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CHAPTER 1

Qui-Gon Jinn couldn't deep. Every night he spent sometime trying, but in the end he decided to walk
off the need for rest.

Hedidn't understand it. AsaJedi, he was used to deeping anywhere, in al sorts of conditions. He
had dept in cargo holds and spaceport hangars and on a pile of droid parts. He had dept four hoursin
the middle of afield during adriving rainstorm. When he needed deep, he told hismind to empty and his
body to unwind, and they obeyed.

But in the past, hed never had to ded with his heart.

He had done the forbidden. He had fallen in love with another Jedi Knight. He had pledged himself to
her. And she had died. He was paying a price he was glad to pay, because those few days of loving and
of knowing he was loved were worth it. But how to put his heart back together? Tahl had changed him.
She had made him whole, and she had broken him with her death. Qui-Gon could not figure out how to
reessemble.

So he didn't deep. He and his Padawan, Obi-Wan Kenobi, had been at the Jedi Temple for weeks
now. Y oda had called them back for what they'd expected to be a briefing for amission, but there had
been no mission. "Need your Padawan does days of reflection,” Y oda had said. "Important they are as
daysof action."

There had been much action lately. Mission after mission. The Senate was fractured, torn apart by
specid interests, by warring clansand dliances.

There seemed to be plenty Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan could be doing, but Qui-Gon did not want to
cross Y oda, so they stayed. But the weeks at the Temple only made Qui-Gon's degplessnessworse. He
walked the empty hdls at night. The glow lamps were powered down to a soft blue, making it arestful
timeto sroll. It seemed that every hdl, every room, held amemory of Tahl, but he didn't court those
memories. Hetried to alow hisgrief to be his companion, not his master. He opened his mind and smply
walked.

Hefound himsdlf, at the end of along night, back near his quarters. Qui-Gon hesitated. He was not
ready to return to his small room and stare at the walls.

"Glad | amto find you awake." Y oda scuttled forward, leaning on his gimer stick.
He blinked at Qui-Gon. "And why, my friend, does deep not find you?'

Qui-Gon did not want to discuss his heart with Y oda. He loved the Jedi Master, but he did not want
to confide in him. He had never told Y oda of hisfedingsfor Tahl, and there was no need for Y odato



know how close Qui-Gon had cometo violating the rules of the Jedi Order. So instead of the full truth,
hesad, "I find peace from waking."

"See| do many thingsinyou,” Y odasaid. "Peaceisnot one of them."

Qui-Gon didn't answer. He didn't shrug, or turn away, or drop his eyes. He knew Y oda would read
the unspoken message. | am not ready to talk about this.

"Need amission now, you do,” Yodasaid.
Qui-Gon nodded. "And you have one for me. It's about time.”

Behind him he heard soft footsteps. The smdll of rich teacame to his nostrils— hisfavorite, ablend
from the leaves of a sapir plant, green and fragrant.

It must be near dawn, then. Obi-Wan had taken to brewing him teaand bringing it to his quartersin
the early morning. Qui-Gon had gently tried to discourage him; he didn't want his Padawan to wait on
him. But Obi-Wan, in his own stubborn way, kept showing up. Qui-Gon was both irritated and touched
by this. Obi-Wan didn't know the details. But he was eighteen now, old enough to make agood guess as
to what had happened on Apsolon between his Master and Tahl. He could sense the depths of
Qui-Gon's sorrow, and he felt he had to do something to help, no matter how small.

Qui-Gon could fed him hesitating now, back behind apillar. He did not want to interrupt his Master's
conversation with Y oda.

"Step forward you may, Obi-Wan," Y oda said. "Concernsyou, this does.”

Obi-Wan came out of the shadows. Y odatook in everything in aglance — the small tegpot on the
tray, the steaming mug, the expression of concern in Obi-Wan's eyes.

His gaze returned to Qui-Gon. In that gaze Qui-Gon read the truth. Y odaknew of his nighttime
walks. Y odaknew of the tea Obi-Wan brought every morning. And perhaps he even knew about Tahl.
How could Qui-Gon have forgotten that there was o little that Y oda did not know?

Y oda had not called them back in order to give Obi-Wan achanceto reflect. He had called them
back for Qui-Gon's sake.

"Not ready | antolet yougo,” Yodasad. "Yet let you go, | mugt.”

CHAPTER 2
It dl started with ayoung boy who liked to build things.

Taesan Fry wasten years old. He had long ago become bored with school. He much preferred to
be home, in hisroom, working with devices he had built himsdlf. At the age of eight, hehad set upa
communication system in hishome that used voice activation to track his movements. At the age of nine,
he had discovered how to get around it by giving the system afalse reading so that his mother was never
exactly sure where he was or what he was doing. Now, at the age of ten, he had moved on to spying on
his neighbors. Perhapsit wasanormal pursuit for ayoung boy, but in this case, Ty made a specia



effort to spy on neighbors who went to great lengths not to be overheard.

Breaking into the main comm channels on his homeworld of Cirruswastoo easy. What Tay liked to
do waslurk. He would bresk into the secure channdls, past the security gates, opening one after the
other with afew tweaks and clicks on his system. He never heard anything very interesting. Politicians.
Security officers. Corporate vice presidents. Nobody with anything worth saying, in hisopinion. Still, he
kept lurking, because he liked to do what was forbidden.

And then one day he heard something interesting. At first, it wasn't enough to even raise hishead
from the deep couch, where hewasllistlesdy flying amodel of a Gion speeder by remote. He heard a
quick exchange, acommunication about ajob coming up.

"Negative," someone said. "Concussive missles atract too much attention in close quarters.”

"Wouldn't hurt to have them. | don't care what our employer says. He's not doing the job, we are.
No blood on hishands. | want to be ableto blast my way out if | haveto.”

Sowly, Tay raised his head.

"If it comesto that, you'll have half the galactic security force on your tail. It's got to bein and out,
quiet and quick.”

"Y ou think bagging the leeder of —"

"No names." Thevoicewas curt. Ty now had his ear againg the tranamitter. He had activated a
recording rod.

His eyes widened as he listened. He could pick out five distinct voices and it didn't take him long to
redlize they were bounty hunters. Five bounty hunters working together? Tay didn't know much about
bounty hunters, but he knew enough to be sure an dliance was highly unusudl.

He knew he had stumbled onto something big. They were talking about arendezvous on some
planet, about an nation. They had aready picked the date, and it was only fourteen standard days
away. Thiswas something he could not keep to himsalf. Something — and thiswasworst of dl — he
would haveto tdll his parents about.

An hour later, after hed worked up the courage, he brought them the recording rod. His parents
were too aarmed to punish him. They contacted Cirrus security, who notified galactic security on
Coruscant. Eventualy the story of aboy who had information on amgjor nation plot madeitsway
to the Senate Investigating Commission on Crime Syndication, Dissemination, and Proliferation in the
Core and Mid-Rim Systems. The commission had been deadlocked for two months on the question of
whether the scope of their investigation should include the Outer Rim. Tay's news hit them likean
electrojabber, prodding them into an action they had been reluctant to take. They called on him to be
their star witness.

By the time this request had made it back to the Fry family on Cirrus, news of Taly'srecording had
reached enough security officids, Senators, and Senatoria aidesthat it might aswell have been broadcast
on the HoloNet. It didn't take long after that for acorrupt officia to find the right person eager to bribe.
Within two days, Taesan Fry was marked for death by the very bounty hunters he had overheard.

Tay's parents knew enough to redlize that their boy had landed in the middle of agreat ded of



trouble. They decided to keep the recording rod and bring it themselves to Coruscant. They would let
Taly testify in secret, and that would be the end of it.

The night before they wereto leave, they were attacked at midnight. Theraid failed only because of
the attacker's arrogance. The bounty hunters did not pause to consider that a young boy capable of
infiltrating their secure communi cations system would aso be capable of fashioning a security sysemin
his own home that could confound them.

Tay and his parents escaped in an airgpeeder that took off from their roof asthelights and darms
sounded. The bounty hunter, working aone because the five had decided that only one was needed,
found the recording device. He used a concussion missile to destroy the house. He used double the
firepower he needed. He was annoyed.

Now Tay and his parentswerein hiding, afraid to move, afraid to trust. The Senate commission
realized they had bungled this job and asked the Jedi for help. In agaaxy where no one trusted anyone,
most till trusted the Jedi. Taly's parents would alow them to escort the family to Coruscant.

The planet Cirrus was known for its golden seas and itslovely cities. The Jedi landed at the
spaceport of the capitd city of Ciran. The city folded around avast bay that served to bouncethe light,
turning the sky pale yellow. Two orange suns blazed overhead. The combination of the golden light and
the bright suns had a stunning effect, asthough the very air wastoo bright to see.

Humans were native to Cirrus, but the streets were thronged with many species. The city was built on
two leves, with businesses bel ow and residences above. Lift tubes and ramps were stationed at regular
intervals. Ciran was acity that tried to control itsair traffic by making waking pleasant and easy for its
citizens. Large awnings—pieces of strong, flexible fabric — stretched across the wakways, providing
shade and diminating some of the glare. They rippled like colorful flags and cast shadows like rainbows.

"We mugt take care that we aren't followed,” Qui-Gon said asthey took the tube down from the
spaceport to the businesslevel. "The bounty hunters will no doubt expect the Senate to send some sort of
security to pick up Taesan. They'll be watching, hoping we lead them to the Frys."

"l don't pick up anything," Adi Gdliasaid. "Siri?"

Obi-Wan hadn't seen Siri Tachi with her Master in years. He noted anew sense of respect when Adi
turned to her Padawan. For the first time since they'd boarded the ship together at the Temple, Obi-Wan
redly looked a hisfriend. Siri wastaller, certainly, but she aso carried hersdlf differently. Therewasless
aggression in her stance. She had grown comfortable with herself. Her own beauty had once thoroughly

annoyed Siri, but now Obi-Wan saw that she was more comfortable with it. She did not try as hard to
hideit; she smply didn't care.

Siri hesitated before answering, asif she wanted to be sure. "Nothing."

"Good. Siri has an extraordinary senditivity to Force warnings," Adi told Qui-Gon. " She's gotten us
out of quite afew tight spots.”

"Well, | might sense the danger, but Adi getsusout of it,” Siri amended, flashing her Master agrin.

"Just to be sure, let'swalk abit before we head for the Frys," Qui-Gon said.



Tay and his parents had kept moving since their home had been destroyed. They had chosen to hide
in the densdly populated city, moving from hotel to hotel, from hired room to hired room, not wanting to
put friendsin danger. The Jedi had received the coordinates of their current hideout just as they landed.
The Fryswere expecting them.

They had taken refugein an inn that catered to short-term residents, beings who traveled to Cirrus
frequently on business. Theinn did not advertise and was known only among the network of business
travelers. It had no Sign outside, just an anonymous door. Taly's father had known about it through his
contacts.

The Jedi waited in an dley afew steps away, just to make certain they were not followed. When they
were sure, they went to the door and pressed the button aongside a security monitor.

"Key inyour code number," avoice from the monitor requested.
"We don't have one," Qui-Gon said. "We're looking —"
"Full up." Themonitor blinked off.

Qui-Gon pressed the button again. "We are expected by one of your guests,” he said quickly, trying
not to sound annoyed.

"Name?'

"Yanto." It wasthe namethe Fry family was hiding under.

"One moment.”

It was more than a moment, but the door did open. The Jedi dipped insde. A heavy gray curtain
wasimmediately in front of them. They pushed it aside and found themsdvesin asmdl circular hdl. A
round desk sat in the center of the space. The young man Sitting behind it wore an expression of grest
boredom. He had long fair hair that he wore loose over his shoulders.

"They aren'tin," hesaid. "I checked.”

"Wed liketo walit in their room," Qui-Gon said. The young man shrugged.

Adi spoke crisply. "They left word that we could enter, didn't they?!

The clerk looked down at his datascreen. "l guess s0."

"Then let usup.” Adi'svoice rang with authority. The young man pushed akey card acrossthe table.

"Suite 2344. Have abdl."

The Jedi stepped into the turboalift. It rose swiftly to the top floor. They found the room. Qui-Gon
knocked, and when there was no answer, he inserted the key card. A series of numbers flashed, and the

door did open.

The room was modest. Two deep couches werein an acove, and adesk stood against awall.



Vidscreens and datascreens were recessed in the wall. One window overlooked the street but was
covered by agray curtain.

Siri checked out the travel bags near the deep couches. "Lookslikeit could be them,” she said.
"Bagc necesstiesare il here”

"Sowewait," Adi said.

Qui-Gon went to the window and did the curtain back adight bit. He looked out onto the street.
Obi-Wan watched hisface.

"Helet usup too easily,” Qui-Gon said.

"We were expected,” Adi said.

"Hedidn't ask our names."

"He didn't seem to care much about security,” Obi-Wan said.

"Y es, he seemed to advertise hisindifference," Qui-Gon murmured, his eyes darting around the
room.

Siri bent over to examine the items more closdy. She fingered afew items thrown on the end of the
deep couch. Suddenly, she straightened.

"Something'swrong," shesad.
Qui-Gon turned, his gaze sharp. "Tdl us"

"They aren't coming back.” Siri indicated theitems at her feet. "l senseit. Theseitemsare
camouflage. There should be something persona here, and thereisn't.”

"Their house was destroyed,” Adi said. "They might not have any persond itemsleft.” She said this
not as achalenge, but as an observation, trying to focus Siri's thinking.

"That could betrue," Siri said. "But still. They have been here for three days, they said. There should
be evidence that they have been living here. A crumb of food. A loosethread. A stain on the clothes. A
wrinkle. A scent. Something."

"Andtheclerk . .." Qui-Gon sad, but he didn't finish histhought.

"If they felt they had been traced here. . ." Siri said.

Obi-Wan looked at the others. He had felt nothing, no surge of the dark side. He had only felt the
norma uneasiness of being in astrange place, knowing that who they were looking for was being hunted.
Hefet aflash of envy of Siri, who seemed tuned into Qui-Gon's thoughts.

Just then, Siri looked up. Her hand flew to her lightsaber hilt.

Qui-Gon was dready moving, stresking to one side of the door. "The clerk. HE's coming,” he said,
just asthe door did open and blaster fire pinged through the air.



CHAPTER 3

The being who burst through the door bore little resemblance to the bored clerk. Now he wore black
armorweave body armor. A holster for ablaster rifle and vibroblade crisscrossed his back, and wrist
rockets were strgpped to hisforearms. Hislong fair hair streamed behind him as he rolled into the room
like adroideka, surprising the Jedi by the unusua angle of attack.

Herolled aMerr-Sonn fragmentation grenade into the center of the room. It exploded immediatdly,
sending shrapnel indl directions. Herolled to astop, crouching behind alightweight shield.

Qui-Gon fdt the air shimmer with the blast, and the shrapnel exploded around him. He leaped in front
of Obi-Wan and Siri to protect them. It was hard for even a Jedi Master to deflect grenade shrapndl. It
was fast, unpredictable, random. It took al of Qui-Gon and Adi's concentration to block it. The shrapne
was flung back from their lightsabers and dammed into thewalls and floors. A few deadly missiles
thudded into the bounty hunter's shield, but they bounced off.

Qui-Gon saw the flash of surprise on the bounty hunter'sface at the sight of lightsabers. No doubt
hel'd been expecting a standard Senate security force, not a Jedi team. Hefired off two wrist rocketsin
rapid succession, then backtracked, rolling out through the door again.

On his exit, he tossed another grenade inside the room. Qui-Gon legped forward and turned it into a
hunk of smoking meta before it exploded. He kept his eyes on the bounty hunter. He had paused for an
instant outside the door. A flash of something lit the bounty hunter's eyes, and he turned around and fled.

Qui-Gon raced out as the bounty hunter blasted a hole through the hall window with hiswrist rocket,
then flew through the shattered panes. Qui-Gon saw aliquid cableline arc out.

He reached the window and looked down. He could just see the Silver cable dithering back down
through the air. The bounty hunter had landed on the pedestrian walkway below. Within seconds he had
been swallowed up by the crowd, disappearing undernesth one of the colorful awnings.

Adi stood next to him. "He was waiting for them. Figured he would take us out in the meantime.”

"At least we know onething," Obi-Wan said. "He doesn't know where they are.”

"I'm not so sure about that," Qui-Gon murmured.

He strode back to the hallway outside the blasted door.

He stood where the clerk had stood. A flash of surprise had lit his eyes, arevelation, and then
smugness and purpose. All of this Qui-Gon had seen.

The bounty hunter, once disguised as the clerk, knew where they had gone.

Therewas 0 little time. The bounty hunter was already on hisway. But Qui-Gon didn't et himsalf
think of that. He dowly considered each object he could see from this vantage point.

Floor. Corner of awindow. Corner of vidscreen. A pillow on the degp couch. The edge of a pack.



Nothing.

Qui-Gon looked at the door itself. Then the keypad that they'd used to enter.

"The keycode," he said. "I know hotelslike this. The occupant chooses a code that is easy to
remember. The codeis entered into security and on the individua cards. The occupant can either usethe
card or key in the number to get ingde the room.”

Adi nodded.

Qui-Gon lifted ahand, and the door card flew from where heéd Ieft it on the il and into his hand. He
swiped the card and noted the number sequence that flashed.

"The code hereis 2N533," Qui-Gon said. "The city of Ciran is shaped like afive-pointed sar. There
arefive didtricts, and coordinates and addresses reflect that. Every address starts with the district
number. 'N' could mean north.”

"Y ou think the key codeisthe address where they are staying?' Adi asked.

"That'staking achance,” Siri said. "Wouldn't they be afraid the bounty hunter would figure it out?”

"They didn't know he was here. They just knew he was close. But they had to leave usahint.”

"Besides," Obi-Wan said, "he wasn't sure they were gone for good. He was waiting for them to
return.”

As he spoke, he was aready ng the map of Ciran on hisdatapad. "2N533," he said. "Without
astreet name, I'll haveto cross-check . .. wait . . ." Helooked up. "District 2, 533 North Ascin Street.
That'sthe only 533 address that's in the second district and has anorth designation. It'sgot to beit.”

"The bounty hunter hasahead start," Adi said. "We can't afford to make a mistake.”

"Heisonfoot," Qui-Gon said. "So are we. So we must be faster.”

CHAPTER 4

They ran through the Streets, never hesitating, never sopping. Their Jedi training hel ped them.
Obi-Wan was able to memorize the map in seconds. Siri was able to point out shortcuts. Qui-Gon and
Adi used the Force to find the easiest way through the crowd.

They saw no sign of the bounty hunter. When they got to the address, Qui-Gon and Adi stopped to
study the facade. It was abuilding of gray stone, appearing identical to the other residences surrounding
it.

Qui-Gon crossed the street and stood in front of the door. Heraised his hand to push the indicator
bell on the intercom.

Hefdt it beforeit came. A window flipped open overhead and alarge vibroblade siwung down. He



felt the whistle of thewind againgt his back as he jumped. Another second and it would have gone
through his head.

Obi-Wan sprang forward to help his Master, and Adi and Siri began to move around him, trying to
see in the windows by the door.

"There appear to be' — Adi started as darts flew out of a concealed panel — "booby traps.”

"Enough of this" Qui-Gon muttered. "Thereisn't time." He unsheathed his lightsaber and cut aholein
the door.

An aily, dick substance rolled out and covered the floor, splashing on Qui-Gon. He looked down at
his soiled boots.

Blagter fire suddenly pinged from the lift tube. Qui-Gon swung hislightsaber to deflect it, not moving
aninch. "We're Jedi!" he thundered. "Stop thisl Thereésno time!” The blaster fire stopped.

The door of the lift tube was cracked dightly, the seam open just enough to give someone hiding a
narrow view into the room. It opened afew more centimeters.

A boy poked his head out. His hair was red and stuck up in tuftsall over hishead. Hiseyeswerea
vivid green. His narrow, pointed nose twitched. Next to him were aman and woman. They each held
blasters, but dowly lowered them as they saw Qui-Gon's lightsaber.

"We didn't know," the woman said.

Qui-Gon shegthed hislightsaber. "We understand.”

"l am NdiaFry. Thisismy husband, Grove. And thisis Tay."

The boy pointed to thefloor. "If you move, you'll dip. That's synthetic oil mixed with sogp. My own
recipe.”

"I won't dip," Qui-Gon said, just as he took astep and dipped sideways. He regained his balance,
dipped again, and did into the lift tube door. His hands dapped against it and his aggrieved face was now
centimetersfrom Talesan's.

"Sorry?" Tay offered.

Adi Force-leaped over the dippery mess and landed next to Qui-Gon. "We haveto leave
immediately. A bounty hunter ison your trail. He hasthis address.”

Thefamily exchanged worried glances. "No matter where we go, hefindsus," Grove Fry said.
"We have an exit plan," Ndliasaid. "We have swoop bikes on theroof."
The Jedi hurried the family aboard the lift tube and it took them swiftly up to the roof.

There were three swoops, fully fuded. "WEeIl haveto double up,” Qui-Gon said. "Taesan, ride with
r.rell



"Cdl meTdy," theboy sad. "I have afedling were going to hang around together for awhile.”

"If you two can fit on this swoop, my Padawan can take the pilot seat,” Qui-Gon told Neliaand
Grove. "Wel€ft our ship near the landing platform, in a secure location.”

Just then atransmitter on Grove's belt blinked rapidly. " Someone else has entered the building,” he
sadworriedly. "Tdy rigged up asilent darm.”

"Heshere" Siri sad quietly.

"It'sgoing to take him afew minutesto search,” Qui-Gon said. "Let'sgo.”

Grove and Ndia exchanged aglance. "We're not coming with you."

"What do you mean?" Qui-Gon asked.

"Dad?Mom?' Tay'svoice suddenly sounded very young.

Nelia crouched to look into her son'seyes. "Dad and | think you'll be safer without us. Heistoo
close. If wewait and leave afew seconds after you, he might follow usinstead. We can lead him away
from you. Give you timeto get far from here."

"Thisian't necessary,” Adi said crisply. "We can protect you."

"We mean no disrespect,” Grove said. "Wetrust the Jedi. But we aso want every chance for our

Don.

"Y ou must come with us" Qui-Gon argued. "To stay istoo greet arisk.”

Grove's eyesfilled with stedly determination.

"That isfor usto decide, not you," he said. "We have talked about this at length; we know what we
have to do. Nothing you can say will convince us. And you cannot force us. If we can do any smdll thing
to save our son, we will. Y ou have a better chance without us, especidly if we create adistraction. That
isour decison.”

"WEell find our way to Coruscant,” Neliatold Tdy. "WEell find you."

Tdy had gone very 4ill.

Nelia straightened quickly. Her eyeswere wet with tears. "Take care of our son,” she whispered.
She put her arams around Tay and held him againgt her. Grove came behind her and the three of them
rocked together. Then the parents broke away.

"No," Tdy sad. "Mom! Dad! Don't do this! | can protect us”

The sight of their young son made the parents faces crumple with love and pain.

"You can do so much," Grove said. "Y ou can't do this."

Over Tay'shead, Neliaturned her stricken eyes on Qui-Gon. "There's no time. Go. Please. Take



him." Her voice ended in asob.
Siri put her hand on Taly's shoulder. "Comeon, Tay." Sheled him to Qui-Gon's swoop.
"Areyou sure | cannot convince you to join us? Or two of us can stay with you.”
"Go," Grovesad. "Now."
Qui-Gon rested his strong gaze on Neia. "'l will protect him."

She nodded but did not speak. Tears streaked her face. The Jedi felt the surge in the dark side of the
Force. A warning. He was close.

"Hold onto me, Taly," Qui-Gon said kindly. "Wewill betraveling very fast."

They took off, keeping their acceleration low S0 as not to make noise. Then Qui-Gon quickly dipped
down into alower space lane so that they would not be visible from the building. Tay's parents
disappeared from sght.

Hefdt the boy behind him, holding onto histunic. He felt the cloth dampen with the boy'stears.

CHAPTER 5

They made aclean getaway in the Republic cruiser. The city of Ciran retreated to asmall yellow spot
in awide landscape. Then Cirrus became a yellowish round shape surrounded by clouds. In another few
minutes, they were zooming through stars.

Adi piloted the ship. Qui-Gon set a course for Coruscant. Obi-Wan sat, watching Siri and Taly.

Siri did not speak. She moved about the cabin, closeto Tay. She placed asmall thermal blanket on
his knees. Moments|ater she gave him something to eat and drink. Tay did not touch them. He held the
blanket around his small body and stared at the ground.

Findly Siri came and sat beside him. She leaned forward and spoke to him gently. Obi-Wan could
not hear her words but he saw by her posture how careful she wastrying to be. He saw, gradually, how
Tay's neck muscles relaxed, how hisfingers no longer clutched the blanket with the same desperate grip.

Siri dipped something out of her utility belt. Obi-Wan recognized the warming crysta Siri way's
carried, deep blue with agtar in the center. She handed it to Taly and he closed hisfist around it, smiling
at how it warmed his hand.

Siri drew her legs up underneath her and sat next to Taly, not too close, but not too far away.

Wasthisthe Siri he knew? Hardly. Obi-Wan hadn't known she possessed such delicacy. Siri was
never ddicate. She said what she meant and she felt agreat impatience for those who did not. She didn't
like emotiona reactions, she hated delays, she never waited on anyone or expected to be waited on. She
liked to do everything hersdlf.

These were the things he knew about her. But he did not know this. He hadn't realized she knew



exactly what to do for awounded child.
Suddenly Qui-Gon leaned over the nav console. "Unidentified cruiser coming up fast.”
"I'll increase speed.” Adi pushed the controls. "He's speeding up,” Qui-Gon said.
"Y ou think it's our bounty hunter?"

"I have no doubt. And by the looks of that cruiser, he might be able to outmaneuver us. It'sa
SoroSuub light freighter.”

Adi'smouth set grimly. "Nobody outmaneuversme.”

Qui-Gon gave awry smile. "I didn't mean to suggest it. Deflector shields down.”

The Republic cruiser was an agile craft, but it was built to ferry diplomats and serve as abasefor
high-level meetings. Adi was an excellent pilot, but she would not be able to hold out against a heavily
armed SoroSuub for very long.

By the posture of her shoulders, he knew exactly when she admitted thisto hersdlf. "Find us a safe
port nearby, just in case."

Qui-Gon began to search the star chart on the nav computer. "We're close to Quadrant Seven,” he
sad.

"I know," Adi said. "But what about a planet?'

"The planet's nameis Quadrant Seven,” Qui-Gon explained. "It's not in the Republic — it doesn't
have a Senator and it's not particularly friendly to outlanders, but it doesn't forbid them, either.” Qui-Gon
entered the coordinates into the nav compuiter.

Adi pushed the ship to afaster speed. Obi-Wan and Siri got up and moved into the cockpit.

Tay followed. Heleaned in close to the nav screen, sending abluish light onto hisfegtures. "He's
goingto catich us" hesaid.

Qui-Gon met Adi's gaze. They both knew the boy wasright.
Laser cannonfire thundered around the ship, rocking it. Taly gripped the console.

Adi kept the ship moving. She could not maneuver the way shewould like, but she was ableto
swerveto avoid the next barrage. It boomed harmlessly in space.

"Thisishow heworks," Taly said. "He uses everything. He never stops. He has blasters and
grenadesand missilesand . . . everything. | beat him, and that made him mad, because I'm just akid. He
won't let me go thistime."

Qui-Gon looked at Taly. He had put the battle in terms of ayoung boy, but it made sense. Qui-Gon
fdt it, too, through his connection to the Living Force. This bounty hunter went beyond determination.
Thiswasagrudge.



"What should we do?' Adi asked. Her voice was perfectly calm despite the cannonfire that shook
the ship. But Qui-Gon knew the situation must be dire, because Adi never asked him what to do.

Suddenly, alarge blow rocked the ship.

"Wevelog the horizontd stabilizer,” Adi said. "It's affected the hyperdrive.”

"We must send off the sdlon pod,” Qui-Gon said. "He might think we escaped on it.”
"But why would hefdl for it?" Tdy asked.

"Because then we're going to crash this ship,” Qui-Gon said.

CHAPTER 6
"Maybe youd better fill mein onthisone," Adi said drily. "After dl, I'mthe pilot."

"This ship has adouble-reinforced cargo hold," Qui-Gon said. "The work was done in order to
protect a shipment of vertex onitslast misson. So if we were hit there, it would cause minima damage.
We could makeit look worse. We could trick him into thinking the ship wasfailing. Then we gect the
salon pod. He knows that salon pods on these cruisers are capable of long space flights." Qui-Gon
leveled hisgaze a Adi. "Canyou doit?"

She would know what he was asking. Adi could be high-handed at times. She could be dismissive of
other ideas than her own. But they had worked together often enough to be able to put their mindsin
sync when they needed to.

IIYSIII

Qui-Gon turned. "Obi-Wan, Siri, Taly, get dl the soft materid you can and bring them to the cockpit.
Flotation devices, roll-up deep couches, bedding, pillows, cushions. Fagt.”

Obi-Wan, Siri, and Taly dashed out of the cockpit. The Republic cruiser was built as adiplomatic
ship. There were plenty of cabinsto raid. Within minutes, the cockpit had filled up with soft bedding.
Qui-Gon directed the three to place it around the walls and hard surfaces as carefully asthey could.

"Were going to have take amissile blow," hetold the others. "Brace yoursdf."

Adi maneuvered the ship so that the blow would fall on the cargo hold. 1t would take perfect timing
and alot of guesswork. She had to make the bounty hunter think that he had outmaneuvered them and
struck the desth blow.

The ship screamed through space, twisting like a corkscrew. The Forcefilled the cabin as Adi
concentrated, beads of perspiration on her high forehead. They saw the flash asthe laser cannon
boomed. They had less than a plit-second to prepare.

The blast shook the ship and blew them like durasheets through the cabin. They bounced off the
cushions and mattresses. Qui-Gon felt hel pless as hiswrist dammed against the edge of the console. He
pulled in the Force to give him stability and balance. Adi crawled to the pilot chair.



"I didn't expect to do quite thisgood ajob," she muttered, gripping the controls.
" Jettison some smoke," Qui-Gon said.

Adi put the ship into a death spiral. She released the salon pod. They were close to a planet now,
twisting down toward it.

Qui-Gon had his eyes on theradar. "He's not chasing the pod. Not yet.”
Adi looked a him worriedly. "He'swaiting for usto flame out or crash.”
Qui-Gon nodded. "So let's crash.”

Adi gripped the controls. Siri strapped Tay down and belted down cushions around him. She and
Obi-Wan covered themselves as best they could.

The ship was screaming now, belching smoke. But Adi till had control. She mimicked adying ship,
narrowing the circles until Qui-Gon had to close his eyes againg the dizziness he felt. He opened them
onceto see the surface of the planet looming. He closed them again quickly.

"Herewego!" Adi shouted.

He never knew how she did it. The grace and precision of it were amazing. Shewas ableto pull up
dightly at thelast minute, enough for the ship to shudder into amodified crash landing instead of damming
into the planet's surface. But from the upper atmaosphere, it would look like a crash. She jettisoned the
fud early sothat it sent up afirebal. The smoke would cover their escape.

Qui-Gon took out hislightsaber and cut ahole through the wall. Obi-Wan joined him, then Siri and
Adi. Taly stood back, his eyes huge with shock.

Qui-Gon picked up Tay and jumped out the hole after the others. They took shelter behind some
rocks as the ship exploded.

"Now what?' Siri asked.

"Let'sstart with the basics,” Qui-Gon said. "I'd say we need to locate new transportation.”

Tay ill wore an expression of shock. "Don't you Jedi take aminute to recover?'

"Hetook off after the pod, but we should Hill take precautions,” Adi said. "'l think Taly should remain
in hiding with Sri and Obi-Wan. We don't want to leave atrail. We know there is more than one bounty
hunter involved.”

"Good point,” Qui-Gon sad.

They walked toward town. The road was dusty and deserted, winding through a rocky canyon.
Halfway there, Adi suddenly stopped. She leaned over and pressed her hand againgt the ground.

"Thereswater closeto here" shesad. "Follow me.”



Shetook off through the rocks. They followed, Taly sometimes dipping and helped by Siri. Adi led
them up astony ridge and then down again. The air smdled fresher. Around alarge boulder wasasmal,

bubbling oring.

"A water sourceif you need it," she said. She glanced around. "There are caves around us. | can fedl
them.”

Shewalked to acleft in the rocks. Qui-Gon never would have noticed it. He would have thought it
was a shadow. Adi melted inside and they saw only her hand beckon them.

It was acave, smal and snug. Although the sand was cool and damp, farther into the cave it was dry.

"A perfect hiding place" Adi said. "Invisble from theair. Easy to exit and close to town.” She dipped
off her surviva pack. "Well be back for you as soon aswe locate transport. Y ou'll be comfortable here.”

Siri looked around the cave dubioudy. "If you say s0." Qui-Gon couldn't help smiling a Siri. "Well
return soon,” he promised.

Qui-Gon and Adi left the cave and continued on the road to the city of Settlement 5. The city had no
outskirts. It smply rose in the middle of a convergence of roads. There seemed to be no green spaces,
no culture centers or amusements, just businesses and homes, dl built on agrid of streetsand lanes.

The city was more like an overgrown village than a sophisticated center. Qui-Gon and Adi walked
through the Streets, their hoods up, trying to blend in. It wasn't hard. They weretdler than the average
Quadrant Seven, but that wasn't a problem. All the Quadrant Sevens wore practical and neutral-colored
robes, just asthe Jedi did. Most of them walked with their hoods over their faces. Qui-Gon felt
anonymousin the crowd, and he soon redized why.

"They'redl tryingto blendin," he murmured to Adi.

"Evenif they recognize us as outlanders, they won't show it."

Usudly inamain city of aworld in the Core or Mid-Rim, there were plenty of opportunitiesto buy
or rent speeders, and often dedlersin spaceworthy cruisers clustered around the landing platforms of the
city. But there was a strange absence of such dedlers on this planet. It took Adi and Qui-Gon sometime

to find aseller of speeders tucked away down anarrow lane off a secondary road.

A laserboard outside discreetly flashed specids. "Nothing spaceworthy,” Qui-Gon said. "But no
doubt he can tell uswhereto purchase aship.”

They waked insde. The dwellers of Quadrant Seven were humanoid, with smdl, pointed ears and
short, whiskery antennae that gave the appearance of bristly hair but were findly attuned to disturbances
intheair. The deder turned, his antennae quivering.

He didn't ask them what they wanted, or if he could help them. He just stood, waiting for them to
gpeak. "We'relooking for a gpace cruiser,” Qui-Gon said. "I don't sell that here,” the dedler said.

"We thought you could tell uswherein Settlement Five we could purchase one.”

"Nowhere. Thereé'sno cal for saling of space cruisers. Quadrants don't like to travel out of their own
atmosphere”



"But surdly,” Qui-Gon said patiently, "thereisaway to get off planet.”

"W, of coursethereis”

Adi kept her tone even. "Maybe you could tell uswhat that is."

"Wait for thefreighter. It comes once amonth.” Qui-Gon felt his heart fal. "Once amonth?’
The dealer seemed to fed that he had no need to elaborate.

"Canyou tdl uswhenit will stop again?' Adi asked.

The dealer consulted a calendar on his datapad. "Ah, that would be market day.”

"And market day is. . ."

"Infive sandard daystime."

Qui-Gon took out his comlink. "Can you tell us where on Quadrant Seven we could find aspace
cruiser? We could contact them and —"

"Ah, that would be Settlement Twenty-three. That's where you'd be able to bargain for aship. But
you can't contact them by comlink. Thereé's aBlocNet on Quadrant Seven. Comlinks are licensed.
Ordinary citizensaren't allowed to carry them, just emergency personnel. Y our comlink won't work
here"

"But why outlaw comlinks?' Adi asked.

"Don't believe in 'em. Comlinks make distances shorter. And when distances get shorter, problems
get bigger. Welike to dow things down on Quadrant Seven. Which reminds me, you need a permit to
send aHoloNet message off planet. It will be monitored and archived, too."

"And who has accessto the archives?' Adi asked. "Everyone. Makes beings nicer if they know they
can't send out messages that aren't public.”

Adi and Qui-Gon stared at each other in frustration. That meant if they sent amessage to the Temple,
everyone would be able to seeit. The bounty hunters could trace them.

"Can we buy a speeder to travel to Settlement Twenty-three?' Qui-Gon asked.
"Sure. But you haveto apply for apermit. All outlandersdo.”

"How long will it take to get a permit?’

"Hard to say. Could be aweek."

Adi was becoming used to the dedler'sway of talking. "Or ... ?

"Could be amonth. Hard to say."



"Thisisridiculous™ Adi muttered. "What away to run aplanet.”

"We haven't had awar in five hundred and seventy-three years," the dedler said. "Don't have toxic
pools or chemical air. Everybody pretty much gets dong. That doesn't sound too ridiculous, doesit?"

Adi just Sghed.

"If | wereyou, I'd wait for the freighter. Quadrant Seven isanice placeto visit. Of course we don't
have much in the way of hotels or cafés. And we don't go in for amusements the way they do in other
places. There's not much to do. But still."

"L ook, we don't have timeto wait," Qui-Gon said. "Can't you find away to help us?'

"Nope." The dedler'sface was till blandly polite. Hewould be friendly, but not help them. That much
was clear. They walked out of the shop.

"Lookslike werewaiting for the freighter,” Adi said. "Well just haveto lay low. We could send a
coded communicationtothe Temple. .. ."

"But why risk it?" Adi completed the sentence. "If by some chance the bounty hunter searchesthe
planet, that's the first place held investigate. Even a coded message would stand out.”

"We can canvass the areg, ook to seeif anyone owns a ship and try to buy it," Qui-Gon said.
Adi nodded. "1t doesn't appear that Quadrant Sevenstravel, but we might get lucky.”

"It'sonly fivedays," Qui-Gon said. "The assassination will tekeplaceinaweek.  Thiscandl
work, if nothing €se goeswrong.”

Hefdt the dark sde surge asawarning just as Adi pulled him back from walking out into the watery
sunlight. The bounty hunter was striding by on the street, his pale eyesflicking into the shadows.

"Something dsejust went wrong,” Adi said.

CHAPTER 7

"Let'sfollow him," Adi murmured. "Better to know where heis— and perhapswell learn
something.”

Qui-Gon nodded. They melted into the crowd in the street. It was rare that a being knew when he
was being followed by a Jedi. They were able to use the Force to direct objectsto move into their path if
someone turned to look behind them. They were able to move before their prey could track their steps.
After ashort time, the Jedi were able to so absorb their quarry'sway of moving that they could predict it
and esslly avoid discovery.

The bounty hunter was good. He was careful. Y et he was no match for them. Adi and Qui-Gon
followed him easily as he walked to the opposite edge of Settlement 5 and then struck out acrossthe hills
and rocks.



This areawas even more rugged than where they'd left Obi-Wan and Siri. They trailed him through a
series of small, deep canyons. The boulders offered plenty of hiding places. At last hedippedinto a
narrow opening and disappeared. Qui-Gon and Adi carefully moved forward. Positioning themsalves
behind an outcropping, they peered into the opening.

It led to acanyon that was just acleft in the landscape. They recognized the bounty hunter'slight
freighter. Next to it was adightly larger ship. Together they took up nearly the entire width of the canyon.

The bounty hunter disappeared into the larger ship. The ramp was down, and Qui-Gon and Adi
dowly made their way there. With a glance at each other, they agreed to try to observe what was going
on. It wasworth therisk.

They crept up the ramp and dipped insde the ship. They heard raised voices coming from the
cockpit.

Good, Qui-Gon thought. If agroup was arguing, they would be too distracted to stay dert.

Tdl and graceful, Adi moved ahead of him down the hal, her boots soundless on the polished floor.
She beckoned to him. She had found avent at eyeleve, in astorage room right off the cockpit. Qui-Gon
could see quite clearly into the next room.

Hisheart fdl. There werefive bounty huntersin the cockpit, including the one chasing them. Among
them was one he recogni zed — Gorm the Dissolver. He was aformidable presence, dwarfing the others
in his plated armor and helmet. Created by Arkanian Renegades, he was haf-bio, half-droid. Hisbio
parts were made up of six different aiens. His droid components alowed him to be anearly invincible
killing machine. Gorm's tracking skill was legendary and his merciless attacks were spoken of in whispers
in spaceports throughout the galaxy.

All of these bounty huntersin one place, for one nation? Qui-Gon wondered again who the
target could be.

"We've only got aweek," one of the bounty hunters said. It was a humanoid woman, small and
compact, dressed in aleather tunic and leggings. Her fair hair wastwisted in many braidsthat fell to her
shoulders. She gppeared to be completely ordinary, if you didn't notice the firepower strapped to her
wals, her wrist gauntlets with an array of weapons systems, or the armored kneepads she wore. By the
look of her armor, Qui-Gon guessed she was aMandal orian, or at least that she had somehow procured
some of the warrior army's famous weaponry. "Y ou shouldn't have blasted that escape pod, Magus,” she
went on. "Now we don't know for sureif you got the kid."

The bounty hunter who had chased them on Cirrus turned dowly and rested his steely gaze on the
femde

"Don't give methat black-holelook, Magus," she said. "Y ou know I'm right. We need proof that the
kid has been neutrdized. If he's il dive, he could compromise the mission. | don't mind pulling this off,
but | don't want anybody to know | was involved. Those Senatoria committees can get touchy about
political assassnations.”

"We're only aweek away from our hits," another bounty hunter said. Hewas atal cresture with
green-tinged skin and acranid horn on top of hishead. "1 for one don't relish the thought of nating
aworld leader if security iswaiting for me. And we've got twenty targets. That's twenty timesthe
security.”



Qui-Gon and Adi exchanged aglance. Twenty planetary leaders?
" told you, they won't have their regular security,” Magus said.

"We il have no way of knowing how much thiskid knows and who he's aerted,” the female bounty
hunter continued.

"Y ou promised they wouldn't be expecting us, that we'd have the element of surprise,” the third
bounty hunter said to Magus. He wore agreasy cloak and hisleggings were thick with grime. Tufts of
wiry hair sood out on his head like horns. On his grimy face gills flapped open and closed with his
breathing. He looked like alarge, unkempt fish. A name floated into Qui-Gon's head. Raptor. This could
be the bounty hunter he'd been hearing about, the one who was willing to take any job, no matter how
dangerous or crud. "That's one reason we agreed. Well — that and the fee. But if security getstipped
off, I'm heading back to the Core and picking up another job. What does our employer say?"

Magusrose dowly. If he was bothered by the dissension in the others, it wasn't apparent. "Our
employer leavesthe detailsto me. Asyou should.”

"Wedid that," the being with the crania horn said. "And now we don't know if thekid is dead or not.
Wedon't know if he blabbed yet or not. We don't know if he's on hisway to the Senate to testify."

"I heard you thefirgt time, Pilot," Magus said, the anger now clear in histone.

"Redly? Because it doesn't seem likeyou're listening,” the femae said irritably.

"Lunasaisright,” Raptor said. "Y ou've got a problem listening to any voice but your own."

Magus dammed avibroblade down on the table. "Enough whining!" he exploded. With the exception
of Gorm, the bounty hunters all looked unnerved. "I said | would take care of the boy. First we need to

complete the preparations we discussed. There's ill much to be done, and we're wasting time here.”

Without waiting for agreement, Magus smply strode off. Qui-Gon and Adi had to scurry back aong
the corridor to avoid him. He strode down the ramp and headed for his own ship.

"Who eected him king, I'd like to know," Lunasamuttered.

"Herecruited us," Pilot said. "But the employer talksto me, too. | can go to him anytime." A bragging
note had entered hisvoice.

"Whoa, and that makes you so specia,” Raptor said. "'I'm keeping track of what Magus does,” Pilot
sad huffily. "That'sdl I'm saying.”

"Shut up." Gorm spokefor thefirst time. "Let'sgo.”

It took them amoment, no doubt because they didn't want to appear to follow anyone's orders, but
the bounty hunters began to make preparations for departure. Pilot headed for the controls. Lunasa
worked on the nav computer. The one Qui-Gon suspected of being Raptor shrugged and took off down
the corridor, presumably to his own cabin. Qui-Gon and Adi ducked into a storage room.

"Twenty leaders? It's much bigger than we thought,” Adi said. "We haveto find out who they're



targeting.”

"And why," Qui-Gon added. "If we find the why, we can discover who hired them." He thought
quickly. "We should stay aboard.”

"But Tdy —"

"Obi-Wan and Siri can protect him. They are well hidden. We can return for them. Theresno way
off the planet for five days. Magus knows that as well — that's why he'sleaving. No doubt he plansto
return, but we can be back by then."

Adi frowned. "I don't like leaving the three of them.”

"Uncovering the plot will help Taly more than our presence,” Qui-Gon said. "'l don't like leaving them,
ether. But | fed Obi-Wan and Siri can handlethis."

Adi nodded dowly. "Agreed.”

"Once were out of the Quadrant Seven atmosphere, we can send them amessage,” Qui-Gon said.
"Incoming messages aren't recorded. It'sarisk toleave, but . . ."

"...wehavetotakeit,” Adi said.

They felt the thrust of the engines. The ship lifted into the air.
"Hey!" they heard Lunasacdl. "Magusis staying!"

"He never tdlsuswhat hesdoing,” Pilot said.

"l guesshe'sgoing for the kid after dl," Lunasasaid. Adi and Qui-Gon glanced at each other. The
ship was aready climbing to the upper atmosphere. It wastoo late to get off.

CHAPTER 8
"They should have been back by now."

Siri kept her voicelow, but Taly seemed off in another world. He sat at the entrance to the cave, his
arms around his knees. Occasionaly he would dip his head down and stare at the ground.

"I know." Obi-Wan wanted to argue with her, but he didn't have agood feding about the length of
time Qui-Gon and Adi had been gone.

"l should go look for them.”
"They told usto stay here."

Siri shook her head impatiently. "Obi-Wan, in al my years of knowing you, | can't tell you how many
times you've told mewhat | should be doing."



"Well, somebody hasto,” Obi-Wan said with agrin.

But Siri didn't crack asmile. "They could bein trouble.

"Or they could be negotiating for astarship. Or they could be contacting the Temple. Or they could
be on their way back. They could be doing athousand things. None of which are our concern. Our
concernis Tay. They told us both to protect him. So here we stay."

Siri'sjaw set stubbornly. She stared stonily out into the landscape.

Tay suddenly rose and came back to stand with them. "I have a proposition for you," he said.

Obi-Wan wanted to smile. There was something so touching about Tay. Here wasthis dender, small
boy who seemed ready to take on the world. Sometimes the lost 1ook in his eyes made him look like a
child. Y et sometimes he talked like an adult. Obi-Wan had no idea how much of Taly's confidence was
bravery and how much was bravado. All he knew was that he admired him.

"Let'shear it," Siri sad.

"l want youtolet mego,” Tay sad.

"Let you go?' Obi-Wan repested, incredulous.

Tay nodded. "I've been thinking about it. My uncleis a subplanetary engineer on the planet Qexis.
It'sahigh-security planet with only one spaceport. It'sin the Outer Rim. Nobody really knows about it
except tech-heads. It'satotal research planet. HEd hide mefor aslong asit takes. And you could tell my
parents where I'm heading and they could meet me there. | could make my way there.”

"Y ou could make your way there?' Obi-Wan tried unsuccesstully to keep hisvoice from risng.

Tay looked at Siri. "Does he dways repeat what people say?'

Siri nodded. "Yesh."

"Taly, theré's no way we're going to let you go," Obi-Wan said. "That's preposterous. What makes
you think you could get to the Outer Rim by yoursdf? Y ou'rejust akid!"

"Nobody noticesakid,” Taly said. "I candoit, | know | can. It'sjust aquestion of getting from Point
A to Point B. The bounty huntersthink I'm dead."

"Y ou don't know that for sure. We tricked one of them. We don't know if it worked. That'swhy
weredill inhiding."

"That'swhat givesme ahead gart,” Tay said. "Look, you know aswell as| do that if | testify to
those Senators, I'm dead.”

"That's not true," Obi-Wan said, shocked. "They'll protect you."
"You trust the Senate?’ Tay gave abark of alaugh. "And you cal meakid?'

Obi-Wan shook his head. He wasn't going to argue with Taly. He shot Siri an exasperated look, but



to hissurprise, Siri waslooking a Tay thoughtfully.

"You know it'strue,” Taly said, turning to Siri. "They won't care about me once | testify. Sure, they'll
give me new ID docs. But they won't protect me or my parents, not redlly. But if | don't testify, maybe
the bounty hunterswill leave me done.”

"Tdy, they won't leave you adone," Obi-Wan said gently. "I'm sorry to say it. But you'll dwaysbea
risk to them."

"Not after they do the assassination,” Tay argued.

"Then they won't care. Or even if they care, they're not going to chase mefor long. I'm not worthit. |
can disappear.” He turned back to Siri. "Okay, I'll make adea with you. Y ou can escort me to Qexis.
Then leave methere. Pretend | escaped. Y ou can save my life. Y ou can save my parents. Y ou can.”

"Tdy, I'm sorry," Obi-Wan said.

"Siri?' Tay looked at her bessechingly.

Siri spoke through dry lips. "I'm sorry, too."

Tay stomped off to the front of the cave, akid again. Obi-Wan |ooked at Siri.

"| could have used alittle support,” he said.

"What if hésright?' Siri asked.

"What if hésright?"

Siri rolled her eyes. "There you go again.”

"Therel Siri, you can't be serious. Y ou can't think that we could possibly let Taly go.”

"No, of course not. But we could take him to Qexis. It would be agood placeto hide. And the
Senate won't protect him. Not the way they should. They just want what they want. Once he testifies,
they won't care about him. He's not wrong, Obi-Wan."

"Sometimes| just don't understand you.”

"I know."

"We can't defy the Senate. We can't defy the Jedi Council.”

"We can. We just don't choose to. There are more optionsin life, Obi-Wan, than you seem able to
imagne”

Siri'swords stung. It was dmost as though she felt sorry for him.

"Do | need to tell Qui-Gon and Adi about this?" Obi-Wan hated the way he sounded. Priggish.
Pompous.



Siri turned her cool gaze on him, the color of an impossibly blue seawith hidden depthsfor the
unwary. "If you like. Don't worry. I'll deliver Taly into the hands of the Senate. I'll do my duty. | ways
do."

Then sheretreated from him, even though she stayed <till and unmoving a hisside.

The comlink message was full of static.

.- - - trail of bounty hunters. . . . Stay where you are until wereturn . ." Qui-Gon's voice was steady,
but the transmission crackled. " A bounty hunter is on Quadrant Seven. Magus. Stay hidden. If we don't
retun.."

"Qui-Gon?"

"Freighter . . . landing platform . . . in five daystime, midday. No other transport available—" The
transmisson cut out.

"Didyou get al that?' Siri asked.

"Stay hidden for five days. If they don't return, take the freighter off planet. And abounty hunter is
dill looking for Tay."

"Magus." Siri looked over a where Tay was deeping. "So heknows Tdy isdive."

"Or suspects”

She did not say what he knew she wanted to say. Without their Masters, it would be easy to go to
Qexis. They could take Tay away fromthis.

But those were not their orders. And they would do their duty.

CHAPTER 9

Siri didn't speak much. There was atension between them now that Obi-Wan didn't understand.
They had argued many times during their friendship. Why did this one make him fed so Srained?

He hadn't redlized before how much her steady friendship meant to him. She might mock him and
annoy him, but he'd dways known she respected him.

Now hewasn't sure.

The days passed dowly. The cave seemed smdler with each segment of passing time. Obi-Wan felt
himsdf grow more silent with every passing hour. He fet himsdf tense whenever Siri brushed past. He
fdtlikeafool, like arule-following, dull, stupid apprentice who didn't dare to risk. He never fdlt like that
when Siri wasn't around.

The tension between them grew, and he didn't understand it. Obi-Wan couldn't wait to get out of the



Cave.

They did what Jedi do when forced to remain in one place. They kept themsalves limber with
exercises. They meditated. They did not think of the future, only the present moment.

One would stand guard while the other went down to the spring for water. They saw no one and
heard nothing. Every hour, they expected Qui-Gon and Adi to contact them. They both felt a
respong bility to keep the atmosphere light. They didn't want to worry Taly.

For his part, Tay crunched on protein pellets and dept fitfully. He stopped eating much. Obi-Wan
began to worry about him. He and Siri dept in shifts so that one of them would always be awake. He
didn't think it impossible that Taly would try to dip away. He saw how Siri's eyes grew dark with worry
when shelooked a him.

"Wejust haveto hang on," he said to her.

She was scratching patternsin the dirt floor of the cave with agtick. She didn't look up. "One of us
should do some reconnaissance,” she said. "We don't know what the road is like to Settlement Five, or
how many kilometersitis™

"We have the coordinates and a map on our datapad.”

"A map isnot theterritory. Y ouve told methat yoursdf.”

Y es, he had. It was asaying of Qui-Gon's. Study the map, but do not trust it. A map is not the
territory. Until your boots are on it, do not trust the ground.

"Yes, that'strue. But the settlement isn't far, and the road iswell marked. | think we risk more by
scouting it out. If our Masters thought we needed to do it, they would have told us. They've traveled the
road.”

Siri looked up. "Ordersfor the Jedi are not meant to beliteral. Padawans should use their own
judgment. That isa Jedi rule, too."

"If situations change,” Obi-Wan said. "Oursisthe same." He hated this. He hated spouting Jedi rules
to Siri asthough he was aMaster and she was a Padawan. He knew how much she hated it, too. But
she pushed him to a place where he had to.

That night at the evening meal, Obi-Wan watched as Taly pushed his protein pellets away. "l want
red food."

"We only have two more daysto wait," Obi-Wan told him. "There will be food on the freighter. Until
then you must take nourishment. Y ou must be strong, Tay. Y ou have along way to go, and it would be
illogica to weaken yoursdf now."

Hewatched as Taly took another protein pellet and nodded as he swallowed it.

"That's better."

The moon rose, and they rolled themsalvesinto their therma blankets. Obi-Wan heard Tay's
breathing dow and deepen.



In afew minutes he heard anoise. Siri crawled over to hisside. She held out apam full of protein
pellets. "1 found these behind arock.”

Obi-Wan frowned. "They must be Tay's. | don't understand. Why won't he eat?"

Siri tossed the pdllets toward the rear of the cave. "Because these taste like rocks with a frosting of
sand, that's why. We're used to them. He's not. He'sjust akid, Obi-Wan."

"Hesavery smart kid who knows how much trouble he'sin,” Obi-Wan said. "Wereleaving in two
days. Why would he starve himsdl{?*

"Because he's scared and he misses his parents and everything's out of his control,” Siri said
impatiently. "Because beings don't dways behave logically. Thisisthe Living Force. It's unpredictable.”

"| hate unpredictability,” Obi-Wan said.

Sri amiled. "l know."

"So what should we do?"

"Areyou asking me? That'safird,” Siri teased.

"Yes, I'masking you."

"l don't know. Let methink about it. I'll take the first watch."

Siri crawled to the entrance to the cave and positioned herself againgt the curve of thewall. He
watched her curl into thewall asif it were the most comfortable of cushions. The moon was so big that
night that he could see her profileilluminated, the crysta clarity of her eyes, the gleam of her hair. She
managed to look both dert and perfectly comfortable.

For thefirst timein days, Obi-Wan dept deeply. When he awoke, Siri was gone.

CHAPTER 10

Dawn was dill at least an hour away. It was cold in the cave. Obi-Wan wrapped histhermal blanket
around his shoulders and sat at the cave opening. Even if he had wanted to search for Siri, he wouldn't
leave Taly.

Thelight was shifting to purple when Siri regppeared, running soundlesdy toward the cave, never
making awrong step even on the stony ground. When she caught sight of Obi-Wan she dowed. He saw
her shouldersrisedightly, asif bracing hersdlf for his attack.

She crouched down in front of him and removed asmall sack from her tunic. "I got food for Taly,"
shesad. "A mujamuffin, some bread, somefruit."

"But I'm carrying dl the credits," Obi-Wan said.



"| traded for them," Siri said. "My warming crystd. | sold it to a vendor who was opening up his shop
ealy.”

She looked embarrassed. She had sacrificed her most prized possession for aboy she hardly knew.
It was agesture full of sentiment. In the past, Obi-Wan would have thought it unlike her. Now, he knew
better.

"Go aheed,” shesad. "Ydl a me”

Hedidn't say anything. Hed dways admired Siri for her fierceness. He had never known how strong
her connection to the Living Force was. She always seemed to hold herself above other beings. Now he
saw that her brusqueness was akind of distance she kept, but even so, she was watching. Fedling.

"Hell likethese," Obi-Wan said. "It was agood idea. Y ou can go to deep now. I'll keep watch.”

"l cantdeep,” Siri sad gruffly. "Mindif | gt for awhile?!

Obi-Wan moved over to make room. Siri sat next to him.

"It'scold,” shesaid. "But it'sgoing to be anice day.”

He threw the blanket over her shoulders so that it was covering them both. Hefelt her leg againgt his,
her bresth againgt his ear. Warmth spread through him. He saw the sun begin to touch the rocks outside.

"Onemoreday," shesaid. "l hope Qui-Gon and Adi makeit back intime."
"If they don't, welll be okay," Obi-Wan said. "We can handle anything if we're together.”

"l know." Hefdt the whisper againgt his skin. They sat together and watched the light come up.

Qui-Gon and Adi did not return, and they did not send another message. Obi-Wan and Siri began to
pack up their surviva kits. They would have to do this on their own.

"If the bounty hunter is till on Quadrant Seven, helll be watching to seeif we board,” Siri said. "Well
have to sneak on somehow."

"Qui-Gon dways says that when you're trying to sneak in someplace, go wherethefood is,"
Obi-Wan said. "They load it separately through cargo, and security is sometimes pretty loose. Let'stry
therefirg.”

"Soundslikeaplan," Siri said. "Ready, Tay?'

Taly shouldered his pack. Once again, Obi-Wan was struck by how resolute he could look. He had
accepted Siri's gift of food gratefully and had tried to share. Obi-Wan and Siri had both taken a smdll
piece of fruit but indsted he eat most of the fresh food. He had been more cheerful after that. It wasn't so
much the food, Obi-Wan thought, as the caring that had improved his mood and given him hope. Siri had
been so right. He had thingsto learn from her that went beyond a new fighting stance. He had thingsto
learn about the heart. About giving.



"I'mready,” Tay sad.

Siri put her hands on his shoulders and squatted so that she was eye-level with him. "Here's the most
important thing, Tay. Y ou have to do what we say. Y our safety dependsoniit.”

He nodded. "l will."
Obi-Wan could seethat he meant it. Siri had won histrust.

They st off. Because it was market day, the road was crowded with beings heading into Settlement
5. That waslucky. The crowds gave them plenty of cover.

The marketplace was set up around the landing platform, which was another lucky break. Stallsand
vendors crowded the square where ramps and lift tubes led to the landing platform severa stories above.
Siri, Obi-Wan, and Tay blended in with the othersin their plain robes and hoods. Siri and Obi-Wan
kept their gazes constantly moving but they did not catch aglimpse of the bounty hunter. Nor did the
Force givethem awarning.

The freighter was docked and ready for loading. One passenger ramp was aready down. It would
be easy to board and search for seats, but Obi-Wan thought it best to wait until the last possible moment.

They saw meta bins being carried to the back ramp, fresh fruit and vegetables spilling over the top.
Obi-Wan watched for severa minutes as they milled through the crowd, pretending to study the wares
set up in booths and spread out on tables. The binswere carried by workers who plodded back and
forth up the ramp. When they disappeared insde the freighter, they were usualy gone for aminute or so.
That would easily give Obi-Wan, Siri, and Taly a chanceto pick up abin and bring it aboard. If they
timed it right, they could pull it off.

Obi-Wan nudged Siri. "There. They're loading the fresh food. If we pick up abin we could get
aboard. Nobody isredly watching.”

Siri nodded. Then suddenly she paed. "He's here.”
"Where?'

"| fed him." Siri's gaze raked the crowd. "There." Obi-Wan |ooked where Siri's gaze was resting.
Magus was across the square. He stood in aclever spot, right where the sun was in shadow, behind a
bin of vegetablesthat were a popular item for shoppers. It would have been hard to pick him out if Siri
hadn't felt his presence.

"It'sdl right,” Obi-Wan said. "He's searching the crowd. Now's our chance.”

Siri swallowed. She kept her head down. "He's standing with the vendor | bought the food from. He
knows we're here, Obi-Wan!"

Ohbi-Wan looked again. He redlized that vendor standing next to Magus was aso watching the
crowd. Magus was smart. While the vendor concentrated on the passenger ramp, his own flinty gaze
roamed. Now Obi-Wan saw how the bounty hunter kept his eye on the cargo ramp aswell as the food
ramp. There were now less than adozen binsto carry. Time was running out.

"What are we going to do?" Taly asked.



Obi-Wan knew it was hopeless. There was no way they could board without Magus spotting them.
No matter how cleverly they tried. Y et staying on the planet wasn't agood idea. Sooner or later, Magus
would find them. And it would probably be sooner.

The panicin Taly's eyes made Obi-Wan angry. They had to protect him. They hadto get himto a
place that was safe.

"If he's here, that means his ship isunguarded,” Obi-Wan said.

A flashilluminated Siri'sblue gaze. "'Y ou want to stedl hisship?”

"Thefreighter isdueto leavein five minutes. Weve got to find it first."

"It will beclose" Siri guessed.

"Comeon."

They threaded through the crowd with a purpose now, but were careful to move with the flowing
surge. Obi-Wan checked out the possihilities. It would make sense for Magus to keep the cruiser near.
Usudly there was aholding pen for star cruisers near landing platforms. He hadn't noticed one here, but
there should be one somewhat close.

"There" Siri breathed.

Around a corner, down an dley, aclearly marked space. It was empty but for one cruiser, the light
freighter they knew belonged to Magus. They hurried toward the durasted gate.

Therewas no time to lose. Obi-Wan cut a hole in the gate with his lightsaber and they squeezed
through.

He prowled around the outside of the ship. Siri did the same.
"There should be an exterior control pand for the ramp," he said.

"Hereitis." Tdy's voice came from underneath the ship. " Sometimes these SoroSuubs are refitted
with foiling devices. | can crossthe wires and tinker with the controls here. . . ."

"Tdy, let me," Obi-Wan urged.

Theramp did down. "No need.” Taly did out and jumped up, dusting off his hands, ahuge grin on his
face. "We're done."

They ran up the ramp. Obi-Wan did into the pilot seet.

"Wait." Tay ducked underneath the control panel. "L et's make sure theré's no locking device. | can
bypass the access code.”

"Areyou sure?' Siri asked.

"Easy ascutting through air." Tay took asmal servo-driver from hisutility belt. " Standard security



devices ... Code deactivated . . . Remote tracking devicecut . . . Okay. Let'sgo.”

Obi-Wan fired up the engines. He kept the engine speed down until they were safely away from the
city. Then he blasted into the upper atmosphere.

Hegrinned a Siri. They madeit.
"Set the course for Coruscant.”
"Course "

Minutes passed. Siri watched the computer screen avidly. There was gill achance they could be
followed.

"Setting hyperdrive,” Obi-Wan said. Heflicked the controls. Space rushed toward them in a shower
of stars. They werefree.

With asigh of satisfaction, Tay leaned back in hisseet. "1 bet I'm redlly arting to get on that guy's
nerves” hesaid.

CHAPTER 11

The problem with eavesdropping, Qui-Gon thought, was that it required beings who liked one
another enough to exchange information. He and Adi had hoped to overhear more of the bounty hunters
plans, but as soon astheir argument was over and the ship blasted off, they al retreated to separate areas
of the ship and did not speak. They passed one another in the corridors, they met in the galley scrounging
for food, they bumped into one another at close quarters, but al Qui-Gon and Adi heard was an
occasiond grunt or grumble of, "Blast your stinking carcass, stay out of my way."

They had been on the ship for three days and had learned nothing. They didn't know their destination,

and they didn't know the bounty hunters targets. They had moved from hiding place to hiding place, from
storage compartment to empty stateroom and back again, and at last found what they felt was safe refuge

in the small escape pod compartment.

When night fell, the sound of snoring penetrated even the thick door on the compartment. Filot dept
acrossthe hall.

"Weve got to do something,” Adi said. "We could be landing soon. Not to mention that I'm going to
go out of my mind."

"Meditation not working?"

Adi cocked an eyebrow at him. "Very amusing, Qui-Gon. Y ou forget that | am the Jedi without a
sense of humor. We need a plan. Something logica.”

Qui-Gon smiled. "Why don't we just sneak around some more and see what we can turn up?”'

Adi regarded him gravely. "Sounds good.”



"I have anidea," Qui-Gon continued. "Filot said he'sin touch with their employer. And that he's
keeping records on Magus. Maybe he's kept things he shouldn't.”

They listened to the snoring that thundered down the corridor.
"He does sound like aheavy deeper,” Adi said. "Let'sgo.”

Together they crept into Pilot's cabin. He stirred but didn't wake, instead sighing and turning over on
his deep couch. Onelong arm flopped over the Side, his knuckles grazing the floor.

Adi nudged Qui-Gon. Pilot had disodged his pillow. Now his head was half-on, haf-off, and they
saw asmal datapad underneath the pillow.

Sowly, Adi leaned over. She did her hand toward the pillow.
Rilot grunted. Adi froze.

Sowly, bit by tiny bit, she moved her hand underneath to grab the edge of the datapad. Asif she had
dl thetimein theworld, shedid it out from undernesth.

Rilot snuggled more deeply into the blankets.

Adi and Qui-Gon bent over the datapad. Quickly, they accessed itsfiles. They wereall in code.
They accessed the last file used. It was correspondence between Pilot and someone whose name was
asoin code. But Pilot had made an additional notation and had not coded it.

20 targets. mtg day one set.

Pilot began to tir. He was waking thistime. They saw him lift hisarm. He began to pat underneath
the pillow, eyes il closed, to reassure himsdf that the datapad was il there.

Adi moved noisdlesdy across the floor. She had to bend over him, only centimeters from his cheek,
as she did the datapad back in place. Wrinkling her nose, shejerked her chin toward the door. Timeto

go.

Moving dowly, she withdrew from the deep couch. Suddenly, Filot's hand shot out and grabbed her
tunic.

"Where do you think you're going?' His eyes snapped open and confusion shot him to asitting
postion. "And who areyou?'

With aquick movement Adi didodged hersdlf from his grasp and kicked him in the chest, sending
him back across the deep couch with an oof.

She and Qui-Gon hurtled out the door, drawing their lightsabers. Asthey ran, an darm began to
clang. There must have been an dert button right near the deep couch.

They heard pounding footsteps behind them. Lunasa must have dept haf-dressed. She ill worea
tunic and boots, but she was bare-legged and her hair was matted from degp and stood out in dark
wispsaround her head. A small rocket whistled toward them and then blaster fire richocheted in the air.
Qui-Gon diced through the rocket while Adi deflected the blaster fire.



From the opposite side of the corridor, Gorm the Dissolver strode toward them, fire shooting from
the blastersin both hands. Adi and Qui-Gon kept congtantly circling. Pilot had advanced out from his
stateroom and joined the melee.

"Any ideas?' Adi muttered to Qui-Gon as shetwirled, deflecting fire. The corridor wasfilled with
smoke.

"Seemslike agood timeto escape,” Qui-Gon said. "How about the pod?”

An ominous clacking cameto their ears. Droidekas suddenly rolled down the corridor, unfurling to
ther full, deadly length.

"The pod sounds good,” Adi replied.

Qui-Gon and Adi moved grimly forward.

Qui-Gon moved to the left, trying to get Gorm between him and the droidekas. But the two had
excdllent homing devices and moved accordingly. Gorm kept on a steedy pace, thumping forward,
blagting with arepeeting rifle.

Qui-Gon saw that he had to end this. Between the droidekas and the bounty hunters, he saw a
danger of being wounded or captured.

He surged forward, cutting off the leg of adroideka and dmost getting clipped by blaster firein the
process. The droidekalost its center of balance and spun. Blaster fire peppered out in arandom pattern,
amog hitting Lunasa. Sheyelled and hit the ground, il firing at the Jedi. Raptor almost got in the way,
and had to legp over Lunasa, placing himself between Gorm and the Jedi.

All thishappened in just afew seconds.

Qui-Gon and Adi leaped through the door of the escape pod hatch. They accessed the door and
tumbled insde. They could hear the bounty hunters pounding after them.

"Thearlock!" Adi ydled.

Qui-Gon hit it. He quickly activated the prelaunch sequence. The door thudded with the impact of
blaster bolts.

"Not agrenade, you idiot!" Lunasashouted. "Y ou could damage the—"

They never knew who the idiot had been, but the grenade exploded. At the same moment the escape
pod shot out into space, rocking with the motion of the grenade blast. They heard shrapnel pepper the
shell of the pod, but it did not damage any systems.

Qui-Gon took over the manua controls. He pushed the speed to maximum.

"That wasclose," Adi said.

They had escaped. But where were they headed?



CHAPTER 12

With the ship in hyperspace, Obi-Wan and Siri were ableto relax for thefirst timein days. Taly fell
adeep curled up on acushion in the cockpit. He was exhausted.

"At least the bounty hunter has awell-stocked galley,” Siri said inalow voice. "When Tay wakes up
he can have a decent meal.”

"We should get some rest, too," Obi-Wan said.

Siri went over to St next to him on the cushioned seat in the cockpit. She hugged hersdlf for aminute,
hands on her elbowsin an uncharacteristically nervous gesture.

"Obi-Wan?1 just want to say thanks."
"Thanks for what?' Obi-Wan asked.

"I could have put Magus on our tail by sdlling my crystal. He might not have known for sure we were
aive. Or that we were close to Settlement Five."

"Wedon't know that."

"| fed it. And | shouldn't have doneit. But thanks for not telling me that.”

"I admire you for what you did,” Obi-Wan said. "Tay needed to know that you'd take care of him.
Hewaslosing hope, and | didn't seeit. You did. It would belogica for Magusto go to Settlement Five
to watch the boarding of the freighter. Even if he hadn't found the vendor, he would have been there.”

Siri's gaze was warm and amused. "Y ou're aterrible liar, Obi-Wan Kenaobi. It'sonereason | like you
S0 much.”

"Ah, soyou likeme" Obi-Wan said lightly. "1 thought I'd lost your good opinion.”

Sheleaned againgt him for amoment, nudging him, then swung away. "Don't worry so much.”
Siri'ssmilewas so free of tension that it transformed her face. It was amost as though hehad a
glimpse of another Siri, a Siri without the engine that drove her, the need to excd, the stubbornness, the

discipline. Therewasa Siri ingdethat Siri, someone he didn't know very well & all.

Obi-Wan fdt his cheeks heat up. Helooked down at his hand, resting next to hers on the cushion.
He knew the shape of her fingers, the texture of her skin amost aswell as his own. He had to fight the
urgeto dip hishand over hers, wind hisfingers around hers.

Ohbi-Wan stood quickly. He turned his head away to hide hisflaming cheeks,

Siri stretched out on the cushioned bench. She grabbed a blanket and drew it over her. She closed
her eyes. He could tell she wasn't deegping. Had he hurt her feelings by getting up so abruptly?

Obi-Wan had never worried about things like that before with Siri. Why was he so conscious of it



now? Why was he so conscious of her?

Hedidn't likethe feding. But he liked it, too. Thoroughly confused, Obi-Wan stamped over to Stare
with unseeing eyes at the nav computer and try not to look at hisfriend again.

A day later, they drew close to the coordinates for reversion. They were almost to Coruscant.

"By nightfdl, well be stting in the Temple," Obi-Wan said with satisfaction. He would be glad to be
back. Glad to get Taly to safety. Glad to put this mission behind him.

Siri worked at the nav computer. " Coordinates set for reversion outside Coruscant airspace.”
Obi-Wan began to flip switches. He frowned. "Everything okay?"

"I'm getting afunny readout from one of the security system checks. I've never seen onelikeit
before.”

Obi-Wan went to the manual security scan. He ran through the readouts. Suddenly, he felt the blood
drain from hisface.

Tay drew closer behind him. Siri spun around in her chair. "What isit?"

Obi-Wan'sthroat felt tight. "It's an anti-thievery device. Magus did have asurprisefor us. Theshipis
programmed to self-destruct upon reverson." Heturned to Siri and Taly. "We can't get out of

hypergpace without blowing up.”

CHAPTER 13
Obi-Wan looked a Siri. "How much fudl do we have?' Siri hesitated. She glanced at Taly.

"Say it," Taly sad. "l need to know, too."

"Two hours. We barely had enough to get to Coruscant.”

"Cancd reverson,” Obi-Wan said. "We haveto dismantle thisdevice."

"Let melook," Tay said eagerly. Obi-Wan motioned him over and pointed to the schematic on the
datascreen. "There are two placesto try to dismantle it — at the switch, or at the source. The only
problemis. . ."

"If you do something wrong, you destroy the ship,” Tay said, nodding.

Siri leaned over the datascreen. When she turned to speak, her face was very close to Obi-Wan's.
She quickly moved away. "These kinds of things aren't my strong suit,” shesaid. "1 don't know engines

like you do, Obi-Wan."

Obi-Wan didn't know them that well, either, but he decided it was better not to say that. He, like any



Jedi, could diagnose problems, even if the shipboard computer wasn't functioning. He knew how to
bypass systems and tinker with asublight engine. But thiswasway over his head.

"| can try to find the contact point for the device," he said. "If only we could contact the Temple and
someone could talk methroughit!"

But there was no comm service in hyperspace.

"We can send adistress Signd to the Temple,” Siri said. "We should at least do that, so they know
we'rein trouble

Evenif they can't help us. Obi-Wan knew exactly what Siri would not say.
Sheleaned over and sent the distresssigndl.
Tdy wasflipping through diagrams on the screen. "L et me study this schemeatic for awhile.”

Tay leaned closer to concentrate. They watched as he studied diagrams and readouts. Then he
turned around. ""Uh, guys? Would you mind not hovering? It's not helping my concentration.”

Obi-Wan crossed to another datascreen. He and Siri went over the same information as Taly.

"I don't know what to do," Obi-Wan confided to her. "I could go over thisinformation athousand
times, and | don't think | could figureit out.”

"Youll think of something,” Siri said. "Or | will, or Tay will."

"We have two hours," Obi-Wan said.

Time seemed to creep, but suddenly, an hour had passed. Obi-Wan tried not to look at the chrono
on theingtrument pand, but the secondsticked by in his head. Tay had hishead in his hands.

"Therésonething we cantry,” Tdy findly said. "Disrupt the reversion process during the last cycle
and reverseit. Then go forward again, but thistime, switch over to auxiliary power. "

"In other words, you'd activate the explosion, then cancel it, and hope it doesn't reactivate in time,”
Obi-Wan said.

"But we have no way of knowing how fast it will re-arm,” Siri pointed out. "We could blow ourselves

up.
"That's the danger,” Taly conceded.
Obi-Wan and Siri exchanged aglance.
"At least Taly's plan gives usachance,” Obi-Wan said.

Tay baled up hishandsinto figts. "I should be ableto figurethisout! | should be ableto dismantle
it!"



Obi-Wan put hishand on hisshoulder. "Taly, it'sdl right. It'svery ingenious. Very detailed. None of
uscandismantleit.”

"Let'swait until the last possible minute, to be sure we can't come up with another idea. Then we can
follow through,” Siri proposed. "Agreed?'

"Agreed,” Obi-Wan said.
Tay nodded, hisface pade.

It was agamble they could pay for with their lives, and they knew it.

They had nothing left to try.

Tay sat inthefar Sde of the cockpit. He had accessed the holomap and was simply flicking through
space quadrants, one after the other, staring at the light pulses that indicated planets and moons.

Siri had disappeared from the cockpit. She had been staring at the datascreen. She had climbed
down into the engine bay. She had gone over operations manuas. She had not come up with anything.
Obi-Wan knew shefdt just as helpless as he did. They weren't used to feding thisway.

He went searching for her. She was curled up in the cargo hold, on the floor, wrapped in a blanket.
Without aword she opened the blanket so Obi-Wan could dide next to her. It was cold. He was
reminded of the early morning hours they spent in the cave, watching the sun come up.

"l think we've hit something we can't solve," Siri said. "That's not supposed to happen.”

"Y odawould say that Jedi arent infalible. We are only well prepared.”

"Well prepared, we are,” Siri said gently in Y oda-speek. "Infdlible, we are not.”

They laughed softly.

"When the moment comes, welll be together,” Obi-Wan said.

He put out hishand. Siri dipped hersinto it. At her touch, something moved between them, a current
that fdt dive.

At last hefelt what it waslike to touch her. Heredlized that he'd been thinking about it for days.
Maybe for years. She wound her fingers around his, strong but gentle, just as he knew she would. He
could fed theridge of calus on her pam from lightsaber training, but the skin on her fingers was soft.
Softness and strength. Hed known he would fed that.

Something broke freeinsde him. Hefdt filled up with hisfeding, even though he couldn't nameit. He
couldn't dareto nameit. Y et it was suddenly morered than anything in hislife. More red than the danger
they werein. Morered than the Jedi.

"Sn "



Her voice wasawhisper. "l fed it, too."

She turned her faceto his. Her eyes were brimming with tears. She haf-laughed, haf-cried. "lsan't this
funny? Isn't thisthe strangest thing?"

"No," Obi-Wan said. "This has dways been there. | just never wanted to seeit. Since that first timel
spoke to you, when you were so angry at mefor leaving the Jedi,” Obi-Wan said. "Y ou were egting a
piece of fruit. You just kept chewing and staring a me, asthough | didn't matter.”

Siri laughed. "'l remember. | was out to get you. | wanted to make you angry.”

"Y ou made mefurious. Y ou dways knew how to do that."

"I know. And you were dways S0 right. So fair. Y ou made me furious, too. Lots of times.”
"And then we became friends."

"Good friends”

"And now," Obi-Wan said, hardly daring to breathe, "what are we?"

"On adoomed ship," Siri said. "So | guess the question is, what would we have been?'

Shetightened her grip on his hand. She leaned forward, and put her lips againgt his cheek. She didn't
kisshim. Shejust rested there. In that ingtant Obi-Wan felt something: a connection that bound him to
her, no matter what. Siri. He wanted to say her name out loud. He wanted to never move from this cold
floor. He wanted to touch the ends of her shimmersilk hair and breathe in the scent that came off her skin.

"Whatever happens,”" she whispered againgt his cheek, her lipswarm and soft, softer than he could
ever imagine, "I'll remember this™"

CHAPTER 14

Qui-Gon piloted the pod to the nearest landing available, a spaceport moon aptly named Haven. The
bounty hunterstried a pursuit, but they weren't very determined and it was soon clear that they didn't
regard the Jedi as much of athreat. They had somewhere to get to that was vastly more important.
Bounty hunters were dways concerned most with finishing the job and receiving their payments.

Qui-Gonand Adi st at atablein adingy café caled The Landing Lights. They had tried to contact
the Temple, but ameteor storm in the upper atmosphere at the spaceport had temporarily cut dl
HoloNet communication and grounded the ships. They had managed to procure aship, afast sar cruiser
with apilot who would cheerfully do anything for the Jedi. It was fueled and ready to go. The only
trouble was, they had no clue asto where they were going. If al had gone well, Obi-Wan and Siri had
caught the freighter and were on their way to Coruscant with Tay. Their Padwans could even be waiting
for them to bein touch.

"Wdl, we didn't learn much by boarding that ship,” Adi said. "Wasit worth it?"



"We acquired thetiniest bits of information,” Qui-Gon said. "But with thislast one, we might be able
to put the puzzle together.”

"M-T-G," Adi said. "A mesting."
"Exactly. So we can assumethat dl twenty targetswill be present.”

"Twenty planetary leaders at one meseting,” Adi mused. "That could be any morning &t the Senate.
How can we possibly pin it down?'

"l don't think the meeting is at the Senate," Qui-Gon said. "Remember that Raptor said if he cancelled
the mission, he'd head back to the Core? If the mission was on Coruscant, that wouldn't make sense.”
Qui-Gon glanced up at the display monitor overhead. "Interferenceis cleared. We can contact the
Temple”

He reached for his comlink. "Let's find out what Jocasta Nu hasto say." Qui-Gon quickly contacted
her. Her crisp voice greeted him in seconds.

"Qui-Gon, it's about time you contacted the Temple." Jocasta Nu'stone never failed to make
Qui-Gon fed like adisobedient student. "Are you aware that your Padawan has sent adistresssigna

from deep space?’

"No." Qui-Gon exchanged aworried glance with Adi. "From where?"
"Itisnot my job to interpret distresssgnds,” Madame

Nu sad huffily. "However, from what | understand, the signal was sent from hyperspace. We have
been unable to track whatever ship it was sent from. It's not aregistered ship.”

"They aren't on thefreighter,” Qui-Gon said to Adi worriedly.

"Now, | suggest you tel me why you are contacting me." "Adi Galliaand | areonthetrall of ateam
of bounty huntersthat are headed by aleader named Magus. They are set to nate twenty
planetary leadersat ameeting.” "Twenty! That's rather ambitious.”

"They arefive very capable assassins. Do you have any background on Magus?'

"Magus. . . | know that name. One moment." Qui-Gon waited, knowing that Madame Nu was
accessing her vast store of knowledge. All Jedi had access to the Archives, but Madame Nu had a gift
for interpreting unrelated facts, aswell as an unbelievable memory for names. Once she heard aname,
she never forgot it. "Y es, Magus has done work for the Corporate Alliancein the past. Nothingillegdl.
But we suspect him of being a secret assassin. If you could confirm that, we could put him on the
Galactic Apprehend Lig."

The Corporate Alliance! Of course. With the devious Passal Argente as Alliance Magidtrate, the
organi zation had changed from one that promoted good business relations to one that used trickery and
intimidation to extend its power. But would they go so far asto back an nation plot?

"I should be able to confirm that very soon. Now can you check on interplanetary meetings within the
next five days?"



"Master Qui-Gon Jinn,” JocastaNu said in her firmest voice, "are you aware how many
interplanetary meetings there are every day in the galaxy? Hundreds, at least. Why, on Coruscant done.

"Y ou can exclude Coruscant. And any planetsin the Core. Let's start with any meeting that would
concern the Corporate Alliance. And . . . my guessisit will take place in some sort of high-security
location. Somewhere so safe that the leaders will forgo their usual security measures.”

"All right, then. That helps. Somewhat." Qui-Gon could picture Madame Nu's thin-lipped frown.
"Let's start with the treaty database . . . yes. Hmm. No, that wouldn't .. . perhaps. . . no. No, no,
maybe?Let metry ... walt. . .thisisaposshility. Yes, yes, | think thisis definitely a solid possibility.
It's not an officia meeting — not recorded, but we pick up things here and there. It'shard to keep a
high-level meeting completely secret. Twenty planetary leaders, dl heads of the largest worldsin ther
systems. They have various grievances against the Corporate Alliance and are consdering a
twenty-systemwide ban againgt conducting any businessin the Alliance. They aretrying to pressure
Passdl Argente, | imagine.”

"Hewouldn't likethat," Qui-Gon said.

"No, indeed. He'sabully, and bullies can get nasty about such things. It would severdly curtail the
Alliance's power in afairly large sector. Not to mention that it would send a message to other systems
trying to resst Argente's strong-arm tactics that they can take action themselves. Y ou see, the Senate has
not been able to control these groups— like the Trade Association, and the Techno Union — we've
been having agreet ded of trouble with them latdly —"

"Yes, | undergtand,” Qui-Gon interrupted. He didn't have time for Madame Nu's summary of the
bureaucratic problems of the Senate, no matter how insghtful. "Where isthe mesting to take place?"

"At a conference Site on Rondai-Two. The Ulta Center —ultimate [uxury, ultimate security. Do you
need another Jedi team, Qui-Gon? | would be happy to pass dong thisinformation to Y oda, thoughiitis
not grictly within my purview to do 0."

"I'll consult with Adi and be in touch. Thank you, Madame Nu."

Qui-Gon ended the conversation and turned to Adi. "Passal Argente. Even though heisa Senator, he
isaso aKoorivar and aleader of the Corporate Alliance, and his grudges against the Republic are plain
to see. HE'sbehind all this. HEs not just abully, he's cunning. He knows he has to stamp out resistance at
the start. Hasto hit it hard, to intimidate otherswho are thinking of crossing him. It'stheway he
operates.

"Y ou don't know that for sure,” Adi said.

"l fed it"

"Fedingsare not proof and areinherently illogicd," Adi said.

Qui-Gon turned to her. "Don't you fed it, too?"

After adight pause, Adi inclined her head in her regd way. "1 do.”

While Qui-Gon was speaking, Adi had aready located Rondai-2 on her datapad. Now she pushed



the screen toward Qui-Gon.

"We'relucky. Two day'sjourney. Well makeitintime." Adi raised her troubled gazeto his. "But
what about our Pedawans?'

Qui-Gon looked out at the vastness of gpace, the clouds of stars. He felt the emptinessinside him,
the yawning feding he got when he knew Obi-Wan was in trouble and he could not get to him. For the
shortest space of amoment, he thought of what it would be like to lose both Tahl and Obi-Wan, and the
hugeness of that loss seemed to dwarf the vastness of what lay above him.

"Thereis nothing we can do. They'll have to take care of themselves."

CHAPTER 15
Tay suddenly burgt into the cargo hold. "I remembered something.”
Obi-Wan and Siri jumped up. "A way to fix the reverson?' Obi-Wan asked.

"No, no. | haven't figured that out. But | was just flipping through systems, and | saw this planet,
Rondai-Two. Y ou know when you fed aclick inyour head?1 felt aclick. | thought | heard the bounty
hunter talking about a'rendezvous But heredly said 'Rondai-Two."

"Areyou sure?' Siri asked.

"I'm sure. He said 'on rendezvous,’ which seemed weird, because nobody says 'on rendezvous.' He
meant aplanet.”

"So that'swherethe missionis," Obi-Wan said. "But we can't get there." He started toward the
cockpit. "We can do one thing. We can leave the information in the survivor box. If any part of the ship
survives, the box might. And the information could get back to the Temple." He quickly accessed the box
and entered the information into the datapad. "We need to put thisin the escape pod.”

Siri and Taly looked a him gravely. They might not survive, but they would have to hope that the
information might.

"Now | just have to program the fact that the box hasinformation,” Obi-Wan said. "We just haveto
hope that whoever findsit will bring it to the Temple or the Senate. If it getsinto the hands of pirates, it
would be lost forever . . . and there's always space pirates lurking around the outskirts of Coruscant. . . ."

Obi-Wan'sown wordsrang in hisears. "That's our answer," he said.

"What?' Taly asked.

"We can't reprogram in hyperspace. But we can send another disiresssignd. A generd onethistime,
going out to dl shipsin the area of reverson. Wewould keep the signa open. That would allow whoever

was tracking usto get afix on us."

"Who istracking us?'



"Nobody," Obi-Wan said. "Y et. But space pirates wait for distresssignas. They liketo prey on
dying ships”

"I'm not getting this," Taly said.

Obi-Wan whirled around in his chair. "The ship will blow upon reverson. But what if we get pulled
out of hyper-space againgt our will?*

"Aninterdiction field," Siri breathed. "If we go through one, well be pulled into red space. But well
also be gtting ducks," she pointed out. "The ship isamost out of power. If were attacked, we won't be
ableto maneuver."

"At least well have afighting chance," Obi-Wan said. "I'd rather meet space pirates than blow up.”

Siri grinned. "Wdl, snceyou put it that way." Taly swallowed. "If they captureme. . . ."

"Wewon' |et that happen. Wewill fight to the death for you." Obi-Wan said. He thought for a
moment. Taly looked scared and uncertain. But Obi-Wan knew one thing that would give him courage.
He would trest him as an equd partner.

"You get avote, Tay," hesaid. "If any of us saysno, wewon't do it. Well keep with your origina
plan.”

Tay bit hislip. "No, we have a better chance with your plan. Let'sdoit,” hesaid inarush. Ashe said
it, he straightened. The color came back into his cheeks. "I'm ready.”

Obi-Wan sent the distress signal and kept it on. Now events were out of their control. Obi-Wan
tried not to watch the power drain. Hetried not to think about what might happen. Siri came over to
stand next to his chair. He stood and took his place beside her. They gripped each other's hands.

Tay moved to stand close to the windscreen, as though he could see what was ahead.

"Obi-Wan, no matter what happens,” Siri murmured, "'l want you to know —"

Helooked into her eyes. "1 dready know."

The ship gave aviolent shudder. They did not know if it was the beginning of the breakdown, or if
they werein the grip of thefield.

"Theinterdiction field,” Siri said as soon as shewas sure. "It's sucking our power."

The ship groaned and shuddered. Stars seemed to whedl and crash as they entered real space. The
ship bumped and dammed againgt what felt likeawall. But it didn't explode.

The pirate ship waswaiting.

Laser cannon boomed. Obi-Wan sprang forward to the controls. "I can't maneuver. We have no
firepower. "

"They're going to board us," Siri said. "The escape pod?"



"They'll blast usright out of space,” Obi-Wan said. He stood. He drew hislightsaber. Siri drew hers.
"Stand behind us, Tay," Obi-Wan said. "Just stay behind us. Don't try to fight.”
They felt the shock of the landing craft hitting the loading bay. They heard the pounding of boots.

Many, many boots. They heard the clack clack clack of droids. Obi-Wan glanced at Siri. He saw the
same knowledgein her eyes. They didn't have to see them. They were too many.

They raced forward. Surprise wastheir only aly. They burst through the doors, into the thick of it —
row after row of heavily armed pirates. They were amangy group, al species, dl szes. What they had in
common was wegponry and greed. Their faces were painted in bright colors, their belts hung with
trophiesfrom their many captures. He had never seen such acollection of fierce, ugly beings.

The corridor filled with smoke as small rocket fire ripped holesin thewalls and thudded into the
floors. Metal peded back like durashests.

Obi-Wan supposed that thiswas their warning shot, because the pirates didn't move.

A squat, powerful being walked forward. Histhick black hair hung to hiswai<.

"What do we have here? Jedi? Hal What luck! Do you know there's a bounty out for you?”

But he wasn't looking at Siri and Obi-Wan. Hewaslooking at Taly.

Siri sprang forward. Shewas al energy, like a pulsating beam of light. The piratesfired, blasters and
blaster rifles, rockets and darts. She flowed and struck and moved and rolled and legped. Fire singed her
tunic and did not dow her down. Obi-Wan felt sweat dampen his back as he struck again and again,
knocking droids down, evading the pirate fire, and aways, aways, keeping himself between the atacking
troopsand Taly.

Hewas not tiring, not yet, but he could fedl the hopel essness of the situation. Still, he had promised
Tay not to surrender, and he would not.

And then, suddenly, over the thud of rockets and ping of blaster fire, he heard a scream.

"No! Takeme!" Tay ran through thefire. Amazingly, he was not hit. Coughing from the smoke, he
yelled, "Take me, you cowards!”

"Tdy, no!" Siri ydled.

"l can't let you diefor me!” Tdy caled to them as a pirate swept him up and threw him back. The
pirates roared asthey tossed him like atoy, farther and farther back, to the end of theline. The last pirate
holding Taly ran, while the others kept up asteady barrage at Siri and Obi-Wan.

Retreating, the pirates kept up theintensefire. Siri and Obi-Wan could not get to Taly. The pirates
legped onto the ship and took off into space with Taly, leaving Obi-Wan and Siri aboard a smoking,

dying ship.

CHAPTER 16



"We need alanding Site, and fast," Siri said. Beads of sweat matted her hair. The expressonin her
eyeswas ferocious as she gazed out at the galaxy, asif challenging it to dare to defy her. Asif spaceitsalf
was obliged to hold up the dying ship.

The power was draining so fast that soon it would hit all systems. Then they would be unableto
choose a course or guideit to land. They could see smoke billowing out from the port side. The attacking
ship had chosen their blast Sites carefully, it was clear. The escape pod bay was amass of molten metd.
Another blast on the port side had taken out &l the weapons, and the ship listed to the side, constantly in
danger of spinning out of control.

"Refueling stop on asatellite,”" Obi-Wan called out. "There's a huge spaceport there, plenty of landing
platforms. Ten minutes away. Can the ship hold on for ten minutes?’

Siri gritted her teeth. "Thisshipisgoing to do what | tell it to do."
Obi-Wan sat in the copilot seet, athough there redlly wasn't anything else he could do but watch Siri
battle with the controls. Keeping the ship on course took tiny adjustments and a constant eye on the

readout systems.

"Adi crash-landed on purpose,” Siri said. "But thisis going to be different, Obi-Wan. | might not be
ableto control what happens once we land.”

He knew what she wastdlling him. They might not survive the crash.

"l understand," hesaid. "I trust you."

She shot him aquick look that was so full of courage he could only marvel a how strong she was.

"Coming up on the spaceport,” Obi-Wan said.

The spaceport was on the edge of ared nebulae. The color was deep and seemed to pulse. To
Obi-Wan's eyes, it seemed an impossible sight, ablooming flower in space. They would haveto fly into
the heart of its beauty.

"Herewego," Siri muttered.

And then the spaceport loomed at them, coming impossibly fast.

"l can't dow it down," Siri said, panicin her voice.

At this speed, the craft would surdly disintegrate on contact with the unforgiving ground. Obi-Wan no
longer felt he was diving into aflower. All poetry left his soul, and he saw duracrete and meta, hard
ubstances that would pulverize this ship like a plaything.

"Cut the power!" he shouted to Siri.

Shelooked a himwildly. "But | won't have control —"

"They'll be enough l€ft in the hydraulicsfor afew seconds. It will bedl over by then, anyway."



She reached over and cut the power. The ship stopped careening but it was now in freefal, and they
could just make out beings below running to safety. Obi-Wan saw onetall figure shaking hisfigt a them
before racing to get out of the way.

"Herewego!" Siri screamed, using the manual controlsto steer the ship away from the other cruisers
and onelarge freighter. She had just enough power left in the hydraulics to am the ship toward the empty
section of the platform and pull it up so that it wouldn't smash nose-firgt into the ground.

He had timefor aflash of alook, that was all, and then the ship was down, starting to skid with a
terriblejolt that sent meta screaming and smoke billowing. Obi-Wan fdt hisjaws snap together. His
bodly lifted through the air. He grabbed at the edge of a console on the way down but hislegsflew up
again and his body dammed down, wrenching the console from his grasp. He hit the ceiling, then the
floor. He had never felt so helpless. He didn't know hislimbs could move in so many directions at once.
Pain rocketed through him. He could fed the ship diding on itsbelly, scraping againgt the duracrete
platform. He smdled fire.

Siri. Siri. Her name was like adrumbesat insde him. Through the smoke, through hisown flailing
limbs, he searched for her.

Jedi could maketime sow down. Did that mean his desth and herswould take forever?
He saw theglint of her hair through the smoke. She was dumped on the floor.

No!

Hefought hisway to her asthe ship burned and did. "Siri!"

Hefdt the pulse on her neck. It fluttered againgt hisfingers.

Hefet asurge of purpose. Shewas dive. Hewas dive. He would save them.

Somehow he managed to get out hislightsaber. With one arm around her, he dragged her acrossthe
floor of the cockpit. The ship was still skidding out of control across the ground, the friction heeting the
shell. The metd floor was dready hot. Soon it would start to mdlt, to peel away. He willed hisbody. He
reached out for the Force. Thiswould take everything he had.

He hdf-crawled, half-did acrossthefloor. Siri began to tir. As soon as her eyes opened, shelet him
know by pushing him away. She never accepted help if she could do something herself. And shewould
will her body to obey.

He saw her wince as she reached for her lightsaber, but she joined him on the floor, crawling toward
thewal| of the spaceship. The ship was till out of control, but the crash had probably only been going on
for three or four seconds.

He had time to do this. The ship would hold out. Obi-Wan activated his lightsaber and began to cut
through the ship'swall. Siri joined him, swest streaking through the grime on her face. It was o
unbearably hot.

Coughing, they buried their lightsabersin the hot metal and it pedled back. Obi-Wan caught a
glimpse of rushing sky and then he pushed Siri out, balancing on the toes of his boots. Shereached a
hand down for him and hauled him out with her amazing strength.



They baanced for amoment on the side of the diding ship. They looked into each other's eyes. They
gauged the speed and knew the jJump would be hard. They called on the Force and legped.

The Force helped them. They timed the legp high and wide so that they would be able to dow their
descent. Still, the shock of the ground radiated up through their knees, and they rolled acrossthe
duracrete, putting as much distance between themsalves and the ship asthey could.

Ahead of them, the ship exploded.

They turned away from the blast, covering their heads. Molten metal rained down. Obi-Wan felt a
piece sear his shoulder.

They dumped together, hardly daring to believe that they were dtill dive.

A tall being with arms amost to the ground came running. Obi-Wan recognized the being held seen
shaking hisfigt at them. "What do you think you're doing?' the being yelled.

Siri and Obi-Wan stared at him.

"Surviving?' Siri sad.

She giggled. Obi-Wan had never heard her giggle before. Therdief flooded him. They were dive.
They were dive. He began to laugh. They laughed and laughed, holding each other asthey lay on the

duracrete platform.

"Somebody's going to pay for this," the spaceport manager said, and they only laughed harder.

Obi-Wan waited for Siri in the hangar. They had separated in order to clean up. He had given the
furious spaceport manager the registry number of the crashed ship, aswell as Maguss name. Obi-Wan
had no doubt that the spaceport manager would track him down somehow and demand payment for the
damage.

Siri strode toward him, her hair wet and tucked behind her ears. "What now?"' she asked as she
came up.

"I found apilot who will take usto Rondai-Two," Obi-Wan said. " She said that anybody who
survived that crash deserves some help. It'sasublight cruiser. Weleave in afew minutes. We could be
landing by midday."

Siri nodded. "Nice to have some good news at last.”

"Wevegottogetto Taly."

Siri'sgaze clouded. "If he's till aive. Those pirates are going to turn him over to the bounty hunters
for the reward."

"| fed that hesaive. We dmos didn't make it oursdves.”



"l know."

"But now that we have. . ."

Neither of them spoke for amoment. All around them, workers pushed through the hangar. But to
Siri and Obi-Wan, it was asif no one else wasthere. They just looked at each other, remembering what
they'd confessed on the ship. They tested it. Wasit aresult of circumstance, of being so close to death?

No. It wasred. It was ill between them.

"What do we do?' Siri asked. "What wefed . . . it'sforbidden.”

"But we can't just stop,” Obi-Wan said. "We amost died. That could happen at any time, on any
mission. | understand that. | accept it. But | won't accept going on without being together.”

Siri swallowed. "What are you saying, Obi-Wan? We're Jedi. We can't be together. Attachment is
not our way."

"Why?' Obi-Wan burst out. "1t doesn't have to be that way. Rules can change. The Council can
changetherules, they can find away for us. We can till be Jedi and ill . . "

". . loveeach other,” Siri finished softly. "Let'snameit. Let's not avoid saying what we know."
Shereached out and touched hisdeeve. "Y ou know and | know that they won't change the rulesfor
us. The Jedi Order doesn't work that way. The rules are there for reasons that go back thousands of

years."

"All the more reason to change them,” Obi-Wan said. "We could wait afew years, until we are
Masters. Then we could be ateam. We could go on missions together!"

Siri's eyes sparkled. "We would be such agreat team." Then her gaze dimmed. "They won't allow it.
And | won't et you leave the Jedi. | know what it cost you last time.”

"I don't want to leave the Jedi. And | know you couldn't.”
"It'severything to me," Siri said. "It's part of me. It'shome.” Her voice was soft. "But so are you.”

"WEell just have to keep this secret.” Even ashe said it, Obi-Wan felt his heart fall. Keep a secret
from Qui-Gon? Could he do that?

He's kept secretsfrom me.

But he was the Master. He had that right. Obi-Wan dismissed the thought. He knew it wasborn in
the resentment hefelt againgt anything that stood between him and what he wanted. It wasn't fair to
blame Qui-Gon.

He could dismiss his resentment easily. What he could not dismiss was the awful feding of concedling
his heart from Qui-Gon.

"It would be hard."



Siri'sgaze was cloudy. "It'sthe only way. Or ese we decide we turn away from this.”

Turn away? Obi-Wan couldn't bear it when her fingers dropped from his deeve. In amatter of hours
he had come to redlize that Siri was as necessary to him as breathing. She was part of him. Shewas his
heart and hislungs and part of what kept him standing.

Heswalowed. "I can't turn away fromthis. | can't let you go."
Siri'seyesfilled with tears, and that was the worst thing of all.
"Well keep the secret, then? Welll see each other when we can, how we can.”

Obi-Wan fet so dizzy. Sofull of rdlief at just being dive. So grateful that Siri was standing beside
him. So full of joy that sheloved him. But when he looked ahead, he saw deceit. Could hewalk that

path?
"Weneedtofind Taly first,” Siri said. "End the mission. Then we can decide what to do.”

"Tdy isthe most important thing,” Obi-Wan agreed. Everything seemed againgt them, but strangely,
he felt hopeful. They would find away.

CHAPTER 17

The pilot left Adi and Qui-Gon off at the main spaceport on Rondai-2, telling them that the Jedi were
"one amazing novaof agroup.” Hed be happy to help them out anytime.

It was close to dawn. The sky was still dark, but was beginning to gray. Qui-Gon and Adi lost no
timein hurrying to the meeting Site. Their two-day journey had given them plenty of timeto plan. The Ulta
Center was an exclusive conference Site that had been built specificdly to host high-level corporate and
diplomatic mestings.

The center took up alarge compound in the city of Dal. On the journey Qui-Gon and Adi had done
their research. The center boasted top-level security for the most private of meetings and retreats. They
had their own landing platform on the roof where guests could arrive in secret. No one was alowed
insde unless he or shewas aguest. It was necessary to reserve rooms monthsin advance, and guests
from different groups did not ever see each other, as there were separate wings for each meeting. Every
guest had to undergo ahigh-level security check. There was no way that Qui-Gon and Adi could smply
grall in.

"Any ideas?' Adi asked. "We haveto get in so we can figure out the plan of attack. We don't want
to advertise the fact that we're Jedi. Better if the bounty hunters don't know we tailed them here.”

Qui-Gon glanced around. "That caféisjust opening. It'safine morning to sit outside.”

Adi looked exasperated. " Surely we have better thingsto do." She scanned the areafor amoment.
"Oh, | see. We can conduct surveillance from there. Isthat your purpose?’

"Itis" Qui-Gonsad. "And I'm thirsty.”



Adi raised an eyebrow instead of smiling, but he was used to that.

They ordered a pot of Tarineteaand sat at atable outside. The chill inthe air began to lessen asthe
sun began to rise. The Rondai's began to emerge from their homes and go off to work. They walked past,
some with purpose, some enjoying the morning. Severd stopped in at the café. It seemed to be a popular
morning spot. Qui-Gon was glad of the company. It would concea them more effectively. Rondai-2 was
acosmopolitan world with many visitors. No one gave them a second glance.

Everything here was mild — the weather, which never dipped to freezing; the landscape, which had
no high mountains, only rolling hills; and the tempo of the cities, which was busy, but not frenzied.
Everything at the conference center had been designed to conced its high security and makeit blend in
with its pleasant surroundings.

A security wall curved around the conference center. The entrance was staffed with two security
guards. Thewall was softened by fountains that flowed invisibly from the top and splashed downina
continuous, musical stream to along pool that served as amoat around the curving structure. Colored
lights that were concedled underwater presented a constantly changing array of soft bluesand violets. In
front of the pool, flowering shrubs massed in the same colors, shading to deep purple and navy.

The conference center behind thewall wasbuilt in aradia design, with wings that extended from a
centra lobby like outflung arms. It wasfaced in durasted that had been buffed to amedium blue. In
sunlight, Qui-Gon thought, it would blend with the sky. It was abuilding that tried to make itsdlf as
invisbleasit could.

Airspeedersand air taxis floated by. The pace was beginning to quicken. Still, these were the early
morning workers, the ones who went to work when the sky was still dark.

"Security trapsinthewadl,” Adi murmured. "Motion sensors et the gate. Iris scansfor guests. It won't
be easy to launch an attack here."

"Whichiswhy it will be here," Qui-Gon said. "They fed safe here. And why esewould Argente hire
five bounty hunters? He knows that he's asking the impossible.”

"So," Adi sad, "how will they make the impossible possible?!

"Each bounty hunter has different skills," Qui-Gon said. "Gorm is brute force. Lunasaisthe
impersonator. Raptor isthe efficient killer. Filot isthe best at planning getaways."

"And Magus?

"He's the mastermind. He comes up with the plan. If we can put the pieces together, we can figure it
out before it happens.”

"In other words," Adi said, "we have to be masterminds, too." Suddenly she gave him asharp look.
"Y ou'rewaiting for something. What?"

Qui-Gon took asip of tea. "In hotels such asthis, they pride themselves on not using droidsto clean
rooms or deliver food. Not even protocol droids. They only useliving beings. They say it givesthe
sarvicea'living touch.’ That beings can anticipate needs and make you comfortable, do thingsthat droids
can't.”
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Qui-Gon shrugged. "Rooms have to be cleaned." He swirled histeacup. "Did you notice how Lunasa
looked on the ship during the battle?"

"I noticed the wegponry she pointed in my direction,” Adi said. "Can you get to the point?'
"Her hair was different.”

Thefamiliar line of exasperation appeared between Adi's eyebrows. "'l don't pay attention to hairdos,
Qui-Gon."

"When we first saw her, shewasfair-haired. She wore her hair in braids. During the battle, her hair
was short and dark.” Qui-Gon noted Adi'simpatience but willed himsglf not to smile. Adi did not spend
much timein tune with the Living Force. "Did you notice that the natives of Rondai-Two aredl
dark-haired?"

Adi pressed her lips together. She knew now that Qui-Gon was leading her somewhere. Adi did not
liketo beled.

"Ah, here come the service workers," Qui-Gon said.

Acrossthe avenue an air bus pulled up. A group of Rondai natives got off. They wore trim black
uniforms. They headed up toward the security office. The officer yawned and waved them in.

"No security check," Adi breathed.

"They come every day. Guards get bored. They cut corners. That's what makes every security
sysem fdlible" Qui-Gon took agulp of tea. " See anyone you know?'

Adi drew in her breath sharply. "It's her. Lunasa. She'swalking right in! Let'sgo!™

"Wait amoment. The otherswill bearriving. | have afeding the attack will come thismorning.”

"Qui-Gon." Adi'svoice was sharp. "That cloud car. Look."

Qui-Gon glanced to where Adi indicated. Pilot and Raptor were in a speeder, cruising by. Squeezed
between them was Tay. The boy didn't see them. He stared straight ahead. It was clear that he was
trying not to look asterrified as hefdlt.

"They'vegot Tay," Qui-Gon said. "So where are Obi-Wan and Sid?"

Adi shook her head, her dark eyestroubled.

"Why are they keeping him dive?' she asked. "And for how long?' Qui-Gon wondered.

CHAPTER 18

Afraid of attracting suspicion, Qui-Gon and Adi |eft the café. They strolled down the street and



doubled back, concedling themsdlvesin the foyer of abuilding while office workers streamed past them.

"Shewill get the othersin,” Qui-Gon said. "Each of them — they've aready planned it. Or e se some
of them are already insde. They've dready been here for two days. We have no way of knowing."

"Except for Pilot and Raptor,” Adi said. "And someone hasto watch Taly, if they . . . if they don't kill
him."

"If they were going to, they would have done so dready. Filot will watch Tay. He's responsible for
the getaway. But Raptor still hasto get insgde. We know that for sure. He could be the last piece. When
he getsin, the plan begins.”

"We should notify security.”

Qui-Gon shook hishead. "Not yet. If the place goes on dert, it could hamper us from getting in. That
is, if they even believe us. These bounty hunters are used to security officers. They'll mow them downina
flash. They won't be any help, and they'll lose their lives. | think we should do this ourselves.”

Adi consdered this. "Agreed." Asmuch as Adi hated taking direction from someone el se, she never
let that interfere with her judgment.

She gazed over at the center, thinking. "The pool,” she said. "We know that each suite of rooms has
itsown poal, too. They must be fed from a centra source. And it must be substantia .”

"Raptor,” Qui-Gon said. "He hasgills.”
"Exactly what | wasthinking."

Just then alarge repulsorlift truck pulled onto the street, going fast. It veered out of itslane and
crashed into a speeder bus. The driver waved hisarmsin frustration, blaming the speeder bus driver.
They immediately picked out Pilot in disguise asthe driver of the truck. The security guardsin the
entrance booth craned their necks.

"Andthereisthediverson,” Qui-Gon said. "Comeon."

They raced down the street and skirted the truck, not wanting to dert Pilot. Suddenly, they saw
Raptor climb out of the flowering bushes and dip into the reflecting pool. He disappeared underwater.

Qui-Gon and Adi were only moments behind him. They donned their aquatabreathers asthey ran
and immediately dipped into the pool. The water was cold and surprisingly deep. They swam down
quickly asthe colors flashed, swimming through blue, then lavender. Adi nudged Qui-Gon. A shadow
was moving, swvimming quickly toward thewal. They followed.

The shadow disappeared. One moment he was there.

The next moment, gone. Qui-Gon swam forward, kicking his powerful legs. He came up againgt a
blank wall.

Adi gestured at the bottom of the pool. Reflective surfaces had been set up and angled in different
ways in order to deepen the effect of the colored lights. They had not seen Raptor's shadow. They had
only seen hisreflection. It had been impossible to tell the difference underneath the shimmering weter.



Qui-Gon wanted to groan aoud, but he didn't want to drop his breather.

Now they had |lost a precious minute. They had to figure out the angles of reflection, and fast. The
pool was too vast to search centimeter by centimeter. They didn't have thetime. Adi kicked downward
toward the reflectors. Qui Gon followed. He puzzled over the angles. Where was Obi-Wan when he
needed him? Thiswas exactly the type of thing that his apprentice was good at. Obi-Wan's brain was
wired for logic.

But so was Adi's. She pointed and began to swim with a powerful stroke. Qui-Gon followed. Adi
found an underwater conduit in amaze of smdler pipes. It was big enough to swim through. Qui-Gon
saw her shadow on the wall in the same spot where Raptor had disappeared. She turned the lever and
the duice opened. She swam inside.

Qui-Gon followed. He could not use hisarmsto propd himsaf. The pipe wastoo small. Herelied on
kicking, following the movement of Adi's boots and the bubbles that streamed behind her.

The pipe spilled them out into another pool. The light changed, and he knew the pool was partidly
opentotheair. Adi began to swim toward the surface.

They surfaced silently. Across the pool and in front of awide transparisted door Raptor had aready
met up with Lunasa, Magus, and Gorm. All of the bounty hunters were heavily armed. Lunasanow had
weapons strapped to her ankles and wrists. Gorm was wearing aweapons belt. A repeating blaster was
strapped to Raptor's back. Magus wore an armorweave vest with various pockets and had two holsters
strapped around his hips.

Thefour bounty hunters pushed through the door and split up. They still hadn't seen the Jedi, now
running silently behind them. Magus headed for the roof, L unasa down a corridor. Raptor took a second
corridor and Gorm dipped through another door. Surprised, Qui-Gon and Adi stopped to consult for a
moment.

"I'll take Lunasa," Adi said. Lunasawas till in sight, at the end of the corridor.

Qui-Gon had a split second to choose. Raptor. He was closest. The quicker they could take them
down, the better.

There were only four. Five, if Pilot had somehow found away insde. But Qui-Gon doubted that. He
was betting that the huge truck outside was holding a cruiser in back that he could blast out and fly onto
theroof. Taly, no doubt, was aso in the back of the truck.

Four bounty hunters. Two for each Jedi. Not a problem. Qui-Gon told himsdlf this, but he dso knew
that the Jedi were somewhat at: a disadvantage. The bounty hunters had probably studied the structura
plans of the conference center for weeks. If they'd done their job — and he had no doulbt that they had
— they would know every passageway, every utility turbolift, every duct.

And he dso knew that time was againgt him. Even if one bounty hunter got through, he or shewould
be enough to wreak havoc.

Raptor saw Qui-Gon on histrail and veered off. He sent ablast of fire behind him, hoping to dow the
Jedi down, but Qui-Gon did not ease his pace, deflecting thefire as heran.

Hefollowed Raptor into avast space full of steaming pipes— the laundry. The heat and steam hit



him. The clouds of vapor obscured hisvision. He stopped, listening for footsteps. Only silence.

Then he heard the hiss of arocket launcher. He was poised to move or deflect it if he could, but it hit
at least ameter away.

Bad am, he had timeto think in a puzzled way, just before the pipe burst and scading water spewed
out inaviolent flume,

Qui-Gon used the Force to legp and avoid the scorching water. Steam chased him as he landed
meters away. Now he saw Raptor, saw histeeth flash in his grimy face as he grinned and released
another rocket. Asthe rocket launched he charged forward toward Qui-Gon.

Qui-Gon ducked and rolled away from the rocket, which continued to chase him. Using the Force,
he legped over Raptor. Unable to track him, the rocket exploded into alarge washing unit. Water
sprayed out and hoses sprang from the machine like deadly snakes.

Qui-Gon backed up and collided with a bin of sheetsthat had been jarred from a conveyor belt. The
folded sheetsflew into the air likelarge, clumsy birds and then fell, an obstacle course of soft, downy
fabric.

He saw that he had landed near a series of raised conveyor beltsthat ran high above hishead. On the
beltswere large bins of linens, sheets, and towels. In aglance he saw that after being folded by droids,
the sheets were loaded and sent to be dumped into bins. Then the bins continued on the conveyor belt to
the exit, where wheels snapped down.

Raptor was inserting another rocket into the launcher on hiswrist. Qui-Gon could see from this
distance that it was aMerr-Sonn K21 — powerful enough to knock aswoop from the air and turn it into
melted scrap. He saw the pinpoint of light that meant its laser homing system was activated. He had no
doubt it was locked on him.

He directed the Force toward the bins. The conveyor belt moved faster. The bins smacked into each
other and beganto fall.

As Raptor shot the rocket, the bins crashed into it and the sheets wrapped around it, immediately
interfering with its homing device. As Qui-Gon expected, the rocket dowed, momentarily hampered from
target lockdown. At the same time, Raptor jumped forward in the same fashion he had moved when
shooting off the other rockets. He plowed right into the sheet-wrapped rocket, which, misreading him as
atarget, exploded on impact. Qui-Gon turned away from the blast. Raptor was no longer a danger to

anyone.

Qui-Gon now raced in the opposite direction, back toward the door through which he'd entered. He
didn't want to get lost in the maze of corridors. He needed to backtrack.

He ran down the corridor and saw Adi racing toward him. "I've got L unasa pinned down by security
guards,” she said. "No wegpons on her. But | can't find the others. Thereésasecurity dert on, but it's
dlent. They don't want the guests upset.”

"Ther€lll be quite afew upset guestsif we don't get Gorm and Magus," Qui-Gon pointed out. "Weve
got to comb this entire wing. Have you found out where the meeting is?"

"Down thisway — the Congtdllation Suite. They're sending security there. They told methey'll handle



this”
"Let'sgo," Qui-Gon said.

Thelr route took them past the place where L unasa was supposed to be held. Four dead security
guardslay on the ground.

"l shouldn't have left them," Adi said.

"Y ou had to. Come on." Qui-Gon raced on. He was worried now. They could have used Obi-Wan
and Siri in thisSituation. The bounty hunters were spread out. They wouldn't leave until they did their job.
They would have to come together eventudly, but in the meantime, anyone who got in their way would
bekilled.

They found the Congtellation Suite. A trio of guards stood outside the doors.

"Nobody getsin,” the leader of them said. "And nobody gets out. We'rein lockdown.”

"They'll get in somehow," Qui-Gon said. "Y ou haveto let us examine the suite.”

"Wevegot it covered," the guard repeated frodtily.

"Ligten," Adi said, "you've got four dead friends down the hdl. Y ou might want to dlow usto help
you."

"'Something wrong with your hearing? Wevegot it —"

Suddenly, his eyes glazed, and he fell over. Qui-Gon bent over him and saw the dart in hisneck. He
twisted and saw that Adi was dready running.

"Magus!" shetold Qui-Gon.

The remaining guards looked resolute, holding their blasters forward but occasionaly glancing down
nervoudy at their fallen comrade. Trusting that they would not fire a him, Qui-Gon barreled through and
used hislightsaber to create aholein the locked door big enough for him to lesp through.

Twenty planetary leaders sat a alarge mesting table. Apprehension turned to panic when they saw
Qui-Gon jump in, hislightsaber blazing.

"I'm hereto help," he said.

Boots thudded against the window. Lunasa had used aliquid cable to rappel down. In the same
quick movement she cut the transparisted with one hand and tossed in a grenade with the other.

"Down!" Qui-Gon shouted.

The blast rocked the room. Qui-Gon pulled as many as he could with him under the table as debris
rained down. One leader was wounded. Another lay till. Qui-Gon didn't wait for the dust to clear. He
legped for Lunasa, who was reaching for arepesting rifle on her back. He dammed into her, knocking
her straight out the window. Both of them flew through the air, down ten stories, and landed with a splash
inthepool.



Choking, Lunasasurfaced. Shetried to swim away, but Qui-Gon caught her by the legs, flipped her
over, and dragged her from the water. She lay gasping on the duracrete while security officersran toward
them.

"Don't let her move," Qui-Gon told them. "Not even a centimeter.”

He saw Adi on the roof. Magus was using a repeeting blaster, a powerful weapon that even a
lightsaber had troubl e deflecting. Qui-Gon raced toward the wall. Where was Gorm? Once again he
wished for the Padawans.

He deployed hisliquid cable and heard it whistle asit drew him at top speed up to the roof. Once
there, Qui-Gon charged toward Magus, lightsaber swinging.

Magus surprised him. He didn't continue the attack. He ran.

Qui-Gon and Adi legped, whirling in midair as Magus changed course and dived off the roof. He
landed on aroof severa stories down and smashed through a skylight.

They had |€ft the planetary |eaders unprotected, and Gorm was till on the loose. But Magus was so
close. What to do? Adi and Qui-Gon landed lightly on the roof and exchanged a quick glance.

"Wevegot him!"

Obi-Wan ydled the words from below as he appeared, streaking across the roof with Siri. They
jumped into the broken skylight, lightsabers held doft.

Without another word, Qui-Gon and Adi activated their launchers and did down to the meeting
room. The leaders had upended the table and were crouching behind it as flames roared in from the
halway. Gorm was using aflamethrower.

The heat wasintense. Qui-Gon felt it scorch his skin. The table burst into flame and the leaders
scrambled backward. Gorm flipped the flamethrower back in its holster and advanced, firing. Qui-Gon
and Adi legped in front of the smoldering table. Their lightsaberswere ablur of light and movement. They
drove Gorm back. Half-being, half-mechanical, he was more solid than most. Although hisarmor had
blackened from thefire, nothing had dowed him down.

Qui-Gon wanted to end this. The beings behind him were terrified for their lives, and he intended
both to protect them and to make this ordeal shorter. Jedi did not fight with anger, but bounty hunters
aways annoyed Qui-Gon. To kill was despicable. To kill for money was worse. He did not understand
the mentdity of abeing who would hire himsalf out to hurt beings. Even ten-year-old boys.

He pressed forward. Gorm's disadvantage was hisbdlief in hisown invincibility. He thought hewasa
fortress. He thought he was unbesatable.

Until now, Qui-Gon told him slently. Until now.

Gorm's plated armor was formidable, but he hadn't yet met alightsaber. Qui-Gon moved to one side.
Gorm followed. Heraised hisarm to come down on Qui-Gon, believing, no doubt, that he would be
faster and stronger. Qui-Gon ducked so that he received only aglancing blow. It was enough to turn his
kneesto water, but he'd expected that, planned for it. With an upward thrust, he aimed for Gorm's



helmet.

His hdmet was where hisintelligence was. Where his targeting system spoke to his servomotors,
where his motivator powered the blasters built into his hands.

Gorm shook his head. Smoke rose from one side of his helmet. He charged at Qui-Gon again.
Sensing what Qui-Gon was up to, Adi moved to the other side. Together they delivered simultaneous
blowsto hishemet.

The helmet melted and fused to Gorm's neck.

For amoment, Gorm looked surprised. Then his eyesturned red with fury. With a scream, heflailed
at Qui-Gon and tried to pummel Adi. But the lightsabers had done their work. Signals conflicted.
Servomotors mafunctioned. Gorm toppled over.

Qui-Gon bent over him. He was not dead, but he was certainly incapacitated.

Qui-Gon looked up. Magus stood stock-till at the end of the hal. With one quick glance hetook in
the Jedi and the monster of a bounty hunter down on the floor. He looked right into Qui-Gon's eyes and
shrugged, asif to say, Oh, well, thisdidn't work out too well. Timeto go.

Helegped into the turboalift.

Obi-Wan and Siri rounded the corner, frustration on their faces. "Welost him."

"Theroof," Qui-Gon sad.

They used their cable launchers. When they jumped onto the roof, they saw that Pilot had landed a
small cruiser. Magus started to run for it. They could see Taly in the front seet.

Magus stopped and pointed his blaster at Taly's head. The Jedi stopped.

The bounty hunter's eyes stayed amused.

"Y ou want the boy, presumably,” he said.

"Y ou know we do," Qui-Gon replied.

"Pilat, bring him out,” Magus said.

"He knows our names, our faces!" Filot yelled. "So do they, idiot. Doiit."

Grumbling, Pilot picked up Tay, who was bound hand and foot.

"Pilot will throw him off the roof if you don't allow usto get away," Magus said camly.

Pilot balanced on the front of the airspeeder. Taly looked out at them. He had been brave for so
long. Now histerror touched Qui-Gon's heart.

"You can go," hesaid to Magus.



But instead of waiting for Pilot, Magus leaped into the speeder. He pushed the power. With a
scream, Filot went flying, dropping Tay. Siri took alegp straight off the roof and caught Taly with her
legs. They bounced at the end of her cable launcher, which she had somehow managed to hook onto the
roofline even as shefell.

Rilot fell off the roof. They heard his dying scream, and then amuffled thud.

And Magusflew off, free.

CHAPTER 19

Two planetary leaders had been badly wounded, but al of them survived. Raptor and Pilot were
dead. Gorm and Lunasa were taken into custody. It was good to know that the galaxy would berid of
them for agood while.

Tay was being seen to by amedic droid. The boy had afew bruises but otherwise had not been
harmed. Qui-Gon squatted next to him as the medic applied bactato a scraich on hisleg.

"How did you manageit?' the Jedi asked. "How did you stay dive?'

Tay grinned, then winced as the medic droid cleaned another scratch. "I told them I'd made another
copy of the conversation I'd overheard. And | knew who had hired them, and it was on the recording
rod, but it was hidden in a place where if anything happened to meit would be sent directly to the
Senate. They were more afraid of the being who hired them, it turned out. Someone powerful who would
ruin them, or maybe even hire other bounty huntersto track them down and kill them. They had too much
elseto do to try to make metell them. | think they were going to deal with me after the attack. But |
knew you Jedi would show up.”

"And do you know who hired the bounty hunters?' Qui-Gon asked.

"I'm not sure. There were so many things said, | was confused.”

"l don't think so. I think if you heard who hired them, you would remember it exactly.”

Tdy said nothing. Qui-Gon redlized that Taly wouldn't tell him. He might not even tell the Senate.
Too much of aburden was on thisboy, but he had learned in ashort time how to fight. He had been
given alesson in knowledge as power, and he could be holding the most important piece of the puzzle.

Hewouldn't givethat up.

"I would tell the Senate, if | were you," Qui-Gon advised. "Knowledgeis power, but it isalso
danger.”

"I can handlethe danger.”
"Youll gofarinlife, Tay," Qui-Gon said. He sood with asigh.
"When can we |leave for Coruscant?'

"Soon. The hotel owner is sending his own cruiser to take us back. Should be pretty posh.”



Taly brightened. "And my parents? Can we see if we can contact them?”
"Yes. Well do that, too."

Qui-Gon turned. Obi-Wan and Siri were standing aone by the pool. An alarm sounded in him softly.
Something was different.

They werelooking a each other. They were not joking, or fussing with their utility belts. They were
amply taking.

Qui-Gon felt aquiet dread. There was something between them. Something had happened. He saw
Obi-Wan smile and reach up to touch Siri'slip where asmall wound was. He had seen all of Obi-Wan's
smiles, and he had never seen this one before.

"We have no proof," Adi said, coming up next to him. Qui-Gon was confused for amoment. Had
Adi seen what he had seen?

"Nothing on Passel Argente. HEll get away with this. The bounty hunterswon't talk, of course. We
can suspect the Corporate Alliance, but | don't think well be ableto proveit.” Adi sighed. She saw the
same scene he did, two Padawans standing by a pool, but she didn't notice athing. "So it'sasmal

victory."

"Twenty beingsareaive," Qui-Gon said. "Twenty worlds didn't lose their leaders. Twenty families
didn't losetheir loved ones. | wouldn't cdll that asmall victory."

Adi lifted both eyebrows at him thistime to indicate just how displeased shewas. "'l am not
diminishing that, Qui-Gon. | am just saying . . . oh, | don't know," Adi burst out with uncharacteristic
emotion. "It ssemsthat these days, we complete amission, and we are successful, yet thereisaways
something we could not seem to do. We get the small thing, but not the big thing. Oh, | hate being
imprecisel”

"I know," Qui-Gon said. "Many of usfed this. The Senate is becoming more fractured every day.
Groups like the Corporate Alliance are becoming more bold in their trickery. | have visons of aday
when we are no longer peacekeepers, but warriors.”

Adi looked troubled. "Visons come and go."

"Thisoneremans.

"I hope you are wrong.”

"No morethan | do." Qui-Gon's gaze rested on Obi-Wan and Siri. "No more than | do."

Tay's eyes grew huge as the Senate buildings came into view. "I knew it was supposed to be big.
But this.. it'sbeautiful. And how can you get anywhere in these space lanes? Everything is so crowded.”

"Y ou learn your way around,” Obi-Wan said. "Heresthe landing platform.”



The pilot guided the cruiser to asmooth landing. Tay looked back with regret at the luxuriousinterior
of the ship. "Thisis probably the most amazing ship I'll ever rideon."

"Somehow | doubt that,” Qui-Gon said.

They persondly escorted Taly to the meeting with the Senate committee. They watched him walk
indde. He hid his nervousnesswell.

"I hope hetells everything he knows,” Adi said.

With aglance at Obi-Wan, Qui-Gon said, "No onetells everything they know."

Back at the Temple, the Jedi split up to return to their quartersto rest. Qui-Gon beckoned to
Obi-Wan.

"Let'stakeawalk," he said. He saw the puzzlement on Obi-Wan'sface. A walk after ahard misson
and no deep for three days? Obi-Wan's exhaustion was evident, but he turned without aword and fell
into step beside Qui-Gon.

Qui-Gon led him to the Room of the Thousand Fountains, the place where they had always had their
mogt significant talks. The cooling spray revived them asthey walked silently dong the twisting paths.

"A hard misson for you," he said. Y ou must have thought the worst when you were aboard that
ship."

"Wedid not expect to survive," Obi-Wan admitted.

"And how did that make you fed ?"

Obi-Wan shook his head. "It made me fed many things. Fear, of course. And regret.”
"Regret?'

"Regret for things not yet done," Obi-Wan said. "Regret for not recognizing earlier . . . not being able
tohave. . ." Hedtruggled and fdl slent.

"Siri," Qui-Gon sad.
Obi-Wan stopped. "Y ou know?"

"l sawv it between you." Qui-Gon began to walk again, and Obi-Wan moved next to him. "It happens
sometimes, between Padawans. Especidly during extreme situations—"

Obi-Wan stopped again, and Qui-Gon saw that he was angry.
"Dont," the gpprentice said. "'l redlize what | am about to hear from you. But don't diminishit.”

He spoke likeaman. Heisaman, you fool, Qui-Gon told himself. And heisright. Who areyou to
reduce hislove?



"I'm sorry, Obi-Wan," Qui-Gon said. "Come, let's keep walking. So, you know what I'm going to
say, do you?'

"That attachment isforbidden. That | have chosen this path, and | must walk it. That thereis no place
for such personal commitment in the Jedi Order. That each of us must be free of personal attachment or
we cannot do the work we are meant to do. That a Force connection isagift that we must honor not
only inour hearts, but in our choices."

"Y ou say thesethings asif they have no meaning.”

" Sometimes everything fals away when you redize that you love.”

And what could Qui-Gon respond to that except to say | know?

"We have been together for many years, Padawan," Qui-Gon said instead. "1 think we have earned
each other'strust and respect. It wounds me that you don't want my advice on such an important matter.”

Therewas astruggle on Obi-Wan'sface. "' don't want your advice because it will break my heart
nottofollow it," hesaid findly.

"So you will not ask for it."

"Of course | want to hear what you think, Magter," Obi-Wan said findly. "I don't want to wound
you. Y et it seemsinevitable that someone will get hurt.”

"Ah," Qui-Gon sad. "And thereis your first lesson on why love is forbidden between the Jedi.”

Obi-Wan said nothing. There was just the whisper of footsteps and the soft calming splash of the
fountains

"| advise you to give her up," Qui-Gon said as gently as he could. "Thisis based not so much on the
rules of the Jedi, but from what | know of you. Of both of you. Obi-Wan, you are a gifted Jedi. The path
isonethat isingrained on your heart. On your character. If you giveit up, something in you would die. |
fed the same about Siri."

"But | won't give up the Jedi," Obi-Wan inssted. "The Order could changeitsrules.

"Know this, Padawan,” Qui-Gon said. "The Jedi Council will not changetherules.

IIBth _II

"They will not change the precepts. Not unless the whole galaxy changes, the whole Order changes,
not unless an upheava happensthat changes everything. Then, perhaps, the ruleswill change. But with
this Jedi Council? No. Make your choice. But do it with your eyes open.”

"Y ou are asking meto tear my heart in two."

"Yes," Qui-Gon said wearily. "1 am. My adviceisbased onthis— | fed that for both you and Siri,

the heartbreak of losing each other will lessen over time. Y ou will not forget it, it will be apart of you
forever, but it will lessen.



Wheressif you leave the Jedi Order, that regret will never lessen. It will dways be between you and
part of you. Between the two, losing each other — something that seems o terrible, so painful — will
be, in the end, easier to bear.”

"l can't doit." Obi-Wan looked at Qui-Gon, his gaze tortured. "Don't make medo it."

"l can't make you do anything, my Padawan. Y ou must choose. Y ou must talk to Y oda."

Obi-Wan |looked startled. "Y oda?'

"| contacted him about this. | had to. He will keep it to himsalf. He has dways been, next to me, your
closest advisor, Obi-Wan. He is seeing you, not as a member of the Council, but as your advisor and
friend. And if you cannot face him,” Qui-Gon added lightly, "then you are not ready to face the Council.”

They turned acorner, and Y oda sat waiting, leaning on his stick, in the middle of the path.

At the sight of him something inside Obi-Wan seemed to break. Qui-Gon saw it. Y odadid not have
to say aword. Y et within thissmall creature was al the nobility and wisdom that Obi-Wan aspired to.
Here was the best that the Jedi path could lead to.

"Sacrifice, the Jedi Order demands,” Y odasaid. "No reward for you in it, either, Obi-Wan. Support
you, we will. Change the rulesfor you, wewill not."

Obi-Wan sank heavily down on abench. He put hisfacein his hands. Qui-Gon saw his shoulders
shake.

Hedid not think it was possible for his heart to break any more than it was broken aready. Y et this
must beit, the worst thing for him to have to bear. To giveto the boy he loved like a son the same pain
hefelt. To hand it over, knowing what it would do to his heart.

It took along time for Obi-Wan to regain mastery over himsalf. Qui-Gon and Y odawaited silently.
At last Obi-Wan raised his face to them both. "What about you?' he said quietly to Qui-Gon.

Qui-Gon started. He knew, of course, what Obi-Wan was referring to. Tahl. He did not expect to
be challenged about it. He did not expect to haveto talk about it.

Y et, why not? Obi-Wan had every right to raise the question.

"You loved Tahl," Obi-Wan said. "Y ou broke the rule. And now you're asking meto give up
something that you took for yourself. What were you and Tahl thinking when you pledged your love?!

"Yes, Qui-Gon," Yodasaid. "Interested | am in your answer aswell."

Qui-Gon thought before he replied. He did not want to answer this question. It touched on the
deepest part of him. If he spoke her name aoud, would he crack?

"It was a confused time," he said. "We barely had time to acknowledge what we felt before she was
kidnapped.”

"An answer, that isnot,” Yodasad.



"What were we thinking?' Qui-Gon passed a hand over hisforehead. "That we would find away.
That we were Jedi, and we would be gpart much of thetime. Y et we wouldn't deny the fedling.”

"Y ou would bregk the rule,” Obi-Wan said. "Y ou would have kept it secret.”

Qui-Gon shook hishead. "No, | don't think either of uswanted thet. | think we felt that we would
work something out somehow."

"The sameway | fed now!" Obi-Wan cried.

Qui-Gon sat next to him on the bench. "Hereisthe difference between us. | did not get achanceto
examine my decison. To seeitspitfallsand itsfaults. | do not know what would have happened if Tahl
had lived. We might have decided to put our great love asde. We might have left the Jedi Order. | do
not know. | will never know. And | live with the heartbreak of losing her. But | am living, Obi-Wan. | am
continuing to walk the Jedi path. What I'm saying to you isthat once in agreat while we have achanceto
look at our lives and make a choice that will define us. Y ou have that choice. It isahead of you. Do not
makeit in haste. Use your head aswell as your heart. Remember that you have chosen alife that includes
persond sacrifice. Thisisthe greatest sacrifice you can give.™

"Add only this, I will," Yodasaid. "Fedl some of usdo that grest troubleslie ahead. We cannot see
them or know them, but feel we do they are waiting. Need you, we do, Obi-Wan."

"And how will youfed," Qui-Gon said, "if the great troubles come, and you are not standing with
LS?I

"I don't know what's right.” The words seemed torn from Obi-Wan. "1 don't know what to do!"
Siri appeared at the top of the path. She ran toward them, her face stricken with sorrow.

"Magus has sruck," she said. "Taly's parents have been killed."

CHAPTER 20
"Revenge," Qui-Gon said heavily. "It createsthe greatest evil."
Y odarose. "We must see what we can do for Taly."

"He gave information to the committee on the bounty hunters, but he did not reved if he knew who
hed hired them,” Siri told them.

"Well never know the answer," Qui-Gon said. "Increasing in power, the dark sideis,” Yodasad. He
looked at Obi-Wan and Siri.

Qui-Gon and Y odawaked away. Siri stared after them. "It'salmost asif Y oda knows about us," she
sad.

"Hedoes."



Obi-Wan drank in the sight of her. Her crisp beauty, the way she stood and moved and talked. The
compassionin her eyesfor Tay. He had come so closeto having her in hislife, to sharing things with her
that she would not share with anyone ese. So close to knowing her best. Loving her best.

"Don't look at melikethat," Siri said, dmost inawhisper. "Y ou look as though you're saying
good-bye."

Obi-Wan sad nothing.

Her hand flew to her mouth. "What did they say to you?"

"They said to mewhat | aready knew. What you aready know. The ruleswill not change. And if we
leave the Jedi together, we will never rest easy with that decison. We will regret it every day. And

sooner or later that would lie between us and be greater than our love.”

Sheturned away angrily. "I don't want to look that far ahead. | don't believe you can see what will
happen. Anything can happen!”

"So what do you want to do?' He touched her shoulder. At first she jerked away, but then she
relented. Sheleaned againgt him, her back againgt his chest. He dipped hisarms around her waist. He
couldn't help himsdlf. | will giveyou up, Siri. But not yet. Give methislast moment, Qui-Gon. Let me
brush my mouth against her neck. Let me fed her shudder.

"| didn't want to decide,” Siri said. "lsn't that weak of me? | wanted you to decide. | was so afraid of
what lay ahead that | wanted to et go of my own will." She shook her head, and he felt her hair swing
agang hischeek. "Isthiswhat love is? Then maybe I'm not cut out for it after dl.”

He smiled at her rueful tone, even though his heart was breaking. He tried to turn her to face him, but
sheressted.

"No. | can't look at you right now. Just . . . don't move." Her voice was amurmur now, and he could
hear thetears behind it.

"I know we haveto let each other go," shesaid dowly. "I can't imagine walking out of thisroom
without being together, but | know it hasto be done.”

"Y ou know that the Jedi need our service," Obi-Wan said.

Siri sighed. "Oh, Obi-Wan. Try not to be pompous.” Shetwisted in hisarms, ready to face him now,
mischief in her eyes. "That isatrait | would tease out of you, given the chance.”

"I'm sure you would. And | would tease your impatience with rules out of you."
"Y es, you were always better than me at the acceptance part.”

Her words sank in, and the light Ieft her eyes. "Even now," she said. "Even now you're teaching me
acceptance, just at the moment | don't want to hear about it."

"Siri —"

"Wait." She pulled away from him and backed up. "Here is another thing you know about me— |



don't liketo drag things out. So let's make a pact. There's only one way thisis going to work. We have
to forget it ever happened.”

"Forget?' Obi-Wan looked at her, incredulous. "I can't forget!"

"Well, you just haveto,” Siri indgsted. "Y ou haveto push it down. Y ou haveto bury it. I'm not saying
it'sgoing to be easy. But | am going to do it. | am not going to think of you or wonder if we did theright
thing. There will be no specid |ooks exchanged when we see each other. Y ou will never mention what
happened between us again. We will be comrades when we meet. Comrades only. | am not going to
look back, not once." She stamped her foot, asif samping the memory into the ground. Obi-Wan
darted at the sound, wincing as though she had struck him. Shewas awarrior now, willing her body and
mind and heart to obey her.

"And you will never remind me," she continued. "Not by aword or alook. Promise me.”
"Sri, | —"
"Promiseme!”

Obi-Wan swalowed. "I promise.”

Her face softened for an ingtant. Thelast instant, he suddenly knew, he would see her look a him
that way. "And | hope," she said, acatch in her voice, "that we don't meet for along, long time."

Now that the moment was here, Obi-Wan saw more clearly what was ahead. A chasm of longing
ingde him that he would not be able to ever, ever fill up. A loss he could never acknowledge.

| can't doit, he thought, taking a step toward her. He had to touch her one more time. Maybe that
would change everything.

"No." She backed up. "It starts now. May the Force be with you."
She turned and ran down the path. He reached out blindly for her. He felt the empty space where

sheld stood. The waterfalls continued to mist the air, and he felt the spray on his cheeks. It tasted of sdit,
of tears.

Part Two

Twenty YearsLater

CHAPTER 21

"The problemis," Mace Windu told the Jedi Council, "that Count Dooku has had yearsto plan the
Separatist uprisng. We are il catching up. We gain small victories, but they grow stronger. What we
need isto strike abig blow. Something that will turn the tide and get undecided worldsto join us.”

"A battle?' Anakin Skywalker asked.



"No." Mace steepled hislong fingers. "Something else.” He turned to Obi-Wan. "Do you remember
the name Tadesan Fry?'

The truth was, the name was buried. He had piled mission upon mission on top of it. When the
thought of the boy crossed his mind, he thought of something else. He forgot the name of the planet Tay
was from, erased the memory of the ship rigged to explode, never thought of the cave hed dept in for
closeto awesek.

Y et even before the full name had left Mace'slips, he had remembered every detail.

"Of course.”

"Kept track of young Tay, wehave" Yodasaid.

"Responsibility, we had, to protect him better than we had his parents.”

Obi-Wan turned to his Padawan. "Taly had agreed to testify against some bounty hunters out to
attack ameeting of planetary leaders. Wefoiled the attack, Taly testified, but one of the bounty hunters
killed his parentsin revenge.”

"Who was behind the attack?" Anakin asked.

"Suspect we did that it was Passel Argente,” Yodasaid. "Proveit, we could not."

"Tay went underground,” said Ki-Adi Mundi. "Took an assumed name. But then he popped up,
under hisown name again. He's an adult now, of course. He spent his years underground developing his
knowledge of surveillance. He'sfulfilled his early promise and become the foremost expert in the galaxy.
He'saleading innovator of surveillance tactics and equipment. He built an empire. Hesaso arecluse.”

"Who can blame him for that?' Obi-Wan muttered.

"He barricades himsdf behind the security he developed. All hisworkers have to agreeto livein the
complex. He has severd trusted associates who dedl with the necessary details of hisbusiness, visiting
clients and such. He has no contact with the outsde. He has no friends, no family, no alegiances. His
only uncle died some time ago. He's managed to stay neutrd in the Clone Wars."

That soundslike Taly, Obi-Wan thought.

"Now he has contacted us. While devel oping new surveillance-blocking technology, he stumbled on
adartling invention." Mace leaned forward. "A fool proof codebreaker."

"Nothing isfoolproof,” Anakin said.

"Weve seen the tests," Mace continued. "Thistechnology could alow the Republic to bresk the
code of the Separatists. And continue to break it no matter how many timesthey changeit.”

"IsTay giving the codebreaker to us?' Obi-Wan asked.

Ki-Adi grimaced. "l wish it werethat smple. Tay fed's he owes the Jedi, because we saved hislife.
He'swilling to offer usthe technology first — if we come up with theright price. Taly has madeit clear



he's perfectly willing to turn around and offer it to the Separatists. What the Jedi must doisgoto his
compound and obtain the codebreaker, then bring it to the Azure spaceport. We've assembled ateam of
tech expertsto study and deploy it. We know a Separatist attack isimminent. We need to discover
whereit will be"

"Who will go to Tay's compound?’ Obi-Wan asked.

"You and Anakin," Mace said. "Taly asked for you, Obi-Wan. In consultation with Supreme
Chancdllor Palpatine, the Senate will send a representative as well, Senator Amidalafrom Naboo. She's
proven to be an able negotiator for the Republic cause.

Obi-Wan noted Anakin's start. He knew Anakin and Padme had forged a friendship. Although he
liked Padmé and knew she'd be an asset on the mission, he wished the Chancellor had picked another
Senator. It wouldn't do Anakin good to be around her too much.

"l haveto object,” Anakin said.

Mace raised his eyebrows. He was dways surprised when someone disagreed with him. Beings
rarely did.

"Thismission could be dangerous,” Anakin went on. "We aready know that there have been
attempts on Senator Amidaaslife. Wewould be putting her in harm'sway."

"It does not seem to me that the Senator turns away from danger if she seesaneed to act,” Mace
sad.

"And we could aso be drawing the opposition. No doubt they are watching her every move."

"I have no doubt that we will be ableto maintain secrecy,” Mace said drily, "thank you though,
Anakin, for the reminder.”

"l just think there must be a better choice," Anakin said. Obi-Wan wanted to give him ahint to stop,
but hedidn't think it would have any effect. " Senator Bail Organafrom Alderaan, for example—"

"Thisisthe Chancellor's decision. Not the Jedi's. We cannot forbid her to go. Especidly,” Mace
added sharply, "when we welcome her help.”

If Anakin felt the sting of the rebuke, he gave no sign of it. There was no graciousnessin his manner
as heinclined his head, only areluctant assent.

The passion in his Padawan's voice sounded an alarm in Obi-Wan. It stirred amemory. What had it
felt like, to connect to awoman, to want to protect her?

He tamped down the memory asit rose.
| am not going to look back, not once.

The doorsto the Council Room did open, and Siri strode in. Since her Padawan, Ferus Olin, had |eft
the Jedi Order years before, she had never taken another.

"| seethat being at war hasn't helped your punctudity,” Mace said severely.



"No," Siri admitted fredly. "It's made my tardiness worse. There's so much moreto do. But perhaps
my excuses areimproving.”

Mace frowned. He didn't carefor levity in the Council Room. "I have already briefed Obi-Wan and
Anakin on the mission. It involves someone you may remember. Talesan Fry."

There was no reaction on Siri'sface. No involuntary movement of her body. Her gaze stayed clear,
her chin lifted. She did not look at Obi-Wan.

Ki-Adi Mundi went on to describe the misson. Siri listened impassvely.
It was as though she had no memory of what had happened. As though she had wiped it clean.

She had buried her memories better than Obi-Wan had. He would follow her lead.

CHAPTER 22

Anakin strode along the walkway to the Senate. A speeder would have been faster, but he needed to
feel thethud of his boots on the permacrete and hope the air would cool histemper. So far it grew with
the pace of hiswalk.

He shouldn't have challenged Mace. He knew that. But he had been so stunned when Mace had told
him Padmé would be on the mission that he had spoken without thinking. How could Padmé agreeto this
without telling him?Why would she agree a dl?

Anakin thought hed made some vaid arguments, but Mace hadn't even listened, asif Anakin was il
ayoungling. Mace hadn't considered that he might be right, that putting a Senator in danger was a stupid
idea. Their support in the Senate was crumbling by the day. Why should they risk losing such an
important aly?

Of course, the reason he didn't want Padme to go was more persond than that. She'd nearly been
killed severd times by an assassin. Why would she deliberately risk her safety? Anakin shook his head.
He did not understand hiswife. He only knew he loved her. Hungered for her. Needed her. And he
could not let anything happen to her.

He had one last chance. Chancellor Pa patine had urged him to come share with any problem, no
matter how smdl. Anakin knew that if Mace found out held gone around him, his momentary annoyance
would change to anger, but he couldn't help himsdlf. Palpatine was the only one who could order Padme
not to go.

The Blue Guards were standing at attention when he walked in. Sy Moore walked forward, her
shadow robe moving with her gliding walk. She pressed abutton on thewal. "Y ou may gorightin," she
told Anakin.

Some Senators waited days or weeks until Palpatine could find a pot for them in his crammed
schedule. But Pa patine had given a standing order to Sy Moore that when Anakin came, he would be
seen immediady.



The Supreme Chancellor rose when Anakin hurried in.

"Something iswrong, my friend,” he said, coming around the desk and gpproaching him with
concern. "What can | do to help?’

"Y ou know about this mission to Taesan Fry's headquarters?' Anakin asked.
"Of course. It could lead to the end of the Separatists. To peace. It iscrucial.”

"I understand you have picked Senator Amidaato accompany the Jedi,” Anakin said. "l told Mace
Windu my objections.”

"Then tell them to me," Palpatine said. "'I'm anxious to hear them. | alway's respect your opinion,
Anakin. Y ou know that. Y ou have wisdom deeper than anyone I've ever known. Y ou can see further
than the Jedi Council.”

Anakin felt uncomfortable when Pd patine said such things. But then again, there were timeswhen he
believed them himsdlf.

"Whoever goeson thismissonisin danger,” he said. " Senator Amidaahas survived severd attempts
on her life. But assassins could still be tracking her. We compromise our safety and hersif she goes. ™

"All of thisistrue," Pdpatine said. "I had not thought of those things." He clasped his hands together,
his skin so pale that Anakin sometimeswondered if blood actualy ranin hisveins, "Anakin, | wish that |
could help you. Especidly in the light of your excellent argument. But | am not ordering Padmeto go. She
choosesto go. How can | take back an order | did not give?'

Stopped in histracks, Anakin didn't know what elseto say. But Palpatine, as usual, had shown him
the path. He needed to talk to Padme directly. Papatine couldn't order her not to go. But Anakin could.

Padmé's laughter bubbled, then died when she saw he was serious.
"Y ou're ordering me?'

"Yes. | havearight. | have more experience than you do; I'm a Jedi and | know what we could bein
for. I'm aso an officer in the Republic army.”

"But I'm not." Padme continued to fold arobe shewas placing inasmall bag at her feet. " So thanks
but no thanks, Commander.”

"It's dangerous and unnecessary for you to go, and | won't alow it."
Padme turned. Her gaze was direct. Cool and composed. That dways infuriated him.

"I think you know well enough how your attitude angers and upsets me. | don't respond to orders. |
am a Senator. | have aduty to perform. So | am going.”

"Padme, please." He wanted to givein to her softness, but she stood before him, ramrod straight.
She wasn't wearing her ceremonia robes, only a soft sheath down to her ankles, but she might aswell be



costumed in armor.

He collapsed on his back on the deep couch. "I don't know why it's so hard to talk to you.”

"That's because you're not talking to me. Y ou're ordering me."

"I'm just trying to keep you safe.”

"Thisisnot theway todo it."

Helooked up. Shewas smiling at him. She came and sat beside him.

"I know you worry about my safety,” she said in the soft tone heloved. "I worry about yours. We
livein periloustimes, Anakin. Werein the middle of awar. I'm in danger no matter where | am. Welve
both been in some kind of danger since the moment you arrived to protect me."

"Agreed. But do you have to volunteer for it?"

Shetook his hand and laced her fingersthrough his. "I offered to go because | knew | would be safe.
| knew the best Jedi in the Order would be there to protect me.”

He groaned. "Now don't start flattering me."
Shegrinned a him. "l meant Obi-Wan."

Hetossed apillow at her, and she shrieked in surprise. Shethrew it back, and he held it suspended
intheair with the Force.

"Areyou il trying that sametrick on me?”'

"It'sworked in the past.”

She lay down beside him. They faced each other, amost nose to nose.
"I'll be careful,” shesaid.

"l won't leaveyour Sde," he said.

"Dont," shesaid, drawing him close. "I don't want you to."

CHAPTER 23

The planet Genian had so far managed to remain neutra in the Clone Wars. Thisfeat had littleto do
with canny diplomacy, though the Genians were indeed noted for that particular skill, but moreto do with
the vast corporate holdings on the planet, the research laboratories, and the treasures locked in secure
banks. One day, perhaps, Genian would fdl, but it was not in aterribly strategic position and at this point
in the war many Senators, both Separatist and Republic dike, found it useful to be ableto dip inand out
to st with their wealth and make sure it was safe.



Tay was not the only oneto take advantage of friendly laws and alarge, educated workforce. Many
businesses thrived on Genian, primarily in the technologica and scientific sector. There were anumber of
large, prosperous cities, but Taly had chosen to Site his complex in the vast desert that lay outside the city
of Bruit. Mountain ranges ringed the desert, and the countryside was rugged enough that no towns or
Settlements were within hundreds of kilometers.

Tay provided for hisworkers by supplying them with asmal city, with entertainment and leisure
activitiesand luxurious dwellings that hisworkerswould not be able to afford in the cities. The only thing
he would not alow wasfamilies. Workers had to be single and childless. He said thiswas because
personal connections interfered with work habits, but Obi-Wan had to wonder if there was a deeper
reason.

The Jedi and Padme had traveled on afast Republic cruiser. Thejourney had taken lessthan aday.
Anakin flew low over the desert, lower than Obi-Wan would have liked, skipping over the boulders and
rocks, some of them fifty or ahundred meterstall, then zooming down to hug the ground again.

"Thisisn't aPodracer, Anakin," Obi-Wan said. Siri grinned and Padmé smiled.

"He does thisto me on purpose,” Obi-Wan grumbled. "I don't see the landing platform,” Padmé said.
"l don't even see the compound.”

"It's behind a holographic portd,” Anakin explained. The Jedi had been thoroughly briefed on Tay's
security plan. "The hologram mimics the landscape. It'shard to see”

Padme drew closer and leaned over Anakin's shoulder. "Can you seeit?’

Obi-Wan watched them, her dark head against his shoulder. They had the ease of intimacy. Long
friendship, he wondered, or attraction?

"When | usethe Force, | can. See the shimmer over there, by that big rock?!
A craggy rock — at least a hundred meterstall — rose over the others.
"No," Padmé said, haf-laughing as she shook her head. "l just see abig rock."

In answer, Anakin flew straight toward the rock. Padmeé braced herself. Obi-Wan sat calmly. He
wasn't about to admonish Anakin again. Let him have hisfun.

Anakin did not dow his pace. Therock loomed, closer and closer. Just at the moment of impact,
they passad through it, punching a hole through the image of rock, sand, and sky.

Thelanding platform lay ahead, asmdll, circular pad outsde alarger hangar. Beyond it rose Tay's
compound, a series of connected buildings made of stone that matched the desert tones of ocher and
sand.

Anakin guided the ship to afestherweight landing. A male of middle years stcood waiting. Obi-Wan
recognized the violet-tinged skin of a native Genian. The visitors grabbed their kits and headed down the
ramp.

Obi-Wan announced their names, and the Genian nodded. "Y ou are expected,” he said. "l am
Délard Tranc, head of security for the complex. Please follow me."



They followed him through the hangar. Anakin whistled softly when he saw the state-of -the-art
cruiserslined up in the hangar bays.

"Very nice" he murmured to Obi-Wan. "He can get anywherein ahurry, that's for sure.”
The hangar door opened into along corridor.
"We're now inthemain building,” Ddlard Tranc said. "I'll escort you to the main business office.”

The natural stone around them waslike being in acave. It was cool and dim. Obi-Wan was used to
busi ness complexes being built of durasted and transparisted, asif the corporations weretrying to
advertise their purity by using transparent materidsin their buildings. He found the naturd materias here
refreshing.

They entered alarge office suite, and Tranc left them with abow. Two people stood in the center,
waiting for them. A trim woman about Obi-Wan's age came toward them. Her skinwas
lavender-colored and her hair was white. "Welcome," she said. "My nameisHedinaDow. I'm Talesan
Fry'sexecutive in charge of production and distribution.” She smiled briefly. "In other words, his
second-in-command.”

Themae Genian a her sde nodded at them. "And I'm Moro Y 'Arano. Executive in charge of
business outreach. Talesan asked me to be present at the mesting.”

These were the trusted advisors Mace had spoken of, the oneswho were Tay's connection to the
outsde. Obi-Wan introduced them dl. Helinabowed. "1t's an honor to meet such distinguished Jedi and
officersin the Republic army. Senator Amidala, your reputation precedes you. Thank you al for coming.
Pleasefollow us”

The double doors opened into Taly's office. In contrast to the neutra colors of thewallsand floor, a
table made out of agolden-tinged stone served as adesk. Two tall lamps behind the desk sent out a
glow with an orange-yellow tint. On one side of the office, a seating areawas set up, along, cushioned
sofaand alow table made out of the same gold-hued stone.

Tay sat behind the desk, his hands clasped in front of him. Obi-Wan was surprised at the man held
become, but he couldn't say why. He recognized the same sharp intelligence in the eyes, the thin features,
the rusty shock of hair. Taly had not grown very tal or broad. He was thin, and vibrated with an intensity
Obi-Wan remembered well. But there was something missing. . . .

Ah, Obi-Wan thought. The eagernessin Taly's eyes. The wish to be liked. That was gone. But of
courseit was. Tay wasaman now, not aboy. A vastly wedthy man. Obi-Wan could not imagine the
amount of grit and guile it would take to amass such afortune, to be such asuccessin the cutthroat
business of surveillance.

"Obi-Wan Kenobi and Siri Tachi." Tay rose and came toward them. He stood in front of them,
searching their features. "Y ou look older.”

"That seemsinevitable" Siri sad.

For amoment, Obi-Wan felt rocked on hisfeet. Seeing Siri and Tay standing together had brought
back amemory of anight in acave, athermal cape draped around two bodies, low voices, laughter. Of



the cold, hard floor of acargo hold, a coldness he did not fedl.
Memoriesthat, when they came, he always pushed down and buried.

He pushed, but the memories did not obey. They surfaced again, risng. Siri'ssmile. Her lipsresting
agang hischeek.

Whatever happens, I'll remember this.

She met his eyes. He saw the memory there, reflected back. Or did he? A light went out, a shutter
closed. Sheturned away.

"Pease gt down," Helinasaid. Obvioudy, it was up to her to observe the polite rituals of meetings.
"Il ring for refreshments.”

Tay led the way to the seeting area. Within moments, food and drink arrived.

Tay leaned forward earnestly. "I don't pay attention to politics. | had my fill of Coruscant and the
Senate along time ago. But when | made this discovery, it was obvious how vauableit was. Politics has
found me again, for the second timein my life. | am as unhappy now as| wasthefirg timeit did.”

"Politicsis another name for greed and corruption these days," Padmé said. "But we must not forget
that it isaso about compassion and justice.”

Tay frowned at her for amoment as though she was speaking alanguage he didn't understand. "1
had to choose between the two of you. The Republic and the Separatists. So | examined the two Sides.
The Separatists have much in their favor. They have the guilds and the trade associations. They have vast
amounts of wealth and much power in the Senate. Most important, they have ruthlessness. Thereis
nothing they won't do for power. But you — the Jedi — you tip the balance. Thousands of you are ready
to fight for the Republic. | have seen what a handful of Jedi can do. | decided to bet on you. Because,
believe me, | want to be on thewinning side.”

"Thanks," Obi-Wan said. "But we see this struggle as a noble cause, not agamble to wager on.”

Tay waved ahand. "Noble cause— sure, okay. The point is, | want you to know that if we can't
come to an agreement, I'm ready to turn the codebreaker over to the Separatists. I'm giving you the first
shot because | owe you, first of al, but aso because | think you can win — if you have my device."

"We are authorized to make aded," Padmé said. "What are your terms?"

Tay named a price. Obi-Wan sucked in his breath, but Padme's face was impassive.

"That can be done," she said. "Y ou would have to accept two ingtalments, however. Thefirst
immediately, the second after the codebreaker isin our hands and has been proven to work. Do we have
aded?'

"Whoa, not so fast, Senator,” Tay said. "I havent finished. | aso want an exclusive contract with the
Republic. Y ou only use Fry Industries surveillance and communication devicesin the Republic army for

the duration of thewar."

"But that would mean abandoning systems that we aready deploy and putting millions of creditsinto



asystem we don't need,” Padmé said.
Tay shrugged.
Obi-Wan couldn't believeit. The brilliant, vulnerable boy held known had turned into awar profiteer.

"All right,” Padme said. "Wewill agreeto thisif you give us sx monthsto make the trangtion. And, of
course, if your system works. We haveto do it gradualy. | will not endanger our troopsfor your profit.”

"Fine. | don't want anyoneto get killed for me. | just want the business,” Tady said. "We have aded.
Helina, can you get the contracts?"

Helinarose and departed.

"And Moro, can you bring me the model scenarios we developed for deployment of the
codebreaker? We can surely share them with our new friends.”

"Of course” Moro rose and |eft.

Obi-Wan noted how Tay watched until the door closed behind Moro and Helina. Then he activated
asmadl device he had hidden in hispam.

"What —" Siri sarted, but Taly held up afinger.

He entered a code into the device, then waited for agreen light.

"We have been under surveillance,” he said. "Recently, | have discovered that thereisaspy inmy
organi zation. Someone who wantsto launch atakeover of the business. | have been able to intercept the
surveillance device, but only for very short periods. | don't want him or her to know I'm onto them.”

"Do you have a suspect?' Obi-Wan asked. "Isthat why you sent Helinaand Moro out of the room?”

"| don't suspect them any more than | do the rest of my top executives,” Tay said. "Anyone who has
accessto my inner office. That isahandful of workers."

"Do you think the Separatists know about the code-breaker?' Padme asked.

"All communication leaving the compound ismonitored,” Tay said. "That'swhat hgppens when you
work for asurveillance company — | makeit impossible for you to spy on me. | control al accessto
communication. | monitor al outgoing messages.”

"Just like Quadrant Seven,” Siri said.

"I learn from experience,” Taly said. " So no, Senator, | don't think the information has been passed.
Y et. But this brings me to my third condition for making aded."

"Wedready made adedl," Padme said.

"Not quite. Y ou must find out who the py is. And you must do it in the next twenty-four hours. Only
then will | hand over the codebreaker.”



Anakin'sgaze wasflinty. "The Jedi are not detectives.

Tay rose. "They are now. It isnon-negotiable.” The Jedi and Padme exchanged glances. Padme
turned back to Taly.

"We accept,” she said.

CHAPTER 24

"Thisisridiculous,” Anakin said as soon asthey wereleft donein their quarters. They had dready
done a sweep to ensure that they were not under surveillance of any kind. "He's holding us hostage,
expecting usto solve his business problems.™

"True," Obi-Wan agreed.

"Werewadting time," Siri said, sounding asimpatient as Anakin. "1 hate wasting time. He'staking
advantage of us, and he knowsit."

"The codebreaker could make the difference for the Republic,” Padme reminded them. "It's vitd that
we obtain it. Isn't that worth alittle snooping?’

Siri threw down her surviva pack with an irritable gesture. It thunked against the floor. Obi-Wan
gave her acuriouslook. He had seen Siri be impatient before—many times, as amatter of fact — but
there was an edge to her mood now that he couldn't identify.

"Well, we might aswell start now,” Anakin said. "Tay said hed get usalist of the executiveswho
have access to his private office. Until then, I'm going to take alook around, get afed for the place.”

"I'll joinyou," Padme said. "Maybe we can come up with something to go on."

The door hissed behind them. Siri's survival pack had snagged on the leg of atable, and when she
tugged at it, some of the contents spilled out onto the floor. She gaveit aswift kick for its disobedience.

Obi-Wan leaned down and gently unwound the strap of the pack from the table leg. "Are you angry
at the pack, or the table? Or me?"

Siri sat on thefloor and looked up at him. "1 didn't think we'd have to stay here."
"Only for aday.”

"A day canfed too long, if it'slong enough. What do | know about corporate intrigue?* Siri growled.
"I'm not theright Jedi for thisjob."

"You'retheright Jedi for any job." Obi-Wan sat next to her on thefloor. "What isit?"
"| just told you."

"No, you didn't."



She looked at him, chin first. Defensive, challenged, annoyed. Then shelet out a breath, and she
shook her head ruefully.

"Do you remember,” she said, "in the cave, when | wanted to help him escepe?’

Obi-Wan fdt his breath catch. They had not talked of thisin amost twenty years. The subject of the
mission with Taly wastoo closeto the redlity of what had happened between them.

Hekept hisvoicelight. "One of our many arguments.”

"What good did it do to have him testify?* Siri asked. "A bounty hunter aliance was smashed. Some
bounty hunters went to prison worlds. | haven't kept track, but | bet some of them are free now. His
parents were killed, and now look at him. Look at what that boy has turned into. Thisunstable,
suspicious, bitter man who only cares about weelth and power. But insde, the boy isthere, | fed it, and
he's4till in pain. Did you notice his office? The desk, the lamps? What did they remind you of ?*

Ohbi-Wan shook his head, baffled.
"Thetwo orangelights,” Siri said softly. "The golden desk."
Obi-Wan let out abreath. " Cirrus. The two suns, the golden sea.”

"He hasn't forgotten what helogt. Not for aminute,” Siri said. "What if wed let him go? What if hed
been dlowed to grow up in aloving family?*

"Jedi do not ded inifs”

Siri shook her head, exasperated. " Obi-Wan, for star's sake, you can irritate me like nobody el se.
Jedi don't become Generdsin gdactic-widewars, either. Jedi don't watch their fellow Jedi be blown
gpart in great battles. Things have changed. Have you noticed?’

"Yes" Obi-Wan said quietly. "I've noticed. But | ftill don't believe that looking back and questioning
decisions you made twenty yearsago is helpful or fair.”

"Once, for me, there were no questions, only answers,” Siri said. Asher mood altered, her brilliant
blue eyes shifted to navy. He had forgotten how that happened, how the color of her eyes could deepen
with her fedings. "I've changed. Now | question everything. I've seen too much, | fear too much of what
the galaxy isbecoming, " Sheturned her direct gaze to him. "Don't you ever look back and question what
you did about something? Wonder if there was something you could have done differently?*

"That isadangerous place for a Jedi to be," Obi-Wan said. "We do what we do, as Qui-Gon used
tosay."

"Qui-Gon lived in adifferent time," Siri said. Sheleaned her head back againgt the wall. “"When Ferus
was il with me, we went on amission to Quas Killam, out in the very edge of the Mid-Rim. Wewere
to oversee peace talks between two government factions who were trying to form a codlition. One side
wasacartd that controlled much of the planet's supply of trinium, aminera used in the manufacturing of
wespons systems. Very important, and it made many Killamsvery rich. We oversaw the talks, saw a
codition government formed. A very successful mission. But Ferus said to me, Something isn't right here.
The cartel made too many concessions. It's as though they know something we don't. And | said, What
can we do? Our missionisdone. Jedi do not interfere in planetary politics. And we have many placesto



go. I'm sure you've said the same to Anakin." Siri stopped. She sighed. "At the start of the Clone Wars,
the Trade Federation worked in aliance with the head of that cartel to take over the government f
QuasKillam. Now they own dl thefactories, dl the mines of trinium. The Killamswho werenot in the
cartedl — many of them werekilled. Many of them were forced to work in the factories.”

"I've heard this of QuasKillam," Obi-Wan said. "Are you saying you could have prevented it?'

"I don't know," Siri brooded. "But what if | had stayed?What if | had observed alittle more closdly,
wondered alittle more? We know the Separatists and Count Dooku plant seeds. They're willing to wait
yearsfor results. They were preparing for this, while we were going on peace missions. What if we had
listened better and did more years ago, when it would have had an impact?"

Obi-Wan shook hishead. "Sin, you are asking too much of yourself. Of usdl.”

"Y ou didn't answer my question,” Siri said.

"Quedtion?'

"Do you look back?'

Did helook back? Of course hedid, dl thetime. Mostly about Anakin. At atimethey should be
closest, they were further apart than ever. What could he have done differently? Had he turned hisface
away from what he did not want to see? Anakin was till his Padawan, but Obi-Wan was hardly his
Master. Anakin had gone to a place where Obi-Wan could not reach him. He had the sense of a
creature held in check by a harness that was long-worn. One of these days Anakin would bresk free ... a
thought that chilled Obi-Wan. But Obi-Wan chose to ignore those thoughts — out of friendship.

But he didn't want to tell Siri these things. What had she said, so many years ago? Wewill be

comrades. Not best friends. She was not available for confidences. If he poured out his heart to her,
wherewould he stop?

"I look back," he said, trying to find the words he wanted. "Buit | tell mysdlf that the galaxy will be
made safe with deeds, not regrets.”

For some reason, his answer saddened her. He could seeit in her eyes. "Yes," shesaid. "I hold onto
duty. That'sadways saved me."

She jumped to her feet. In aflash, her mood had changed and she was back to the purposeful Jedi
he knew best. " Speaking of which, we have twenty-four hours. We'd better get sarted.”

CHAPTER 25

With accessto Tay's records and a quick tour of the complex, the Jedi soon reached the conclusion
that it was not going to be easy to solve Taly's problem.

"All of hisemployeesarewd | paid," Anakin said. "They even own sharesin the company. It would
make no senseto throw it into disarray.”

"Not only that, without Taly the company will ceaseto be profitable,” Padmésaid. "Every



breakthrough and discovery has been his. There's no other inventor on hislevel on staff.”

"| agree— it makes no sense for someoneto try atakeover," Obi-Wan said.

"SoisTay just paranoid?' Siri asked. "He thinks his employees are out to get him, but they're loyd."

Obi-Wan shook hishead. "Tay may be paranoid, but he's fill sharp. | doubt he would invent aplot.
And hisinner officeisunder survelllance, according to our devicesaswell. So hedidn't invent that. But |
don't think someoneis attempting atakeover."

"But you just said hedidn't invent aplot,” Padme said.

"Thereis no takeover plot," Obi-Wan explained. "But thereisa spy. Someoneisout to stedl the
codebresker. And | think the Separatists are behind it.”

"Tay sad there's been no unobserved communication since the codebreaker was developed,” Siri
pointed out. "Weve gone over the comm monitoring system, and it's solid.”

"That's because we're thinking like Jedi," Obi-Wan said to Siri. "How do the Separatists think?
Someone very wise once said to methat they plant seeds. They're willing to wait yearsfor results.”
Obi-Wan pointed to the holofiles that filled the air around them. " All the employee records ook perfect
because they are meant to."

"Oneof themisamole" Sri said dowly, revolving to sare a al thefiles. " Someone planted here,
years ago, because someonein the Separatists knew that Tay was a brilliant innovator, and that
someday there would be something to stedl "

"So they don't want the company,” Padme said. " They want the codebreaker. Only they don't know
it'sacode-breaker. Not yet."

"It has to be someonein theinner circle. Someone hetrusts." Anakin said. "HelinaDow? Moro
Y'Arano? Dellard Tranc, the head of security?"

"I don't know," Obi-Wan said. "We don't have to know. All we haveto do is set the trap.”

They had something going for them. Because of Taly's expert foiling of the office surveillance, the
mole didn't know that Taly was aware of the bug. So they could plant information and set the trap.

They explained their planto Taly, and he agreed. Then they gathered in his office.

"I'm glad we were ableto cometo terms,” Tay said. "I think given the sensitive nature of the
codebreaker, it would be best to get it out of the complex as soon as possible.”

"We can leave tonight,” Obi-Wan said. "Can you arrange for security to be lifted?”
"l will handlethe security mysdlf,” Taly said. "I'll tell my staff after you leave that the codebreaker is

gone. Thisded ison aneed-to-know basis, and nobody needs to know but me that the codebreaker is
leaving until it'sgone. Here"



Tay handed the codebreaker to Obi-Wan. It was a black metal box the size of asmall suitcase. He
dipped it into acarrying case.

"When you open it, aholographic file will gppear that will explain the procedure for deployment,”
Tdy sad.

"WEell leave @ nightfal,” Siri said.

Night fell, and the Jedi and Padmé started on their walk to the hangar. Obi-Wan carried the
codebreaker. He felt confident, or at least as confident as he ever allowed himsdlf to fedl. Therewas
every chance that the mole would not redlize that the Jedi were waiting. And three Jedi against one
attacker would surdly prevail.

Padme, too, had grown quite handy with a blaster. Obi-Wan was aways happy to have her on his
sdein abattle. Funny, Obi-Wan thought, how he had dismissed her when they'd first met. She had been
S0 young, and posing as the queen's attendant, of course. He had seen her as someone he had to protect,
not the fierce, determined aly she eventually proved herself to be. It was Qui-Gon who had seen her
strength. Obi-Wan missed Qui-Gon with an acuteness that hadn't diminished in thelong years since his
death. Therewas till so much he wanted to learn from hisformer Master.

Anakin held up ahand. They could hear footsteps approaching. Helina Dow suddenly appeared
around the corner. She smiled as she came forward.

"Tay told me to make sure you were escorted to your ship. He wanted you to know that security has
been cleared for you."

Was this true? Obi-Wan doubted it. Still, he was surprised that Helina had turned out to be the spy.
She had been with Taly from the beginning. She had built the company with him. It seemed strange that
she would abandon dl that she had gained.

"Herewe are." Helina stopped in front of the entrance to the hangar. She bowed. "Have asafe
journey.”

Surprised, Obi-Wan hdf-turned to watch her go down the corridor. He raised an eyebrow at
Anakin, who shrugged — then tensed as the Jedi walked through the hangar door.

They found themsdlves not in the hangar, but asmall, windowless room. The door clanged shut
behind them.

"Shetricked us" Siri said. "We just walked through a holographic portd."

CHAPTER 26

Three lightsabers blazed to life. Within moments, they had cut ahole in the door. They rushed out
into the corridor.

It was completely different. Instead of a set of double doors on one side and a corridor leading off to



theright, there were doorways dl the way down the corridor. Taly stood at the end of the corridor,
gmiling.

"What'sgoing on?' Padme shouted a him.
"It'sahologram,” Anakin said, when Tay'simage didn't answer.

"HdinaDow did this" Siri said. "There must be holograms |l over this place. They usethem for
security.”

" She wants to confuse us," Obi-Wan said. "But how does she expect to get the codebreaker?”

"Maybe shejust wantsto prevent usfrom leaving with it,” Padme said.

"Well, it doesn't matter. We know who the spy is. Let'stell Tay." Obi-Wan opened his comlink to
contact Taly. Therewasno signd. " She must have blocked communication. This doesn't make sense.
What is she hoping to accomplish?!

"Obi-Wan, maybe you should check the codebreaker,” Padme said.

A certain dread settled insde Obi-Wan as he flipped open the box. No holographic file appeared.
He searched the database. No files were loaded.

"She switched it somehow," Siri said.

"Or Tdy did," Anakin observed.

Siri and Obi-Wan exchanged a glance. They knew Tay hadn't switched the codebreaker. They
believed in him, even after dl these years. They remembered the boy who had run into anest of piratesto
savetheir lives. They knew that boy ill lived in Taly.

"Weve got to get to the hangar,” Anakin said.

Thelow lighting made it harder to discern which of the doorways were holographic portas. It was
impossible to navigate what they remembered as the route to the hangar. The Jedi charged down the
hallway, Padmé trailing behind, letting them access the Force to discover which doors were holograms

and whichwerered.

At last they found the doors to the hangar and charged through. Helinawas ahead, racing to a
cruiser, the code-bresker swinging with the motion of her run.

Obi-Wan and Anakin legped at the sameinstant that Siri gave Helina a Force-push that sent her
gprawling. The codebreaker did away on the polished floor.

Obi-Wan and Anakin's boots thudded as they hit the ground near her head. She looked up at them,
wide-eyed. "It'sjust business,” shesaid. "Dont kill me."

"We're not going to kill you," Anakin said. "Who hired you?"

She shakily sat up, resting on her elbows. "Passel Argente hired meto get ajob herefive yearsago. |
was supposed to pass information aong when | could to the Separatists. If something big came up, | was



to ged it.”

"Do they know about the codebreaker?!

"They know I'm bringing them something big. That'sall. | can't send acommunication, so | send out a
code through one of Taly's business communications. It's to a supplier we've used for years, but Argente

arranged to have someone there pass adong the message to him.”

Suddenly blaster firelit the air and a smoke grenade exploded. Padmé dived to the floor, coughing.
Anakin started toward her. Obi-Wan groped his way toward the codebreaker.

Someone €l se was here. Someone was firing, peppering the ground with blaster fire so fast it had to
come from arepeating rifle.

The hangar bay doors were open, and the cool night air began to disperse the thick gray smoke. As
it cleared, Obi-Wan saw the glint of ared-and-black starfighter. Someone was leaning out. He saw an
arm sweep down and gather up the codebreaker.

He began to run, his eyestearing from the smoke. The being wore an armorweave tunic and trousers
aswdl asafull hdmet with abreath mask, but Obi-Wan recognized him ingtantly.

It was Magus.

Tay suddenly ran into the hangar. Magus turned and saw him. Obi-Wan could not read his
expression, but he sensed the satisfication Magusfelt as he aimed the repeating blaster even as he leaped
back into his speeder.

Obi-Wan made amidair legp, hislightsaber swinging, asthe intense fire ripped through the air.
Behind him hefelt Siri jump in front of Taly to protect him. Anakin blocked Padmé.

Magus turned and gave one more blast of fire. It hit Helinawhere she ill lay stunned on the
duracrete. She died instantly. Her usefulness to the Separatists was over, and she had become aliability.

Magustook off. Obi-Wan knew it was uselessto go after him. By the time he got to acruiser,
Maguswould be in the upper atmosphere.

He turned and walked toward Hdlina. He crouched next to her and dlowed himsdf amoment to
mourn theloss of alife,

"l can't believeit wasHdina," Tay said, hisvoice hollow.
"Magus got the codebreaker," Siri said.

Tay shook his head. "Hdinaonly thought she had it. We made two prototypes. She took one, but |
put abuginit. I'm the only one who knowswherethered oneis."

"Magusis no doubt taking it to the Separatists,” Siri said.

"We have to get the codebreaker to the Republic before the Separatists know the one they haveisa
fake," Obi-Wan said. "We have to monitor their broadcasts.”



"Bringittous,” Padmetold Tay, sounding like the queen she had once been.

"I haveit," Taly said, opening histunic to revea the codebresker strapped across hischest. "And I'm
coming with you. If Magusis after me again, | want your persona guarantee for my safety for the
duration of the Clone Wars. That's acondition of your purchase of the code-breaker."

Padme gave him a cool glance. "Y ou never stop negotiating, do you?'

"l just want what | want."

"Thisisyour last condition,” shetold him. "And you had better guarantee that thisbox isthered
codebreaker.”

Tay grinned, and the boy Obi-Wan had known was back. "Itis."

CHAPTER 27

They blasted off for the Azure Spaceport. The finest tech expertsin the Republic army were aready
there, waiting to receive the codebreaking device.

Obi-Wan spoke to Anakin. "l suggest you get somerest on the journey. And Padmé looks
exhausted. If you could persuade her that she needsrest, it would do her good.”

Anakin's gaze was opague.

| so rarely know what he isthinking anymore, Obi-Wan thought.
"Yes, Madter," Anakin said.

Heisdtill obedient, but it is as though he makes an effort to be so.

Obi-Wan watched as Anakin went over to speak quietly to Padmé. She nodded, and the two of
them left the cockpit.

That left Siri and Taly and Obi-Wan. Siri kept her eyes on the instruments, even though Obi-Wan
had plotted the course and there wasn't much for her to do. It dl felt so familiar, the three of themina
cockpit, heading away from danger and most likely into more of it.

"Tdl me something, Tay," Obi-Wan said, spinning around in hischair to face him. "Passdl Argente
placed HelinaDow in your employ. She bided her time, but Argente dways meant to destroy you. Why
areyou dill protecting him?”

"Protecting him?'

"He hired those bounty hunters and you never told the Senate."

"It was my last bargaining chip.”

"But he hired Magus, and Maguskilled your parents.”



"Magusdid that for revenge. | didn't blame Argente for their deaths. | blame Magus." Tay'sface
grew hard.

"Sowhy didn't you tell?

"I knew | would haveto start over,” Taly said. "I knew | needed a patron. | waited until | was older,
and then | approached him when | was ready to take back my name and start my company. Who do you
think gave memy firg businessloan?'

Obi-Wan shook his head ruefully. Qui-Gon had been right. Taly had known al aong, and he had
used that information. It must have taken an enormous amount of nerve to contact Passdl Argente and
demand hush money.

"l used Argente, but | never trusted him. He ended up coming at meinaway | didn't expect. But if |
went to the Senate today and told some committee about a twenty-year-old plot, they'd laugh me out of
the chambers. They have enough problems. Everything has changed, hasn't it? My best revenge on
Argente now isto help you win the Clone Wars."

"Well, that's one thing we should be grateful for, at least,” Siri said. She seemed more amused than
irritated by Taly.

Tay approached her. "I have something for you." He held out his hand. Siri'sold warming crystal lay
in hispam, the cool deep blue of the crysta glowing dightly.

Shetook it wonderingly. "But how —"

"I went back to Settlement Five and bought it back from the same vendor you sold it to,” he said. "I
tracked him down. | always wanted to giveit to you someday."

"Thank you, Tay," Siri said. She closed her fingersover it. A flush of pleasurelit her face.

"You think | don't remember," he said to both of them. "I remember how you fought for me. |
remember everything."

Hewalked out of the cockpit. Obi-Wan gave aquick glanceat Siri.
And you, Siri — do you remember everything?

Shewas keeping her face from him. They had buried thisfor so long. But how could they keep
forgetting, when the reminders were so red ?

"| promised you once never to remind you," Obi-Wan said.

"It's not you who isreminding me, though, isit?" A smiletouched Siri'slips. "So much time has

"And solittle”

"And weve changed so much.”



"Yes. You're more beautiful.” The wordsleft Obi-Wan before he could stop them. "And smarter,
and stronger.”

"Andyou," Siri said, "you've grown sadder.”

"You can see that?"

"Forgivemeif | till think | know you better than anybody ese."

"Youdo."

"l don't regret our decison,” Siri said. "1 wouldn't want to go back and changeit. Would you?'

"No," Obi-Wan said. "It wastheright one. But . . ."

"Yes" Siri said. "It doesn't prevent you from regrets, doesit? Regrets you can live with. It took me
awhile, but | redlized that Y oda and Qui-Gon wereright. | would have regretted leaving the Jedi Order

every day of my life. And that isnot alife | would want to live. I'velived thelife | wanted to live."

"I'm glad.” Obi-Wan fdt the same. But wasit that Smplefor him? He wasn't sure. Somehow, on this
trip, he was fully understanding, for thefirst time, how many regrets he did have. And secrets.

"What | regret,” he said, "was not so much the decision we made, but what happened to us
afterward. When we made the decision to part, it made our friendship become something else.
Something that couldn't be quite as close asit should have been.”

"Comrades, not best friends," Siri said.

He nodded. His other deep friendships— with Garen and Bant — were different. With them, hefelt
no barriers. With Siri, there was always a barrier. He did not think of it or spesk of it, but it was dways
there. He wished it hadn't been. In some way he couldn't quite define, he fdlt like he had lost her twice.

"Wl it'snot too late, isit?' Siri asked. "It took us dmost twenty yearsto talk to each other about
the past. Maybe now we can be the friends we were meant to be. | would like that. I'm tired of pushing

away the past.”
"Bedt friends, then."

Siri amiled, and the yearsfdl away. Obi-Wan fdt it then, the pain in his heart he had put away with
hismemories. It wasasvivid as Siri'sgrin.

"Best friends," she agreed.

CHAPTER 28

"You'regoing to tell meto livein the present moment,” Padme said to Anakin. "But | can't helpit.
We have the codebreaker. We have a chance now to end it al, areal chance.”

They werein her stateroom, the one they had insisted on giving Padme, the largest and most



comfortable. She of course had tried to refuse. She could deep in the cargo hold, or in achair, she didn't
care. They knew thiswastrue, but something about Padme made beings want to giveto her.

He wanted to give her everything, but of course, she would not want it. Navigating his marriage with
Padme was like sumbling through a dark room sometimes, Anakin thought. He had believed on their
wedding day that love would see them through any difficulty. What they felt was so huge that it would
crash through every barrier.

He gtill believed that with dl his heart. But he had not imagined, on the day of hiswedding, that some
of those barrierswould lie within hiswife hersdf. He did not think that he wouldn't be ableto talk her out
of putting hersdlf in danger. He had secretly hoped that, in time, she would resign her Senate seat. Asthe
warswent on, she would see how ridiculousit wasto try to talk planets out of something that would
bring them more power or more weslth.

Now he saw how naive he'd been. She would never quit the Senate. She would keep talking about
justice with the last breath in her body. She believed that words mattered.

He accepted that. He was even proud of her reputation as a sharp-tongued orator. In the Senate,
held together somehow by the strength of Palpatine, she had made enemies. Hefeared for her. It wasa
nameless dread that sometimes could clutch him by the throat and drive the air from hislungs.

"Werenot at Azureyet," he said. "And it won't he long before the Separatists come after us. Did you
see how Magus targeted Taly? Now they know that Taly has contacted us, and that means he cannot be
dlowed tolive. If hethrows his knowledge on the sde of the Republic, they'll do anything to stop him.
Hislifeisnot safe until the Clone Warsare over.”

"I didn't think of that,” Padmé said. "Of coursethat istrue.”

"The Jedi must remain on Azure to ensure that the Republic experts can deploy the codebreaker.
Then we must accompany the expertsto another safe location. At least in the beginning, we're going to
have to keep moving. That'swhy you must return immediately to Coruscant with Tay."

Her expression turned flinty. "That sounds like another order.”

"No. It isanecessary step to protect you and Taly, and you know it. And it isarequest,” he sad,
softening hisvoice. He was relieved when he saw her dowly nod.

“All right."

"Padmé." He reached out for her hand. He needed the reassurance he felt when he touched her.
"Your job liesin the Senate. My job liesisin thefidd. Until thesewars are over, that isthe way it must
mll

"| hate these separations.”

"No morethan|."

"Wechosethislife"" shesad. "Butit'sso hardto liveit."

"It'sworth it, to know that you're mine. But if anything happened to you, | don't know how | could
aurviveit. | can't. .. | can't loseyou.”



"| fed the same.”

She stood, her coal fingers diding out from between his. She began to pace. "But the secrecy is
tearing me apart. I'm dways afraid I'll betray uswith alook or aword. Sometimes| wonder . . ."

"What?" he asked. If she hadn't been so agitated, she would have recognized thetonein hisvoice, a
waning.

She whirled to face him. "Did we do the right thing? Not in loving each other — we couldn't help that
— but in marrying? I've put awedge between you and the Jedi."

"No, you haven't."

"But your first loyaty isto me," Padmé said. "That makes your path confused. | know enough about
the Jedi to know how wrong that is."

"It isthey who arewrong." Anakiningsted. "l am strong enough to do both, and they can't seeit.”

The comm unit crackled, and they sprang apart ingtinctively. They heard Obi-Wan'svoice. "Anakin,
are you there? Come to the cockpit immediately.”

They hurried down the corridor into the cockpit. Taly was standing with the codebreaker. There was
amixture of awe and trepidation on Obi-Wan'sface.

"It works," Obi-Wan said. "We've been listening to coded Separatist communications. It realy
works."

"There'stoo much space interference here,” Tay said. "We have to get to the spaceport. Clearing
devices can be used with it But we were able to hear something.”

"What did you hear?" Anakin asked.

"They are moving ships and troops," Obi-Wan said. "A massive battleis planned. But we can't seem
to pinpoint the location. Origindly, it seemed to be planned for Nativum, which we suspected. But that
changed to anew target recently.”

"If wefind out in time, we could score agreet victory,” Padmé said.

Obi-Wan nodded. "We could destroy most of their fleet.”

Padme gripped the console. "If Generd Grievousiswith it, we could win thewar," she said.

CHAPTER 29

Azurewas atiny planet with no strategic importance. It was ablue dot in avast expanse of space. It
stood aone, not part of a system, and had no satellites. It boasted a spaceport that took up a good
portion of itsland. A convenient way station for those traveling through the Mid-Rim, but not adraw in
itself. It had no indusiry, no mineras, and no grest wedlth.



In other words, it had no reason to exist in the minds of the Separatists, and made a perfect secret
base for the Republic, one of many in the galaxy.

They landed without incident. It seemed impossible that they had come so far, had made the journey
without trouble. The crucia piece of equipment that could turn the tide of the war was now in Republic
hands.

Tay handed it over to the tech experts with regret on hisface. "It ismy greatest invention,” he said.
"Now | must lead thelife of afugitive.”

The clugter of tech experts hurriedly transported the codebreaker off to the command post. They
werefollowed closaly by Generd Solomaha. Recently promoted to the pogt, the L utrillian could hardly
contain his satisfaction at having the codebreaker arrive a his base. He had assured the Jedi that the
name of Azurewould live on in the chronicles of thewar.

"Thisisthe day thewar will bewon,” he said, the large furrows in his head degpening.

Anakin didn't approve of such talk. The war had not been won yet. Even if they found out where the
Separatist fleet was heading, it remained to be seen whether they could get enough Republic ships
organized for a surprise attack.

Still, it was hard to concentrate on the matters at hand when Padmé was leaving. He had tried to
contrive away to say good-byeto her aone, but it would attract too much suspicion. They would have
to bid farewell to each other in public. He hated that. She told him with her eyesthat she hated it, too.

"Good-bye, Senator Amidala,” Obi-Wan said, bowing. "Have a safe journey, and may the Force be
withyou."

He stood there, not moving, waiting for Anakin to say good-bye. Anakin swallowed his resentment.
It wasn't his Magter's fault that he did not give him privacy.

Anakin bowed. When helifted his head, he told her with his gaze how much he would miss her. "Safe
journey, Senator. I'm sure well meet again soon.”

"I'm surewe shall." Soon, she mouthed to him.

"Taly, you have done agreat serviceto the galaxy,” Obi-Wan said.

"Weare grateful," Siri said.

"I hopethewar endsquickly," Tay sad. "Even though it'sgood for business”

His eyestwinkled when he said it. Was heredly as cynicd as he gppeared? Anakin didn't think so.

Under the cover of her robes, Padmé placed her hand in Anakin's, squeezed it for amoment, then
dropped it. The touch was so quick that he barely had timeto register it.

She had mentioned regrets. He had never had a chance to ask her what she meant. Now she was
going and he didn't know when held see her again.



Padmé walked up the ramp of the cruiser. General Solomaha could not spare apilot so Padme
would guide the ship to Coruscant, with afew clone troopers accompanying her for protection. She sat
close to the windscreen so that she could see Anakin. She didn't lift ahand or smile but she kept her gaze
on hisas she fired the engines. Then the silver ship lifted and streaked into the sky.

Anakin kept hiseyeson it. Wasthis hisfate, he wondered, to know that something was his, but yet
never be ableto truly possessit?

He heard the stamp of boots behind him, but he didn't turn. He wanted to watch the silver ship.

"We have aproblem,” Generd Solomahal’s voice boomed out.

Anakin turned rdluctantly.

"There was atracer imbedded in the codebresaker,” Generd Solomahd said.

"HelinaDow," Siri said. " She must have put them in both prototypes.”

"So the Separtists might know it's here on Azure," Obi-Wan said.

"I think that'safair assumption,” General Solomahal said. " The reason you could not pinpoint the site
of the Separatist attack was because there was not yet atarget. Not then. They were waiting to see

where the codebreaker would end up." The Genera paused. "Thetarget is here. The Separatist fleet is
heading to Azure spaceport.”

CHAPTER 30

The Jedi rushed to the command center. Countermeasures had aready been ordered. Every
available ship in the Republic flegt was streaming toward Azure.

But they were hours away.
"How many battle cruisers do you have in the spaceport?’ Anakin asked the generd.

"Not enough,” hesaid grimly. "A smdll fleet. Here." He called up the list on the datascreen. Anakin
leaned over to study the specifications.

"Let'sdividethefleet into two divisions,” Anakin decided crisply. "Hold off the second for spaceport
defense. I'll lead thefirgt to try to draw off some of the Separatist fleet. Our strongest chanceisto keep
them busy until the bulk of the Republic shipsarrive. I'll need your best pilots.”

The generd blinked his heavy-lidded eyes at Anakin, asif he needed timeto processthat a
commander was giving ordersto the genera in charge. Luckily, Generd Solomaha was apractica sort,
asoldier who did not care where the best tactical ideas came from, aslong asthey came.

"Lieutenant Banno," Genera Solomahal said, turning to atall Bothan at hissde. "Take Jedi
Commander Skywalker to the fleet. HEll bein charge.”

The lieutenant nodded. Anakin started away, but Obi-Wan put ahand on hisarm. "Anakin, take



care. May the Force be with you."

Anakin nodded, but Obi-Wan could see that his mind was aready moving on to the battle ahead.
They could have no better air commander than Anakin for this battle.

The lieutenant and Anakin hurried off. Obi-Wan and Siri turned to thelarge, circular monitor in the
center of the command room. The Separatist fleet was close enough now to be tracked.

Obi-Wan could seeingtantly by the size of the fleet that the spaceport was extremely vulnerable. Siri
frowned at the monitor.

"Here," she said, grabbing alaser pointer. "And here. That'swherethey are vulnerable. If Anakin can
get to therear —"

Obi-Wan nodded. "We don't have to defeat them. We just have to dow them down.”

"They don't know that we have the codebreaker working, so it's possible they're expecting to launch
asurprise attack,” Siri said. "That could be an advantage for us. Do you see thissmdl cloud nebula? If
Anakin could get hisshipsto lurk there until the last possible second, when the fleet has already passed
him..."

Ohbi-Wan was dready pushing the comm button. He quickly gave Anakin the coordinates of the
nebula. "Do you seeit?"

"I've got it. Theres quite abit of atmospheric disturbance withinit,” Anakin said. "1 might lose
communication cgpability temporarily.”

"Well havetorisk it. Then if you could manage to sneak down the side flank to the rear — that's
wherethe big gunnersare.”

"Gotit"
They watched asthe blip that was Anakin's ship ped off, followed by the rest of the small fleet.

Obi-Wan turned to General Solomahd. "Y ou'll have to time the countermeasure artillery attack to
when Anakin attacks the rear. There will be confusion then. I'd try to hit the lead ship.”

He nodded. Hisface was grim. "We will do our best, Commander.”

"They are approaching the outer atmaosphere of Azure airspace,” Siri said. "There are some civilian
ships heading into deep space . . ." Suddenly one blip flared and disappeared. "They'refiring on civilian

shipd”
A sinking feding hit Obi-Wan. "Where are Padmé and Tay? Are they out of range?'
Siri went pde. "They're on the fleet'sright flank.”

Obi-Wan reached for his comlink, but suddenly Padme's voicefilled theair. "Comein, Generd.
They'refiringonus. . .. We cant hold the ship. . . ."

"Evacuatel" Obi-Wan shouted &t her.



"Anakin!" Padmé shouted.
The blip that was Padmé's ship flared and disappeared.

"It'sgone,” Siri said. "Padmes gone.”

CHAPTER 31

"No," Obi-Wan said. "They got to an escape pod. Look." He pointed to the monitor. A tiny pulse
was moving. It could have been space debris, but Obi-Wan knew it was Padme. He could fed it.

"She's going to land outside the spaceport. We have to help them,” Siri said.

"There are safighters fueled and waiting in the hangar,” the genera said. "We dtill havethe
codebreaker working on communications. Kegp your comm open and I'll feed you information.”

They ran to the hangar and legped into the two starfighters at the head of the line. Nearby pilots were
rushing to their ships. Anakin had burst out of the nebulaand hit the fleet in the rear with hissmdll
squadron. The battle had begun.

Obi-Wan and Siri took off, flying in formation.

"I'verecaived adigtress cal from the planet's surface,” Generd Solomahal said, giving them the
coordinates. "It's out where the survival systemsfor the planet are based — the water conduits, the fuel
tanks, the fusion generators. Watch your flank — thefleet is planning to turn at eighty degrees.”

Obi-Wan and Siri executed adiving turn to avoid the fleet. Obi-Wan could hear the chatter of the
pilots on the comm. Anakin was flying brilliantly, taking chancesthat the pilots could not quite believe and
ingpiring them to try smilar fegts.

By the end of the Clone Wars, hell be alegend, Obi-Wan thought.

Theair around the ship suddenly lit up. Obi-Wan felt the thud of cannonfire.

"Onyour left!™ Siri shouted.

He turned and went into ascreaming dive. Siri followed.

"Two garfighters have been ordered to break off and follow you," Generd Solomaha barked. "They
are ordered to shoot you down." He quickly told Obi-Wan and Siri the angle of attack.

They were able to turn at the last minute and surprise their attackers. Laser cannonfire boomed, and
the shipswent into spiraling, smoking ruin.

Obi-Wan and Siri pedled off and continued toward their god. From thisangle, they were far enough
away to get aclear look at the battle.

His heart sank. He believed in Anakin. He believed in the strength and will of the Republic pilots. But



he knew the exact timeit would take for the rest of the Republic fleet to arrive. The battle was aready
logt.

His heart heavy, he contacted General Solomahd. "Generd, | suggest you give the codebresker to
your best pilot and get it off the spaceport now. We haveto risk it. We can't have the codebreaker fall
into Separatist hands."

"Areyou insane, Genera Kenobi?' The generd's voice boomed out. "That's our only hedge against
disagter!”

"| agree with Commander Kenobi," Siri said. "It'svital that the codebresker remain safe. We can see

clearly from up here. Ultimately, we cannot win this battle. | also suggest that you stand by to evacuate
the base. We need to save as many Republic soldiers and ships aswe can.”

"It'salittle early for surrender.”

"| agree. There are till blowsthat can be struck. But it'sinevitable," Obi-Wan said. "We need to cut
our losses."

"Y ou aretoo cautious, Commander Kenobi. | think we can win this."
"Commander, we can see things better up here,” Siri said.

"l have amonitor here, too, Commander Tachi. And | don't have time for this argument. Save your
Senator and your scientist and come back to fight.”

Cannonfire blasted, and the controls shook in Obi-Wan's hands. He and Siri had blundered into the
center of a battle between Republic starships and an attack ship they were peppering with fire and trying
to disable. Obi-Wan saw cannonfirerip into his hull. Smoke poured from Siri's fighter. Quickly, they
zoomed up and around the battle. When they were through the worst of thefire, they returned to their
course and dived down to the planet's surface.

Obi-Wan heard his comm unit crackling. He must have sustained some damage to the circuitry when
the ship was hit.

They saw the escape pod resting in an industrial area. Padme had guided it to a safe landing between
gigantic fud tanks. Obi-Wan let out alow whistle as he landed gingerly next to her. It must have taken
nerves of sted to navigate between those tanks. Escape pods weren't known for their maneuverability.

Siri landed close by and they hurried over to Padmé, who was holding a blaster rifle casudly at her
side. Her clone trooper escort must have landed el sewhere, but the pod had had enough room for Taly
tojoin her.

"Happy to seeyou," she said, though her face betrayed her. She was disappointed, too. She'd been
hoping for something, Obi-Wan thought. The answer sprang ingtantly to mind. Anakin.

"Anakinisin command of the air battle at the moment," hetold her.
She amiled briefly. "How closeisthe Republic fleet?"

"Still hoursaway,” Siri said.



"Even acodebresker can't save thisbattle, canit?' Taly guessed shrewdly.

Obi-Wan decided not to answer the question. No matter what his doubts, he wouldn't want to voice
them except to the commanding generd.

But Padmé, too, was too shrewd not to see. She glanced up at the sky. "We should get the
codebreaker off planet.”

"Let'sescort you and Tay to safety firgt,” Siri said. "I think one of us should pilot you out of here."

"We can return to the command post,” Padmé suggested.

Obi-Wan shook his head. "Not safe. Well have to get you through enemy lines and to the nearest
safe port." But which of them would do it? He looked over at Siri. They both wanted to stay to fight the
battle, but she knew that it would be harder for him to leave his Padawan.

Hefdt the dark side surge then, awarning so clear he heard it like ashout. A starfighter was
stresking toward them. Obi-Wan recognized the red-and-silver starfighter of Magus. He was surrounded
by fivedroid tri-fighters.

"Take cover!" Obi-Wan yelled.

Thelaser cannons tore up the ground as they scattered. "We can't hide behind fuel tanks," Siri said.
"That's madness. Well get blown up.”

Magus camein for another assault. Thefire hit the fuel tank, and it exploded in awhoosh that sent
them flying through the air. The air waslike aflaming wall that hit Obi-Wan like an obstacle. He felt
himsdf fdling, and it waslikefaling through purefire.

They landed, bruised and shaken, but unhurt. Magus and the tri-fighters zoomed out and turned,
heading for another strike.

"I think it'stime we got out of here," Obi-Wan said.

CHAPTER 32

Siri and Padme were closest to Siri's ship. They began to run through the thick black smoke and
burning fires. Obi-Wan grabbed Tay and hustled him toward his own ship.

Thistime Magus bypassed Siri and Padme, coming straight for Taly.

Obi-Wan noticed that aworker had left his servotool kit close by. He reached out ahand — a
fusioncutter flew through the air toward him. It was alarge one with abig tank, built for specia jobs. He
grabbed it and timed his response. At the last possible second, he activated the fusioncutter and flung it
directly into the spilled fuel. Thefud ignited and the flame shot up just as Magus dived to strafe them

again.

Magus had to climb to avoid the fire, and the smoke was good cover. Obi-Wan and Taly leaped into



the ARC 170 starfighter and took off after Siri.
"He's after you,” Obi-Wan said.
"Nokidding," Tay answered.
Siri flew closer and made agesture, her hand at her throat. Obi-Wan did the same.
"What does that mean?"'
"Our comm units are out,” Obi-Wan said. "They were damaged. We're on our own."
"More good news."
Siri signaled. Obi-Wan nodded.

"Y ou two speak the same language without even talking,” Taly said. "Not much has changed. What's
the plan?'

"We're going to try to get the two of you out of harm'sway, then return for the end of the battle,”
Obi-Wan said.

"The end of the battle? Considering that you're going to lose, that doesn't sound like such awise
idea"

"I can't leave my Padawan. Hang on."

They zoomed upward. But Magus was on their tail with hisfive fighters, keeping up a steady barrage
of firepower. The starship shook. Siri dived under Magus and shat, clipping him just afraction. He
zoomed off.

They played cat-and-mouse games. Every timethey got ahead, he found them. Siri destroyed one of
thetrifighters, and Obi-Wan scored adirect hit on another. Then, working in tandem, they squeezed two
between them and blasted them into space debris.

Magus must have contacted the Separatist fleet for help, for two large attack missiles suddenly
peded off from the battle above and began to descend.

"Thisdoesn't look good," Taly said.
No. It wasn't good.

Obi-Wan raced his craft toward Siri. When hewasin her sightline, he indicated with his chin what he
thought they should do. She nodded. He felt the connection surge between them. Thiswas more than the
Force. It was part of the Force, but it was part of them, part of the understanding that flashed between
them so freely now. All barriers down, they had locked onto each other's every thought now.

They were over the deep trenches of the electrical conduits, where power flowed from the two
gigantic fusion furnaces that supplied the energy to the spaceport. Siri dipped into the trench, and
Obi-Wan followed. At least they were in aplace where the large attack missiles could not follow. And if
they were lucky, they could escape Magus in the maze.



The battlewas|ogt. Anakin could seethat. As much as he believed in his abilities, asmuch as he
believed in the pilots around him, he could see that they were meeting an overwheming force, and
according to Generd Solomahal, Republic reinforcements were sill an hour away.

At first hed ft hopeful. The information the general was able to give the pilots gave them an edge
they were able to exploit. They had taken down one starfighter after another and had managed to cripple
alanding ship. But they could not fight this huge fleet.

He had lost track of Obi-Wan and Siri. But at |east Padme was safe.

.-« - Sausreport,” came over the comm. "Report in, Leader One."

His comm unit sounded fuzzy. Another thing going wrong. "'Five more starfighters down, "Anakin
sad. "I'm trying to dow down the second landing ship. None of our shipslost on thisend.”

"Two of our defense starfighters down, plusthe three civilian ships and the Republic cruiser . . "
Theinterference made the words comein and out.

"What?' Anakin barked. "What Republic cruiser?' "Senator Amidaa... Under fire. . . Digtress. . ."
"Repeat,” Anakin said desperately. "Repeat. Survivors?' "No survivors. . "

Anakin felt the galaxy collapse. He could not see or think or fed.
"Jedi went in search . . . Possible. . . escape pod sighting . . ."

Anakin went into adive that nearly plastered him to the ceiling. He would find her. Shewould be
dive. Shehad to be.

Obi-Wan wished that Anakin were flying this ship. He needed Anakin's nerves, his split-second
timing, hisinginctive knowledge of exactly how far to push acraft.

The attack ships hovered overhead. Thelast of the droid tri-fighters had crashed into awall and
flamed out.

But Magus was on their tails, keeping up steady fire. The trench was narrow, and opened wider and
narrowed again.

Huge pipes and conduits presented barriers that had to be snaked around or dived under.

Up ahead, Siri suddenly dowed her speed. He shot ahead but she didn't follow. She flew up, dmost
to the edge of the trench.

Siri, what are you doing? Whatever it is, Obi-Wan thought with a sudden, sharp pain, don't do it!



"Siri, dont doit," Padmé said. "Theres ill achance—"

"Thisisour chance. Can you hold it steady?' Padme nodded.

"When | tell you to cut back, cut back.”

“Youll fal —'

Siri grinned. "No, | won't. I'll jump.”

n NO _II

But Siri was aready opening the hatch and climbing out. Thiswas amodd that had room for an
astromech droid, if the pilot wanted. The space was empty. She felt the wind whip through her hair. She
saw Obi-Wan's ship in the near distance. No doubt he was wondering what she was up to.

She knew thiswas crazy, but it just might work.

Magus dove through the last of aseries of pipes. She could see the exact moment when heredlized
sheld cut her speed. He cut his, too, to avoid running into her. He didn't want to get ahead of her. That
would make him vulnerable to her fire.

"Cut your speed!” Siri yelled, and shefdt the ship dow and come close to stopping.

Magus shot underneath and dowed again, not wanting to get ahead of the Jedi ship. Summoning the
Force, Siri legped.

The sarfighters had dowed, but they were still moving. Jumping from one to another was not easy.
To say theleast. Siri used the Force to dow her perception of time. She had never felt sointunewithiit.
She felt her body turning, but it was turning just as she wanted it to, not propelled by the speed of her
descent or the turbulent air, but moving exactly so.

She hit the ship. Her knees buckled and her hands dapped againgt the top of the hull. Thefdl had
knocked thewind out of her and for amoment all she could do wastry to hold on. She clamped acable
from her belt to the ship.

He ill didn't know shewasthere. She waslight enough and he was moving fast enough, firing at
Padmé now, who had immediately increased speed. He did not hear or fed her.

Timeto let him know he had an extra passenger.
She activated her lightsaber and began to cut through the top of the starfighter.
It lurched violently to the l€ft.

Siri grimaced as she held on with one hand. Magus knew she was here.

Obi-Wan redized too late that this trench was a dead end. He should have taken one of the



branches, but he was distracted at the sight of Siri on top of a starfighter. She had to be crazy. What she
was doing wasimpossible. But shewas doing it.

Hewould haveto pull up in afew short minutes. The attack cruisers were waiting to blow him out of
the sky. He would have to double back somehow. There was barely enough room to maneuver, let done
turn around.

Behind him, Magus was flying erratically, zooming from one edge of the trench to the other, trying to
knock Siri off. Obi-Wan couldn't believe how she was managing to continue to cut through the ship's
shdll as she was dammed repeatedly against the metal.

He had to do something.

"Any ideas?' Tay asked.

"Yes. Hang on," Obi-Wan said as he flipped the ship upside down.

It was a maneuver hed seen Anakin do, fly backward and upside down. Though | wouldn't
recommend it, Anakin had said with agrin.

Obi-Wan headed straight for Magus. Padme zoomed out of hisway, then up out of the trench for a
moment. Evading fire, she managed to zoom past Magus and start back aong the trench, marking time.
Good move, Padmé.

Obi-Wan did some quick calculations. His fingers flew on the wegpons-system control board. It was
hard to fly at the sametime.

"What are you doing?' Taly asked.

"Disarming aconcusson missle by haf."

"Let medoit." Tay worked over the keyboard, fingersflying. "Done."

Obi-Wan dowed his speed. He didn't want to get too close — he had to be far enough away, past
the top end of the misslesrange, so that he didn't severely damage the ship. All he needed was shock
waves. That, and Siri's command of the Force to know what was coming before Magus did.

Hefired. The concussion missile flew and exploded.

The shock wavejolted Siri, but she recovered quickly.

Magus went flying. Obi-Wan saw him bounce out of the seat. At that ingtant, Siri dropped through
the hole she had cregted.

The ship was careening crazily now. Siri wasfighting for control. Obi-Wan reversed again. He
thought he saw adark shape move across the cockpit.

"They'refighting,” Tay said.

The ship listed to one side. It spun out of control and clipped a gigantic pipe. Smoke began to pour
out of the exhausts.



"Thehydraulicsarefaling,” Tdy sad anxioudy.

Obi-Wan began to follow the route of the dying ship. He pushed the engines, but he watched in
horror asthe ship crashed into the trench. Sparks as big asfirebdlsflew inthe air asit bounced against
onewadll, then another, then smashed into the side and stopped. Something flew out of the hole on the
top, bounced and lay ill. Magus.

Obi-Wan screamed down to the trench bottom. He activated the cockpit cover and leaped out.
Magus was unmoving but he wasn't dead. Obi-Wan scrambled on top of the cruiser and dropped inside.

Wasit now, or wasit twenty years ago?
Shelay on thefloor of the cockpit in a crashed ship. Her blond head was pillowed in her arms.
Helanded on hiskneesby her side.

He touched her hair. He could not bear to touch the pulse on her neck. He could not bear not to fedl
lifethere. "Siri."

"Blagterfire" She groaned as sheturned dightly so she could look up a him. "Magus."

Obi-Wan glanced out of the cockpit window where Padmé now stood, holding therifle at the
unconscious Magus. She was taking no chances. Tay stood next to her, ablaster in hishand, also
pointed at Magus. Obi-Wan could see something working in Taly'sface, atemptation to fire. He had, at
hisfeet, the being who had killed his parents.

Above, in the sky, he saw Anakin diving around the attack cruisers, pummeling them with fire.

"Padme has him covered. We're safe for the moment.”

"Everythingissogray."

"That was such arisky move," Obi-Wan said.

"It worked, didn'tit?"

Hisrelief at her sharp tone was erased when she winced, and he saw shewasin gresat pain.

"I'll get thebacta. . ."

"Don't leave me." Siri'shand dropped on his. "'l wanted to say —"

"Siri, | must get the med kit —"

"For star's sake, Obi-Wan, I'm dying. Do you have to interrupt me now?"

Tears gorang to hiseyes. "Y ou're not dying.”

Her fingers plucked at her belt. "I can't. .. Getit for me."



Get what? he dmost asked, but then he knew. He dipped her crystal out of her belt and pressed it
into her hand.

"No...yours" Sheletit fal into hispam. "Now | will never leave you."
"You will never leave me," he repeated.

Shetouched his cheek, and her hand fell. "Don't worry so much,” she said.
Her eyes closed, and she was gone.

Helay his head on the cockpit floor and held her hand. He did not know, at that moment, what living
wasfor, if hehad to carry thispain.

Anakin had been out of his mind with the frenzy to find her. He had attacked the ships again and
again, determined to dip through.

When he saw that a ship had crashed, he had thought Padmé was dead, and his heart had become a
fist. Revenge was dl he wanted.

And then as he swooped down he had seen her, blaster rifle in her hand, her face turned up toward
him. He held her to him only seconds |l ater.

"I'm afraid for Siri," shewhispered.

Obi-Wan climbed out of the ruined ship. He came toward them. Something in hisface, hiswak was
different.

"She hasjoined the Force." He spoke the words to them, but he was looking down a Magus. The
bounty hunter was beginning to tir. Taly gripped the blaster tighter. Anakin saw strain and anguishin his
face.

He wantsto shoot, Anakin thought.

For thefirst time since hed known Obi-Wan Kenobi, Anakin was afraid for his Master. He saw the
way helooked at Magus. His eyes were dead, asif now there was nothing at hisfeet, not aliving being,
just clothes and hair and skin.

Obi-Wan activated hislightsaber.

Padmé looked at Anakin, her eyeswide. Say something, her face pleaded. Stop him.

Anakin recognized that there was something here he could not stop.

Tay's breath caught. He did not take his eyes off Obi-Wan.

Obi-Wan crouched down and held the glowing lightsaber to Magus's neck. He locked eyeswith
Magus. Anakin saw theflare of fear in the bounty hunter's eyes.



"Y ou kill without thought or fedling,” Obi-Wan said. "But | am not you."
He stood.

"Take him aboard,” Obi-Wan said. "Heisnow aprisoner of war."

CHAPTER 33

The codebreaker waslost in the Battle of Azure Spaceport. The fusion furnace blew, an explosion
that came closeto leveling the spaceport itself. The smoke that rose served as cover for the evacuation of
Republic ships. Generad Solomaha was captured with the codebreaker as he attempted to escape withiit.
Heblew it up ingtead of handing it over. Two days later, he managed to escape and was given another
command.

The Separatist forces bombed Taly's [aboratory. All his notes and documents were lost. It could take
him yearsto reinvent what he had discovered ... if he could reproduceit at dl. In the meantime, hewas
taken in secrecy and transported to a Republic outpost.

On Coruscant, Anakin and Padme met before dawn in her apartment on her veranda. It wastheir
favorite time to meet, under cover of darkness, but with the beginnings of morning freshnessintheair.
Evenin the darkest of times, it made them fed hopeful.

"l am being sent away again," hetold her. "Obi-Wan and | leave thismorning.”
"Thereisavote | must attend thismorning,” Padmé said. " So we must say good-bye here.”
"A voteis o important?'

"They are dl important now. Senator Organa needs my support.”

Anakin made an impatient gesture, but he did not want to fight. He was till struck with the horror of
amost losing her. But he did not understand these Senate votes, usdess during atime of war when only
battles won mattered.

"I will wait for you to return,” Padme said. "l will wait aslong as| mugt.”

Anakin's eyeslifted to the Jedi Temple. What did they know, Y oda and Obi-Wan and Mace, of
this? Of this moment of agony, being torn from hiswife. He fought for them and aongside them, but they
no longer had his heart. They no longer understood him.

He had thought for amoment on Azure that Obi-Wan had loved Sri. He thought held seeniitin his
Master's eyes after she had died. But Obi-Wan had stood over the man who had killed her and spared
him. If he had loved Siri, could he have done that? Of course, it was what a Jedi should do. But the way
Obi-Wan had spoken had been so measured. With atemperament like that, it wasimpossibleto love,
Anakin was sure.

With Padme, he had passion, and he was whole. The stars began to disappear above, and athin line
of orange indicated the sun was beginning to rise. They would lose the cover of darkness. They would
once again be Jedi and Senator.



Hewould once again be split in two.

For severd nights now, Obi-Wan had not been able to deep. He lay on his deep couch. He closed
his eyes. He hoped to dream. He could not.

So hewaked. Through the Temple, the glow lights afaint blue. He did not seek the placesthat
reminded him of Siri. He couldn't do that, not yet.

Oddly, he thought of Qui-Gon on these walks. He remembered, as he had not remembered in years,
how he had known that Qui-Gon had walked the Temple hals at night. He had taken him sapir tea, he
remembered. He had tried to comfort him, even though he knew there was no comfort for him.

If Anakin knew of hisgrief, he didn't mention it. He, too, had risen early — Obi-Wan had seen him
heading toward the exit. Anakin had aways been restless, had always needed to escape the Templeto
think. Something was between him and Padmé. Obi-Wan would not ask. In some ways, heenvied it. Let
Anakin make hisown decisions.

Hefound it extraordinary that at the time of this grief, when he had lost Siri forever, he did not
question that their parting twenty years ago had been the right thing. He saw that clearly now, more
clearly than he had ever seen it. Love was different from possession. He had loved her. That was enough.

... I livewith the heartbregk of losing her. But | am living, Obi-Wan. | am continuing to walk the
Jedi path.

Thiswaswhat he had learned — the Jedi had kept him from her. But the Jedi had taught him how to
livewithlosing her.

Obi-Wan stood by the window. The blues and grays outside were changing, warming to pink.
Orange stresks it the Sky. The space lanes were beginning to fill up with flashes of silver. Another day.
Another misson.

Hewas ready. He had learned something el se, something important. Once he'd thought he had to
lock away memories of love. Now he was no longer afraid of them. He could live with them. He could
breathe in his sadness and remember hisjoy.

At last he had learned the secret that Qui-Gon had aways tried to teach him. It had taken him years
of lossto learnit. It had taken a death that had sent him to his knees. But he had finally learned it. He had
learned to live with an open heart.



