coolnessfrom mogt of the students, but he definitdy fdlt it. When he was
looking for a seet a atable, an empty chair would be pushed aside to
another table, or adatapad or apile of durasheet notes would be quickly
placed on the sest. It was clear that no one wanted to Sit with him. There

was apower ditein the school, and everyone esefdl in around it.

Y et Ferus had been accepted dmost immediately, and had his pick of
placesto st. Was it because word had gotten out that he belonged to a

powerful family on hishomeworld?

Y ou can trave to the ends of the gdaxy and it will be the same -

those with power do not like to share.

His Master had told him that once, in avoice of weary resgnation.
But sometimes Obi-Wan seemed to forget that Anakin had been adave. If
anyone knew about power, it was adave. He knew about the hunger for it,
and he knew about the humiliation of getting your nose rubbed in the fact

that you didn't haveit.

Hetook hisbowl of aromatic stew to an empty table and sat. It wasn't
that he needed company. Jedi were comfortable baing aone. But indde,
something burned, something deep and hot that he had hoped had been long

forgotten. He took a bite of stew and tasted shame and anger. It was hard



to swalow, like amouthful of sand.

He reached insde the pocket of histunic and withdrew asmal, smooth
stone. It was ariver rock, a present from Obi-Wan. It had belonged to Qui-

Gon.

The rock was Force-sensitive, but that was not why Anakin reached for
it during times of stress. When he rubbed his fingers dong the smooth
surface, it was asthough he was able to draw on Qui-Gon's core of
serenity. Hethought of cool river water faling over hisbody, of turmning
hisbody like afish and gliding in the degp green river, and his mind
would go still. He and Ferus had to hide their lightsabersin their rooms,

and the rock wasthe only physica connection to hisred life.

A plate suddenly plunked down next to him. The same gl who had
gmiled & himin the Genera Information Contest pulled astray chair over
with her foot with the ease of an athlete. She sat down and sniffed
appreciatively at her stew, then picked up her spoon. Anakin quickly did

the stone underneath the lip of hisbowl, where it could not be seen.

"0, isthis the enriching experience they promised you in the
brochure?" the girl asked. " Students who are completely spooked snub you?'
Her brown eyestwinkled a him. They were degp and warm and reminded him of
another girl, more beautiful than this one - aqueen, infact. He saw the

sameintdligence, the same confidence. That memory more then the girl's



friendliness, more than the river stone, dissolved the knot of anger in his

bely.

Thegirl dug into her food with her spoon and swallowed an enormous

bite. "Don't worry. It gets better."

"It does?"

She grinned. "Y ou graduate.” She stuck out her hand. "Merit Dice.”

He shook it. "Anakin Skywalker."

"Yourein my Political Philosophies class. Y ou don't say much.”

"Youdo."

Shetook another bite. "I have opinions,” she said, shrugging. "The
teachersthink I'm too smart for my own good. Which doesn't maiter much,
because they don't matter. They won't give any scholarship student a good

reference, anyway."

"Why not?" Anakin asked. Out of the corner of hiseye, he saw Reymet
leaning againgt awall. Anakin noticed that Reymet was watching as
Professor Aeradin forked up alarge bite of lunch. Aeradin was supposed to
be patrolling the dining hdl, but he had filled up his plate from the

buffet. Anakin had noticed that most teachers did this. He guessed that the



students food was much better than what was given to the teachers.

"Because they only give good referencesto the elite sudents,” Marit
said. Shetore off achunk of bread and dipped it in her bowl, then took a
bite. "Y ou should see what happens before graduation. The fathers and
mothers and benefactors come, and they give the teachers presents. | mean,
real presents. Like alandspeeder. Or tickets on aresort starship. Things

likethat. And suddenly their little darling winds up as a Senatoria aide.

Shewaved thebread inthe air.

Reymet suddenly reached for a custard tart and darted out of the room.

Ferus sgnaed Anakin, then dipped out after Reymet.

Anakin would have liked to keep talking to thisinteresting girl, but
he and Ferus had agreed to keep Reymet under survelllance. "That's too bad,

" Anakinsaid. "1 think I need more tea. Will you excuse mefor aminute?"

Marit shrugged again. "Sure."

Anakin hoped he hadn't been rude. He gave aquick glanceto Professor

Aeradin, sill smacking hislipsover hisfood, then dipped out the door.

He saw Ferus at the end of the halway and hurried up to him.



"Didyou losehim?'

"Hewent into aregtricted areg,” Ferus said. He pointed to a door
that seemed closed until Anakin noticed that atiny wedge had been placed

between the edge of the door and the wall.

Heleaned over to examineit. It was a amdl, flexible piece of

transparisted that was amogt invisible. When he pushed on the edge, the

door opened just enough for him to dip ahand insde. He reached around

and fdlt for the controls. He pressed the button and the door dlid open.

"Pretty clever," hesaid.

"It'sthe teacher's quad, soit'snot darmed,” Ferussaid. "'l wonder

what hesdoing in there"

"Let'sfind out." Anakin hurried through the doorway. As soon as Ferus

was through, he positioned the wedge and pressed the button to close the

door. It did dmogt shut.

"What if we get caught?' Ferus said. "We could get confined to our

rooms between classes. How will weinvestigate?”

"Pretty smple. Well haveto avoid getting caught,” Anakin said.

The hdlway was empty. They proceeded, meking no sound. Teachers



officeslined thewalls, al of them unoccupied. Theteacherswerein class
or monitoring the students. At theend of the hal was a door marked
TEACHERS LOUNGE. It was dightly gar. Anakin put his eye againg the

crack.

Reymet had the custard tart between histeeth as he dipped a fla
disk into a datapad and then placed it in a cabinet marked AERADIN. He
closed the cabinet door and then punched several numbersinto apad at the

sde. Anakin heard alock click.

Chewing, Reymet began to absently leaf through some durasheets|eft on

the cabinet. Anakin eased back and motioned to Ferus.

"So that's how he infiltrated Professor Aeradin's hologram test,"
Anakin whispered. "He's pretty clever. He must have stolen Aeradin's disk

when Aeradin was at lunch.”

Ferus nodded. "He sure knows how to get around security measures. |
think one of us should keep an eye on him. He'sin two of my classes. Il

doit."

It wasalogical conclusion, but Anakin ill fdt annoyed. Ferus
hadn't really consulted him. It was more like he was thinking out loud. It
wastypica of Feruss high-handed behavior, and yet he expected Anakin to

cooperate with him without complaint. He knew if hetold Obi-Wan this, his



Master would brush aside hisfedlings and say that the misson was more

important and that inner balance could not be attained without serenity.

Thiswasadl true, but Anakin would bet on onething - when Obi-Wan

was a Padawan, he didn't have to deal with anyonelike Ferus Olin.

Anakin and Ferus hurried back to the dining hal. They knew that

Reymet would be returning as well. Soon the midday mea would be over.

Students were beginning to gather their things and start for ther
classes as Anakin entered the dining hall and returned to histable. Marit
was gone. He did hisfingers underneath his ill-full bowl. So was his

river sone.

CHAPTERHVE

Ohbi-Wan was ushered immediately into Berm Tarturi's private office.
The Senator from Andara had agrand suite hung with delicate curtains of
slver and gold shimmersik. The different flowers of Andarawere sitched
with bright crimson thread into the fabric. Instead of a desk or table,
Berm Tarturi sat on aplatform with plush cushions. The platform had awork
surface that swiveled up from underneath so that one could recline and work

a thesametime.

Tarturi was alarge man with abad head and aflowing black beard. He

looked up at Obi-Wan, and the misery on hisface was a contrast to the



luxurious surroundings.

"l have heard from them at last." He pushed a datascreen toward Obi-

Wan.

Obi-Wan walked forward to read it. WE HAVE Y OUR SON. WAIT FOR FURTHER

INSTRUCTIONS.

On the screen was animage of atall, muscular boy clutching ablanket
around his shoulders. His mouth was twisted in away that told Obi-Wan he

wastrying to be brave.

Obi-Wan fdt hisfury rise & the Sght, but he kept his voice

neutra. "Not much to go on," he said.

Berm dropped his head in hishands. "They are trying to torture me.

Thereisapersond vendettahere. | canfed it."

"Do you suspect who it is?" Obi-Wan asked.

"ItisRanaHdion," Berm sad. "I'm sure of it. She's the driving
force behind those who wish to overthrow the Andaran trade sysem. She's
theruler of leria, the next largest planet to Andara. I've known her for
years. Shel'saruthless palitician. She has assembled a secret army and has

persuaded severd other worldsto join the effort. She isnow a the



Senate, lobbying for help for her cause. She daims the Andaran system
needs two representativesin the Senate. She's trying to grab power,
nothing more. She says she speaksfor the mgority of thosein the Andaran
system. Itisalie! | am the Senator of Andara. She will stop a nothing

to get what she wants."

" Shewould kidnap ayoung boy?' Obi-Wan asked. "Thét is a serious

charge, Senator."

He looked up at Obi-Wan bleakly. "Sheisaserious person. What are
rulesand lawsto her? I'm positive that she or her supporters have broken

into my office and looked through my files."

"Woas security breached?" Obi-Wan asked.

"No, but | know she was herel Someone wed" Berm ingsted. “I'm
telling you, she has my son. What are you going to do about it?* Berm's

voice had risen grilly.

"l am hereto find your son,” Obi-Wan said camly. "I will investigate
what you have told me. Accusing her without proof would get us nowhere. And

you don't want to endanger Gillam.”

Berm dumped back againgt the cushions. "No, of course not. | haven't
brought in Coruscant security because they are so heavy-handed. | knew the

Jedi could handlethisdiscreetly. It'sjust that | fear for Gillam. He



thinks heisan adult. Heis only sixteen." He glanced a the datascreen

and his gaze softened.

"l know what that islike," Obi-Wan said, thinking of Anakin.

"We must find him soon," Berm said.

"Do you have enemiesin the Senate?' Obi-Wan inquired.

Berm shook his head.

" find that hard to believe, Senator,” Obi-Wan said. "All politicians

haveenemies”

"Not me" Berm shot back. "Oh, | suppose | have pdliticd

disagreements with my colleagues. But enemies? | do not cultivate them.”

"We do not need to cultivate enemies,”" Obi-Wan said. "They flourish
without us." He sensed that Berm Tarturi did not want to answer the
question, so hetried adifferent tack. "Tell me about security a the

L eadership Schoal."

"] demanded areport from them that includes the data recorders from
that night," Berm said. Hereached over for a holdfile. "Here isthe

report.” Hethrust it at Obi-Wan eagerly. " Perhaps you can find something



init. I couldn't. I had the best security experts go over it. | chose the
Leadership School not only because of its reputation, but because of its
security. It rivas the best in the gdaxy. How could Gillam just

disappear? That's what makes methink that Ranaisresponsible. She has a
planetary treasury to draw on. She could hirethe most sophidticated tech
team in the galaxy to override the system. Didn't she bregk in here without

tripping thedarm?"

Obi-Wan took aquick look at the holofilein his hands. "Everything
seemsin order, but I'll have the andysts at the Temple go over this. How

often do you communicate with your son normaly?'

"Almogt every night. The school has a contact hour in the evenings.

Otherwise heis on comm slence.”

Obhi-Wan knew this. Students were restricted in use of communication

devices except for aone-hour period. It wasthetime he had set up to

gpesk with Anakin and Ferus.

"Werevery close" Berm went on. "His mother died three years ago.”

Obi-Wan looked down at the security report. "It says here that you

last checked in with Gillam over amonth ago.

Berm flushed. "There are many details at the Senate that require ny

attention. That doesn't mean I'm not close to my son.”



"Did Gillam have specid friends at the school ?* "Of course. HEs very

popular.”

"What arethair names?"

Berm looked at him blankly. "Ah... [et me see. Hmm. | don't recdl.

The stress of thiswhole affair has been so grest, it's hard to remember

every detall...."

"How about vacations? Where did Gillam spend his?*

"With me, of course. Unless my duties here prevented him from joining

me. Then he would spend vacations at our mountain home on Andara.”

"By himsdf?"

"Of course not. There were servants in attendance.”" Obi-Wan nodded. He

was beginning to get the picture of alondy boy.

Berm seemed to sensethis, for he said quickly, "But he loved coming

hereto vist me. He was just here a month ago. He wantsto be a Senator,

likeme. We are very close.”

"Of course," Obi-Wan said. "L et me take this message with me, and I'll



keep you updated.”

"Anything | can do for my son, | will do,” Berm said.

"| gppreciate that, Senator Tarturi,” Obi-Wan replied. He believed
that the Senator was sincere. But he did not believe that Tarturi had told
him everything. Senators were used to concedling some of the truth in order
to place themsalvesin the best light. It wastheir nature. He needed a
clear view of Senator Tarturi'srole in the Senate, and he knew just who to

ask.

Obi-Wan tried to access the door to Tyro Caadian'stiny office, but

the door stuck after it had did open only afew centimeters.

"Tyro?" he shouted ingde the crack.

"Go away," amuffled voice answered.

"It's Obi-Wan!"

"Obi-Wan! For star's sake, don't move." Obi-Wan heard the sound of

crashing and banging. "1'm coming - oof! Dont... I'm dmost there... ah!”

The door dowly opened, pushed by Tyro. "Can't you..." he puffed ...

useyour Force... to help?"



Obi-Wan leaned against the door frame, watching. "I'm enjoying this

too much."

Tyro got the door al the way open. Hewiped hisforehead, where his

fur had matted with sweat. " So happy to amuse. Thanks."

Ohi-Wan grolled inside. Tyro's office wasfilled with plastoid boxes
crammed with durasheet documents. More plastoid file boxes were stacked
againgt awall. Some of the boxes had been shoved againgt the door, causing

it to jam. "What's going on?"

" told you I'd get something on Sano Sauro,” Tyro said, climbing over
abox to get to a holodocument strewn desk. "l requigtioned dl the
documentsin the Senate registry that involve his homeworld. He couldnt

sed everything, just his persond docs.”

"All of them?' Obi-Wan asked increduloudy. "But he's been a Senator

for nineyeard"

Tyro ruefully surveyed the crowded office. "W, it might take a

while. But what can | do for you, Obi-Wan?I'm at your service, as aways."

"What do you know about Berm Tarturi?' Obi-Wan asked. He raised ahand

and used the Force to push aside atower of documentsin order to sit down.



Tyro looked from the ease of Obi-Wan's gesture back to the door he had
struggled with. His ears twitched as he sat down. "I sure could use thet
Force of yours. Think how | could save on maid service. Anyway - Tarturi.

The one whose son has been kidnapped.”

Obi-Wan was startled. "How do you know that? There's been no offidd

word."

Tyro smiled, hissmall, pointed teeth glistening. "Why areyou in this

office?’

Ohi-Wan inclined his head. ""Because you hear everything.”

"What exactly do you need to know?' Tyro said. "I know many things

about Senator Tarturi. For example, at the moment he is engaged in the

fight of hispolitica career.”

"Who is hisbiggest enemy in the Senate?" Obi-Wan asked.

"Areyou serious?' Tyro said. "You don't know?' "Why esewould | be

here?' Obi-Wan asked irritably. "Because | enjoy filing?"

"Sano Sauro ishisbiggest enemy,” Tyro said. "Sauro?' Obi-Wan fdt

his pulse quicken. "Tarturi didn't mention him."

Tyro snorted. "He wouldn't. They arelocked in a bitter battle over



the redistribution of trade routes. Typica Senate bureaucratic tangle, but
for them - it might aswell belife or death. It means money, payoffs...

and redection. The battle has | eft them mortal enemies.”

"But why wouldn't Tarturi tell methis?' Obi-Wan wondered.

"Because Senators never admit they have enemies, Obi-Wan," Tyro sad
patiently. "Don't you know that by now? It gives their opponents more power

if they acknowledge them."

"Even when hissonismissing?'

Tyro laughed, but the laugh had no humor init. "His mother could be

missing, hiswife, and his pet nek battle dog. He till wouldn't tdl you

everything."

"S0," Obi-Wan sad thoughtfully, "if Berm Tarturi was distracted by

his son'skidnapping..."

"Sauro could profit handsomely,” Tyro finished. "The committee isin
sesson right now. If Tarturi misses even one meseting, Sauro could gain the

upper hand." Tyro sat up straighter. "Do you think Sauro could be involved?

"Does Sauro know RanaHaion?' Obi-Wan asked.



"Theleader of the Andaran opposition? | don't think so," Tyro
answered. "But if he did meet with her, it would have to be in secret.
Naturally hewould support her effortsin the Andaran system. It would
destroy Tarturi's power base." Tyro tapped atriple jointed finger on a
pile of datasheets. "Not to mention that Halion could get her new trade
routes if she throws her support to Sauro. They both have much to gain from

andliance"

"So if Halion cooked up aplot to kidnap Gillam Tarturi, Sauro might

help," Obi-Wan said.

Tyro nodded. "My enemy's enemy ismy friend, you mean.”

"Or he could have cooked up the plot and enlisted her. It iscertainly

something heis capable of "

Tyro's earstwitched excitedly. "If we could find proof, it would mean

the end of hiscareer. I'd have himin prison. And you'd have your files

The block of the order to revea would be dissolved."

"And wed find Gillam Tarturi,”" Obi-Wan sad.

CHAPTER SIX

"Today we shdl consider the geopolitica effect of the greet Ldi



Plague," Professor Win Totem said. Then she sat down with greet dignity,

right on acustard turnover.

The class exploded with laughter. It went on alittle too long, Anakin
noted. The constant anxiety the sudentsfdt led them to grasp a any

relief.

Thetall professor with the rega bearing stood and regarded the ruby-

colored stain on the back of her white septsilk gown.

"Ferus Olin," sherapped out. Y ou are respongble for thisl™

Ferus sarted. "I assure you, Professor, | am not." "Ten more demerits
for lying," Professor Win Totem barked. Her blue skin flushed an angry
purple. "Y ou are the only one who could have done it | asked you to

distribute the notes before class.”

Anakin watched as Ferus clenched hishands. He knew whet Ferus was
thinking. Ferus and Reymet had distributed the notes together. They did
everything together now. FHattered by Feruss attention, Reymet had become
histagadong. But Reymet couldn't resst playing hispracticd jokes, and
Ferus was getting blamed. Anakin also knew that Ferus could not point the
finger at Reymet. He wastrying to befriend him. Besides, if Ferustold on

Reymet, he'd be atattletale, what the students called awomp fink.



Reymet's face was pure innocence. He shook his head with concern as he

studied the stain on Professor Totem's gown.

Totem turned back to the lesson. Anakin hid hisgrin as he bent over
his datascreen. It served Ferusright. He had grabbed the assgnment to
watch Reymet. He deserved the consequences. Anakin couldn't imegine two
people more unlike each other than Ferus and Reymet. He knew that the
secret pleasure he got from watching Ferus being blamed for a practica
joke wasn't very Jedi-like, but on the other hand, he couldn't wait to tell
hisfriends Tru and Darra that Ferus had gotten demerits for putting a

custard turnover on ateacher's chair.

Out of the corner of hisvision, he saw Marit eyeing him curioudy. He
had been playing awaiting game with her. After hed discovered that his
stone was missing, hisfirgt impulse wasto rush after her and demand it

back. It was his most precious possession, and he hated being without it.

But he had stopped himself. What would Obi-Wan have done?

Take abreath and think, Anakin.

S0 he asked himsdlf why Marit had taken it. She must have known thet

he would immediately redize that she had it. Did she want to provoke a

confrontation? Did she want to see what he would do?

Anakin had decided to wait. Not the easiest course of action for him.



Notatal. But hewaspuzzled andintrigued by Marit, and he wanted her
to fed the same. Let Ferus chase after Reymet. Anakin'singtinctstold him

that there was more to Marit than he knew.

So even though hefdt her eyeson him, hedidn't turn. Nor did he
acknowledge her when Professor Totem had them break into groups and Marit
joined his. He didn't respond when she tried to catch his eye, even during

the most boring stretch of the professor's|lecture.

Shewould cometo him, he knew. After the class, she would find a
pretext to talk to him. He was driving her crazy because he had waited her

Out.

Better to wait to catch your prey than strike too soon.

Ohi-Wan had counsdled him again and again on the virtue of patience.
At last he was beginning to understand why his Master pushed it. It worked.

Sometimes.

The class ended. Anakin headed out the wide carved door. He |€ft the
hallway and accessed the brushed durasteel doors that led to the courtyard.
Even though it was overlooked by windows, it felt removed. It was agloomy,
dark day, and he had it to himself. Students avoided isolated places now.

They traveled in pairs or groups and went directly to their classes.



"All right, | give up the battle" Marit said from behind him.

Heturned. "I didn't know wewerein awar."

She held up the stone. "Y ou know | have this. Don't you want it back?*

"Yes" Anakin said. Eveninthe gloom, the river one shone, its

shiny black surface likeamirror full of reflected light.

"And you didn't report me."

“No."

"Thisgtoneisimportant to you. | cantel. Why?' "It was a gift,"

Anakin sad.

"From your father?'

Longing burst insde him. He did not have afather. Shmi had been very

clear about that. He didn't understand it, but he accepted it. He did not

think about hislack; he never had. But unexpectedly the ache would well up

in him and take him by surprise.

Then he thought of Obi-Wan, and the ache went away.

"Yes" hesad. "Areyou going to giveit back?"



Shehdd it up, fingering it thoughtfully. "I'm not sure yet.”

It would be so easy for him to use the Force to get it back. Instead,
Anakin moved. Hiskick bardly grazed her fingertips, but it didodged the
stone and sent it flying straight toward him. He reached up with one hand

and caught it.

Marit blinked. She looked down at her hand, still outstretched but now

empty. "1 didn't even see you move. How did you do that?"

Anakin did the stone back into the concealed ingde pocket of his

tunic. "Lots of practice. Now it's your turn to answer questions. Why did

you takeit?"

Her dark eyes glinted. "Because | wanted to see what you would do.”

"A test,” Anakin said. "Did | pass?’

Marit only smiled and changed the subject. "I saw you in the flight

simulator the other day. Y ou were pretty good.”

It was the one areawhere he had not hidden his skill. It was hard for

Anakinto st inacockpit and not fly fast and expertly. "Thanks."



"I'd like you to meet some friends of mine. Will you come with me now?

It's our free mod."

Anakin nodded. Marit may not have answered his question about passing
her test, but she didn't need to. He had passed. The question was, for what

purpose?

CHAPTER SEVEN

Obi-Wan stared down at the hdldfile in front of him. He flipped
through the datafor what felt like the thousandth time. He couldn't find

the key.

Something had happened the night Gillam disappeared, yet the security
record showed that nothing had been breached. Obi-Wan had gone over the
report. The best security expert at the Temple, Jedi Knight Alam Syk, had
gone over it. Nothing was out of the ordinary. It was asthough Gillam had

disappeared into thin air.

Obi-Wan had a so gone over the short note sent by the kidnappers. It
was strange that they had not asked for credits or made any demands. The
note seemed more like addaying tactic than anything else. There was a
chance the note could be linked to a particular datapad, but until they had

asuspect, they could do nothing with it.

Obi-Wan looked at the security report again. He hed the negging



feding that he was missing something obvious.

His comlink signaed, and he answered it brusquely. 'Y es?'

Tyro's excited voice vibrated through the air. "I've got something. |
analyzed the data from the past five years of Sauro's illiat activity -
the stuff he's been caught at, anyway - and ran it through my probabilities
program, looking for connections. | narrowed his secret meeting places to

three. Then | cross-referenced his schedule and committee meetings, and -

"Tyro," Obi-Wan said with greet patience, "please, get to the point.”

"He's meeting Rana Hdlion secretly,” Tyrosadinarush.

"Now?'

"I think 0. I'm following her right now, and she's heading to aplace

he's used for secret meetingsin the past. It's just ahunch, but - *

"Tdl mewherg" Ohi-Wan demanded.

Tyro gave him the directions. Obi-Wan rushed out of the Temple. He
took one of the Templ€e's speeders and raced through the jammed space lanes
of Coruscant, diving severd hundred levels below to a grassy quad

surrounded by stores and caf©s. He parked the speeder and quickly hurried



to the prearranged spot where Tyro was waiting.

Tyro sat in acrowded caf© under an awning that cast deep shade. From
here he had aview of the quad seating. With anod a Tyro, Obi-Wan sat

next to him and surveyed the area.

It was awise choice of location for a secret meeting, he thought. The
many stores and caf©s made for crowded passageways. There were numerous
entrances and exits, and several busy space lanes converged nearby. Glass
turbolifts connected to level s above and below. If someone needed to get

lost quickly, it would be easy to do.

"Theresheis" Tyro saidinalow tone. "Right on schedule.”

Obi-Wan looked curioudy at RanaHaion. He had studied her image in
her docs, but she appeared more commanding in person. Dressed to blend with
the crowd, she was wearing a brown traveler's cloak with ahood. Shewas a
tal, lanky humanoid with white hair cut short and twisted into spikes.
Wide gold cuffs encircled each strong wrist. Even from this distance, he
noted theintensity of her eyes, a blue so light they were dmogt

colorless.

She gtrolled around the quad, glancing in shop windows. To a casud
passerby, she appeared to be window-shopping. But Obi-Wan saw how her
glance continualy darted to the seats on the quad. She was ddfinitey

waiting for someone.



Tyro ordered around of drinks so that they wouldn't be conspicuous.
Ohbi-Wan sipped hisjuice, dert for any sgn of Sano Sauro. The minutes

ticked by.

He could see theimpatiencein RanaHaion'swak. Her hands twisted

together, then relaxed. She sat for severa minutes, then got up to grall

again.

"Whereishe?' Obi-Wan asked.

"l don't know," Tyro fretted. "I'm certain he's meeting her. it's too
much of acoincidence, her being in thisplace. Y ou'd think if you go to
al thetrouble of putting someone under surveillance that they would

cooperate. How can Sauro do thisto us?it's like he knows we're here.”

Obi-Wan suppressed agroan. He held out his hand. "Let me see your

comlink."

Tyro handed it to him. "What isit?'

Obi-Wan took out his own comlink and contacted Aiam Syk at the Temple.

"Can you run atrace on this?" he asked, reading off the data from Tyro's

comlink.



Within seconds, Alam answered, "It's got atrace on it. Coming from...
the Senate. Hang on.." Obi-Wan heard data keys clicking. Alam could trace
aysgnd.”  Hmmm. Do you know a Senator Sano Sauro? It looks like he's

interested in what Tyro Cdadianisupto.”

Obi-Wan tossed the comlink back to Tyro. "There's your answer. |
suggest that you do aroutine sweep of your comlink transmisson security

in thefuture

"| was never important enough before to need to do so," Tyro said. "l

guessthat'sagood sign.”

"Except that we lost our chance to trap Sauro,” Obi-Wan said.

Acrossthe quad, a disgusted Rana Halion strode off and hailed an ar

taxi.

"What next?" Tyro asked. "I doubt Sauro will use any of the usud

placesagan.”

"Whichiswhy it'stimeto confront him directly,” Obi-Wan said. "Time

isrunning out for Gillam.”

Sano Sauro was a a Senate function attended by many dignitaries. Obi-
Wan and Tyro dipped easily into the crowd. Obi-Wan spotted Sano Sauro and

made hisway over to listen. Tyro joined agroup surrounding Berm Tarturi.



"So glad you could join us after dl," a Senator was saying to Sauro.
"The commemoration of the dedication of the plague on the south-facing wall
of the main north-south corridor of the northeast wing of Complex Bis an

important step forward in promoting the harmony of the gdaxy.”

"| agree,” Sauro said smoathly. "Ancther plague with a quotation
concerning the necessity for peace will certainly hed the many bloody,

savage conflicts.”

The other Senator proudly puffed out his scaly green cheeks. "The

artisans of my home system were responsible for the plague.”

"Then | am doubly sureit will doitsjob," Sauro answered. There was
no trace of irony in histone, Obi-Wan noted, but Sauro managed to convey
it. Y et the gpparent Sncerity of his tone would make it difficuit to
chdlenge him. So did hisimpassve expresson. The skin was stretched o

tightly over the bones of hisfacethat herarely registered an emotion.

He caught ssght of Obi-Wan. "Will you excuse me?"

Sauro suddenly headed for the exit, dithering through the crowd with
the expertise of one used to escagping dull gatherings. Obi-Wan started
after him, but suddenly Berm Tarturi's voice boomed out. Sauro stopped

abruptly but did not turn.



"How kind of you to say that,” Berm said to the group of Senators
surrounding him. "No, I'm trying to keep it very quiet. It is a private
matter. Y et others seek to exploit my sorrow. Oh, it'snot that | expect
specid trestment, but those who would take advantage of a father's
despair..." Tyro raised his eyebrows a Obi-Wan. Obvioudy, Tarturi

abandoned discretion when he could gain sympathy.

Obi-Wan saw Sauro's sneer. He was contemptuous of Tarturi'stactics.

Sauro turned. Hisvoice, hard asice, cut through Berm's blugtering
likealaser. "Y es, anyone who exploits private pain is despicable” He

gave Tarturi awithering look. "No matter who doesit.”

The Senators |ooked back and forth between the two enemies, some with
apprehension, others avidly looking forward to awar of words. Tyro's eyes
gleamed, no doubt hoping Sauro would et something dip in anger. But Sauro
samply turned his back on Tarturi and dipped off through the crowd, adim

figurein black.

A group of Senators suddenly converged on Berm Tarturi while others
faded back, and it took Obi-Wan severd precious seconds to extricate
himsdf from the crowd. When he pushed hisway out the door, Sauro had

aready disappeared. Obi-Wan headed toward Sauro's suite of offices.

As soon as he entered, Sauro's persona assistant stood up. "He isnt



here,

"Did hetell you to say that?" Obi-Wan brushed past him, heading for

the door.

"l am cdling security.”

"Y our choice." Obi-Wan had no more patience for protocol. He waved a

hand and used the Force to dide open the door to Sauro's inner office.

Sauro turned, Sartled, as Obi-Wan strode in. "Thisis outrageous!" he

Sputtered, losing hisusua cool.

"Y ou are meeting with Rana Halion secretly,” Obi-Wan said.

"Y ou don't have any evidence of that," Sauro said, regaining his

COMpOSUIe.

"l have evidence that you put Tyro Caladian under surveillance,” Obi-

Wan continued.

Sauro stood behind hislong desk. He was not atall man, but the desk
was |low to the ground in order to give that impression. Thetall red thorns
of the claing bush rose from the corners, stabbing the air. His thin lips

twisted as he leaned forward, resting on hisknuckles. "And why shouldn't



1?1 don't take kindly to being investigated by young upstart atorneys. |
have alegitimate concern as to who exactly this Caadian is and what he
wants. The risk of assassination and sabotage are part of thisjob, and |
must take any steps | can to protect mysdlf. If you wish to takeit up with

the Senate security committee, do so.”

"Y ou rely on those committees,” Obi-Wan said. "No doubt because you

have bribed your way onto most of them.”

"What isthis persona vendettayou have against me, Kenobi?' Sauro's
voice purred now. "l must confess, | don't understand it. I've done nothing

to antagonize you. Perhgps | should bring you up on charges.”

"What charges?

"Bresking and entering, for one" Sauro said, his gaunt face

expressionless. "The Forceis aweapon like any other.”

"The Force is not awegpon,” Obi-Wan snapped. "L et me warn you, Sauro.
| am investigating Gillam Tarturi's kidnapping. If | find you had anything

todowithit-"

Sauro laughed. "A child'skidnapping! Hardly something | would dabble
in. You are grasping at straws, Kenobi. And once again you are wading my
time." He picked up his comlink and stabbed a a button with his index

finger. "'l think I will report you for harassment. Perhagps afew hours of



being detained by Senate security will help you calm down.”

"Y our threatsreved your fear,” Obi-Wan said. "I'll be back.”

CHAPTEREIGHT

Marit'sfriends sat together on the ahldtic fidd outsde. They
seemed to be expecting Anakin. He noted one friend looking him over
carefully, from the top of hishead to his boots. The sudent, a Bothan,

stood as soon as they came up.

"Sothisistheone" he said. He was short, shorter than Marit, and
the curling hair down to his shoulders gave him a soft look that was

undercut by his shrewd gaze. Thiswas clearly not someone to underestimate.

"ThisisAnakin," Marit sad. "Anakin, meet Rola Frac. And thisis

Tulah, and Hurana, and Ze."

"Have you ever ridden aswoop?' Ze asked. He was a humanoid, short and

plump, with close-set green eyes and two pigtailsthat hung down his back.

He seemed eager for action.

"A coupleof times™ Anakin said.

"We were going to have aswoop race," Tulah said. Anakin recognized



the elongated head and pae skin of anative of Muunilingt. Tulah was tdl
and skinny, with ashock of bright yellow hair that stuck straight up from

his head. Hisvoicewas dl business. "Do you want to join us?'

"Just once around the school grounds," Marit said. "Soundslike fun,”

Anakin sad.

"Theonly thingis, it'stechnicaly againg therules,” Hurana said.
She gave him ashy smile, but he could tell he was beng tested. "Y ou're

going to haveto avoid the roving survelllance droids.”

"Sounds even better," Anakin said.

Marit pointed to anearby swoop with her chin. "Thet's yours, then.

Watch out for professors and security cameras. Let'sgo.”

Marit and her friendsdung their legs over their swoops. Anekin
followed. He took a moment to get used to the swoop controls and was a few
seconds behind them. He wasn't worried. He knew how to fly a swoop faster

than anyone.

Hetook off after them, streaking acrossthe gray sky. Ahead was a

security checkpoint. Anakin could see the camera lenses revolving. Marit

gunned her motor and flipped her swoop sidewaysto avoid being tracked.

A second later, Hurana dipped below it, missing it by only afraction.



Anakin saw her grin and knew she had timed it that way. The othersfollowed

expertly.

Anakin wasimpressed. He increased his speed, timing his approach with
the revolving cameralenses. He pulled the swoop up and then down quickly,

missing the lens by acomfortable half second.

He pushed the engine to maximum and quickly caught up to the others.
He didn't dow down but zoomed by them. He saw Rolai's surprised face, but

Marit looked worried.

He saw why. Below him agroup of professors had paused on the sairs
outside one of the academic buildings, talking. Any moment they would see

him.

He turned the swoop to the left and headed for the dense branches of
an enormoustree. Behind him, he saw Marit pull her swoop up and circle out

of range of the professors.

Anakin could hover in the branches, but he was too impatient. He
dipped below one branch and zoomed up to skim above another. He snaked in
and out of thethick branches, leaning hisbody first one way, then the
other. He did not make even one leaf tremble. The professors continued to

talk, completely unaware of the swoop above them.



The others skirted the trees, looping around to avoid the professors

and adding crucid minutesto their times.

He cleared the grove of trees out of sight of the professors, as wel
asMarit and her friends. A surveillance droid revolved ahead, surprisng
him for only an ingtant. Anakin pulled the sivoop to a hard right, avoiding

the rotating sensors. Then he dove benesth the droid and zoomed on.

Grinning, Anakin leaned over the handlebars and gunned the motor. He
skirted a security cameraand dove beneath atractor beam. Thiswas child's

play for him.

The otherswerein sght again but still well behind him as he cleared
arooftop and did aquick triple loop dive to avoid being seen by a class
of students playing laserbal below. Then he dropped from the sky and
landed in the same precise spot he had left from. He sat down and crossed

hislegsin aleisurey fashion.

A short two minutes later, Marit and the others pulled up. Anakin was

surprised at their speed. They were amost asfast asa Jedi on a swoop.

Marit swung off her swoop and strode toward him, tossing her braid behind

her shoulder.

"Okay, hotshot,” shesaid. "You win."

"What do | win?' Anakin asked. "If it'sthe chance to break out of



here" he joked, "count mein." He spoke lightly, but he could fed how
close he was to being accepted. He didn't need the Force to pick up on the
humming energy among the group of friends. Something was definitdly up. Had

he found the secret squad the Jedi High Council spoke of ?

"You see?' Marit said to Rola. "1 told you he could fly.

"Hecanfly," Rola agreed.

"He'samost as good asme," Huranasaid. Her pale gold eyes hdd a

new respect.

"Wehaveasort of club," Marit said. "Not aschool club. A serious

club. Areyou interested?"

"I'm not sureyet," Anakin said. "Why don't you tell me about it?'

"We take on assignments from outsiders. Beingswho need alittle help.
Weuse our skillsto aid them. If my friends and | have one thing in
common, we don't like to see others get kicked around. | think you're thet

way, too."

"l am," Anakin said. "What exactly do you do? Rescue fluffkits from

trees?"



Rolai looked annoyed. "Thisisn't ajoke. Two weeksago on Tierell, we

changed the course of aplanet's history.”

"And made abundle of credits" Tulah said. "Don't forget that."

"We do whatever is needed,” Marit sad quickly. She gave Rola a
warning glance, asif hed said too much. "Y oull learn more if you join
us. Look, | told you how it works here. They only run the scholarship
program so that they'll look good. They don't care about us. They won't
help us. No onewill. We have to help oursalves. Why should we wait around

to get passed over for good jobs when we can start our lives now?"

"l agree,” Anakin said. "But how do you get off campus? Y ou'd have to

violate security.”

Marit shook her head. "We're able to conduct the missions on our free
days. We have permission to leave. We just have to be sure to be back in
time. And there are waysto trick security.” Shegrinned a Rola. "Rda

isour security expert and financid officer. Ze handles communications.”

Ze nodded. "Comlinks, datapads, holo transmissons. Traces and

countertraces. There are plenty of frequenciesto hidein, if you know how.

Anakin was impressed. Even he didn't know how to navigete the

complicated process of concealing atransmisson origin.



"I'm trangportation,” Huranasaid. "'l get usin and out, and fast."

Tulah lifted afinger. "I'm battle Srategy. But mosily I'm comic

reief.”

Tulah spoke lightly, but something in hisfacetold Anakin thet his

joking was a pose to hide a serious purpose.

"And | research the proposals,” Marit said. "I'm the gdactic politics

expert.”

"Sowhat am 17" Anakin asked.

"We need someone who knows something about sophisticated air transport

like starfighters,” Huranasaid. "'l know some, but Marit has been watching

you, and she says you know more."

"l don't know about that,” Anakin said. "But | did grow up fixing

engines. So how do you decide what you're going to do?'

"We consder proposals and vote on them,” Hurana said. "Everyone's

voteisequd."

"And every decisonisunanimous,” Tulah sad. "If oneof us doesn't



want to take an assgnment, we passon it. You'd get an equd vote, too,

fly-guy. Just try to votewith me.”

Unlikethe others, Rolai'slook was cool. Anakin had thefeding that
he would have to prove himsdf to the Bothan before he welcomed him. It

didn't bother him. He might fed that way himsdf with an outsider.

"Thekind of assgnments we take on are important,” Marit said. "Were
just starting, but aready what we can do has spread to the right beings.
We're on the sde of justice in the gaaxy. The powerful exploit the weak.
Wetry to tip the balance. In one of our last missonswe broke into the
records of acompany that was dumping its toxic garbage on a neighboring
planet's moon. We exposed them and got paid for it. We can get away with a

lot because adults tend not to notice kids. They underestimate us."”

Rola grinned. "Big migtake."

To hissurprise, Anakin found himsdif liking what hewas hearing. It

was amost like being a Jedi, but without Masters. No one told the squad

what to do. They picked their own missions and were responsible only to

themsdves.

"Count mein," hesad.

CHAPTER-NINE



Anakin met Ferus at their prearranged spot in the computer 1ab during
their free time before lights out. Mot of the students werein their own
rooms, studying or talking. No one liked to venture out into the hdls &
night, no matter how good security was now. The computer |ab was open but

empty. They spokein low voicesin acorner.

"Reymet kegps dropping hints," Ferus said without waiting for Anekin
to speak. "He says he knows something about some secret goings-on & the
school. He even has hinted that it has something to do with Gillam's
disappearance. | know he'strying to impressme, but | ill think he knows
something. Maybe about the secret squad. If we could infiltrate it, weld

finaly have something to tell Obi-Wan."

"I didinfiltrateit,” Anakin sad.

Ferus|ooked gartled. "Why didn't you tel me?"

"You didn't give meachance," Anakin said. Asusud, Ferusgot under

hisskin. "It just happened today."

"How?Whoisit? Thisisgreat news," Ferus said gpprovingly.

Anakin wasn't sure what annoyed him more - Ferusslack of envy a his

progress, or the way his approval sounded just a bit condescending, as

though Feruswas his Madter.



"1 was approached by Marit Dice," Anakin said. "She and her friends
are al scholarship students here at the school. That'sthe key. They fed
that they won't be treated farly when it comes to postions after
graduation, so they decided to strike out on their own. The school doesn't

help them. They only help the sons and daughters of the important people.”

"Sounds like an excuseto me," Ferus said.

"No," Anakin said, annoyed. "I'm sureit'strue. Haven't you noticed

that the other sudents don't talk to the scholarship students?

"Not redly,” Ferussaid. "After dl, | talk to Reymet." "Only because

you haveto."

Ferus sSighed. "So they picked you because you're a scholarship

sudent.”

"They picked me because they thought they could trust me" Angkin

said. "l don't have areputation as a snob."

If Ferusfet the sting of Anakin'sremark, he didn't show it. "Did

they say anything about Gillam? Do you know if he wasin the squad?’

"They didn't say aword about Gillam," Anakin said. "That's strange,”

Ferussaid. "It'sal everyone else at school talks about.”



"They have more important things on their minds,” Anakin said.

"IsMarit the leader?"

Anakin gave this some thought. " She did most of the talking. But |

didn't get thefeding that shewasthe leader. They say they vote on

everything."

"Do you know if they're going out on an assignment?' Ferus asked.

Anakin shook hishead. "Not yet I'll find out."

Ferus frowned. "So do you think there's a connection? And if thereis,

what could it be?"

"l don't know," Anakin said. "'l can't imagine them kidnapping afdlow
student. They seem straightforward. They take on good causes. They're
amost like Jedi, inaway. Think about it, Ferus. Can you imagine being

ableto pick and choose your own missons?’

Feruslooked at him curioudy. "No. That's why we have the Council."

"But if wedidn't, we could use our skills on missonsthat we decided

wereimportant.”



"If we didn't have the Council, we wouldn't be Jedi." Ferus gave im

the severe look that always got under his skin.

Anakin decided to change the subject. "Do you know anything about the

planet Tierd|?"

"There was acoup there. It was arepressive government. The leader

was nated two weeks ago. The rebels are now in charge. Why?*

"The squad sad they were involved,” Angkin sad. "In an

nation? Do you call that agood cause?"

"] didn't say that they assassinated the leader,"

Anakin argued. "'l just said they were involved." "Anekin, they are

mercenaries,” Ferus said, exasperated. "What exactly do you think they do?*

"Not cold-blooded murder," Anakin said decidedly. "Y ou've made a lot

of conclusions considering you just met them,”" Ferus said.

"It'saningdinct,” Anakin said. "Tha doesn't mean they can't be

hiding something. I'm not totaly in their confidence yet. | need to gain

thair trug."

Ferus nodded dowly. "I agree. But be careful.”



Anakin said good-bye and was hdfway down the hal before he wondered

what exactly Feruswanted him to be careful of.

The secret squad had a secret signal, of course. Many of the sudents
had holographic displays outside their doors. When a hologram of adetailed
topographica map of Marit'shomeworld of Hali was outside her door, a
mesting was scheduled. If the moons of Hali were shown, the meeting was in
the free evening hours. If the three suns were shown, the meeting would

take place before the morning medl.

They met dmost every day. Anakin was surprised a the number of
proposalsfor help they recaived, from groups and individuds al over the
gaaxy. The squad had only been in operation for sx months, and the word
of mouth had spread. Rola received the requests on a datapad Ze had
tweaked so that the routing system was too complicated to trace. Credits
were deposited in a secret account in an Andoran bank known for discretion.
Anakin admired the group's professionaism. They discussed the proposas
serioudly, and hewasimpressed at Marit's knowledge of gdactic politics
and higtory. It was obvious that they needed a misson soon, for ther

treasury waslow and they needed supplies.

Anakin was heading to hislast classwhen he saw the sgnd for an
evening mesting. As soon &s the free period began, he headed for a

storeroom located near the students rooms. The storeroom waan't used a



such hours and they did not have to pass through security checkpoints to

get to it from their rooms. It was a private place to mest.

He dipped indgde the room to find the others waiting. He got the
sense that they had been talking before he entered. "Do we have a proposal ?

" he asked, sitting down on the floor next to Hurana.

"No," Rola said. "It'sjust agenerd meeting. Anybody have anything?

"Just Suff we can't afford,” Ze said. "I haven't wanted to bring this
up, but welve goat to upgrade our comlinks. Weve got to get some
hol ographic capabilities pretty soon. And if we don't up-tech the drivers,
welll be blasting static when we go past the Core. | have anideahow | can
do abasic upgrade without dipping into the treasury, but it'sgoing to be
complicated.” Zelaunched into ahighly technical discussion that obvioudy

left the rest of the squad behind.

"Soif | patch into the C-board here and steadl some juice from the
circuit, | can maybe extend the range from meta to mega if the systems
don't chatter and | don't pulverize the school manframe” Ze concluded

chearfully.

"Affirmatively good work, Ze-tech." Tulah nodded his head in gpprovd,
but it was obvious he hadn't a clue asto what Ze was talking about. By the

looks on the faces of the ret, they felt the same.



"Don't forget to bypassthe trangt sensor when you patch,” Angkin

sad. "Otherwise you'll end up with acinder instead of acomlink.”

"An excdlent point,” Ze said, impressed.

"l was going to say that trangt thing,” Tulah said. "I mean, | would

haveif I'd known what Ze was talking about.

Marit gave Anakin asidelong look. ™Y ou know comm systems?’

"Some," Anakin said. Asadave a Watto's shop, he had learned how to
fix anything. He had kept up the hobby asa Jedi student. "'l know droid

circuits better."

"That's good, because we might bein the market for an astromech,”
Tulahsad.  "Lovethoselittle guys. Hurana has been shopping for acouple
of used A-6 interceptors, and a couple of astromechs are key. By the way,
we redly need to get some sarfighters soon. This hitching rides on

freighters has got to stop.”

"l agree" Rola said. "They'redow."

"Right. But whet | redly meant was, the food isterrible” Tulah

sad. "Bleh."



"What's the weapon capability of the interceptors?' Rola asked

Hurana

"Turbolaser cannons, very sweet,” Huranasaid. "Both shipsarein good
shape. The only problem isthat one of them has a tendency to cut out

during dives™"

"That could be aminor inconvenience,” Tulah said. "Remind me to fly

in the other one."

Everyone laughed, but Anakin noted how ther intent looks never

changed. He was impressed with their focus.

"I've gone on acouple of test flightsand it's a pretty congstent
problem,” Huranaadmitted. "Lagt time | came within twenty meters of

complete annihilation on the planet surface before | was ableto pull out.”

"That sounds dangerous,” Anakin said. The flow of conversation was

fast and decigive. It told him better than words what atightly knit team

thiswas.

Sheflashed himagrin. "That'swha made it fun" "What about a

hyperdrive?' Marit asked.

Hurana shook her head. "We might be ableto add it. But that means



mgor investment capitd.”

"Don't worry about that,” Rolai said.

"Why not?' Marit sad. "Thetreasury iscompletely zilched."

"I'mworking onit,” Rolai said. "Just draw up your wish ligs, and

I'll let you know what we can handle.

"Sounds like my speed,” Tulah said. "Numbers are not my thing."

"I'vegot awish ligt, too," Rolal said. " Spesaking of upgrades, our

wegpons are sad. A couple of blasters aren't going to get usvery far. We

need some secondary wegponry. Some thermd detonators, a flechette

launcher, maybe some missletubes- "

"Hang on," Marit said. "Werenot anamy.”

"Sureweare" Rola said. "If weact likeit, wed better have the

stuff to back it up. Thingswould have gone alot better on Tierdll if wed

had the firepower - "

"Or alot worse," Marit shot back.

"Not thisagain,” Rola sad, ralling hiseyes. "Sx blastersfor ax



membersisthe bare minimum. If we'd had aflechette launcher - *

"Youreright, Rola," Marit sad. "Weve gone over this too many

times. Let'sjust be glad the mission was asuccess. Now we'd better gat

back to our rooms."

Anakin hung back as the others dipped out the door. He closed it

behind them and turned to face Marit.

"Wed better get going,” she said. "Lights out will be soon - "

"What was that about?' Anakin asked.

"What?' Marit said evasively.

"Hesaid 9x blagers," Anakin said.

"What?'

"He said you had six blagtersfor sx members. But there are only

five"

"Sx, counting you."

"But | wasn't onthemissonto Tierdl."



Marit shrugged. "Rolai meant now, not then. Sx blasters for 9x

members.”

Angkinletit pass. "Tel me about Tierdl."

Marit turned away. "I don't want to tell you about Tierell."

" Something's bothering you about it," Anakin said. "Maybeif you tdl

me, | can help."

"l don't need help,” Marit snapped.

"Okay," Anakin said. "Then let'ssay | deserveto know. I'm putting my

lifeontheline, too, you know."

Marit's brown eyes studied him. He knew the moment she decided to
trust him. It only took afew seconds. He was beginning to see that Marit
didn't like to waste time. "We had trouble. We'd been hired to dip into
the Leader's Advisors Chambers and dismantle security. The room was
supposed to be empty, but the advisors were having a megting. We hed a

battle with some security droids. The blaster fire wasincredible.

We could bardly handleit. And... in the confusion, the leader of

Tierdl waskilled."



"Who didit?" Anakin asked.

Marit hesitated. Then she took adeep breath. "1 did.”

Slowly, she sank back down to a crouching position on the floor. Her
hands dangled between her knees. "I've gone over it and over it, and |
gtill don't know why or how it happened. The success of the misson
depended on it. The freedom of the beings of Tierell depended on it. Maybe
my friends lives depended on it. Maybe mine In other words..." Marit

shrugged. "Everything depended on it. But | can't stop thinking..."

"That it could have gone another way." Anakin knew that feding. He,

too, had taken alife. More than one. He didn't like to think about it.

Those experiences were locked in aplace in hismind where he did not go.

He crouched down in front of her. "'If everything depended on it, you
did theright thing. If you can't make yoursdf believethat, you'l drive

yoursdf crazy."

She looked into hisface searchingly. "Y ou seem to know how | fed."

"I do," Anakin said. He stood and held out his hand. Shetook it and

he helped bring her to her feet.

"You see?' hesaid. "Everybody needs help sometime.”



* % %

" think shelied about the blasters, but | don't know why," Anakin

told Obi-Wan in their next communication.

"Do you think Gillam was once part of the squad?"

"Thet doesn't make sense. He's not a scholarship student. But
something isup, | can fed it. Something with Rola isn't right. Maybe he
knows something. He'sin charge of security, and aso the treasury. None of
the others seem to care about how he handlesit. Maybe... | don't know,
maybe he decided to raise money by kidnapping Gillam and holding hm for

ransom, but he didn't tdl the others."

"Maybe," Obi-Wan said doubtfully. He sounded distracted, asthough he
werent redly listening to Anakin. "But Tarturi hasn't received a ransom

demand."

"Yet. I'm not surewhat to think," Anakin confessed. "I can't imegine
the group kidnapping Gillam. They'redl pretty dedicated. Marit has an
incredible grasp of galactic politics. She knowswhat's baing debated in
the Senate right down to the subcommittee hearings. And she aways comesin

ontheright sde.”

"And how do you know it'stheright sde?' Obi-Wan asked, his voice



dry. "Because you agree with it?"

"Becausethey are agang violence and oppression,” Anakin said.

"They'relikethe Jedi."

"Y et they are operating againgt school rules,” Obi-Wan pointed ouit.

"If you arewilling to violate trust, you cannot claim virtue."

"The school doesn't deservethair trut. It let them down.”

"Nonethe ess, they are attending the school and agreed to abide by its
rules," Obi-Wan said. "I can understand the attraction they have for you,
Anakin, but | fear you are getting too involved. Y ou must be a Jedi at dl
times. Y ou must congtantly strive for inner balance. This indludes baing

swayed by theideas of others. They often mask a different purpose.”
"What purpose could they mask?'
"That isyour job to find out. Do not forget that you are trying to
find amissing boy. Anakin, thefact that you are a Jedi iswhat will keep
you steedy adways. That is something to hold onto. If you know your firs
loyalty, therest fdlsinto place. Do you understand?’

"l do, Magter. Have you made progressin the Senate”?'

Obi-Wan sighed. "Y es and no. Nothing to report yet. I'm sure there is



aconnection between RanaHaion and Sano Sauro, but | can't find it."

"RanaHdion?"

"Ruler of leria. The leader of the countermovement in that system. |
think she might have something to do with Gillam's disappearance. Keep me

informed if you learn anything more, Padawan.”

"Yes, Magter." Anakin frowned as Obi-Wan cut the communication. His
Magter had not been very forthcoming with information. And he did not seem
interested in the secret squad. Anakin had the fedling that Obi-Wan didn't

think they wereinvolved in Gillam's disappearance.

But Anakin felt differently. And here, he could follow hisown rules.

All hislife, he had known only two waysto live: asadave, or as a
Jedi. Asayoung boy on Tatooine he had looked to the Jedi asthe most free
beingsin the galaxy. Even before he knew much about them, he had dreamed

of being a Jedi.

But was being a Jedi being free? Or had he traded one form of davery

for another?

Thethought was s0 shocking that Angkin couldn't face it once he

dredged it up. Hetucked it away in the place in hismind that he did not



vigt. It was a place where fear ruled. He never went there, not even in
the middle of the night when he woke, his head full of dreams, and did not

know where he was or why his mother was not near.

Anakin put hiscomlink back into histunic. For thefirgt time snce
entering the school, returning to comm silence did not make him fed cut
off. He was glad not to answer to anyone, even for twenty-four hours. He
headed out to find Marit and the squad, where there were no Masters to

chidehim.

CHAPTER TEN

Frustration boiled inside Obi-Wan. He could not trace a connection
between Sano Sauro and RanaHalion. He was working on it; Tyro was working
onit. The best researchers a the Temple were working on it, induding
Jocasta Nu, the Jedi Archivist. Though she usudly demanded that Jedi
Knights do their own research, she agreed to help Obi-Wan since the matter
was S0 pressing. A young boy's life could be at stake. Theimage of Gillam
till tore at Obi-Wan's heart - the way he'd clutched the blanket around

his shoulders, the courage hetried to convey.

None of these experts had come up with anything. And Obi-Wan was

plagued by the feding that he was missing something. Something obvious.

He retreated to his private quartersto think. Hefelt morein need of

aMagter than Anakin. He wished someone could give him the direction he was



looking for.

In hisreports from the Leadership School, Anakin had sounded sdif-
aufficient, completely in charge of the situation. Obi-Wan didn't know if
the secret squad was involved in Gillam's disappearance, but he was proud
of his Padawan for infiltrating it so quickly. He just wished he hadn't
heard something in Anakin's voice that reminded him of hisown past. When
he had been a Padawan, he had briefly |eft the Jedi after meeting a rebe
group on Melida/Daan cdled The Y oung. To him, The Y oung had passon and
commitment and an important cause. When Qui-Gon had forbidden him to stay
and help them, he had turned his back on the Jedi. It had made complete

sense to him then. He had felt so right - and he had been so wrong.

Inner balance. It took experience to know when the wrong ingtinct had

made it careen off-kilter.

But Anakin was not the same. Being a Jedi meant everything to Anakin.

Obi-Wan returned to his more pressing problem. He stared down & the
security report once again. What was he missing? He had afeding that Qui-
Gon would know. His Master was aways able to combine emotion with logic to
reach the correct conclusion. Find the emotion behind thelogic - or the
illogic, Qui-Gonwould say. If you can't see the solution, try to see the
emotion. But if something seemed logica to Obi-Wan, it was difficult to

seetheillogical heart of it.



He heard Qui-Gon's voice clearly in his head If something is not

possible, then it did not happen.

Obi-Wan stood up so suddenly that the report did off hislap.

Security wasn't breached. Gillam never |eft the academy campus!

Hewas gtill there. But was he dlive... or dead? And who took him?

Ferus had reported that Reymet had hinted that he knew how to vist
places he wasn't supposed to go within the school campus. What if Reymet
wasn't just trying to impress Ferus? What if Reymet had seen something that

night?

Obi-Wan shook his head. It didn't seem logicdl that. Reymet would keep
slent when thelife of afdlow student was a stake. Reymet might be a

sneak, but he had no reason to suppose he would support a kidnapper.

Obi-Wan had never attended aregular school, but the Temple was like

onein many ways. He thought back to his own training. Why would Reymet

keep slent?

The answer roared into his brain.

Because adults didn't take Gillam. Students did. A boy Reymet's age

wouldn't turn in fdlow students. What had Anakin told him students cdled



someone who snitched?

If Reymet told, hedd be awomp fink.

Hiscomlink Sgnaled. Hoping it was Angkin, he snatched it and

activated it.

Hefdt the thud of disappointment when he heard Jocasta Nu's voice.
Unless Anakin contacted him on the emergency channel, he would have to wait

until their next scheduled communication the following day.

"l have traced the payment for you, even though you were perfectly
capable of doing so yoursdlf, if you had paid attention to my instructions,
" JocastaNu's crisp voice said. "There was a credit payment from Rana
Halion to an account on Andara. The account is anonymous, but through a
series of traces|'ve discovered that it is used by that secret renegade
sguad the Council is so concerned about. A boy named Rolal Frac set it up.
Animpressive use of cloaking maneuvers hid hisidentity. I'verardly seen

better."

"Thank you, Madame Nu," Obi-Wan said fervently.

"Next time, you will do your own research, Master Kenobi. | do not

have timeto indulge your many requests, and | - "



"Y es, Madame Nu," Obi-Wan said. "May the Force be with you. You may

have just given me the key to find the boy."

"That's good, then. May the Force be with you," she answered, the

disapprova fading from her voice.

It was the confirmation he needed. Anakin's hunch that the secret
squad wasinvolved wasright after dl. Gillam had been kidnapped by his
fellow students on the secret squad. But they hadn't doneit on their own -
Rana Haion had arranged it. Whether Sano Sauro was involved, he might

never know.

Obi-Wan hurried out of his quarters toward the vehide reguidtion
area. Hefdt asthough he should kick hmsdf down the hdl. He had
chastised Anakin about inner balance while he waslosing hisown! His need
to investigate Sano Sauro had led him to make assumptions and go off on a
dangerous tack. He had wanted Sauro to be responsible, so he had tried to

build acase around it.

He had been so wrong. He had lost sight of his god: to find the

missing boy. The answer wasn't at the Senate. It was on Andara.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Anakin left hisroom well before the call for the morning med. There

was no hologram on Marit's door. He hesitated, fighting hisurge to knock.



It was unusual for the squad not to meet again. There had been severd

thingsto resolve. And held had the feding that Marit was avoiding him.

He left without knocking, however, and continued down the hall. Maybe
Ferus had some new information. Anakin was beginning to get impatient. Days

were passing, and they were no closer to finding Gillam.

Hewas amost at Feruss door when he saw the door to the athletic

storeroom dide open. Rolal stepped out.

Anakin quickly retreated back around the corner. He peered around the

wall and saw Tulah, Hurana, and Ze hurrying out behind Rola. They dl

disappeared around the corner.

Anakin strode forward and pushed open the door. Marit was just tucking

her datapad under her arm. Shelooked at him, Startled.

"What's going on?" he demanded. "I thought | wasin the squad. Why am

| being left out?”

"Wedon't know if we can completely trust you yet, Anakin,” Marit sad

reluctantly.

"Y ou've accepted anew mission, haven't you?' Anakin guessed.



Marit nodded, biting her lip.

Exasperated, Anakin turned on hished. "Fine. I'm out."

"Anakin, wait!" Marit put her hand on hisarm.

"It'sRola, isn't it? He doesn't want me in the squad.”

"No, Rola isthe one who wants you onthemisson,” Marit said. "It's

just that | think it's dangerous, and it might not be the right way to

Sart.”

"Jugt tell me, and let medecide”" Anakin said.

"It'samisson very closeby,” shesad. "Right herein the Andaran

system. Y ou might not know this, but there's a countermovement here.”

"I've heard something about it," Anakin said.

She gave him akeen look. "How do you stand on the issue?!

Anakin shrugged. "I don't know enough about it."

"Andaraisthe largest and richest planet in the system,” Marit said.

"Asareault, it has grabbed the best trade routes and built up its

manufacturing and exporting to the detriment of the other planets in the



system. They arentt fairly represented by their Senator. They can't get

what they need from the Senate because they don't have avoice.”

"That doesn't seem fair," Anakin said.

"It'snot. A representative of the countermovement came to us and

asked for our help.”

"Who?'

"Y ou don't need to know that yet."

Anakin started for the door again.

"All right!" Marit's voice was amused, and she was gmiling when he

turned. "Y ou're very tough.”

He grinned. "Y egh. But isn't that why you recruited me?*

"It's RanaHdlion, the leader of leria She approached us through

Rola. The countermovement iswilling to negotiate with Berm Tarturi, but

the Senator hasn't taken them serioudy enough. They want to show him how

powerful they are.”

RanaHdion! This could be the connection Obi-Wan waslooking for.



"How?' Anakin asked

"They want to conduct a passive grike on the Andaran security

transport landing platform,” Marit said. "Passve Strike?"

"Werejust going to penetrate their airspace and then get out. Buzz
the starfighters. Show Tarturi that we could have destroyed his flegt if
we'd wanted to. That way he'd be forced to join negotiations. We need to
get in and get out quickly. There could be some antispacecraft fire" She

hesitated.

Anakin waited.

"We were going to vote on whether to include you tonight,” Marit said.

Anakin said nothing. He had learned from Obi-Wan that not asking a

guestion sometimes got you more information.

"We need apilot,” Marit said. "Huranais good, but she's not as good
as shethinks sheis. She takes too many chances. We need alead pilot. But
thiswon't be on asimulator. leriaisloaning us the ar transport. |

don't expect you've ever flown agtarfighter, have you?'

"Asameatter of fact, | have," Anakin said.



"Areyou asgood in agtarfighter asyou arein a swoop?"

n Bata..ll

"| can talk to them... convince the others... if you're sure you want

togo."

"I'm sure" Anakin said. Hewanted to go on the misson. If the
planetsin the Andaran system were being exploited, they should have a
voicein their destiny. Marit'sideas made senseto him. He had been a

witnessto the greed of Senators. It sounded as though leria needed help.

"Wdl, I'm not authorized to tdll you that you can go," Marit said.

She grinned. "But you're on board. We're scheduled to leave tomorrow.”

Elation roared through Anakin. Then heredlized something gartling.
He hadn't been glad because of the Jedi mission. HE'd been glad because he

wanted to go. Not for the Jedi. For himsdlf.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Anakin wasfilled with excitement about the coming mission. He had a
strong fedling that not only would he help the Andaran system, he would
also discover the key to Gillam's disappearance. Rana Halion must be behind

it. Her cause might be just, but her methods could be ruthless. Anakin felt



aurethat Gillamwason leria.

He saw Ferusin the hall between classes and signaled that he needed
to talk to him. They met in Ferussroom and closed the door. They had a
few minutes before the midday med before they needed to pass the

checkpoint to thedining hall.

Anakin quickly filled in Ferus on what had happened.

Ferusfrowned. "Y ou told Marit that you would go?' "1 think | should,”

Anakin said. "l dill have afeding aout Gillam.”

"That'sfine" Ferussaid. "But penetrating a planet's airgpace? You

can't do that."

"No onewill be hurt."

"How can you be sure of that? Are you saying that no one will fire

their laser cannons? Are you saying that if they fire on you or the others,

you won' fire back? Think about it, Anakin! And what about the reaction in

the Senate? Thiswill be seen as an unprovoked attack on Andara.”

"Not unprovoked,” Anakin argued. "Senator Tarturi refusesto negotiate

acompromise. Thiswill forcehimto.”

Ferus shook hishead. "Jedi can't take part in such things. Have you



told Obi-Wan this?'

"No," Anakin admitted. "Our next scheduled communication it until

tonight.”

"We can use the emergency signding system,” Ferus said.

"But that could blow our cover! Were on comm slence. The school

could trace the frequency.”

"Wehavetoriskit," Ferussad. "l can't believe that you even

consdered going without consulting him. Even you should know thet - "

"Even me?' Anakin took astep toward Ferus, angry now. "What does that

mean, Ferus?"

Feruswent very ill. "A persond argument is not productive,” he

sad giffly. "Will you meet melater and contact Obi-Wan?"

Anakin counted severa bests of histripping heart. He accepted his
anger and tried to let it go. He pictured it leaving him like ablack storm
cloud blown by ahigh wind, but traces of it clung to him and he could not

shekeit off.

"Yes" hesad rductantly.



Heleft and hurried toward the dining hall. He sat with Marit and
Hurana. Huranawas quiet, but Marit wasin high spirits. They did not talk
about the mission ahead, but the secret lay between them, giving a charge
to their conversation. He could see that Marit had accepted him fully into

the squad. She trusted him now.

But you're going to betray that trust.

Was he? He hoped not. But the time was coming when he would have to

leave the school and the squad.

Anakin went to his next class so that he would not be missed and
compromise the squad. Then hefaked an illness and started toward the med
clinic. Their emergency plan wasfor Ferusto also fake areason to leave

class. They wereto meet in hisroom.

Feruswasn't there. Anakin waited, watching the clock, knowing that he
was pushing hisluck. When Ferus didn't appear, Anakin hurried to his next
class. He would see Ferus there, and he hoped to get a chance to ask him
why he had insisted on amesting he didn't show up for. Maybe he was busy

polishing his utility belt.

Anakin took hisusua seat. He glanced over, but Ferus's seat was
empty. The professor began, but Anakin couldn't ligten. Ferus's seat

remained empty. Suddenly, Anakin was serioudy worried.



After class, Anakin walked quickly through the halls. He searched the
library, Ferussroom, and all the classrooms. He searched the athletic
fields and the research centers and the computer labs. He casudly asked

Reymet if hed seen him, but Reymet hadn't, either.

Ferus had disappeared.

Anakin could not believeit. Security had not been violated. No one
had seen Ferus, not even Reymet. It was just like Gillam's disappearance.
If Ferus hadn't shown up for class, it would have been reported. Soon the

school would be involved. Security would tighten even further.

He would have to contact Obi-Wan. The disappearance of a Jedi was a

matter for the whole Council, not merely hisMagter.

Still, Anakin hesitated. It was hard to be certain that Ferus had
truly disappeared. What if he was chasing alead and hadn't told Anakin?
Anakin knew it would be out of character for Ferusnot tofill himin, but
Ferus might be teaching him alesson after Anakin hadn't asked his opinion

about going off with the squad.

Yet if Anakin violated comm silence, he risked the whole school being

put into lockdown. How would the secret squad be able to get out then?



Marit found himinthelibrary during his free mod period, ill

debating theissuein hismind.

"Weve moved up the mission,” she whispered. "We're leaving now. We
al sgned out for leave. If you're coming, you'd better do it, too. 'l
come with you. We made up aresearch trip to the library in Utare and got

Professor Totem to sign apassfor us."

Anakin hesitated.

"Aren't you coming?' Marit asked. She frowned. "Did you change your

mind? | know the mission sounds dangerous.”

Anakin fdt the conflict indgde him as though he was being physcdly
torn apart. He knew his duty as a Jedi. He had to inform Obi-Wan about
Ferus. But if his suspicions were correct and the answers were on lerig,
that meant he could find out answers about Ferus's disappearance as well.
If he broke comm silence he could jeopardize everything. Hisonly chanceto

find Ferus and possibly Gillam wasto maintain his cover.

"l didn't change my mind," Anakin said. "Let'sgo."

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Ohbi-Wan landed his starship on the main public landing platform in

Utare. He completed his postflight check and activated the landing ramp. As



he strode down it, he saw Siri waiting at the bottom. Her hands were on her

hips and her blue eyes sparked fire.

He guessed that she did not have good news.

She spoke when he was till only halfway down the ramp. "How could you
withhold thisfrom me, Obi-Wan? Did you think you could solve it by
yoursdlf and I'd never have to know? Were you afraid of how I'd react?’ She
put one booted foot on the ramp as though she were ready to charge at him.

"Well, you wereright to be afraid!"

"Niceto seeyou, too, Siri," Obi-Wan said, coming up to her. He had

been friendswith Siri for over ten years now, and she could 4ill nettle

him like no one e'se. He wondered what minor infraction he was guilty of.

"Now, do you mind filling mein on what you're talking about?'

"Ferusismissng!" sheexclamed. "Don't tdl meyou didn't know."

Obi-Wan's mild amusement faded immediately. "No, | didn't.”

"Didn't Anakin contact you?'

"Our next scheduled communication isn't until tonight, and | received

no emergency sgnd. Areyou sure about this?'



"Ferus contacted me viathe emergency channel. | wason amisson and

couldn't answer for an hour. When | tried to reach him, he didn't answer."

"He never sent measignd,” Obi-Wan said.

"1 think something happened before he could,” Siri said. "His message
was cut off. But he did say that Anakin wastaking off on a misson with

the secret squad. They're going to conduct an air srike on the Andaran

security trangport landing platform.”

Obi-Wan stopped short. "What?"

"Y ou didn't know?"

"Of course not." Obi-Wan was staggered by this news. He couldn't

absorbit. A Jedi was missing, and Anakin had not informed him? Anakin had

agreed to take part in an air strike againgt anonhogtile planet? It seemed

inconceivable,

"l don't understand,” he said. "Was Anakin captured, or forced to

leave with the squad?’

"No," Siri said. "It was hisown free will. Ferus was clear about

that. He sounded worried about Anakin."

Ferus was often worried about Anakin, Obi-Wan thought. He had noted



that aready. Ferus was concerned that Anakin would let down the Order in

some way.

And s0 he had. Obi-Wan fdlt the betraya like a hard blow to his

stomach. He had trouble getting air. He struggled with his own emotions,

surprised at the depth of them. He felt betrayed, he redized. Why hadnt

Anakin trusted him?

He swalowed. "Did Ferus know where Anakin was headed?'

"Toleria That'sal. Andit'sabig planet.”

Hewished Siri would look away. Her eyes had not |eft his face. Her

gaze scorched him.

He had promised to watch over Ferus like his own Padawan. He had

faled.

He had lost both Padawans. It was unthinkable. Y et here he was.

He did not know what to do. Whatever step he took could be the wrong

one. And if hetook the wrong one, he could lose one of them. Or both.

Obi-Wan's thoughts whirled crazily. He could not focus.



"L et's decide how to proceed,” Siri said crisply.

That was the way of the Jedi. Accept the mistake and move on. But Obi-

Wan's mind was ablank.

"We need to get into the school," Siri said. "Ferusis Hill there. |

fed it

The confusion cleared, and Obi-Wan remembered why he had come to

Andara.

"I think Gillam isthere, too," he said. "But without Anakin and Ferus

to help us, we can't infiltrate the campus without being detected. We can't

come as Jedi. We can't take the chance that someone will be watching. We

must appear asthough we belong there.”

"But how?" Siri asked. "Security thereis incredibly tight. And we

don't look like students.”

"I have anidea," Obhi-Wan said.

Siri gave him asearching look. "l cantdl I'm not going to likeit."

"You'regoing to hateit,” Obi-Wan said.

"Your excdlencies," the president of the school said gracioudly. "How



kind of you to consider the L eadership School for your son."

Obi-Wan and Siri walked into the inner office. It had taken only

minutes to contact Tyro for some fast fal se text docs.

"Thank you for seeing us on such short notice," Obi-Wan said.

"Theking and queen of Cortellaare dways wecome" the presdent

said. "Now, how old isyour son?' "Thirteen," Obi-Wan said.

"Eleven," Siri said a the sametime.

They looked at each other.

"Two sons,” Obi-Wan said quickly. "We have two. Onefor each of us”

he added heartily.

"l see. And you wish to enrall both?”

"No," Siri sad.

"Yes," Obi-Wan said at the sametime.

"Remember, we talked about this, uh, dear?' Sri said, her eyes

flashing awarning a Obi-Wan.



Obi-Wan tried not to smile. He couldn't help enjoying how much Siri

was hating this.

"Of course. But you agreed with me, asyou dways do,” he said.

Siri's gaze flashed sparks at Obi-Wan, but the president could not
see. Siri inclined her head haughtily. She hadn't done much to change her
appearance, merely dicked back her hair more severely, but she looked

suddenly regal to Obi-Wan.

"Neverthe ess, it remainsto be seen whether the princes will both
attend," she said in adistant tone. "We must be assured, of course, that

the school is up to the highest standard.”

"It must be suitable for our roya regal sons” Obi-Wan said. Siri

shot him alook that said, Let me handle this.

"Of course," the presdent said nervoudy. " Shdl we get started on

our tour?"

Obi-Wan and Siri stood. "We would prefer to tour on our own,” Obi-Wan

sad.

"Wefed we will absorb the spirit of the placein that manner,” Siri

said. Sheindicated their traveler'stunics. "We dressed thisway precisaly



so that we would not be conspicuous. We will not disturb your students.”

"Uh, ah... thisisnot exactly customary..." the president sammered.

"Nevertheess, itisour wish," Obi-Wan said in a tone that implied

that he was not used to being overruled.

"If thereisaproblem, wewill go esawhere” Siri said. "Thereisan

excdlent school on Alderaan - "

"No, no, no problem,” the president said. He waved a hand. "You are

freeto explore. | will aert security that you are not to be disturbed.”

Siri tilted her head again. Obi-Wan nodded. They swept out the door.

"If you ever get tired of being a Jedi, you'd make an amazing queen,”

Obi-Wan told Siri as soon as the door had did shut behind them.

"And you'd make aterribleking,” she said. "Roya regd sons?"

"l wastrying to sound pompous,” Obi-Wan said.

"Do you redlly think you need to try?* Siri asked. Her clear blue eyes

held amischievousglint. Inthe middle of any criss, Sri was dways able

to joke. It never failed to take him by surprise. Now he redized with a



sense of relief that her teasing was designed to tell him that she did not
hold him responsible for the disappearance of Ferus. He was grateful to his
old friend. He knew her so well. She would not speak of her fedings, but

shewould aways manage to let him know what they were.

"Did you natice that the president seemed nervous?' Obi-Wan asked.
"And it wasn't just because he was meeting with a king and queen. The

school must know Ferusismissng.”

"And they want to keep it quiet,” Siri said, nodding. "That's why they
haven't put the school in lockdown. If it's discovered that there are two

missing students, they could lose students... and revenue.”

"Exactly. But the school must be looking for Ferus, too. Theyll

search the obvious places.

"So we have to get to the un-obvious ones,” Siri said. "Where should

we gart?'

" think we should try to find Reymet Autem,” Obi-Wan said. "Ferus
sad saverd timesthat Reymet hinted at knowing something about Gillam's
disappearance. And he aso said he knew how to get around security. Ferus

never found out if heredly did, but..."

"He'sour only lead,” Siri finished.



They started down the halls. Most of the studentswerein class. The
president must have aerted security, for they were waved through dl

checkpaints.

But with the halls empty, they would have no luck finding Reymet.
"We're not getting anywhere," Siri said, frustrated. "Maybe we need to go
to regidtration. We can think of something in order to gain access to the

class schedules - "

"l don't think that's necessary," Obi-Wan said. "Y ou're forgetting the

best thing about classes.” "What'sthat?"

A soft beeping Sgnad came over the hidden speakers.

"They end,” Obi-Wan said.

Just then avoice was broadcast, spesking in a quiet but inastent

tone. "End of mod six class. Five minutes to mod seven. Five minutes.”

Suddenly the doors hissed open and students spilled out into the hall.
Obi-Wan and Siri were pushed against the walls as students ran, jostled,
tossed data-pads at one another playfully, or wolfed down a quick snack as
they walked. Y et both Jedi could fed the effort and bravado in the cdls

and laughter. These students were afraid.



Obi-Wan hailed a student who appeared to be about Anakin and Feruss

age. "Excuse me. Do you know Reymet Autem?’

Thetal Phlog nodded. "He'sin my Current Galactic Palitical Trends

dass”

"Canyou find himfor us?' Siri asked.

"Not a problem. Hesright there." The Phlog pointed to a boy across

the hall who wastossing asmall data-pad from one hand to the other as he

walked.

"Thanks." It was alucky break. Obi-Wan and Siri headed toward Reymet.

"Areyou afriend of FerusOlin?' Siri asked him.

Reymet nodded proudly. "Were best friends.” He eyed them carefully.

"Hey, areyou his parents? Y ou look like you could be."

"Yes, were his parents,” Sri said. "Have you seen him this

afternoon?’

"No, and that'sweird, because he'sin three of my classes" Reymet

sad. "Ishesck?"

"No, Reymet,” Obi-Wan said. "That's why we cameto you. Wethink Ferus



ismissng. Wethink it has something to do with what happened to Gillam

Tarturi."

"Will you help us?' Siri asked. "Ferustold usthat you know secret

things about the schoal "

"1 know somethings," Reymet said cautioudly.

"We promise wewon't tell the school officias anything you show us"

Siri sad.

Reymet Hill hesitated. "Unlessyou don't tell us anything, and then

we'd be forced to go to the school officias," Obi-Wan pointed out.

"Whoa," Reymet said. "In that case, 1'd be happy to tdl you

everything | know."

Obi-Wan noted that he sounded relieved. Maybe Reymet had a secret that

had been a burden to keep, and that was why he kept hinting to Ferus thet

he knew something. "Follow me."

The hdlswere emptying of sudents as Reymet quickly led them down to

the ground leve of the schoal.

"Class beginning. Mod seven." The soft voice floated out from the



speakers. "Mod seven. Class beginning.”

The hdlway was empty. "Hurry," Reymet hissed. "l only have a few

minutes before | have to check into my next class."

He ducked into a storage closet, and Obi-Wan and Sri quickly

followed. They crowded in next to him.

"Couldn't you find abigger placefor usto hide?' Obi-Wan asked ashe

bumped into a durastedl toolbox.

"If you could just squeeze together, | can..." Reymet began to wiggle
past them, then ducked down below them. "... okay, just a second... move

your foot... no, the other way... thanks..."

Reymet unscrewed apand from thewadl. A large utility shaft opened

up.

"Inthere" hesad.

"What'sin there?" Obi-Wan asked, peeringin.

"When they renovated, they just built around dl the old dectricd

and water systems," Reymet explained. "It was chegper than ripping them

out. Therésawhole network of utility pipesill in place. They lead to

the old system rooms.”



"Did you show Ferusthis?' Siri asked.

Reymet nodded. "We were going to explore it together, during free

time. | didn't know he was missing. | would have looked for him - "

"Do you think heswith Gillam?' Obi-Wan asked. He kept his gaze on

Reymet.

Whatever reserve the young boy had crumbled. "I don't know," he said.
"l think Gillam istill here, though. | saw him the night he disappeared.

He knew about the old utility pipes, too."

"Doyouthink Gillamishiding?" Siri asked.

Reymet nodded. "I don't blame him. With afather likethat, I'd hide,
too. That'swhy | wouldn't tell on him." Helooked uneasily at them. "But
now I'm not so sure. | can see Gillam hiding, but | can't see Ferus doing

that. Heisn't mean like Gillam."

"Gillam ismean?' Obi-Wan asked.

"Maybe| shouldn't have said that,” Reymet said. "He's not mean, |

guess. He'sjust... not nice." He shifted from one foot to the other

uneasily. It was clear he was worried hed said too much. "They're doing



extra security checks- and I'm late for class. One more demerit and I'm

suspended. Not that having to leave this place would bresk my heart. But it

just might bresk my old man.”

"Go," Obi-Wan told him. "WEell handleit from here."

Reymet suddenly looked logt. "I redly hopeyou find him. | likehima

lot." Reymet hurried out the door.

Obi-Wan peered into the pipe. He could see where the dust had been

disturbed, but it wasimpossibleto tell by whom or by how many.

"After you," Siri said.

Obi-Wan climbed into the pipe. He had to stoop and move dowly because

of hissze. Siri had an eader time.

"Hurry," sheurged him.

"Would you liketo go firg?"

"If | could get around you, | would."

Obi-Wan saw light at the end of the pipe and quickened his pace. He

did out of the pipe onto aspringy floor. He redlized thet it was covered

in moss. The large space had adamp, moldy smell. Mildew marked the walls



in cloudy patterns. The smell was close and dank.

"Thismust have been some sort of holding tank," Siri said. She took

out aglow rod and held it up. "Makes sense if that was awater pipe.”

Ohbi-Wan felt thefloor suck at his boots. "There's a couple of
passageways. Any ideas?' Heturned to Siri, but he already felt the Force
move in the space. She was looking keenly about her, sending out the Force,
trying to reach her Padawan. Obi-Wan joined her, caling on the Force to

help them locate Ferus.

They turned at the same moment and headed for the passageway to their
left. They could fed it now. The Force had entered the dank, dark space,

and they knew Ferus was near.

Siri held her glow rod doft. "I think we're in the old water

treatment system. See the inflow pipes?'

"These are holding pensfor the water,” Obi-Wan said, peering into the
rooms as they passed. Some of the chambers till had their durasted pand

doors. Others had doors that were haf rusted away, or had been removed.

The Force grew stronger. Ahead they saw a chamber with an intact door.

It was bolted to the wall with anew lock.



Siri withdrew her lightsaber. Within seconds, the meta peded back,

giving them an entry to the chamber.

Ferus sat in the middle of the room. He quickly stood, facing them. "
am sorry for needing rescue, Magter,” he said to Siri. "I am sorry, Master

Kenohi."

"We al nead rescue sometime," Obi-Wan said.

"Some more than others,” Siri said, grinning at Obi-Wan.

Feruswas so different from Anakin, Obi-Wan thought. Anakin would have
smiled at him as soon as he entered. It's about time, he would have said.
Or maybe, | hope you brought my lunch. Hefelt an intense need to find his

own Padawan. Added to the feding was the fury that he was gone at all.

"What happened?' Siri asked Ferus. "Areyou dl right? Where is your

lightsaber?”

"It's hidden in my room." Ferus made aface. "One of severd of ny
mistakes. | came down here looking for Gillam without stopping therefirdt.
| thought if | found him | could prevent Anakin taking off with the secret

squad. Ingtead, Gillam found me."

"Gillam?" Obi-Wan asked, surprised.



Ferus nodded. "He was never kidnapped. He staged it himsdlf."

Obi-Wan fdt asurge of impatience. He should have examined this
possibility. He hadn't been able to imagine ason doing such athing to his
father. No matter how much held seenin hislife, no matter what evil hed
faced, he was gtill capable of surprise at a son's resentment of a powerful

father. It always surprised him, how personal abetraya could be.

"l don't understand how he could have imprisoned you,” Siri said with

afrown.

"l wasexploring, and | found ahiding place," Ferussaid. "It's just
down this corridor. His datapad was hidden in adrain behind alock, ina
plastoid deeve. | wasjust trying to access it when | heard someone
coming. It was Gillam and afew members of the secret squad. | was able to

conced the datapad but they got my comlink.”

"What did they do?' Obi-Wan asked. He felt dread invade him. So the

secret squad wasinvolved.

"They thought | was just anosy sudent,” Ferussaid. "'l decided not
to resist because | didn't want to blow my cover, or especidly Anakin's.
They didn't know what to do with me. They were afraid I'd report them. They
searched me, but | used the Force to redirect them, so | was able to hang

onto Gillam's datgpad. Then they put mein here. Gillam brought me food,



but | haven't seen him in hours."

Ferus held up the datapad. "They left me done, so | was ableto read

this. First of dl, look - it has a Senate sedl "

Obi-Wan took it. He recognized the symbol of Andara on the back. "This
belongsto Berm Tarturi.” He thought amoment. "Maybe Tarturi was right.
Someone did break into his office and go through histhings. But it was his

own son."

Ferus nodded. "That's not dl. There are ransom notes on this pad. Two
of them have been sent. | think Gillam plansto pin hisown kidnapping on

hisfaher."

"Why would he do such athing?' Siri asked. "Does he hate him so much?

"Hemugt," Ferus said. "But that's not the only thing. Are you in

contact with Anakin?"

Obi-Wan shook his head. "He hasn't reported in. He must be traveing

or even on leriaby now, but his comlink has been turned off."

Feruslooked grave. "Thelast letter in the file takes respongbility
for Gillam's death. It hasn't been sent yet, but it'stimed to go out in

fivehours.".



"He's going to frame hisfather for his own murder?* Obi-Wan said.

"But how?" Siri asked. "HEll need abody. There will be somekind of

investigation.”

"That'swhat I've been thinking about,” Ferus said quietly. Heran his
handsthrough hishair in arare gesture of agitation. "Whet if Gillam
planned to produce abody? Someone similar in age and build, someone who
looksalittle like him. They could plant text docs on the body, or near

it."

"They'd have to count on agreat deal of chaos and confuson,” Sri

said. "There are many teststhat can be done to determine identity.”

"The secret squad isgoing to help start awar between Andaraand the
rest of the planetsin the system,” Obi-Wan said. "They may not redizeit,
but they will. That will certainly create chaos." He suddenly redlized what
Ferus, brooding in thisdamp cell, had already put together. "They just
need abody." He thought back to the information he had on Gillam, to the

boy's height and weight and coloring. "And they've chosen - *

"Anakin," Ferus sad.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN



"If this doesn't work, | don't know you," RanaHadion said. Her spiky

white hair seemed to bristle like fur as she surveyed the secret squad.

Marit nodded. "Understood.”

"But it had better work," RanaHalion added. "It will," Rolai said.

RanaHalion's transparent blue eyes swept the group. She sghed. "If
you didn't come so highly recommended, | wouldn't believe it" she

murmured. "Y ou look like abunch of kids."

Anakin had to agree. Rolal was skinny and pae beneeth his Bothan
mane. Ze was plump. Tulah always|ooked as though he had just woken from a

nap, and Hurana appeared dight and shy.

But he had seen that Rola was tough, dmog ruthless, Ze could
dissect and solve any technical problem in five minutes or less, Tulah hed
abrilliant mind for srategy, and Hurana had convictions and no fear.

Marit was smart and resourceful. He would put his own trust in this squad.

Rana pushed a contact button on her gold cuff and watched asadigita

coded message flashed at her. "I don't have much time. Who is your lead

pilot?* Anakin stepped forward. "l am.”

Ranalooked a him intently. Anakin thought it could have been the



most intimidating glance he'd ever experienced - if he hadn't grown up a
the Temple. Once you've faced Jedi like Mace Windu, no one se could
intimidate you. He did not drop his own gaze and met hers without

flinching.

She gave a short nod. "You seem competent. Can you pilot a

safighter?"

"l canfly anything."

"l dmogt believeit," she murmured, giving him another glance. "Do

you know how to firelaser cannons at atarget?”’

Anakin glanced at Marit. "1 thought there wasto be no activefiring.”

Ranalooked exasperated. "Who'sin charge here?' "Weadll are" Rola
brokein crisply. "And we dl know how to firelaser cannons. We've been

over this"

"Have you thoroughly briefed the squad?' Rana asked, rasng an

eyebrow skeptically.

"Not with thefinad details," Rolai said smoothly. "We were waiting

for the exact time of departure and target details.”



Rana glanced at her cuff again. "Do it then. You can ingpect the

garfighters Y ou leavein thirty minutes.”

Marit exploded as soon as Ranawas out of the room. "What wasthat all

about? What do you mean, you haven't briefed the squad? What do you know

that we don't know? We're supposed to vote on everything!"

"Cam down," Rolai said with aglance at the door to make sure Rana

was out of earshot.

"Don't tdl meto cam down,” Marit answered haotly. "Tdl me the

truth!"

"Themission just changed abit," Rolal said. "Were supposed to fire

onthefleat."

"Freontheflegt?' Anakin asked. "But that's a declaration of war!"

"That's not our problem,” Rola said. "We're hired to do the job.

That'sdl."

"Wait," Marit sad. "Why didn't you tdll usthis?' Shelooked at Ze,

Hurana, and Tulah. Their gazesdid away. "You dl knew, and | didn't?"

"l didn't know, either,” Anakin pointed out.



But no one was paying attention to Anakin. "We dl voted to wait to

tell you until we got here," Huranasaid. She didn't meet Marit's hot gaze.

"We thought you might object,” Rola said. "After the last misson,

you had some misgivings about organic damage.”

"Organic damage?' Mait sad in disbdlief. "Is that what you're

cdlingit now? They wereliving beingd™

"Marit, what do you think were doing?' Rola asked. "This iant
school. Itisn't agame. We dl agreed we would start this as a busness
and runit asabusiness. We dl agreed that we would make our own

dedtinies.”

"That'sthe point,” Marit said angrily. "We dl agreed. We didnt

|leave someone out.”

"| get your point, Marit,” Rolal said. "Now let's move on. Here we

are. Areyou going tojoin us, or not?"

Anakin watched Marit's face. He could see that she was torn. No one

cared what he thought, but he would throw his support behind Marit if she

voted to back out.

"I'min," shesadinalow tone.



The group looked relieved. Even Rolai did, dthough hetried to hide

"Hold on," Anakin said. "What about me? I'm part of the squad. Don't |

get avote, too?'

Rola gave him aglancethat was so neutrd Angkinfdt achill. It

was as though Anakin wasn't even there.

"Wedon't have time for this" Rola said. "Let's inspect the

dafighters.

Rana Haion suddenly agppeared again. "We have adight change in the

timing of the attack. \WWe need to go over the coordinates and waning

systems now. Y ou'll have to cometo the briefing room."

Rola gestured to the group. "Let'sgo."

"Whileyou're doing that, I'll check out the Sarfighters” Anakin

said. "l need to look at the controls and seeif | can handle them.”

Rola gave him aglance. "'l thought you said you could fly anything,”

he hissed so that Rana could not hear.

Anakin shrugged. "I sure hope | can,” he murmured. "'l don't tdl you



everything. But then again, you don't tell me everything, either. Do you?"

Rola shot him amurderouslook. "Were coming,” he called to Hdion.
"You," hewhigpered angrily to Angkin, "check out those starfighters.

Y ou're going to haveto give the rest of us some quick lessons.”

Anakin waited until the group had left with Rana. Then he hurried to
the hangar. There wasn't much time. He didn't have a choice now. He
couldn't et the mission go through. He had to disable those garfighters.
He knew that now. He was nowhere near discovering what happened to Ferus or
Gillam, and he was about to start awar. He was probably bresking every

Jedi rulein thearchives.

The lerian Sarfighters were modifications of the Delta-6 Aethersprite
that he was used to. Anakin knew every bolt on the engine. He thought for a
minute. He needed to disable something that would show up as awaning
light midflight but wouldn't put the ship in danger. He wanted to give the
pilots plenty of timeto turn around and land. It would have to be

something that would immediately lead them to abort the mission.

The laser cannon capacitors. Anakin swung open the maintenance pand.

Small tools were snagpped onto the panel within easy reach. He sdlected a

small servo-driver and within minutes had disabled the capacitators.

He started toward the next ship, wondering if he should dter the



engine cooling systlem just enough to cause the engines to overhesat

dightly. That might add alittle urgency to the decision to abort the

misson...

"What are you doing?'

Marit's voice echoed across the hangar. Anakin paused and peered

around the control pandl.

"Jud alittle twesking."

She walked forward and peered into the system controls. "Do you think
I'm stupid, Anakin? Y ou've neutralized the laser cannon capacitators. I've
studied the blueprints of thisengine. | came back to see if you needed
help. | guessyou don't, do you?' She turned and looked at him. Their faces

were very close. He could see the speculation and the disappointment in her

eyes. "Why?'

"Y ou don't think we should go on thismission, ether,” Anakin said.

"| voted to go." Marit'svoice wasfirm. "The group rules.”

"But I'm part of thegroup! Theruleisthat dl decisons mug be

unanimous. Why isnt Rolal letting me vote?"

Marit shifted from one foot to the other. "He says new members



shouldn't have full voting privileges until they've completed amisson - "

"And did you vote on that, or did Rdla jud tdl you?' Marit's
slencetold him what he needed to know. "So I'm supposed to risk my life

without having asay in what we do? Do you think that'sfair?"

"Do you think it'sfair to sabotage our enginesto get what you want?"
Marit'svoice rose chdlengingly. "How could you do this?| trusted you! |

brought you into the group!™

Marit's brown eyes held anger and reproach. Anakin felt it was time

for the truth. He owed her that.

“I'madedi,” hesaid. "I'm not redly a sudent a the Leadership

School. | was sent there to investigate Gillam Tarturi's disappesarance.”

"Gillam?' Marit was surprised.

"Don't you want to know what happened to hm?' Anakin asked. "And
before weleft, Ferus Olin disappeared. What if Rolai had something to do
withit? What if he's funding the squad with ransom money? He'sthe one in
charge of your treasury, and he's the security expert. He's the one with
the connection to RanaHaion. What if she got him to kidnap Gillam? All
the piecesfit. Why did he lie to you about this misson? Don't you want to

get to the bottom of it?"



Marit looked sad. "I wish you'd told me."

"I'mtdling you now."

"Y ou don't understand anything. Gillam - " Marit hesitated.

"Sotell me" Anakin said, exasperated. "What about Gillam?”

"What about Gillam?" A mocking voice suddenly came from behind him.

Anakin whirled around. Gillam Tarturi stood, leaning againgt the wing

of agarfighter. He was the same height as Anakin, and ther eyes met

across the space. Anakin felt shock and dismay ripple through him.

Anakin looked back a Marit. She nodded dowly.

"Gillamisthe squad,” shesad. "It was hisidea. He formed it. He

made up the bylaws. He recruited us. We wouldn't have done anything without

him. Wewould have been a bunch of miserable outcasts.”

"Y ou faked your disappearance,” Anakin said to Gillam. "Why?"

"l have my reasons” Gillam replied lightly.

Marit spokeinto her comlink. "We need you,” she said crisply.



"What's going on?" Anakin asked.

For hisanswer, he heard the soft sound of her blaster leaving its
holster. He could have stopped her easily, but he didn't. Marit pointed the
blaster at him, areluctant look on her face. Within seconds, the rest of
the squad rushed into the hangar. Their blasterswere drawn. They were dl

pointed at Anakin.

"I'm sorry,” Marit said.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Marit's gaze was sorrowful. Rolai and Gillam looked hardened with
purpose. But the others - Hurana, Tulah, and Ze - looked afraid. Why were
they afraid? Anakin sensed that there was a conspiracy here. Gillam and
Rola were together, and they had roped in the rest of the reluctant squad.

Except for Marit.

Thereis something going on here that even Marit doesn't know.

"He disabled the laser cannons on two of the Sarfighters,” Marit told

the others. "It'sdl right - I know how to fix it." Sheturned to Anakin.

"We're going to have to restrain you until we're safely away."



Anakin looked at Gillam. "Isthat so, Gillam?Why don't you tdl her

what you redly havein mind?'

"Sorry, Marit," Gillam said easily. "That's not quite the plan.”

"What'sthe plan, Gillam?" Anakin asked.

Marit gave Gillam aquestioning look.

"How would the kidnapping disgrace Senator Tarturi if he wasn't

implicated in something terrible?* Gillam said to Marit.

"And we get avery large bonus from RanaHalion, too,” Rolal said.

"Think about what it will do for the countermovement, Marit," Gillam

said. "The Senator kidnaps his own son to throw suspicion on the lerians.

And then something goeswrong, and hisson dies- "

"And it'shisfault," Rolai chortled. "He sacrificed his own son so he

could keep his power!"

"l don't get it,” Marit said.

"l do," Anakinsaid. "They want tokill me" Shocked, Marit looked

from Gillam to Rolal. "That can't be true."



"Actudly, we were going to hand you over to Rana Hdion for that

particular sep,” Gillam said. "But aslong asyou pushed theissue..." He

flourished his blaster and smiled at Anakin.

"But you're not Gillam - they'll figure that out,” Marit said.

"They have aplan to disguise the body somehow,” Anekin said. "I'm

sure RanaHalion can find ways. I'll be taken for Gillam. And Senator

Tarturi will not only be disgraced among his own people, hell have awar

on his hands. Hewon't be ableto investigate, even if he wantsto.”

"Which hewon't, because hewon't care,” Gillam said. "Hell just care

about his Senatorid privileges being threatened.”

"It'sabrilliant plan,” Rolal said.

Marit stared at the two of them. "Y ou're both insane."

Gillam shook his head sadly. "Poor Marit. You logt your nerve on

Tierdl. That'swhy we couldn't trust you."

Marit looked at Tulah, Hurana, and Ze. "Are you going dong with this?

Thethree of them looked uncomfortable.



"Gillam sayswe must bewarriors" Huranasaid. "Thisisthe only way.

"| just do the tech stuff,” Ze said.

"This has nothing to do with me" Tulah said.

"Ah, onething | should point out,” Gillan said. "Because of the
disappearance of another student, the school has gone into security code
green. And that meansthat al passes have been cancdled. Youve missed

three of the hour check-ins."

"l knew | should have extended the range on our comlinks” Ze

muttered.

"Which meansweve been expelled,” Huranasaid.

"Which means, dear friends, that we have nowhereto go,” Gillam said.
"It'sabig galaxy out there. We only have one another. And that's a good
thing. Together, we can be the best. We can have everything we want, if we
just stick together. At first we did it because nobody wanted us. But now

we can do it because we're the best. We belong together.”

Gillam'svoice was low and compelling. Anakin saw the chariama and

charm that had led these studentsto join him.



"Maybe nobody wanted the others,”" Anakin said. "Or you convinced them
that it wastrue. | don't know about that. But what about you? Y ou'e the

son of a powerful Senator. Who didn't want you?”

Gillam'sface went white with sudden rage, and for the fird time,

Anakin could seethat he was quite cgpable of killing him. "My father!" he

shouted. Gillam regained control of himsdlf with an effort. "And now hel

redize how wrong he was. Everyone will redize who underestimated my

resolve. Well, Marit? Are you with us?'

Marit turned to Anakin. "I have nowhere elseto go,” she said.

"Marit, were not doing anything wrong," Gillam said. "We're doing

what we set out to do. We knew what the stakes were."

Anakin held Marit's gaze. "Did you know the stakes would be murder?

"No oneisasking you," Gillam snapped a Angkin. "Y ou're aready

dead.”

"He'sadedi,” Marit said. "If you think your plan will be easy, think

agan."

Gillam shrugged, coming closer to Anakin. "He has sx blasters pointed



a him. Evenif you dont fire, | don't think well have aproblem. | know
the Jedi. I've seen them around the Senate dl my life. They are badcaly

servants of the Senators. Whatever power they had is gone now."

Anger coursed through Anakin. He saw the privilege Gillam had been
brought up with, and how it had corrupted him. He saw that Gillam had
counted on the fedings of the others, how they had felt lost and done in
aworld he knew and they didn't. He had taken their minds and hearts and
fashioned them into awegpon aimed at hisfather. The squad wasn't about

judtice. It was about revenge.

Anakin jumped up and kicked out with one foot in a gpinning arc,
booting the blaster from Gillam's hand while he held out ahand and, usng
the Force, tore Rolai's blaster from his grip. Helanded on one leg and
used the other to disarm Tulah with another well-aimed kick, grabbing the
blaster from Ze's hand at the same time. He used hiskneeto didodge the
weapon from asurprised Hurana and then smply took Marit'sfrom her hand.
The entire series of attack movestook only seconds. The squad barely had

timeto blink.

Now they stared at him, or down at their empty hands. There was a
best, a moment of sillence and surprise. Anakin pulled out and ignited his
lightsaber, holding it in a posture any Jedi would recognize as offengve.
He was ready to strike. He did not want to hurt anyone. That was his firg

concern. But he had to stop the squad's mission.



"Just don't move," hetold them.

Anakin sensed movement behind him and turned dightly. RanaHalion had
taken a step inside the hangar. As soon as she saw the lightsaber, she hit

abutton on her cuff.

Gillam smiled. "Lookslike your luck hasrun out, Jedi."

"Jedi don't need luck,” Anakin said, just asthe attack droids swarmed

into the hangar.

Blagter fire erupted from the droids, aimed a Anakin but scattered
enough so that he feared for Marit and the others. The squad dropped,
scrambling for their blagters. Anakin saw a once his problems. Gillam and
Rola had found blasters and weretrying to am at him as he moved. Fire
from the droids was heavy. Marit had ducked behind a sarfighter. He did

not think he could count on help from her. She seemed dazed.

He saw the smile of triumph on Gillam'sface as he retrieved and aimed
his blaster, and Anakin's anger returned. He reached out to the Force. He
remembered the lessons he had learned from Soara Antana, the great Jedi
Master. The Force comes from stillness, she had said. Find your dill

center, even in the midst of battle,

He saw time unspool before him like aribbon. He saw it freeze like



iceon ariver. He saw that he had infinite time to do everything he

needed.

With an outstretched hand he knocked the blaster from Gillam's grasp
and sent it flying across the full space of the hangar. It hit thewall so

hard it shattered. Gillam's smile disappeared.

At the same time he was moving, diverting the droids blagter fire
from where Tulah and Hurana had taken cover, pushing Ze behind a durasted

container, and knocking out one attack droid with athrust to its control

pandl.

Suddenly the laser cannons from the starfighter on hisright began to

fire. Gillam had dipped insde the cockpit.

Angkin did not lose his sense of frozen time. He was the megter of
time. He did not worry about the laser cannons any more than held worried
about the attack droids. It all seemed so easy. He seemed to see the fire
beforeit came, and he knew how to moveto avoid it. His movements were
like shimmerslk, so fluid it was as though he did not have musdes and

bones, only will.

Now his Master was here. He could fed that, too. But he did not need

him.

He spuninmidair, taking out two battle droids while he legped



through the laser cannonfire Straight at the cockpit of the sarfighter.

With one backward dash he took out thefinal droid. He had aflagh of
Gillam's shocked face as he cut through the windscreen with one dice. With
one hand, he threw Gillam out of the pilot's seat and then dropped into it.

Heturned off the engines and disabled the laser cannons.

Siri and Ferus stood, lightsabers drawn, guarding Rola, Marit,

Hurana, Tulah, and Ze. Obi-Wan had captured Rana Halion.

Across the space, he looked at his Master. He waited for Obi-Wan to
acknowledge him. The mission was over. He had been successful. He had found

Gillam and thwarted an invasion.

He waited, standing in the cockpit, looking down. He could fed the
flush of triumph on his cheeks. Siri glanced a him, asdid Ferus. He could

see the astonishment on their faces. But his Master never looked up.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Never had Obi-Wan seen such adisplay of the Force from a Padawan.
From the great Jedi Masters, yes. From Qui-Gon, near the end of hislife
But from someone so young? Anakin's power astonished him. He had glimpsed

it before, but now he had seen it unfurl, and it staggered him.

He had not had a chance to move, to help. Anakin had been a blur. He



had seemed to be everywhere at once. He had destroyed ten attack droids,
disarmed his aggressors, and disabled two laser cannons without hesitation,

with even adight smileon hisface.

He could seethat Siri and Ferus had been judt as astonished a
Anakin's deep connection to the Force, the way he had seemed to know what
was going to happen before it happened, the way he was able to dodge fire

before it occurred. Astonished, yes - and disturbed.

Unease sttled into Obi-Wan's bones, joining his disgppointment and
the anger he had tried to diminate from his heart. To have a Padawan so
gifted who was capable of being so wrong - it was his gift to be able to

teach him. It was his burden aswdll.

At first he could not even look at Anakin. He had to concentrate on

the matter at hand.

RanaHdlion tried to glide away from him, but with alifted lightsaber
he stopped her. "How dare you!" shecried. "l assureyou, | have no idea
what this renegade band is doing here. My security team aerted me that
therewas abreak-in and | arrived to see abattle.” Her eyes swept the

secret squad asif she had never seen them before.

"And why did you send in droidsto attack a Jedi?* Siri asked.

"How ridiculous. | didn't know therewas a Jedi here" Rana Hdion



sad. "We sent in the droids because it isthe usua procedure when there

isasecurity breach.”

The grl caled Marit raised her chin and fixed Rana with a
contemptuous sare. "Sheislying," she sad. "About everything. I'm not a
student anymore, but | can seel'velearned my fird red lesson today.

Betrayals are the way the galaxy works." She looked a Anakin.

He shook hishead at her, asif to gpologize. "I believed in what you

believed,” he sad.

"Then you were asfoolish as| was" Marit said softly.

"You'll take her word over mine?' RanaHalion huffed.

"Thisisametter for the Senate to sort out," Sri sad. "Thee

students will testify, no doubt. They've already been expelled, so theyll

certainly beavailable”

"Expdled?| don't think s0," Gillam said. "l want to talk to my

fether!"

"Y our father might not want to talk to you after he discoversthat you

weretrying to set him up for murder,” Obi-Wan said.



"Who told such lies?' Gillam asked. "I barely escaped my captors with

my life. She kidnapped me!" he shrilled, pointing & Rana Halion.

"Y ou scrawny brat!" Ranacried.

Ferushdd up Gillam's datapad. ™Y ou might want to reconsider whet

you're saying, Gillam. Do you recognize this?"

Gillam went pae, but only for a moment. "I don't know what he's
talking about. | don't even know him. I've never seen that datapad. He's

just another jealous student, no doubt.”

"No, heisaJedi," Siri said.

Gillam looked darmed. "He'sa Jedi, too?' "They're everywhere,” Tulah

said, dazed.

"l never redlized how much you lie" Mait sad to Gillam. "You
breathe, you lie. This squad was never about us. It wasn't about banding
together to do something good. It wasredly al about you. And if you
think the rest of us are going to support your lies youre not only a
liar, you're crazy. Likeyou said, Gillam, we dl have nothing Ieft to

lox"

"Affirmatively true," Ze said, and Tulah nodded.



Gillam looked flustered. He opened his mouth and then clamped it shuit.

He crossed hisarms. "I want to see my father,” he repeated.

"Y oulll see him soon enough,” Siri said. "We're taking you dl to

Coruscant. The Senate authorities can straighten out thismess.”

Siri led aprotesting Rana Halion away. Ferus herded the squad toward

the open doors of the hangar.

Obi-Wan was | eft alone with Anakin. At last it was time for im to
speak to his Padawan. Y et he could not find the right words. He knew,
glancing at his Padawan's eager face, that Anakin meant well from the
bottom of his heart. If Obi-Wan saw ashadow on thet heart, he knew it
would pain his Padawan to know it. In many ways, Anakin was till aboy. A

wounded, loving, anxious boy with greet gifts he did not fully understand.

Y et he was d so ayoung man, close to maturity, who could do greet

harm. To others, yes. To himself, mogt of dl

"They were going to conduct araid on Andara,” Anakin said, tired of

Obi-Wan'sslence. "But firgt they were going to kill me-"

"1 know," Obi-Wan sad. "Everything was on Gillam's datapad. Which you

would have known if you had searched for Ferus.”



Anakin flushed. "I didn't know wherehewas." "Y ou did not look."

"| thought perhaps hewas on leriaor Andara. | thought the secret

squad knew where he was - *

"You did not even look!" Obi-Wan shouted. "Your fdlow Jedi was

missing, and you did not even look!"

"| thought it best to continue under cover," Angkin said. His face
showed his surprise at Obi-Wan's harshness. Obi-Wan never raised hisvoice.
"I had infiltrated the squad. | thought my best chance of finding both

Gillam and Ferus was to continue.”

"Y ou were willing to participate in araid that would have started a
war," Obi-Wan continued. He had to struggle to keep his voice levd. He

needed to keep as calm as possible.

"l didn't know about theraid!" Anakin protested. "1 mean, | knew they
were going to do something, but it wasadry run, desgned to show the
Andarans that they had the capability of invading their airspace. | didn't
know they had plansto destroy their fleet. Assoon as| did, | sabotaged

thelaser cannons.”

"Anakin, you left your fellow Jedi imprisoned and went off on a
mission with agroup of beingswho you had no reason to trugt," Obi-Wan

said. Y ou were wrong at every point. Can't you seethat?"



Anakin said nothing.

"You did not contact meto tell me Feruswasmissing - "

"1 would have compromised our cover - *

"Y ou had aresponsbility!" Obi-Wan'svoice cut like a laser whip.

"Just as| had oneto Siri. Y ou betrayed me and the Order by your actions.

And your inagbility to seethat troubles me the worgt of al.”

"l am sorry, Magter.."

Obi-Wan shook hishead. Grief rosein him "Those are words you speak

S0 easily, Padawan.”

Anakin'smouth closed inaline. "I don't know what you want from me."

Honesty. Loyalty. Patience. Obedience. Obi-Wan thought these things

but did not say them. Because, after dl, they were only words, too.

"] can only show you the path,” Obi-Wan said. "Y ou must choose to walk

onit."

"l just..." Anakin stopped. He took aragged breath. "I thought you



would be proud of me."

| am proud of you. Obi-Wan wanted to say the words. They weretrue. He

was proud of so much in Anakin. But now was not the timeto tell him that.

Or wasit?

Help me, Qui-Gon.

But no matter how hard Obi-Wan listened, he could not hear the quiet

wisdom of hisMaster. And now it wastoo late. Siri returned and Sgnded

to him. It wastimeto go.

"1 will take thismatter up with the Council," hesaid. "Of course”

Anakin said. "The Council. We can't take astep without it."

"That's enough!™ Obi-Wan sngpped. "Come. The others are waiting."

Anakin hesitated. The set of his mouth was stubborn. "Come, Padawan."

Obi-Wan'stone rang with authority. Anakin's hesitation cast achill on his

heart.

Anakin followed him. Obi-Wan did not glance back again.

Hefdt shaken. Did Anakin understand that he had violated an

essential part of the Jedi code? Did he know he had broken something



between them? He had not fully trusted Obi-Wan. And so Obi-Wan had lost his

truginhim.

Not for good, hetried to reassure himsalf. And maybe not for long.

Stll, his step was heavy as he climbed up the loading ramp of the

transport. His anger faded. L eft behind was afeding hewas not used to

experiencing. It wasfear.



