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Chapter One

“It seemsto methat mineis becoming avery important planet, Honorable Shu Mai.”

The president of the Commerce Guild smiled thinly. “Small keys can unlock very big doors, Senator
Mousul.”

Asthey conversed, the dignified quartet strode dowly through the galaxy. Not the actua galaxy, of
course, but an immense, intricately delinested, fully three-dimensiond representation. It filled the entire
private chamber. Stars glowed dl around them, enveloping the strollersin ahaze of soft, multihued
refulgence. By reaching out and touching a planetary system, avisitor could summon fourth adetailed,
encyclopedic description of that system and itsindividua worlds: everything from species and population
to minute characteristics of floraand fauna, economic statistics, and future prospects.

One of the gtrollerswas a blue-skinned Twi’ lek female who was quiet and contemplative of aspect. Her
companion was avery important and readily recognizable Corellian industridist. The president of the
Commerce Guild was short and dender, greenish of skin, with the typical coiffure for femaes of the
Gossam species: arigng, upswept tailing. The fourth member of the group, trailing elaborate robes
woven from the most exotic materiasto be found on his homeworld, was the Senator from the world
cdled Anson. Despite hishigh standing, he looked nervous, like someone afraid of being watched. As
for the Twi’lek and the Coréllian, they were clearly master and supplicant—though the second wasa
very powerful supplicant indeed.

The presdent of the Commerce Guild hadted. With asingle, expansve gesture she encompassed
shimmering pinpoint of light representing a thousand worlds and more. Amazing, she thought, how trillions

of sentient beings and entire civilizations could be reduced to mere specks hovering in asingle room. If
only theredlity were as easy to organize and manage as was this efficient, luminous depiction.

Given time and the assstance of carefully nurtured dliances, she reflected confidently, it would be.

“Y our forgiveness, noble lady,” the Corellian murmured, “but my associates and | so do not configure
the importance of thisworld called Anson.”

Shu Mai clapped her hands softly. “Excdlent!”

Among her three companions, confusion readily crossed specieslines. “You find it satisfying that we do
not see this place’ ssgnificance?’ the female Twi’ lek asked.



“Absolutely.” A tolerant grin creased the Gossam’ sface. “If you do not seeit, then neither will our
enemies. Pay attention, and | will do more than makeit evident—I will makeit visble.”

Turning, she reached into the pulsing panoply of worlds and sunsto passthe tips of the fingers of her
right hand through asmall but centraly located star. With words and gestures, she proceeded to
mani pul ate the system she had singled ot.

In responseto her actions, atrio of laser-bright lines appeared, linking the first system to three other.
“The Mdarian Alliance. On the face of it, one of hundreds of such casud dliances.” Her dim, deft fingers
moved again. Yelow lines gppeared, tying the first star to six additiond systems. “Ketumite Mutud
Military Treaty. Never invoked, but till inforce.” Her smilewidened. Shewas enjoying hersdlf. “Now,
observethis” Her hands proceeded to play with the surrounding ga ographics like amusician srumming
an expendve quintolium.

When at last Shu Mai finished, her three companions eyed her triumphant handiwork in silence. Thefour
vigtors were enclosed by aweb of lines, straight and uncompromising: blue, yellow, gold, crimson—all
the colors of the spectrum. Perhaps even, some dared to think, the colors of an empire.

And &t the nexus of thisweb of intensaly bright, unwavering lines that represented outstanding treaties
and aliances, pacts and planetary partnerships, lay asingle, suddenly far lessinsignificant world.

Angon.

With awave of one hand and a dismissive word from Shu Mai’ slips, the elaborate network faded. It
would not do to have someone not privy to the machinations of the group walk in unannounced and see
what was being discussed. Awkward questions might ensue.

“Who would have suspected that aworld such asthis could lie a the center of so many interlocking
treaties?’ The blue-skinned femae suitably impressed.

“Precisaly the point.” Shu Mai incdlined her head dightly in the fema€ sdirection. “There are other
worlds that occupy comparable positions of strategic importance; worlds more heavily populated,
thoroughly industridized, and frequently mentioned asimportant players when the current unsettled Sate
of affarswithin the Republic is being discussed. In contrast, no one thinksto bring up Anson. That isthe
beauty of it.” Steepling her fingers, she glanced significantly at Senator Mousul.

“If we can get the Ansonians to commit to pulling out of the Republic, no onewill redly care. But
because of their dliances, their withdrawa should be enough to sway their aready vecillaing partnersin
both the Mdarian Alliance and the Keitumite Treaty to follow. Y ou saw how many other sysemsare
tied, in turn to both of those pacts. The effect will be as of an avdanche sarting small, growing fast, and
accelerating of its own accord. By the time the Senate knows what has hit it, forty systems or more will
have withdrawn from the Republic, and we will bewell on our way to solidifying the kind of changeswe
wish to see come about.”

Mousul’ sfingers clenched tighter and tighter until whiteness showed beneath the skin. “That will bethe
spark that we need to propose the passage of extraordinary measures to cope with the emergency.”.

The Cordlian indudtridist was dl but dancing with excitement. “1t’ swonderfully cunning, this plan you' ve
devised! | know that theinterests | represent will agree to send aforce to Ansion immediately, to compel
the inhabitants to withdraw from the Republic.” For an instant, Senator Mousul |ooked aarmed.



“Which isexactly what we do not want them to do,” Shu Mai countered sternly. “As| seem to recall,
the Trade Federation dready tried something smilar e sewhere. The resultswere, shdl we say,
somewhét |ess than triumphant.”

“Yes, wel.” The Cordlian coughed uncomfortably into one hand. “ There were unforeseen
complications”

“That continue to resonate to thisday.” Shu Ma was unrdlenting in her tone. “Don’t you see? The
beauty of this plan isthe seeming inggnificance of itslinchpin. Send afleet, or even afew ships, to
Ansion, and you will immediately attract the attention of those forcesthat continue to frustrate us.
Obvioudy, that isthelast thing we wish. We want the Ansionian withdrawal to appear wholly naturd, the
result of interna decisions reached in the absence of externd influences.” She smiled benignly at Mousul.

“Will itbe?" the Twi’ lek asked pointedly.

Shu Mai eyed her approvingly. Shewould be useful, she knew. Aswould the others she had
involved—if they could keep their wits about them.

It was Senator Mousul’ s turn to respond. “Like so many peoples, the Ansonians are divided asto
whether they should remain within the Republic or step outside the corruption and deaze that permesteit.

Rest assured that there are among its citizens those who are sympathetic to our cause. | have taken care
and expended considerable politica capita to ensure that these e ements are appropriately encouraged.”

“How long?’ the deceptively soft-voiced Twi’lek wanted to know.

“Before Ansion decides?’” The Senator looked thoughtful. “ Assuming theinternd divisions continueto
widen, | would expect aforma vote on whether to withdraw from the Republic within half astandard
year.

The presdent of the Commerce Guild nodded approvingly. “At which point we can look on with
satisfaction as those who have been traditionaly alied to Ansion follow suit, and those dlied to the dlies
fal inturn. Surely, aschildren dl of you played with blocks? Thereisinvariably one key block near the
bottom that, if removed, will cause the entire structure to collapse.

“Angonisthat key. Removethat one block, and the rest of these systemswill crumble.” Her thoughts,
aswdll as her gaze, seemed to focus on something outside the range of vision of her associates. “Onthe
ruins of the old, decrepit Republic those of uswith foresight will build anew political structure, perfect
and gleaming. One without any weak links, free of the moralistic waste that encumbers and dowsthe
appropriate development of atruly advanced society.”

“And who will leed thisnew society?” Thefemale Twi’lek’ s voice wastinged with just atouch of
cynidsm. “You?’

Shu Mai shrugged modestly. “My interests lie with the Commerce Guild. Who can say? That is
something yet to be determined, isit not? The cause must succeed before leaders can be chosen. Whilel
admit | would not turn down such anomination, | believe there are otherswho are more qudified. Let us
beginwith smdl things”

“LikethisAnson.” Having recovered from the previous mild reproach, the Corellian’ s enthusasm had
returned full strength. “What a pleasure it would be, what awonderment, to at last be able to conduct
bus ness unencumbered by mountains of superfluous rules, regulations, and restrictions! Those | represent



would beforever grateful.”

“Yes, you would at |ast have the chance to secure the restrictive monopolies you so devoutly seek,” Shu
Mai observed dryly. “Don’'t worry. In return for your political and financia support, you and those you
represent will receive everything they deserve.”

Theindudtridist was not intimidated. “And of course,” he added shrewdly, “this new political
arrangement will open al manner of opportunitiesto the Commerce Guild.”

Shu Mai gestured modestly. “We are dways eager to take advantage of shifting politica redities.”

In the midst of mutual congratul ations and expectations, she noticed that Senator Mousul was saying
little.

“Something burrowsin your thoughts like aworm with indigestion, Mousul. What isit?’

The Ansionian glanced back at his associate, alook of mild concern on hisface. Hislarge, dightly
bulbous eyes stared evenly back at the president of the Commerce Guild. “Y ou' re sure no one e se could
winnow out the true nature of these plansfor Anson, Shu Ma?’

“None hasthusfar,” the other replied pointedly.

Mousul graightened to hisfull height. “I1 flatter mysdlf that | am intelligent enough to redizethere are
those who are smarter than me. They are the ones who concern me.”

Stepping forward, Shu Mai put areassuring hand on the Senator’ s shoulder. “Y ou worry overmuch,
Mousul.” With her free hand and without regard for tact, Shu Ma gestured, and the point of light that
was Ansion regppeared. “Angon! Look at it. Small, backward, unimportant. If queried, | wager not one
politician or merchant in ahundred could tell you anything much about it. No one except those of usin
thisroom are aware of its potentia significance.”

Stymied by and angry at the casual venality and suffocating bureaucracy that had cometo rulethe
Republic—and to complicate his business dedings—the Cordlian indudtridist could purchase entire
companies and whole territories with amere touch of hisimprinting finger. But for dl hiswedlth, he could
not buy aglimpseinto thefuture. At that moment, he would have gladly sgned over afew hillion for the
answersto one or two questions.

“I hope you areright, Shu Mai. | hopeyou areright.”

“Of coursesheis.” Having agreed to this meeting somewhat reluctantly, the Twi’ lek was fedling far more
confident of the future following their host’ s detailed explanation. “I am both impressed and moved by the
full scope and subtlety of President Shu Mal and Senator Mousul’ s strategy. Asthey have so doquently
pointed out, thisworld isfar too unimportant to attract anything in theway of significant outsde
atention...”

Chapter Two



“Haja, sweet scent—what’ re you hiding under that big ol’ robe?’

LuminaraUnduli did not look up at the large, unshaven rough-hewn, and unpleasantly fragrant man or his
equally coarse and ma odorous companions. She treated their knowing grins, the eager forward tilt of
their bodies, and their leering eyes with equa indifference—though their collective body odor was
somewhat harder to ignore. Patiently, she raised the spoonful of hot stew to her lips, the lower of which
was stained a permanent purplish black. A seriesof interlocking black diamonds tattooed her chin, while
more intricate markings decorated thejoints of her fingers. The olive color of her skin contrasted
grikingly with the deep blue of her eyes.

Theserose to regard the younger woman who was seated on the other side of the table. Barriss Offeg’s
attention shifted between her teacher and the men crowding uncomfortably close around the two of them.
Luminarasmiled to hersdlf. A good person, was Barriss. Observant and thoughtful, if occasionaly
impulsve. For now, the young woman held her peace, kept eating, and said nothing. A judicious
reaction, the older woman knew. She' sletting me take the lead, as she should.

The man who had voiced the impropriety whispered something to one of hisfriends. Therewasaripple
of crude, unpleasant laughter. Leaning closer, he put ahand on Luminara s cloth-draped shoulder. “I
asked you aquestion, darlin’. Now, are you gonna show uswhat's under thislovely soft robe of yours,
or d' you want usto take a peek oursalves?” Anair of pheromone-charged expectation had gripped his
companions. Huddled over their food, afew of the establishment’ s other diners turned to look, but none
moved to voice outrage at what was happening or to interfere.

Spoon pausing before her lips, Luminara seemed to devote greater contemplation to its contents than to
theinggtent query. With asigh, shefindly downed the spoonful of stew and reached down with her free
right hand. “1 supposeif you redly want to see...”

One of the men grinned broadly and nudged his hulking companionintheribs. A couple of others
crowded closer ill, so that they were all but leaning over the table. Luminarapulled a portion of her
outer robe aside, the intricate designs on the copper-and-bronze-colored metal bands that covered her
upper forearms glinting in the diffuse light of the tavern.

Beneath the robe was ametal and leather belt. Attached to the belt were several small and unexpectedly
sophigticated examples of precision engineering. One of these was cylindricd, highly polished, and
designed to fit comfortably in aclosed hand. The aggressive spokesman for the group squinted &t it, his
expresson dightly confused. Behind him, acouple of his heretofore-hopeful cronies abandoned their
leering expressions fagter than a smuggler’ s ship making an emergency jump to hyperspace.

“Mathos preserve us! That'sa Jedi lightsaber!”

Expressionsfaling like hard rain, the band of would-be aggressors began to back off, split up, and drift
hurriedly away. Unexpectedly deserted, their erstwhile leader was unwilling to admit defeat so quickly.
He sared a the gleaming metd cylinder.

“Not achance, no. A ‘Jedi’ lightsaber, isit?” He glared bdligerently at the suddenly enigmatic object of
hisattentions. “1 suppose that would make you a‘ Jedi Knight,” sweet splash? A lovdly, lithe Jedi at that!”

He snorted derisively. “ Sure and that’ s no Jedi lightsaber, isit? Isit?” he growled indstently when she
failed to respond.



Finishing another spoonful of her med, LuminaraUnduli carefully set the utensil down on her nearly
empty plate, delicately patted both her decorated and her untouched lip with the supplied linen napkin,
wiped her hands, and turned to face him. Blue eyes peered upward out of her fine-featured face, and she
amiled coldly.

“Y ou know how to find out,” sheinformed him softly.

The big man started to say something, hesitated, reconsidered. The attractive woman's hands rested,
palm downward, on her thighs. The lightsaber—it certainly looked like a Jedi lightsaber, he found himslf
thinking apprehensvely—remained attached to her belt. Acrossthetable, the younger woman continued
to eat her meal asthough nothing out of the ordinary wastaking place.

Abruptly, the gruff intruder became aware of severd things amultaneoudy. First, he was now completely
done. Hisformerly enthusiastic companions had dipped avay, one by one. Second, by thistimethe
woman seated before him was supposed to be anxious and afraid. Instead, she only looked bored and
resgned. Third, he suddenly remembered that he had important business elsawhere.

“Uh, sorry,” hefound himself mumbling. “Didn’t mean to bother you. Case of mistaken identity. Was
looking for someonedse” Turning, he hurried away from the table and toward the tavern’s entrance,
nearly tripping over ascraps bowl on the floor next to an unoccupied serving counter. Severd of the
other patrons watched him go. Others eyed the two women fixedly before finding reason to return to
their own food and conversation.

Exhaling softly, Luminaraturned back to the remnants of her meal.. Making aface, she pushed the bowl
and what remained of the meal away from her. The boorish intrusion had spoiled her appetite.

“Y ou handled that well, Master Luminara” Barrisswasfinishing up her ownfood. The Padawan's
perception might occasionaly be lacking, but never her readinessto eet. “No noise, no fuss.”

“Asyou grow older, you'll find that you occasiondly have to deal with an excess of testosterone. Often
onminor worldslike Anson.” She shook her head dowly. “I didike such distractions.”

Barissamiled gaily. “Don’t be so somber, Master. Y ou can’'t do anything about physica attractiveness.
Anyway, you've given them agtory to tell, aswell asalesson.”

Luminarashrugged. “If only thosein charge of thelocal government, this so-called Unity of Community,
were as easy to persuade to see reason.”

“It will hgppen.” Barrissrose swiftly. “I’'mfinished.” Together, the two women paid for the mea and
exited the establishment. Whispers, mutterings, and not afew awed words of admiration trailed in their
wake.

“The populace has heard we' re here to try to cement a permanent peace between the city folk of the
Unity and the Alwari nomads. They’re unaware of the far greater issues at stake. And we can't revedl the
real reason for our presence here without aerting those who would oppose usto the fact that we know
of their degper intentions.” Luminaradrew her robe tighter around her. It was important to present as
subdued yet impressive an appearance as possible. “Because we can't be completely honest, the locas
don't trust us.”

Barriss nodded. “The city people think we favor the nomads, and the nomads fear we' re on the side of
thecity folk. | hate politics, Master Luminara.”” One hand fell to her Side. “I prefer settling differences



with alightsaber. Much more straightforward.” Her pretty face radiated a zest for life. She had not yet
lived long enough to become inured to the new.

“It’ sdifficult to persuade opposing sides of the rightness of your reasoning when they’ re both dead.”
Turning up one of Cuipernam’ s sSide streets, chaotic with traders and city folk of many different gdactic
species, Luminaraspoke while scanning not only the avenue but aso the flanking walls of commercid and
residentia buildings. “ Anyone can handle aweapon. Reason is much more difficult to wield. Remember
that the next time you' re tempted to settle an argument with alightsaber.”

“I betit'sdl thefault of the Trade Federation.” Barrisseyed agtdl dripping with jewdry: necklacesand
earrings, rings and diadems, bracel ets and hand-scul pted flash corneas. Such conventiona persond
ornamentation was forbidden to a Jedi. Asone of her teachers had once explained to Barriss and her
fellow Padawans, “A Jedi's glow comes from within, not from the artificia augmentation of baubles and
beads.”

Still, that necklace of Searous hair and interwoven pikach stoneswas justgorgeous .
“What did you say, Barriss?’

“Nothing, Magter. | wasjust expressing dissatisfaction at the continuing scheming of the Trade
Federation.”

“Yes” Luminaraagreed. “ And the Commerce Guilds. They grow more powerful by the month, dways
gicking their money-hungry fingersin wherethey’ re not wanted, even if their immediate interests are not
directly involved. Here on Ansion, they openly support the towns and citiesthat areloosely grouped
together asthe Unity of Community even though the law of the Republic guarantees the rights of nomadic
groupslikethe Alwari to remain independent of such externd influences. Therr activitieshere only
complicate an dreedy difficult Stuation.” They turned another corner. “Asthey do dsewhere.”

Barrissnodded knowingly. “Everyone still remembers the Naboo incident. Why doesn’t the Senate
smply vote to reduce their trade concessions? Thatwould settle them down abit!”

Luminarahad to fight to keep from smiling. Ah, the innocence of youth! Barrisswaswell meaning and a
fine Padawan, but she was unsophisticated in the ways of governance.

“It'sdl very well to invoke ethics and mords, Barriss, but these daysit’s commerce that seemsto rule
the Republic. Sometimes the Commerce Guilds and the Trade Federation act like they’ re separate
governments. They're very clever about it, though.” Her expression twisted. “Fawning and bowing
before emissaries of the Senate, issuing asteady stream of protestations of innocence that Nute Gunray in
particular is as dippery asaNotonian mudworm. Money equals power, and power buysvotes. Yes,
even in the Republic Senate. And they have powerful dlies” Her thoughtsturned inward. “It'snot just
money anymore. The Republic isasoiled searoiled by dangerous currents. The Jedi Council fearsthat
generd dissatisfaction with the present state of governanceis giving way to outright secession on many
worlds.”

Barriss stood alittle taller as she strode aong beside her Master. “ At least everyone knows that the Jedi
are above such matters, and aren’t for sale.”

“Not for sale, no.” Luminara sank farther into preoccupation.

Barriss noted the change. “ Something el se troubles you, Master Luminara?’



The other woman mustered asmile. “Oh, sometimes one hearsthings. Odd stories, unaccredited
rumors. These days such tales seem to run rampant. This political philosophy of a certain Count Dooku,
for example”

Though aways eager to display her knowledge, Barriss hesitated before responding. “1 think | recognize
the name, but not in connection with thet title. Wasn't he the Jedi who—"

Stopping sharply, Luminarathrew out ahand to halt her companion. Her eyesflicked rapidly from sde
to side and she was suddenly no longer introspective. Her every nerve was alert, every sense on edge.
Before Barriss could question the reason for the action, the Jedi had her lightsaber out, activated, and
fully extended before her. Without moving her head, she raised it to achallenge position. Having drawvn
and activated her own weapon in response to her Master’ s reaction, Barriss searched anxioudy for the
source of unease. Seeing nothing out of the ordinary, she glanced questioningly at her teecher.

Which was when the Hoguss plunged from above—to spit itself nestly on Luminaral s upraised
lightsaber. Therewas abrief stink of burning flesh, the Jedi extracted the beam, and the startled Hoguss,
itsnow usdesskilling axe locked in apowerful but lifeless grip, keded over onto itsside. The heavy
body made adull thump asit struck the ground.

“Back!” Luminarastarted to retreet, the now anxious and aerted Barriss guarding her Master’ srear and
flanks

The attackers swarmed down from rooftops and out of second-story windows, came bursting through
doorways and up out of otherwise empty crates a veritable flash flood of seedy infamy. Someone,
Luminaramused firmly as she retreated, had gone to considerable trouble and expense to arrange this
ambugh. In the midst of genuine concern for hersalf and her Padawan, she had to admire the plotter's
thoroughness. Whoever it was clearly knew they were dealing with more than a couple of femae tourists
out for amorning’ s sightseeing.

The question was, how much did they know?

There are only two ways for non-Jedi to defeat Jedi in battle: lull them into afase sense of security, or
overwhem them with sheer force of numbers. Subtlety obvioudy being anotion foreign to their present
assallants, adiverse rabble of bloodthirsty but untrained individuals, their employer had opted for the
latter approach. In the crowded, active Streets, the large number of attackers had gone undetected by
Luminara, ther inimica fedings submerged among those of the greater crowd.

Now that the attack had begun, the Force throbbed with an enmity that was out in the open as dozens of
well-armed hired assassins fought to get close enough to their rapidly withdrawing targetsto deliver afew
find, fatal blows. While the narrowness of the street and the aimlessfleeing of panicked bystanders
eliminated aclear line of retreat and kept the two women from sprinting to safety, it aso prevented those
of their attackers who were wiglding firearms from setting up aclear shot at their intended targets. Had
they been tacticians, thosein front swinging blades and other |ess advanced devices would have stepped
asdeto givetheir more heavily armed comradesroom in which to takeaim. But areward had been
promised to the oneswho made the actud kill. Whilethis served to inspire the truculent rabble, it dso
made them rel uctant to cooperate with one another in achieving their ultimate objective, lest it bea
colleague who claimed the substantial bonus.

So it wasthat Luminaraand Barriss were able to deflect bursts from blasters aswell as blows struck by
lesstechnical wesponry such aslong swords and knives. With high walls shielding them on either side



and merchants and vendors continuing to run for cover, they had room in which to work. Bodies began
to pile up infront of them, someintact, others missng sgnificant portions of their anatomy, these having
been nestly excised by whirling shafts of intensdy colored energy.

Barriss exuberance and occasional shouted chalenge were complemented by Luminara s steedly,
dlently ferociouswork. Together, the two women not only kept their attackers at bay, but began to force
them back. Thereis something in the hushed, frighteningly efficient agpect of afighting Jedi that takesthe
heart out of an ordinary opponent. A would-be murderer has only to see afew blaster shots deflected by
the anticipatory hum of alightsaber to redlize that there might be other less potentiadly lethd waysto make
aliving.

Then, just when the two women were on the verge of pushing the remaining attackers around a corner
and back out into an open square where they could be more effectively scattered, aroar of anticipation
rose above the fray as another two dozen assassins arrived. Thisméange of humansand dienswas
better dressed, better armed, and tended to fight more as a unit than those who had preceded them. A
tiring Luminararealized suddenly that the previous hard fighting had never been intended to kill them, but
only to wear them out. Steding herself and shouting encouragement to avisibly downcast Barriss, she
once more found hersdlf retreating back down the narrow street they had nearly succeeded in escaping.

Drawing new courage from the arrival of fresh reinforcements, their surviving assailants redoubled their
own attack. Jedi and Padawan were forced steadily backward.

Then there was no more backward. The side street dead-ended againgt a featurel ess courtyard wall. To
anyone eseit would have appeared unsca able. But a Jedi could find hand and footholds where others
would see only asmooth surface.

“Barriss” Lightsaber whirling, Luminaraindicated the reddish-colored barrier behind them. “Go up! I'll
falow.” Dropping to hisknees, aman clad in tough leathers took careful aim with ablaster. Luminara
blocked both his shots before taking one hand briefly off the lightsaber to gesturein hisdirection. Likea
living thing, the dangerous wesgpon flew out of his hands, startling him so badly he fell backward onto his
butt. Protected by hisfellow assassins, he did not panic like acommon killer but instead scrambled to
recover the blaster. They couldn’t keep this up forever, she knew.

“Up, I said!"” Luminaradid not haveto turn to sense the unyidding wall behind her.

Barriss hestated. “Madter, you can cover meif | climb, but | can’t do the same for you from the top of
thewdl.” Lunging, she disarmed a serpentine Wetakk who was trying to dip in under her guard. Letting
out ayelp of pain, it stepped back and switched the hooked blade it was holding to another hand, of
whichit il had five remaining. Without missing a breath, the Padawan added, “Y ou can't climb and use
your wesgpon, too!”

“I'll bedl right,” Luminara assured her, even as she wondered how she was going to make the ascent
without being cut down from behind. But her first concern was for her Padawan, and not for herself.
“That’ san order, Barriss! Get up there. We haveto get out of this confined space.”

Reluctantly, Barrisstook alast sweeping swing to clear the ground in front of her. Then she shut down
her lightsaber, dipped it back onto her belt, pivoted, took afew steps, and leapt. The jump carried her
partway up thewall, to which she clung like aspider. Finding seemingly invisblefinger-holds, she began
to ascend. Below and behind her, Luminara single-handedly held back the entire surging throng of eager
killers



Nearly at the top, Barrisslooked back and down. Luminarawas not only holding off her own assailants,
but had moved forward to ensure that none of those in the back would havetimeto takeaim at the
climbing Padawan. Barriss hestated.

“Master Luminara, there aretoo many! | can’t protect you from up here.”

The Jedi turned to respond. As shedid so, shefailed to see or sense asmall Throbe standing behind a
much larger human. The Throbe' s blaster was smdl, itsaim wild, but the undeflected shot still managed
to graze the woman in the umber robes. Luminara staggered.

“Mader!” Frantic, Barriss debated whether to ascend the remaining distance to the top of the wall or
disobey her Master and drop back down to aid her. Inthe midst of her confusion, a subtle tremor ran
through her mind. 1t was a disturbance in the Force, but one very different from anything they had
experienced this dreadful morning. It was aso surprisingly strong.

Y dling encouragement, the two men plunged past on either Sde of Luminara. Neither was physicaly
imposing, though one had a build suggestive of considerable future development. Lightsabersflashing,
they fell in among the bewildered band of assassins, their weapons dedling out havoc in Bantha-szed
doses.

To their credit, the attackers held their ground for another couple of moments. Then, their associates
faling al around them, the survivors broke and fled. In lessthan aminute, the Street was clear and the
way back to the central square unobstructed. Letting go of thewall, Barriss dropped the considerable
distance to the ground, to find hersdlf facing an attractive young man who wore confidencelike a
handmade suit. Smiling cockily, he deactivated hislightsaber and regarded her gppraisingly.

“I've been told that morning exerciseis good for the soul aswell asthe body. Hello, Barriss Offee”

“Anakin Skywaker. Yes, | remember you from training.” Automaticaly nodding her thanks, she hurried
to her Master’ sside. The other newcomer was dready examining Luminaras blaster wound.

“It' snot serious.”

Luminarapulled her garments closed rather more sharply than was necessary. Y ou're early, Obi-Wan,”
shetold her colleague. “We weren’t expecting you until the day after tomorrow.”

“Our ship made good time.” Asthe four emerged onto the square, Obi-Wan's gaze swept the open
space. Presently, it was asvoid of inimica disturbance, as was the Force. He dlowed himsdf to relax
dightly. “ Since we arrived early, we suspected there would be no one to meet us at the space port. So
we decided to come looking for you. When you weren't at your stated residence, we decided to take a
groll to acquaint ourselves with the city. That’ swhen | sensed trouble. It drew usto you.”

“Wadl, | certainly can't fault your timing.” She amiled gratefully. 1t wasthe sameintriguing smilethat
Obi-Wan remembered from working with her previoudy, framed asit was by its differently toned lips.
“The Stuation was becoming awkward.”

“Awkward!” Anakin declared. “Why, if Master Obi-Wan and | hadn’t—" The look of disapproval the
Jedi shot him was enough to destroy the observation in midsentence.

“Something I’ ve been curious about ever Snce we were given thisassgnment.” Barrissmoved alittle
farther away from her counterpart and closer to the two senior Jedi. “Why arefour of us needed here, to



ded with what seemsto me to be nothing more than aminor dispute among the native sentients?” Her
impatience was papable. “Earlier, you spoke of greater issues.”

“Y ou remember our discussion,” Luminaraexplained patiently. “Well, the Alwari nomadsthink the
Senate favorsthe city dwellers. Thecity folk are certain the gdactic government will sdewith the
nomads. Such perceptions of favoritism on the part of the Senate are dangeroudly close to persuading
both groups that Ansion would be better off outside the Republic, where internal disputes could be
seitled without outside interference. Their representative in the Senate appearsto be leaning in that
direction. Thereisaso evidence to support the contention that offworld eements are stirring the pot,
hoping to induce Ansion to secede.”

“It'sonly oneworld, and not a particularly important one at that,” Barriss ventured.

Luminaranodded dowly. “True. But it'snot Ansonitsdf that isso critical. Through amultiplicity of
pacts and dliances, it could pull other systems out of the Republic aswell. More sysemsthan |, or the
Jedi Council, likesto think about. Therefore, away must be found to keep Ansion within the Republic.
The best way to do that isto remove the suspicions that exist between the city dwellers and the nomads,
and thereby solidify planetary representation. As outsiders representing the will of the Senate, we will find
respect on Ansion, but no friends. While we are here, suspicion will be our congtant companion. Given
the fluid complexity of the Stuation, the matter of shifting dliances, the possible presence of outside
agitators, and the seriousness of the potential ramifications, it wasfelt that two pairs of negotiators would
make agreater and more immediate impression on the Stuation than one.”

“I seenow.” Therewas much more a stake here, Barriss found hersdlf thinking, than a disagreement
between city folk and nomads. Had Luminara been instructed to concedl the real reason for their journey
from her Padawan until now, or had Barriss smply been too preoccupied with her own training to seethe
larger issues? Likeit or not, it appeared that she was going to have to pay more attention to galactic

politics.

For example, why would forces beyond Ansion want to see it secede from the Republic badly enough to
interferein the planet’ sinternd affairs? What could such unknown entities possibly haveto gain by its
withdrawa ? There were thousands upon thousands of civilized worldsin the Republic. The departure of
one, or even severd, would mean littlein the overal scheme of galactic governance. Or would it?

She felt sure she was missing some vita point, and the fact that she knew she was doing so was
exceedingly frudrating. But she couldn’t question Luminara further about it, because Obi-Wan was

Spesking.

“Someone or several someones beyond Ansion doesn’t want these negotiations to succeed. Theywant
Ansion to secede from the Republic, with al the problematic consequences that would ensue.” Obi-Wan
squinted at the sky, which had begun to threaten rain. “1t would be useful to know who. We should have
detained one of your attackers.”

“They could have been common bandits,” Anakin pointed out.

Luminaraconddered. “It'spossible. Anyway, if Obi-Wan isright and that rabble was hired to prevent
us from continuing with our mission, their employer would have kept those who attacked usin the dark
asto hisor her identity and purpose. Evenif we had been successful in capturing one of them, an
interrogation might well have been usdess”

“Yes, that'ss0,” the Padawan had to admit.



“So you were on Naboo, too?’ Feding left out of the conversation between the two older Jedi, Barriss
turned curioudly to her counterpart.

“I was.” The pridein the younger man’s voice was ungpologetic. He' s a strange one, she mused.
Strange, but not unlikable. As stuffed full of interna conflicts asaMomus bush waswith seeds. But there
was no denying that the Force was strong within him.

“How long have you been Master Luminaras Padawan?’ he asked.
“Long enough to know that those who have their mouths open al the time generally have their ears shut.”

“Oh greet,” Anakin muttered. “Y ou're not going to spend al our time together speaking in gphorisms,
areyou?’

“Atleast | can talk about something besides mysdlf,” she shot back. “Somehow | don't think you scored
well in modesty.”

To her surprise, hewasimmediately contrite. “Was| just talking about mysdlf? I'm sorry.” Heindicated
two figures preceding them up the busy street. “Master Obi-Wan saysthat | suffer from asurfeit of
impatience. | want to know, to do,everything right now. Y esterday. And I’m not very good at disguisng
thefact that I’ d rather be elsawhere. Thisisn't avery exciting assgnment.”

She gestured back in the direction of the Sde Street they had |eft piled high with bodies. “You're here
lessthan aday and already you’ ve been forced into life-or-death hand-to-hand combat. Y our definition
ofexcitement must be particularly eclectic.”

Heamost laughed. “And you have aredly dry sense of humor. I'm surewe |l get dong fine”

Reaching the commercia digtrict on the other side of the square and plunging back into the surging
crowds of humans and aliens, Barriss wasn't so certain. Hewas very sure of himsdf, thistdl, blue-eyed
Padawan. Maybeit was true what he said about wanting to know everything. His attitude wasthat he
dready did. Or was she mistaking confidence for arrogance?

Abruptly, he broke away from her. She watched as he stopped before astall selling dried fruits and
vegetables from the Kander region to the north of Cuipernam. When he returned without buying anything,
she eyed him uncertainly.

“What was that al about? Did you see something that looked tasty but on closer ingpection turned out
not to be?’

“What?" He seemed suddenly preoccupied. “No. No, it wasn't thefood at dl.: He glanced back at the
smple food stand as they hurried to catch up with their teachers. “Didn’'t you see? That boy over there,
the onein the vest and long pants, was arguing with hismother. Ydling at her.” He shook his head
dolefully. “ Someday when he’ solder he'll regret having donethat. | didn't tel him so directly, but | think
| got the point across.” He sank into deep contemplation. * People are so busy getting on with ther lives
they frequently forget what’ sredly important.”

What a strange Padawan, she mused, and what an even stranger young man. They were more or less
the same age, yet in some ways he struck her as childlike, while in others he ssemed much older than her.
She wondered if shewould have time enough to get to know him better. She wondered if anyonewould



have time enough to get to know him. She certainly hadn’t, during their brief encounters at the Jedi
Temple. Just then thunder boomed overhead, and for some reason she could not quite put afinger on
why shewas afraid it sgnified the gpproach of more than just rain.

Chapter Three

Ogomoor was not happy. Walking as dowly as was acceptable down the high hallway of the bossban's
quarters, hetried his best to ignore the sideways glances of busy servants, clerks, and workers scurrying
to and fro. Though as the bosshan’ s magjordomo he outranked them dl, the lowliest among them
exhibited more confidence and contentment than he. Even the blue-green Smotl known as 1b-Dunn, arms
overflowing with hard communications larger than himsalf, bestowed a pitying look on the mgordomo as
Ogomoor stepped over him without, characterigticaly, disturbing so much asasingle piece of thefar
gmaller worker’ s burden.

They had reason to pity him today, he knew, and he had reason to be pitied. Be they good or bad, it
was hisjob to report in person all mgor developments to Bossban Soergg the Hutt. Present newsto be
delivered being exceedingly unpleasant, Ogomoor had spent much of the morning devoultly praying for
the intercession of some fever-inducing, preferably highly contagious disease. Regrettably, both he and
the bosshan remained in perfect hedth.

Whether that would alow him to westher the forthcoming meeting with Soergg remained open to much
speculation—and some spirited informa wagering—among his coworkers. Not one among them failed to
favor him with less than agenuinegly sorrowful look. Amazing how quickly word of bad news spread
among the lower ranks, he mused in one of the few moments when he was not drowning in self-pity.

Turning acorner, he found himsalf standing before the entrance to the bossban’ s office and inner
sanctum. A pair of heavily armed Y uzzem flanked the doorway. They regarded him disdainfully, as
though he were dready flayed and dead. With ashrug, he announced himself viathe comm. unit. Might
aswell get it over with, he decided.

Bosshan Soergg the Hutt was agrayish, heaving, flaccid lump of flesh and muscle only another Hutt
could possibly find attractive. He had his back to the door and his handsfolded in front of him, staring
out the wide polarized window that gave a sweeping view of Lower Cuipernam. Off to one side, three of
his concubines were playing bako. They were presently unchained. One was human, one Brogune, the
other representative of a species Ogomoor to thisday did not recognize. What Soergg did with them the
mgordomo could bardly imagine. When the Brogune looked up and eyed him sadly, with al four eyes,
no less, Ogomoor knew he wasin degp mopak.

Soergg heaved himsdf around, turning away from the window. Thetiny automated custodia droid
scurried to keep up with the movement, efficient if not enthusiadtic at its assigned task of doing nothing
but cleaning up after the Hutt’ strail of dime and trailings. Hand clasped over his prodigious gut, the Hutt
glowered down at Ogomoor out of bulging, ditted eyes.

“So. Youfaled.”



“Not I, Omnipotent One.” Ogomoor bowed aslow aswas feasible, given the proximity of Hutt dime. “I
hired only the best, those who were recommended to me. Thefallure wastheirs, and that of those who
recommended them. These unworthies| have aready reprimanded. Asfor mysdlf | was, asaways,
nothing more than your humblefacilitator.”

“Hurrp!” Caught directly in theline of fire, with no tactful means of dodging, Ogomoor was compelled

to suffer thefull force of the bossban’ s belch. Thefetid emission staggered him, but he held hisground
bravely. Fortunatdly, the consequent contortions of his digestive system were not readily visible. “Perhaps
it was no one sfault.”

So stunning, so atypical was this straightforwardly bland admission from Soergg that Ogomoor
immediately suspected atrap. Warily, hetried to divine the bosshan’ strue intent. “If therewasfailure,
how can it be no one sfault, O Great One?’

A hand gestured diffidently. “Those foolswho failed were told they would be dedling with one Jedi and
her Padawan. Not two. Jedi strength multiplies exponentialy. Fighting oneislikefighting two. Dedling
with two more akin to trying to handle eight. Fighting eight...” A quiver dudged in visibleripplesthe
length of the Hutt' sflesh. Ogomoor was duly impressed. Though he had never set eyes on one of the
legendary Jedi in person, anything that could give Bossban Soergg the shudders was something to be
avoided.

“The second pair was not supposed to arrive for another two daysyet.” Soergg was muttering to himsalf
now, the words rumbling up from that vast abyss of abelly like methane gas bubbling to the surface of a
decomposing pond. “Onewould almost think they had sensed the confrontation to come and accel erated
ther arrivad. Thistiming changeis suspicious, and must be brought to the attention of others.”

“What others?” Ogomoor inquired, and wasimmediately sorry he had done so.
Soergg glared down at him. “Why would you want to know, underling?’
“| don’t—not realy.” Ogomoor tried to shrink down into his boots.

“Better for you, believe me. Y ou would quake at the very mention of certain names, certain
organizations. Be content in your ignorance and your minor status.”

“Oh, | am, Your Corpulence, | am!” Privately, he wished he knew who or what the bossban wastalking
about. The expectation of possible richesfar outweighed any fear he might have felt.

“The situation was made worse,” the Hutt was saying, “because trained Jedi can oft times sense
threatening disturbancesin their vicinity. Because of thisability, they areinferndly difficult to ambush.
Certain individuaswill not be pleased by thisturn of events. There will be additiond expense.”

Thistime Ogomoor kept quiet.

Hutt movements are dow, but their minds are not. “Though your mouth isclosed, | seeyour brain
working. The details of this business are for me to know and you to forget.” Noting hisbossban’'s
irritation, Ogomoor forbore from inquiring how he was supposed to forget something he had never been
told.

“It may not matter. The representatives of the Unity grow more displeased by the day with the continuing
indecison of Republic officids regarding theland clams of thenomads. | am informed that as with many



current issues, Senate opinion isdivided on theissue.”

“Yes, yes, | know.” Soergg grunted impressively. “It seemsthat the galaxy is now governed by
confusion ingtead of consensus.” A mongtrous frown split hisleathery face. “Bad for business, chaosis.
That iswhy the Hutts have dlied themsalves, abalt quietly, with those forces that are working for change.

For stahility, the capitdist’ sfriend.” Hewagged afinger at hisassstant. “With luck, these Jedi will need
timeto accomplish anything. It will take more debate before this quarrel between the city folk and the
Alwari can be served. That gives ustime, and opportunity, in which to till conclude thisbusinessina
satisfactory manner. Itmust be concluded in a satisfactory manner. The Jedi cannot be alowed to sway
the opinion of the Unity representatives. The voteto pull Ansion out of the Republic must proceed!”
Sobber trickled down the absent chin as ahuge tongue licked thick lips. The custodid droid scuttled
swiftly to catch the noxious drool beforeit could stain the floor.

“Y ou cannot imagine,” the Hutt added in dangeroudy low tones, “the extent of the repercussionsif we
fail to successfully carry out this contract. Those who have engaged usto carry out their wishesin this
matter have areputation for tregting failure harshly, in waysthat can only beimagined.”

Ogomoor had dl too vivid animagination. “1 will do my best, asdways, Bossban. Still, four Jedi—*

“Two Jedi and two Padawans,” Soergg corrected him. He looked suddenly wistful. Or at least aswistful
asaHuitt could look. “Those pathetic malingerers you were forced to hire are dl too typica of the qudity
available on outlying worlds such as Ansion. What is needed for thiskind of work isarea, experienced
professond. Someone whose work and experience fals outside the boundaries of Republic legadese. A
proper bounty hunter, for example. Unfortunately, none such isto found on Ansion.” He sat brooding for
along moment.

“Satt!” hefindly exdamed. “Thereisone good thing to come out of thisfiasco, anyway. Thanksto the
efforts of the Jedi, there are few survivorsto claim their pay.”

“Then if you are done with me, O Great One, | have much work to do.” Ogomoor started to back out
of the room. “The shipment of tweare skinsfor Aviprineisdueto arrive—"

“Not sofast.” Reluctantly, the mgjordomo was obliged to pausein hisretreat. “1 expect you to keep on
top of this, Ogomoor. It's awise merchant who misses no opportunity. Let's see some of that
deviousness your tribe isfamed for possessing. Thisbusiness of putting a stop to Jedi interference takes
precedence over everything e se, including the shipment of tweare skins. | will expect regular reports.
Whatever you need, requigition it and | will provide the necessary authorization. These visitors must be
stopped, or there will be consequencesfor all of usl Do | make mysdlf perfectly clear?’

Ogomoor bowed low. “Completely.”

The Hutt puffed up importantly, like atoad much afflicted with pride. “I awaysdo.”

“To the greater edification of those of uswho serve you, O Most Great and Wise Patron.”

Having finally made good hisflight from the room with rank and al body partsintact, Ogomoor
resolutely ignored the multi-species giggling that followed him as he headed for hisown office. Therewas
nothing to worry about, hetold himsdlf. 1t was no big dedl. All he had to do to retain hisemployer’ strust

and appreciation was to oversee the demise of two Jedi Knights and their wily Padawans. Why, any
country ignoramus could perform such a task usng only haf abrain.



Because that was what an angry Jedi would leave to him, adistraught Ogomoor knew. Still, there might
be away. What wasit that overstuffed bag of smarmy suet had said? Something about the difficulty of
sneaking up on and surprising a Jedi? Might there not be away to counteract such aremarkable talent?

Or better yet, to outflank it?

“Itdidn’t work.” Soergg dumped before the comm station. The Hutt had considerable respect for the
small biped whose hologram he was addressing. Not because of her persondlity, but because of Shu
Mai'swide-ranging accomplishmentsin thefield of commerce.

“What happened?’ the president of the Commerce Guild asked curtly.

“The second Jedi and his Padawan arrived earlier than expected, and prevented the execution of the
firs.” Soergg leaned closer to the comm. “Theinformation | was given wasfaulty. Many hirdingswere
log.” Hechuffedimportantly. “1 haveincurred expenses.”

Shu Ma was unforgiving. “Don’t blame mefor your falure. Y ou were provided with the most
up-to-date information available. Do you think tracking the movements of individud Jedi islike following
a courtesan around a dance floor? They don’t publicize their comings and goings, you know.” Her
apprehension was clear. “Now | have to pass this disagreeable information aong to another. What do
you plan to do to rectify thismiserable fallure?’

“The matter is being pursued. The Jedi will not be alowed to prevent Anson’s on.”

“Angionisyour chosen homeworld,” Shu Mai reminded the Hutt. “Don’'t you careif it saysin the
Republic or not?’

Soergg made arude noise. “A Hutt’ shomeiswhere hisbusnessinterestslie”

The president of the Commerce Guild nodded. “Even the members of the Trade Federation are not so

“Finewords, coming from the one whose organization covered up the niobarium pollution on Viran
Four.”

Shu Mai's expression widened. “Y ou know about that? For one with access to such restricted
information, | would think the limination of acouple of Jedi—and their Padawans—would beasmple
metter.”

“Itwould,” Soergg agreed, “if | could get proper help. Can you not send me suitable individuas?’

Shu Mai shook her head. “I am under gtrict ingtructionsto avoid any action that might draw additional
attention from the Jedi Council. Sending in offworld professondsis precisely the kind of action that
would do so. Our friend would be hard-pressed to explain away such an action. Y ou will haveto make
do with what you can hirelocaly. | was assured that you could. That iswhy you were engaged.”

“Thisisnot an easy business,” Soergg complained hitterly.

The president of the Commerce Guild leaned close to her Holo pickup, so that her facefilled the imager.



“I will makeyou aded, Hutt. Trade positionswith me. | will take care of those meddlesome Jedi, and
you come here and ded with the one to whoml must report.”

Soergg thought about it—but not for very long. The Hutts had not achieved al that they had by being
fools. Besdes, there was dways the possibility that if Shu Mal became too intemperate, too insstent, she
could be bypassed. One could go over her head.

Did Soergg want to do that? Hewas not at all certain he really wised to know who was backing the
impatient Commerce Guild. Not on apersond leve, anyway.

“| sense agitation, anxiety, and outright hostility,” Obi-Wan said.

Anakin trailing dutifully behind him, Obi-Wan led the way toward the municipa hal of the city of
Cuipernam, where they were to meet formally for thefirst time with deputies of the Unity of
Community—the loosdly bound political entity that represented the scattered city-states of Ansion and
was the closest thing the world they were visiting had to arecognizable planetary government. The same
ersatz planetary government, he reminded himsdlf, that was threatening to secede from the
Republic—and as a consequence, possibly take dozens of other systemswithit.

Luminaranodded. “In other words, abunch of nervous paliticians.” She glanced over at Barriss. “There
are certain congtants that remain the same throughout the galaxy my dear. The speed of light, the motion
of muons, and the unwillingness of politiciansto commit to anything that requires aleap of persona

respongbility.”

Asdways, the Padawan listened thoughtfully before responding. “ Then how do we persuade them of
the rightness of the galactic government’ sways, and that it’ sin their best interests to remain a part of the
Republic?

“Sometimesit seemsasif money works best.” Obi-Wan'stone was quietly sardonic. “But regardless of
what goes on in the Senate these days, that is not the way of the Jedi. Unlike paliticians, we cannot offer
to buy the loydty of these people with promises of financial aid and €l aborate devel opment projects.
Instead, we are restricted to the use of reason and common sense. If dl goeswell, they will respond to
these as enthusiastically asthey do to ready cash.”

There was no need for guards or clerks to announce the visitors to the assembled representatives, they
were expected. Themunicipa hal itsaf wasimpressve by Cuipernam standards: long and high, the
upper reaches of the second story lined with scenes of Ansionian life rendered effectively in stained
quartz. No doubt it served to impress petitioning citizens. On Coruscant, Obi-Wan reflected, it would not
have drawn acurious yawn from abored passing traveler. The differencein scale and aesthetics did not
make him fed bigger or more important than the locals. Very early in histraining, he had cometo redize
the inggnificance and unimportance of mere physica achievements. Anyone could buy expensive atire
and fancy accoutrements, livein abig house, command legions of servants both organic and mechanica.
Wisdom was much harder to come by.

Nevertheless, the four visitors dutifully admired their surroundings, complimenting the female who came
forward to extend them formal greetings. Seated at along table cut from asingle piece of purplish
xellwood, seven delegates awaited them. Two were human, four indigenous Ansionian, and one Armalat.

Luminaragtudied the Ansionians carefully. Slightly shorter on average than humans, the dominant native



species of Ansion was much dimmer, wiry and lean, with skin apale ydlow that was amost golden. Both
genderswere hairless except for asngle startlingly dense brush of fur about fifteen centimeterswide and
seven or eight high that ran from the top of their foreheads dl the way down their backsto terminatein a
fifteen-centimeter-long tail. Beneath their warm, well-made clothing the sweep of hair, which varied in
color acrossthe entire visible spectrum, was usualy kept neatly trimmed. Thelarge eyeswith their smdll
black pupilswere usually red, sometimes shading to lighter tones of yelow or, in rarer instances, mauve.
Though omnivorous, the Ansionians ate proportionately more meat than humans.

Particularly, she reminded hersdlf, the Alwari.

There was no one in the chamber to represent the interests of the nomads, of course. They shunned the
citiesand towns, preferring their life out on the immense prairies that dominated much of Ansionian
topography. After millenniaof constant conflict between nomads and city folk, atenuous peace had
finaly been established two hundred local years ago. Now the exigencies of interstellar politics threstened
to tear that fragile concord to shreds and drag Ansion out of the Republic entirely.

The nomads wished to remain under the Republic’ s protection. Chafing againgt the weight of regulations
and petty rulesthat seemed to pour forth from Coruscant in a never-ending stream, the urbanites were
consdering joining the nascent secessionist movement. The result was fresh estrangement between
nomads and city dwellers. If they could reconcile these opposing views, Luminaraknew, Ansion would
probably stay within the Republic. Aswas ever the case throughout history, local conflicts threatened to
expand beyond their boundaries. It waslikely that neither sdein thisinternad dispute truly grasped the far
larger issuesthat were at stake. Theintensifying argument between city dwellers and nomads had galactic
ramifications.

Not only those who were bound to it through formal pact and treaty, but others, too, were watching to
see what happened on Ansion. Dueto its strategic location and entanglement of aliances, it was akey
worldin this part of the Republic. Remove asmdl plug from adam holding back agitated waters, she
knew, and an unexpectedly gresat flood can result.

The Ansionian who rose from behind the table gestured aforma loca greeting. The other delegates,
Luminaranoted, did not rise.

“I am Ranjiyn. Like my colleagues, arepresentative of the Unity, of Ansion’scity and town dwellers.”
Most Ansionians used only one name, she knew. His mane was dyed in aternating black and white
stripes. He proceeded to introduce his fellow delegates. One did not have to be amaster of the Forceto
note their wariness. When he had finished the introductions, he concluded, “We of the towns and cities
welcome you, the representatives of the Jedi Council, to Ansion and extend to you dl the hospitdity and
cooperation of which we are capable.”

Finewords, Anakin thought. Master Obi-Wan had spent much time trying to satisfy his Padawan's
curiogity about palitics. One of thefirst things a student of that odious subject learned was that words
were among the chegper currencies employed by politicians, and therefore one they felt free to spend
lavidhly.

Meanwhile, Luminarawas replying. She certainly was unusud for aJedi, he thought. In her own way,
she could be asintimidating as Obi-Wan. At least she was openly friendly and understanding, which was
more than could be said for her by-the-book Padawan Barriss.

“On behdf of the Jedi Council, Obi-Wan Kenobi and |, Luminara Unduli, thank you for ourselves and
our Padawans, Anakin Skywalker and Barriss Offee.” She and her companions took sests on the other



sde of the beautiful table, opposite their hosts. “Asyou know, we are here to try to mediate this dispute
between the urban inhabitants of your world and the Alwari nomads.”

“Pease” A tdl, dignified older man waved one hand diffidently. “None of your Jedi subterfuges. Weadl
know you are here to do anything and everything in your power to keep Ansion from voting to join the
secessonist movement. Local quarrdls of the kind to which you alude are not the purview of the Jedi
Council.” He amiled confidently. “In any event, they would not send four representatives to deal with
what isessentialy aminor interna problem.”

“No conflict isminor to the Council,” Obi-Wan responded. “We hopeto see dl citizens of the Republic
living together in peace and contentment, wherever they may be, whatever speciesthey may represent,
whatever their locd customs and lifestyles.”

“Contentment!” Reaching under the table, one of the other Ansionians, afemaewith long verticd linesin
her face and one clouded brown eye, pulled out a stack of data disks the size of a building stone and
dropped them onto the highly polished surface. They landed with adull boom. “Lifestyles Do you know
what thisis, Jedi?’ Before either Luminaraor Obi-Wan could reply, shetold them. “It' sthe latest
bimonthly policy update from the Republic Senate. Thelatest only!” She gestured at the enormous stack
asif it were some obscene sea creature that had suddenly expired on her desk and aready begun to rot.
“The yearly indices done carry more datathan the city library. Compliance, adherence, obedience: those
are what the Senate isinterested in these days. That, and preferential trestment for themsalves and those
they represent in matters of trade and commerce. The once-great gaactic Republic hasfalen under the
sway of petty bureaucrats and sdlf-seeking button pushers who seek only persona aggrandizement and
advancement, not justice and fair dedling.”

“The Senate' s clear biastoward the Alwari provesthis,” declared the femae Ansionian next to her.
“Senator Mousul has kept uswell informed.”

“The Senate favors no socid or ethnic group above another,” Luminara countered. “That basic principle
isensghrined in the founding law of the Republic and has not changed.”

“I happen to agree with the delegate,” Obi-Wan declared quietly.

Surprised and even alittle startled, the room’ s occupants shifted their attention to the other Jedi. Even
Luminarawas taken aback.

“Pardon my eyes,” Ranjiyn murmured, “but did you say you agreed with Kandah?’

Obi-Wan nodded. “To deny that there are problems within the Senate and the bureaucracy would beto
deny the existence of pulsating stars. Certainly thereis confusion and disagreement. Certainly thereis
bureaucratic infighting and conflict.” Hisvoice rose dightly, though not in the generd manner of other
people. 1t wasfull of controlled energy. “But the law of the Republic stlands, pure and inviolate. So long
asd| participating sentients adhere to that, al will bewdl within the galaxy.” His gaze fixed on Kandah.
“AndonAngon.”

Seated at the end of the table because his massive legs would not comfortably fit under it, Tolut the
Armdat findly roseto point one of histhreethick fingers at Obi-Wan.

“Jedi obfuscation!” He glared out of small red eyes at hisfellow delegates. “ See not wherethisisleading
or what is being attempted? They try to fool uswith clever words. Think al Ansonians are backworld
dust riders, | wager!” Leaning forward over the table, he rested the knuckles of his powerful handson



the smooth purplish wood. Though strong and well made, the table creaked under the weight of his
severd hundred kilos.

“Masters of the Force, are you? Masters of scheming and sneaky phrases, say 1. Jedi mischief!”

“Pease, Tolut.” Ranjiyntried to cam hisfar larger, highly agitated colleague. * Show some respect for
the Force, if not for our visitors. Though we may disagree, we gtill—*

“Pagh! ‘The Force.” You al bemused and intimidated by this Force nonsense.” Green fingers stabbed
a theslent vistors. “These are humanoids, like yoursdlf. Sentients, likeme. They bleed and dielike any
creatures of flesh and blood. Why should we continue to suffer benegath their burdensome rules? Ther
officiasare corrupt, or ignorant of the needs of different species, or both. When a government becomes
like an old sea cresture, it should be treated like one.” Thick, chisdl-like teeth flashed. “Taken out and
buried.” Reaching across the table, he picked up in one hand the massive stack Kandah had brought
forth and threw it across the room, whereit dammed againgt awall, disks scattering everywhere.

“Regulationd Redtrictionst What can be done by peoples and what cannot. All words—words we of
Angon not write. This movement to leave the Republic we should join, say | and those who think like
me Free Anson! Andif the Alwari will not join usin this, we should dedl with them aswe haveinthe

pest”

Throughout the tirade, the vistors had sat slently. Now Anakin's hand strayed in the direction of his
lightsaber. A hint of asmilefrom hisMagter was dl that was necessary to gill the movement. Not that
Anakin cared particularly whether Ansion stayed in the Republic or not. The convoluted machinations of
gdactic paliticswere fill amystery to him. It wasthe insult to his Master that caused the anger torise
withinhim. Now he forced himsalf to remain calm—Dbecauise his Master wised that he be so.

Ohbi-Wan Kenobi, he knew, was quite capable of taking care of himsdlf.

The Jedi Knight started to rise, but somewhat to Anakin's surprise deferred to the woman seated next to
him. “The Force is nothing to be so casudly disparaged, my large friend,” Luminarainformed the
Armaat. “Especidly by one who has no understanding of it.”

Once again showing his huge, flat white teeth in abroad grin, Tolut started around the table. Barrissand
Anakin both tensed, but Obi-Wan sat quietly, indifferent to the gpproach of the massive, powerful
Armdat. A smdl smile played across hisface. Luminararose and stepped away from her chair.

“Think you only Jedi know the Force?” Tolut snorted at hisfellow delegates. “ Anyone can know it. It
only takes practice.” Extending ahuge hand, he gestured at the table. One of the severa crystd carafes
of water that had been placed there to dake the thirgt of the participants trembled dightly, then rose half a
meter off the surface. Sweat Sarting to seep from his cheeksin large, glossy beads, Tolut smiled
triumphantly a hisfriends.

“Seel With exercise and will, anyone can do what Jedi can do. Hardly reason for awe!”

“Onthe contrary,” Luminaratold him, “knowledge is dways reason for awe.” She did not raise her
hand. She did not haveto.

The carafe stopped trembling, steadied. AsLuminarafocused onit, it rose dowly until it reached the
caling. Fascinated, the delegates could not take their eyes off it. Living asthey did in aborder world,
none of them had previoudy had the opportunity to observe Jedi manipulation of the Force.



Likeabulbous crystd bird, the carafe drifted dong the celling until it was poised directly above the
Armda. Grim-faced, he began to make ponderous, then frantic gesturesin the hovering container’ s
direction. These had absolutely no effect on the floating object. He might aswell have been gesticulating
infront of amirror.

Assmoothly asif manipulated by an experienced waiter, the carafe abruptly turned upside down and
dumped itsice-cold contents on the increasingly frustrated dien. Glaring, he wiped water from hiseyes
and took a step toward the serene Jedi. Barrissreached for lightsaber, only to be stilled by her Master,
much as Obi-Wan had earlier restrained his own Padawan.

One by one, the remaining carafes leapt off the table to dash their contentsin Tolut’ sface. Laughter
began to rise from the remaining seated, and till dry, delegates, the humans chortling softly, the
Ans onians emitting boisterous bellows that belied their wiry frames. The tension that had envel oped the
summit like a smothering spiderweb promptly vanished.

“I hope,” Luminaramurmured as she turned away and resumed her seet, “that no oneis particularly

thirgy.”

Sputtering and soaked, the big aien growled dangeroud y—and then a change washed over him.
Dripping water from face, teeth, and now glistening leather attire, he ssomped back to his chair and sat
down in asomewhat soggy frump. Folding armsthe size of ahuman’ storso across hismassve chest, he
nodded dowly in the direction of the woman responsible for his agueous humiliation.

“Tolut isbig among his people. Don’'t always speak so good. But big doesn’t dways mean stupid. Tolut
knowswhen hewrong. | defer to greater power. Waswrong about Jedi abilities.”

Luminarafavored him with akindly smile. “Thereisno shamein admitting one does not know
everything. It showswisdom. That isamuch more vaued tdent than physica strength—or even the
ability to influence the Force. Y ou are to be commended, not condemned.” She bowed her head dightly.
“| congratulate you on the acuteness of your perception.”

Tolut hesitated, at first uncertain if the Jedi was making fun of him. When he redlized that the compliment
was meant honestly, and came from the heart, his glower softened and his demeanor changed.

“Perhaps we of the Unity can work withyou.” A hint of his earlier belligerence threatened areturn
despite the lesson that had just been imparted. “But working with the Alwari something se”

Leaning toward Anakin, Obi-Wan whispered softly. “And that, my young Padawan, was a
demondration of what isknown as dynamic diplomacy.”

Skywalker nodded briefly. “Example noted, Master.” He studied the tranquil, beautiful face of Luminara
Unduli afresh. He did not notice the “I-told-you-s0” ook on Barriss' face. Her expression strayed
dangeroudy closeto asmirk.

Wiping alast tear of amusement from the corner of one eye, Ranjiyn strove to recapture the serious tone
that had preceded the watery demondtration. “It doesn’t matter what you do. A thousand tapcaf tricks
will not persuade the Alwari to dlow usto jointly exploit the prairies. That isthe only way we know of
the Unity will agree to remain bound by Republic law; if we are trested as equas everywhere on the
planet, and not like people who are hemmed in forever in our towns. Asit sands, the Alwari dominate
by far the great bulk of the land, while we control the cities. If they are going to run blegting to the Senate



every timewe try to expand, then we are better off outside the Republic and free of its endless,
pestiferous rules and regulations.”

“It seemsto me that would mean interminable loca war,” Anakin spoke out. At alook from Obi-Wan
he thought further and added, “ Or at least some form of continuous, running conflict between you and the
Alwari.”

“It would be debilitating for both of you,” Barriss added as Luminaralooked on gpprovingly.

From his set, thetall, elder human mae gestured resignedly. “ Anything is better than being forced to
bow beneath oppressive regulations that take a hundred years just to get out of committee. We have
been assured by friendsthat if we were to announce our secession from the Republic, thekind of aid that
we truly need—and that the Senate does not provide—would be readily forthcoming.”

“What friends?” Obi-Wan inquired pleasantly. Histone made it sound asif the answer was of no
particular consequence, but Anakin knew differently. He could see the dight tensenessin hisMagter’s

posture.

Whether the Ansionian representative detected it or not they never knew. In any event, he did not supply
names.

Luminarafilled the pause that ensued. “Anything may be better—except peace.” She eyed each of the
skeptica representativesin turn. “In our capacity as representatives of the Jedi Council, we have a
proposition for you. If we can get the Alwari to agree to share dominion over haf or more of the prairie
lands they presently control, and to alow you to devel op some of the resources that lie within those
lands, will the people of the Unity agree to abide by the Republic law under which they have dways
lived, and to forget this dangerous talk of secesson?’

At this unexpected and extraordinary offer, the deegates fell to murmuring among themselves. Thar
tone, their expressions, and their repressed excitement showed that they had not considered so sweeping
aproposal before.

While they caucused, Obi-Wan leaned over to whisper to his colleague. “Y ou promise much Luminara.”

She adjusted the thrown-back hood of her robe. “1 spent alot of time prior to arriving on thisworld
studying the history of Anson’s peoples. Something extreme has to be done to bresk thislocal
sociopoliticd datgam. 1t' sthe only way to get these people thinking about something besidesleaving the
Republic.” Shesmiled. “I thought laying out the possibility of awhole new, vast commercid opportunity
before them would shake them up alittle”

Ohbi-Wan studied the quietly deliberating delegates. The animation in their expressions and gestureswas
genuine, and not amply adisplay for the benefit of thefour visitors.

“Lookslikeyou ve certainly donethat.” He added that smdl, dy smile with which shewasrapidly
becoming familiar. “ Of course, if they accept, you' ve put usin the awkward position of having to
adiver.”

“Magter Luminaradwaysfulfills her promises” There wasjust atouch of sharpnessin Barriss voice.

“I’ve no doubt she does.” Obi-Wan regarded the Padawan tolerantly. “It’ s getting theseinnumerable,
factious, quarrel some nomads who call themsalvesthe Alwari to abide by the proposed terms that



concerns me.”

Luminarainterrupted the exchange with adight nod. The delegates had concluded their vigorous
conversation and once more sat facing the visitors.

“No one doubts that obtaining the agreement of the Alwari to such an accord would radically change the
socid dynamic that existishere” 1t wasthe third Ansionian representative, afemale named Induran, who
spoke. “And if such atreaty could be achieved, it would certainly tilt the opinion of many of those who
are presently inclined to favor secession from the Republic because they believe remaining in it does
nothing for them.” Her large, convex eyes gazed unflinchingly at the Jedi. “However, the likeihood of
obtaining the hand of the Alwari to such an agreement the mgority of usfind doubtful in the extreme.”

It wasthe formerly bellicose Tolut who roseto the visitor’ s defense. “For those who can makeit rain
indoors, even such athing asrationa dialogue with the Alwari may be possible.”

Luminarasmiled at the burly dien. Confrontational he might be, but at least he wasflexible enough to
change his position when the facts warranted his doing so. That was more than could be said, so far, for
his human and Ans onian colleagues—though they were weakening. One could fed the subtle changein
the mental atmospherein the chamber. It was asif, though fed up with the convol uted workings and the
oppressive bureaucracy of the Republic, theywanted to believeinit. It was up to her and Obi-Wan,
together with their respective Padawans, to bring the members of the delegation around.

Everything now hinged on gaining the full cooperation of these Alwari nomads. Somehow she fdt that
was going to entail more than Stting in acomfortable room performing tricks with jugs of water.

“How do wefind the Alwari?’ Anakin queried, showing impatience.

Luminara s gaze narrowed as she regarded the Padawan. One could sense the strength of the Force
within him, aswell as other potentidities. Though she knew little about him, she knew that Obi-Wan
would not take on a Padawan who did not show considerable promise. Hewasjust the Jedi toreinin
such a headstrong youth, to take the sharp edges off the rough diamond and polish him into atrue Jedi.
There was nothing wrong with the Padawan’ swords, or with him speaking out. 1t was only that there
was afine line between confident and headstrong, between bold and arrogant. Glancing dightly to her
right, she saw that Barriss visibly disapproved of her male counterpart. Well, the young woman would
keep her doubts to herself—unless Skywalker provoked her. Barriss was reserved by nature, but she
was hot easly intimidated. Especidly by another Padawan.

Ranjiyn did not hesitate. “Go east. Or west, or any other direction. Or away from civilization. Leavethe
citiesbehind.” He ventured the thin Ansonian verson of asmile. “Y ouwill find the Alwari. Or they will
findyou . | wish | could be there to watch you try to talk senseinto them. That would be something to

“Something to see” Tolut grunted in agreement.

Luminaraand Obi-Wan rose smultaneoudy. The conference was at an end. “Y ou know our
reputation,” Obi-Wan said. “We have put it behind our words thousands of times before. Thiswill beno
different. Dedling with your Alwari can't be any more frugtrating than trying to negotiate the traffic
patterns on Coruscant.” Hisexpression twisted at the memory of hislast vigt. Hedidn't much carefor
intrecity travel.

The mention of urban confusion further solidified the growing, if wary, rapport that had developed during



the conference between visitors and del egates—which was of course precisely why he had dluded toit.
Officid business concluded, visitors and delegates dike chatted amiably for another hour, both sdes
grateful for the chance to learn something more of one another off the record and on apersond levd. In
particular, the now nearly dried-out Tolut had taken aspecia shineto Luminara. Shetolerated the
hulking delegate’ s proximity without concern. In the course of her career she had been required to make
friends with far more obnoxious sentients.

While engaged in her own conversations, she noted with admiration how Obi-Wan Kenobi put others at
ease. For dl hisvaunted skills and experience, hiswas a persondity others found non-threatening. His
tone was understated, while hiswordsfell on the ears of others as gently as atherapeutic massage. If he
had not become a Jedi, she mused, he would have been a gresat credit to the diplomatic service.

But that would have meant a career in the very bureaucracy that they both decried, the consequences of
whose blundering and stumbling they were both here to try to smooth over.

Barrisswas doing her best to charm both Ranjiyn and the elder human representative, while Anakin was
spouting astreak of self-assurance at the other human. Thewoman listened intently to everything he said,
more engrossed in hiswords than Luminarawould have expected. Shewould have listened in, but she
had Tolut and the still-suspicious Kandah to try to win over. Anyway, if Anakin needed monitoring, that
was Obi-Wan's job, not hers.

If only, she reflected, succeeding in their mission here could be reduced to amatter of choosing the right
phrases. Unfortunately, she had been involved in too many disputes on too many unruly worldsto believe
that the quandry of Ansion would be solved by shrewd words aone.

Delegate Kandah, of the Unity of Community that represented the urban citizens of Ansion, waited
uneadly in the dark passageway. Beyond, the lights of Songoquin Street, with its chanting vendors and
night-strolling patrons, beckoned. Like al her big-eyed kind, she was comfortable moving about even on
moonlessnights. But in such aredtricted defile, with only one way in and out, even anight-sighted
Ansonian might beforgiven for wishing for alittle moreillumination.

“What have you for me?’ Though she recognized the voice immediately, the abruptness of its snapping
announce out of the darkness startled her. “What of the meeting between the vistors and the
representatives of the Unity?”

“Itwent dl towel.” Shedid not know the identity of the contact with whom she was speaking, much
lesshisname. She could not even be sure it was ahe. None of that mattered. What was important was
that he paid handsomely, without delay, and in untracesble credits. “ The delegation was mistrustful and
skepticd at firdt. | did my persona best to sow confusion and dissent. But the Jedi are as clever with
words asthey are with the Force. I’'m certain they have convinced that stupid Armalat to vote on their
behdf. The others continueto vacillate” She proceeded to describein detail therest of the meeting.

“So the Jedi intend to try to persuade the Alwari to alow exploration and development on up to haf the
traditiona nomad prairielands?’ Incredul ous laughter echoed from the shadows. “ That would be
something! They have no chance of doing so, of course.”

“I would have thought so, too,” she whispered into the gloom, “until | met them for mysdlf and saw how
they operate. They are subtle, aswell as shrewd.”



The voice hesitated before responding. “Y ou don't mean to say you believe they might actualy secure
such an agreement with the Alwari?’

“I mean to say that these are true Jedi, and | am not qualified to predictwhat they might or might not
accomplish. Ican say that | would not bet againgt them—in anything.”

“Jedi arefamed asfighters, not talkers,” the voice muttered uneasily.

“Isthat s0?" Kandah recaled more details of the conference. “ These Knights and their Padawans are
suavity made solid. Asfor what you say, how many Jedi have you seen in action? Of any kind?’

“Never mind what | have seen or not seen.” The voice sowner was clearly irritated, though not with his
supplier of information. “I must convey thisinformation to my patron. He will know what to do.”

Will heindeed?thought Kandah. Better him than me. All she had to do was ddliver areport. Shewas
glad her attempt to frustrate the Jedi’ s mission did not require that she go any farther.

“Y our payment will be deposited in the usud manner.” The voice spoke offhandedly, clearly

preoccupied with dl that the Unity delegate had told him. “As aways, your good work is appreciated.
When Ansion at last stands outside the Republic and free of itsinterference, you will recelve your just
reward. Your unfairly appropriated family estates in Korumdah will be restored to you.”

“I am your humble servant,” Kandah replied politely. Turning to leave, she hesitated. “What do you think
your patron will do to try to stop these Jedi from succeeding in their task, now that the attempt at direct
assassination hasfailed so ignobly?’

No reply was forthcoming from the darkness. Having swirled his dustcape securely around him,
Ogomoor had aready vanished into the night.

“So the Jedi intend to keep the Unity within the Republic by settling their differenceswith the Alwari. A
bold plan.”

“Also astupid one, Y our Greatness.”

“Isit?” Soergg glanced over from the lounge on which he was relaxing. Outside, one of Anson’ssmdll
moons waxed ivory.

“It hasn’t a chance of succeeding.”
“Haan'tit?’

Senging that he was rapidly losing argumentative ground, Ogomoor decided to changetactics. “What
would you have me do?’ He considered. “I could try to bribe one or more of them.”

Huge, ditted eyesrolled callingward. “BribeaJedi! Y ou redly areignorant, aren’t you, Ogomoor?’

Swallowing both his suggestion and his pride, the mgjordomo replied deferentidly, “Yes. | would be
grateful if you would enlighten your humble servant.”



“I'will.” Generating a disgusting squinching sound, the Huit rolled onto hisright Side, the better to regard
hisemployee. “Know this: Jedi cannot be bribed, connived, broken, or swayed from what they believeto
be the right and true course of theway. At least, such has been my experience.” He spat to one side, and
the custodid droid rushed fromits resting place to clean up the repulsive gob. “Thisisashame, but many
truths often are. Therefore, we must dedl with them elsewise. Come close, and | will tell you how.”

Must I? Ogomoor thought. But there was no more escaping the Hutt’ s breath than there was his orders.

I am not,Ogomoor reflected as he stood bravely absorbing the full force of that noxious miasma,being
paid enough for this.

Chapter Four

One of the advantages of living and working on Coruscant was that there were innumerable
placesto mest, if one did not want to be located. So it wasthat thelittle group found themselvesina
small drinking establishment of no specia reputation in an unfashionable part of Quadrant H-46. In such
places, there was less of an immediate need to preserve one' s anonymity. In any event, none of them was

recognized by the other patrons as they wandered in.

“This places stinks of the working classes,” Nemrileo, who hailed from the powerful world of
Tanjay, sniffed. “1t will hidethe smell of treason.”

Senator Mousul had to smile. “Y ou talk of committing treason againgt the treasoners. Don't get your
loydties confused, Nemrileo. Now isnot thetime.”

“You don’'t haveto tel me about time.” The man hunched lower over thetable, “But thisAndon
businessis beginning to worry me.”

“It should not.” Mousul exuded assurance—an easy thing, his questioner mused, since the interests
supporting them had promised to back Mousul for the governorship of his entire sector once Ansion and
itsdlies had withdrawn from the Republic. “I am confident that everything is proceeding as planned, and
that within avery short time the dominant politica force on my world, the Unity of citesand towns, will
vote for full withdrawa from the Republic, thus setting in motion dl that we hopefor.”

“ ‘Everything' 7’ said an dien femae politician whose explosion of straw-colored fur threatened to burst
forth from within her tight-fitting camouflaging suit. “ That’ snot what | hear.”

Mousul gestured indifferently. “A minor glitch. Nothing to be concerned about.”

“| admire your assurance,” the alien female declared. “Not everyone would be so casua upon learning
of thearriva on their homeworld of two Jedi, together with their Padawans, in the midst of the most

delicate negotiations over secesson.”

“I told you.” Mousul’ stone turned darker. “Itisbeing dedt with.”



“It had better be,” Tam Uliss, abusiness associate from Ansion, declared. “My people are growing
impatient. They are ready to move, have been for sometime, and didike having to wait upon the decision
of abunch of minor sentients from a decidedly minor world.”

“The president of the Commerce Guild would not like to hear such talk.”

“That’ swhy we called thismeeting,” muttered the dien femade politician. “ So we could discuss
possihilitieswithout her.” Her yellow eyes burned into his. “And if you weren't smilarly interested, you
wouldn’t be here now.”

The Senator raised acautioning hand. “1 said | would cometo listen, and to apprise you of our progress
inthe Ansion matter. | make no judgments. But if Shu Mai sayswe should restrain our interests until
Ansion has declared for secession, then | believe we should listen to her.”

“Should we?” Another of the group showed by his expression as much as by hiswordsthat he felt
otherwise. “Can Shu Mai and the Commerce Guild truly be trusted?”

“You haven't met her,” Mousul replied. “Be assured that she can. Shehasdl our best interests at heart.”
“Doessheredly? Nemrileo was not so sure. “From what I’ ve heard, she doesn’t have aheart.”

“I trust her,” announced the femal e politician seated next to the cynic. “1 know her from her work in our
quadrant. What | don’t trust are my own congtituents.”

There was laughter from around the private table. “Trust condtituents...” “...How very droll!” Assoon
asthe mirth had faded, Mousul spoke anew.

“I have been in touch with my principa contact on Ansion. He assures me the Jedi will be dedlt with.
Shu Mai continuesto show confidencein thisindividua aswell. There are socid and commercia bonds
that affirm our mutua contract. | suggest you al return to your positions and be of good cheer. All our
hopes will be redized soon enough.”

“To beat last free of the corruption and vices of this bloated, inert, so-called Republic!” Tam Uliss
exclamed. “Truly adream to be wished.”

The Senator looked around the circle. “We are dl of the same opinion. And we are fortunate to have
someone who believesin our cause as strongly as Shu Mai does, to mediate for uswith otherswho for
now must remain nameess” He passed a hand over the tabl€' sresponse plate. “Now, let usal relax and
have something to drink. It’srare enough that we' re able to gather together likethis.”

Tengon dissolved after the first few rounds of drinks. In the company of hisfellow conspirators, Mousul
was aso ableto relax. Hewould be more relaxed gtill after he reported to Shu Mai on the one member
of their group whom he felt they could no longer trust. A lack of trust was abad thing in a conspiracy. It
poisoned the atmosphere of cooperation. It could provefatal. Especidly to theindividua in question.

Soergg waswell pleased with thefind plan that had been devised. 1t had been carefully thought out,
honed and refined, until he could see nothing wrong with it. It possessed the twin virtues of smplicity and
directness. He explained it assertively to Ogomoor. His mgordomo listened carefully. Only whenthe
Huit had finished did the Ansionian timidly venture to comment.



“It certainly sounds most promising.”

“Promising?’ the bosshan rumbled. “It' s perfect!” He glowered down at the complaisant biped. “Ian't
it?”

“Wadll, the only obstacle | seeliesin thisability of the Jedi to intuit danger coming their way. To sense
trouble as a disturbance in the Force.”

Soergg hodded as much as one could who had no neck. “I am al too aware of the cursed Jedi abilities.
So to carry out this plan | have engaged two who are immune to such Jedi perceptiveness. Two of your
own kind who possess unique qudifications.”

“Not to dispute your expertise, but how can any thinking, fegling sentients be imperviousto Jedi acuity?’

“Meet them, Ogomoor, and judge for yourself.” Looking off to one side, he clapped hislarge, flabby
pamstogether and raised hisvoice. “Bulgan, Kyakhta—come and meet my mgordomo!”

Expectant and curious, Ogomoor turned toward the doorway that led from the bossban’ s audience
chamber to aside waiting room. The aspect of the two Ansionians who entered in response to Soergg's
cdl did not fill him with overwhe ming confidence.

Once had aripped and ragged mane of splotchy auburn and a cruddly fashioned artificiad arm. The other
was completely shorn from head to spine, bald and pallid of skin, with a patch over one eye and a back
permanently bent from some incurable childhood disease. Neither was especidly tall or strong. Together,
Ogomoor decided, the pair would have been hard-pressed to kidnap the offpring of an elderly water
carier.

So astonished was he by the sight of the forlorn duo that for amoment he forgot hisfear of hisemployer.
“Bossban, you' re going to sendthese two to capture a Jedi 7’

“Not aJedi, Ogomoor. One of their Padawans. With one of the two youthsin our custody, the Jedi will
beforced to parley.” He puffed himsaf up to hisfull, impressve—if loathsome—size. “Wewill demand
they withdraw from al negotiationsinvolving Ansion’s domestic and ga actic disputations, and that no
new Jedi cometo take their place. Oncethey agreeto that, they will be hel plessto affect the outcome of
the vote for secession. One Jedi’ sword binds al Jedi.” Heal but rubbed his hands together. “Thisis
even better than killing them. They will be forced to leave in disgrace and failure, with their tailstucked
between their legs. At the sametime, the Jedi Council will not rise up in rage againgt the desths of severd
of the Order. They will smply have been outmaneuvered, and out-thought. By me” He puffed up so
much that Ogomoor thought the Hutt might explode. Unfortunately, it remained nothing more than a
wishful image. “ Sometimes humiliation is more effective than death.”

“1 do not disagree, Bossban.” Recovering some fortitude, Ogomoor indicated the two proposed hostage
takers. The one caled Kyakhta was gaping openmouthed at the room’ sluxurious furnishings, while his
bent-backed companion Bulgan stood staring blankly at the floor, flagrantly picking his single nostril.

“But serioudy, you are sending these two to overpower a Jedi Padawan?’

Instead of roaring, Soergg held his patience. “Look at them, Ogomoor. Take agood, close look. What
do you see?’ Clearly, the Hutt was enjoying his employee’ s bewilderment.

Dubioudy, and without getting any closer than was absolutely necessary, the mgjordomo scrutinized the



shiftless pair. Closer ingpection did not produce encouragement. “ At therisk of insulting your judgment, if
not them, O Bosshan, | would say that they appear to be dightlyfelek . Mentally deranged. Addled.”

“Indeed they are. Just enough.” Looking hugely pleased with himsdlf, aswell as more than usualy huge,
Soergg leaned back on histall. “In the course of carrying out research for my many businessinterests, |
have discovered that even aminor mentd illnessis sometimes sufficient to confuse perception of the
Force in those who are capable of it. Psychosisactslike afogged piece of transparisted, distorting but
not completely hiding whet liesbeyond.” He gestured & his new hirelings. Bulgan smiled vacantly in
response. “Thesetwo areindeed dightly mad. In their madness lies the secret of our success.”

Enlightened, Ogomoor eyed the pair with fresh interest, if not increased respect. “I’ve been trying to
placetheir garb. Whilethey're obvioudy Alwari, | haveto admit | don't recognize their clans.”

“That ishardly surprising,” Soergg grunted, “ since they have no clans. Because of their physical and
menta infirmities, they have been cast out. Sent to livein the hated cities, where they eke out aliving
doing whatever work comestheir way.” He beamed as much as a Hutt could beam. “With whet | have
agreed to pay them, they will do anything | ask. Anything! Even attempt to capture a Jedi Padawan.” He
snorted derigvely. “Like so many, credits mean more to them than moras’

Including a people caled the Hutts, Ogomoor thought.

“That'sso, itis,” declared Bulgan, spesking for thefirst time. Hiswords were somewhat difficult to
understand as he ill had onefinger up hisnose.

“Well doit.” Theeocution of his one-armed companion Kyakhta was somewhat better, being
uninfracted by thekind of digital nasa blockage that was presently afflicting his companion. “We can do
it” As Kyakhta spoke, Bulgan blinked his one good eye; the thick, opague Ansionian lid flashing
meaningfully from Ieft to right.

“The Jedi will not be able to sense their approach.” Soergg wasvisbly reveing in theinimitability of his
plan.

“Not viathe Force, perhaps, Bossban. But the humans till have eyes, and reactions more sharply honed
than those of mogt sentients.”

The Hutt nodded patiently, having thought it al out in advance. “Our friends here will flatch the snatch
latein the day. Even Jedi require the occasional break from their duties. The four who trouble us have
been observed taking in the sghts of Cuipernam. Asthey do, sometimes they separate. Jedi they may be,
but they are ill of two different genders. The females often seek out different thingsthan themales. If a
younger Padawan can be caught out a distance away from its Master, the abduction may be
accomplished. Most Jedi, soitissaid, rely on their sensesto warn them when danger approaches.
Senaing no danger in these two idiots, they will ignore them asthey continue with thelr sght-seeing.” With
an imperious wave of one hand, he dismissed the two addled but willing kidnappers.

“Go now! You know wherethevistors stay.” He smiled unpleasantly. “Everyone knows, asthey are
officid guests of the Unity delegation and the city council of Cuipernam. If you succeed, take the
Padawan to the chosen place and wait there for my further orders.”

Kyakhta turned and bowed. When Bulgan did not, his companion smacked the other clanless one on the
back of hisbad skull. Bulgan then turned and, being aready bent, did not have to bow. But hedid at
least remove hisfinger from hisnose. Together, they backed out of the room through the door that had



granted them admittance. Ogomoor was still dubious—but aflicker of anticipation had begun to burn
withinhim.

“An audacious plan, to be sure, Bossban. But risky.”

“What risk!” Lumbering to hisright, Soergg shoved afigt into abowl filled with turgid liquid and fished
out something the sight of which made Ogomoor blanch. Unrepentant, the Hutt tilted back his head,
dropped the noisome contents of his closed hand into his cavernous maw of amouth, and swallowed
noisly, smacking hislips by way of appreciation. “ Therisk falsentirdly on thosetwo cretins. If they fall,
the Jedi will surdly kill them.”

“And if they do not, but only wound and capture them? Artless asthey are, they will surely tdll the Jedi
who hired them to attempt such atask.”

Soergg’ sgreat belly heaved as he laughed. “ Once they commence the operation, they are to report
personaly to me at prescribed intervals viaa closed-band comlink. Two nights ago, while they dept the
deep of thesmple, | had my own physician ingtal asmall device in the neck of each. Should they fail to
report”—he tapped one finger into an open, greasy pam—-1 will remotely activate the devices. Before
they can give away any incriminating information, the very compact explosive charges contained within
will separate their heads from their shoulders. Rather messily, I'm afraid.”

“What then, Great One?’ Ogomoor was curious to know.

Soergg shrugged, fleshy ripples running in descending waves down his entire flaccid length. *Clanless
imbeciles are chegp, even in Cuipernam. If thesetwo fail, wewill try again with another pair.”

Kyakhta swirled the lightwei ght, waterproof robes more tightly around him, the better to hide hisface.
They were the robes of amember of the Pangay Ous. That was not hisclan. He and Bulgan were Tashir,
of the Southern Hatagai. But it felt good to be back in clan gear eveniif it was not hisown, eveniif it had
not been earned.

The robes were necessary to dlow them to blend in with the crowds that filled the bustling marketplace.
Remembering the small device clipped to hiswristband benegth the robes, he fingered if briefly, as per
the ingtructions of their master the Hutt. Soergg had been most insistent thet they cal inregularly. After
al, he had informed them, explaining how the explosive devicesimplanted in their necksworked, if they
faled to check in a the appointed time, they would not live long enough to collect their pay. Kyakhtaand
Bulgan had been deeply touched by thisintimate expression of the Hutt’ s concern for their welfare.

There were larger marketplaces on Ansion than Cuipernam’s. In these days of modern intragalactic
commerce, the mgority of transactionsinvolved little more than an exchange of numbers and symbals.
But on many worlds, the old-style, traditional marketplace till retained awarm spot in the hearts of the
locd inhabitants. Trading by machine might be more efficient, and alow for an infinitely grester variety
and volume of goodsto be bartered, but therewasno joy init. The ddight of doing businessfaceto face
remained one of life’ ssmall pleasuresin an increasingly automated galactic civilization.

Besides, what did aloca specidist vendor of marthan fruit need with the expense and complications of
an eectronic trading nexus? And how many visitors and gawkers and tourists would a portable
information shifter draw to acommunity’ s downtown? Not to mention that face-to-face business
provided away to avoid many taxes. Among those inhabitants of Ansion who were heartily in favor of



secession could be counted many notable merchants. It wasn't so much the taxes themsdlves that had
caused them to distance themsel ves from the Republic—it was the endless and ever-growing list of rules
and regulaions. Though these concerns were shared throughout the Republic and had been passed on to
the Senate by citizen representatives, like so much e se, they seemed never to be acted upon. Isolated
and coddled on distant Coruscant, the galactic government had grown ever more divorced from the
needs and aspirations of the peopleit purported to govern.

Kyakhta and Bulgan moved easily through the crowds, though Kyakhta had to keep aclose eyeon his
companion as they wended their way past one stall and shop after another. Innocent that he was, the
bent-backed Bulgan had a disconcerting tendency to sample assorted wares without remembering that it
was necessary to pay for them. They had no time for such nonsense today. They were on an important
misson! Not asimportant as herding, or racing, or celebrating with one’ s clan, perhaps. But for two
clanless ones such as themsalves, important enough.

“Therethey arel” he whispered tersely as Bulgan bumped up behind him. The other strained to see out
of hisone good eye, straightening as much as he was able. Bulgan sniffed as he stared.

“Got no guards,” he noted observantly. Bulgan was smple, but not quite so supid as his outward
gppearance and attitude might suggest.

Kyakhtawithheld the mgority of his contempt. “Of coursethey got no guards, dimwit! What need do
Jedi have for guards? It isthey who guardothers .”

Bulgan frowned, looked around in confusion. “Whét others?’

Not bothering to reply and keeping his face hidden as much as possible, Kyakhta saw that the visitors
were unaccompanied by aloca guide. In keeping with their unassuming demeanor, he knew they would
prefer to travel without even asmall entourage. Nor would they wish to attract acrowd. That was good.
For thework they intended to do, he and Bulgan wanted as few complications, and witnesses, as
possible. Hisupper right arm was throbbing above the prosthetic, asit dways did when he was nervous.

“Which onewetake?’ Bulgan had to move hishead from side to Sdein order to see around eddying
pedestrians who were not so much taler than he as straighter.

“I don’'t know. It’s easy enough to tell the Padawans from their Jedi. They’ re much younger. | don’t
remember if thereis astrength difference between human genders.” He did not bother to ask if Bulgan
recalled such athing. Bulgan had trouble remembering what day it was, and sometimes his own name.

What did the Hutt Soergg want with a Jedi Padawan anyway, he wondered. Well, that was no business
of his. He and Bulgan had only to carry out their task. Besides, thinking on more than one subject at a
timehurt his head.

“Let’sfollow them,” the bent one suggested. Thiswas so obvious and sensible anotion that Kyakhta
could hardly countenanceitsorigin.

The Jedi vigitors acted like any group of tourists, listening to the spoken explanations of their guide as
they strolled through the marketplace, dutifully admiring the sghts while occasionaly pausing to taste
samplesof thelocd cuisne. Occasiondly, one or two of them would pause to admire ahandicraft or
artwork, aneatly turned bracelet or glistening singing plant from the equatorid regions. They did not buy
anything, Kyakhta noted. What use did a Jedi have for persona possessions when their council kept
them aways on the move? But their roving lifestyle did not prevent them from looking and appreciating.



One of the Padawans stopped outside a shop that featured sanwiwood scul ptures from the Niruu
Pateau. The Niruu Alwari were famed for their woodwork. 1t was the young female, Kyakhta noted.
The modestly windowed shop was one of many that fronted on the central marketplace itsdlf, and
therefore was more substantia than the temporary stals and cartsthat filled the centra square.

Go indde, he heard himself thinking urgently at the preoccupied Padawan. Go on, go in. Admire the
lovely pretties. Next to him, Bulgan had gone silent, senaing that the moment might be near. Inthe midst
of watching and waiting, Kyakhta did remember to finger the homing device at hiswais.

After exchanging afew wordswith her equaly youthful counterpart, the female Padawan entered. Her
male colleague turned away and moved off, trailing the two older Jedi. The latter were locked in
animated conversation. They gppeared not to have noticed the momentary detour taken by one of their
young apprentices.

“Now, quickly!” Forcing himself not to break into an eye-attracting lope, Kyakhta hurried forward.

The Winds of Whorh were with them. There was no one ese in the shop: only the proprietor, awizened
old city dweller who looked nearly aswell worn as some of her antique woodcarvings. No other
customers. Keeping their robes as tight about their faces as possible, the two newcomers pretended to
examinearitua high-backed Nazay seat from Delgerhan. The Padawan was dim and did not appear to
be especidly muscular. But then, Kyakhtaknew, Jedi did not depend on brute physica strength for their
protection.

Gesturing to Bulgan, he waited while hisfriend carefully unfolded the polus net from beneath hisrobe.
When Bulgan was ready, Kyakhta stepped up to the counter. Smiling patiently, the proprietress shuffled
toward him. A last, quick glancein the direction of the marketplace showed that the entryway remained
clear. Therewas no sign of the other visitors through the single large, transparent pane.

“Welcome to my modest place of doings, sir.” Eyeing his robes, she added, “1 seethat you are Pangay
Ous. You are along way from your stretch of prairie, sr.” A hint of uncertainty crept into her voice. “Yet
you do not have thelook about you of onewho is of the Northern Bands. | see no identifying tattoo on
your forehead, and your maneis—"*

“But my body fragranceis of the Pangay Ous,” he declared, interrupting her. “See?’ Pulling the compact
atomizer from beneath his robe, he shoved it forward and sprayed her right in the face, before she could
object. Sheinhaled reflexively, her eyesrolled back, and she dumped to the floor, her chin banging
againgt the counter as she dropped. So fast did the spray work that she did not even have time to ook
surprised.

“Hajal” he exclaimed, stepping back from the counter. “the poor lady has collapsed! It must be her
heartd”

“Here, let mehavealook.” Alerted to a possible emergency and wishing to be helpful, Barriss pushed
forward. “I’'m not that familiar with Angonian physiology, but there are certain bipedd circulatory and
respiratory constantsthat...”

Kyakhtamoved aside, not listening to her incomprehensible medicd jargon. Hewouldn't have
understood any of it anyway. Bulgan was dready in motion. Another glance outside showed that the
street was till devoid of Jedi. The Padawan had stepped behind the counter and was knedling beside the
fallen proprietress.



“Her vitas gppear sound.” She sounded a note of puzzlement. “ | don't think it's serious. Perhapsonly a
fanting d|.” She started to rise. “A little cool water on her face, | think. | wonder what could have
caused her to go down like that, so sudden and silently?’

“Maybethis?” Thrugting the sprayer forward, Kyakhta caught the female with afull burst right in the
face. If anything, having two nostrilsinstead of the norma one, she absorbed more of the mist than would
an Angonian. Her eyesflickered but did not roll back, and she started to reach for her lightsaber dung at
her waist. Startled and beginning to panic, Kyakhta squirted her again, and then athird time, before she
findly went down. In atestament to her training, she' d absorbed enough vapor to put out awhole squad
of mounted warriors.

“Hurry, hurry!” Trying to divide his attention between the entrance and the now unconscious Padawan,
he struggled with Bulgan to stuff the human fema e into the unbreskabl e sack they had brought with them.
Finaly lifting their bagged burden, which proved surprisingly heavy, they hurried toward the back of the
establishment. Aswas typica with such better-off shops, it boasted a second, rear entrance. Uldaswas
with them—the dirty service dley was deserted. Remembering to finger the sgnding device a hisside,
he led the way toward Jaaruls Street, the shielded and secure agpartment waiting there, and safety.
Excitement rose within him. They'd doneit!

Now all they had to do was hold on to their captive, keep her dive and well, and await further
ingructionsfrom Soergg. Compared to the abduction they had just carried out, such talk-work struck
Kyakhtaasnot work at all.

No one questioned the contents of the lumpy sack the two Alwari lugged down aleys and back streets.
Business was business, and anomad’ s business was none but his own.

Luminara put down the beautifully enameled little mirror that had been cut from asingle reflective minerd
surface and looked around, frowning. Something didn’t fed right. Something didn’t fed normd. It took
her amoment of searching, with both eyes and mind, both within and without, to redlize what it was. She
had not seen Barrissin sometime.

Where had the Padawan gone? It wasn't liker her to stray. A free-roaming Padawan had autonomy, but
no access to greater knowledge. Kenobi took notice of her concern and moved to stand next to his
colleague.

“Something amiss, Luminara?’

“1 don’t see Barriss, Obi-Wan. She usudly hangs on my every word, aswell as on those of whomever |
happen to be with at the time.”

He amiled reassuringly. “ Thenit’ s not surprising she’ s off somewhere. We' ve both been pretty quiet here
these last few moments.”

“Lagttimel saw her,” Anakin put in, “she waslooking at woodcarvingsin ashop.” Though hedid not
reach for hiswesgpon, his natural protective instinct was instantly aroused.

Luminard s deep blue eyes met his. “Which shop?’ she demanded.



“Not to worry, Master,” Anakin told her. “I’ ve kept an eye on the entryway ever since she stepped
indde. She hasn't come out.”

“Hasn't come out thisway, you mean. It's probably nothing, and she didikesit when | act morelikea
mother than ateacher, but Barriss absorbs and files sightsvery quickly. It'snot like her to linger.” Her
eyes bored into the Padawan's. “Which shop?’ shereiterated.

Sensing the seriousnessin her manner, Anakin put aside any remaining vestige of flippancy, raised a
hand, and pointed. “ That one, over there” Hefollowed close behind the two Jedi asthey walked rapidly
toward the establishment he d identified.

The door was propped open, which was not surprising. No one acknowledged their entrance, which
was.

“Bariss?’ Luminara's anxiety rose as she moved rapidly through the shop, searching among the larger
woodcarvings that crowded the back. A shout redirected her exploration.

“Luminard” It was Obi-Wan. That initself was darming, because she had dready noted that he hardly
ever raised hisvoice. “Over herel”

He was cradling the head of the elderly Ansionian femae againgt hisright leg. Anakin looked on, his
usua buoyancy gone, hisexpression stricken. “Water,” Obi-Wan called tersely. Hunting hurriedly
through arear room, Anakin found acooler half full of small polymer receptacles. Bringing one containing
cold water forward, he handed it to his Master and watched while Obi-Wan lightly sprinkled the contents
on the oldster’ sface. Her large eyes, the color of fine claret, blinked open moments later.

“Goodness me—by Nomgon's Arm!” She studied the dien human faces gazing worriedly down &t her.
“Who are you people? What happened to me?” Using her handsto push hersdlf into a Sitting position,
she added bewilderedly, “Why am | lying on the floor?’

Luminaragtudied her fixedly. “We were hoping you could tell usthat.”

“This—thisismy shop. My place. | was showing some waresto acustomer.” One hand went to her
head and rubbed her graying brush of mane forward. “Alwari, hewas. Said he was Pangay Ous, and
worethe right raiment. But his manner was odd.” Her face added wrinkles of distaste to those shaped by
age. “Therewas another with him, | think. | remember because he was ugly, and yet his companion made
him look handsome.”

“A young human femde, dressed like,” Luminarabrokein. “Have you seen anyone like that?’

The dderly native blinked. “QOu, to be sure. Very atentive she was, though | suspect not intending to buy
anything.” She smiled, showing sharp Angionian teeth. “When you ve been in thisbusinessaslong as|
have, you can tell, even with different species”

“Whereisshenow?’ Obi-Wan inquired in his soft yet commanding voice.

“Why—I don’t know. | don’t know where any of them are.” The proprietress looked down and shook
her head. “Last | remember, we were speaking of odors, and then...” Shelooked up blankly. “Thenl
opened my eyes, to see you three bending over me. What do you suppose could have?...”

“Magters! Out here!”



Responding to Anakin's cdl, the two Jedi hurried to the back of the shop and out the rear entrance
whose door was now gjar. They found him standing in an dley, knedling and pointing. The pavement was
dry and thick with dust. The marks of the two sets of footprints were clear to see. Thank the Force,
Obi-Wan thought, for the absence in the back aley of amuddling breeze.

“Angonian footprints.” Luminaralooked up, glancing both ways down the dley. “By themsdves,
confirmation of nothing.” She indicated the numerous other prints that marred the avenue' s dusty coating.
“Many feet have recently trod this path.”

“But these begin right from the doorway,” Anakin argued. “And see how deep they are compared to
some of the others. Asif the two who made these degper ones might be carrying something.” He gazed
down the shadowed passageway. “All Ansionians are more or |ess the same Sze—and weight.”

“Three go into the shop, two come out, and neither of those sets human.” Obi-Wan was nodding
aoprovingly. “You arelearning to see beyond the obvious, Anakin. Would that you aways continue to
doso.”

Luminarahad shut her eyestightly. Now they opened anew. “1 cannot sense her presence anywhere. If
she has been taken, | should be able to detect her distress. But thereisnothing.”

“Shemight be unconscious”  Obi-Wan had moved farther out into the alley, the better to scan its most
distant reaches. “If the two localswho took her intended her ill, they might have used the same method to
knock her out that they used on the owner of the shop.”

“Or she might be dead,” Anakin pointed out. In another setting, among other people, his comment could
have provoked angst or outrage. Neither Luminara or Obi-Wan reacted, however. As Jedi, they were
not offended by objectivity, no matter how sensitive the subject.

But within, Luminarawas churning. While a Jedi might not show many emotions, that did not mean she
did not have them.

“Thisisagzablecity. How are we going to find her?’ She fought to keep the anger shefelt in check.
“We could ask the city authorities for assstance,” Anakin proposed helpfully.

Obi-Wan st the suggestion aside. “That’ sal we need now, at this ddlicate stage of negotiations. To
confessto our hosts that one of our own has gone missing, and that we were helplessto prevent it. How
much confidence in our perceived omnipotence do you think that admission would inspire?’

Anakin nodded understandingly. “I see what you mean, Master. Sometimes | am too direct.”

“A common afliction of theinexperienced, for which you are not responsible” He looked back at
Luminara. “We haveto find her oursalves, no matter what her condition.” Hisanxious colleague smiled
tightly. “And quickly, lest our Ansionian hosts sense somethingisamiss”

Luminaraindicated the shop. “First we get as detailed a description as we can of the two Alwari who
were here at the sametime as Barriss. Then | think we should split up, each of ustaking athird of the
cty. Using this shop asanexus, we |l fan out and sweep as much of the community aswe can; asking
questions, offering rewardslocaly, and striving to sense Barriss presence.”



“Obi-Wan, do you think the same people as those who were assaulting Master Luminara and Padawan
Barrisswhen we arrived are behind this?” Anakin wondered.

“Impossibleto say,” the Jedi knight replied. “There are so many factions opposing any one of them. And
asyou know, there are offworld interests at work hereaswell.” In hisquiet way, Anakin saw, Obi-Wan
Kenobi was more than alittle displeased. “Thisisall we need—to add heet to aflashpoint. But palitics
aren’t important now. What mattersisfinding Barriss” Hedid not add “dive and well.”

He did not haveto.

NEWSBLINK (Coruscant News Network)—Nemrileo irm-Drocubac, representative from Tanjay VI,
died yesterday when hisaircar collided with a heavy-equipment ddivery vehicle in south quadrant,
section ninety-three, of the exclusve Bindal suburb where he lived. Questioned at the Site, the pilot of the
delivery craft declared that his vehicl€ sinternd guidance system had suffered an undetected software
falurethat led directly to thefad collison. Investigators on the scene were attempting to confirm his
assartion, though their efforts have been complicated by the severe damage to both vehicles.

Representative from Tanjay irm-Drocubac |eaves behind awife and two children. Though activein the
growing secessonist faction, and suspected of sympathies with the more extreme members of that
movement, he was well respected by his colleagues and coworkers, aswell as by his supporterson his
homeworld. In accordance with Tanjay tradition, his asheswill be scattered tomorrow above the capital
city where helived and worked for the past fifteen years of hislife.

A grieving Chancdllor P patineis scheduled to ddiver the eulogy.

(end transmission; end article)

Chapter Five

“For ayoung humanoid femae, she weighs more than | would have expected.” Kyakhtalet out atired
whoosh of air as he and his companion set the sack down on the bed. In response to movement within,
Bulgan released the sedl at the top. Sitting up, Barriss shuffled the sack off her shoulders. It fell to her
waist and, when she stood, to her feet. Her ankles were strapped together and her hands secured behind
her back. A quick glance downward, then up at her captors, found her focusing on Kyakhta s smile.

“Looking for this, apprentice?’” From abag dung at hiswaist, he removed her service belt. It contained

al of her persond gear, including her comlink and lightsaber. Shuffling over, Bulgan tentatively fingered
thelatter.

“Jedi lightsaber. Alwayswanted to try one.”

Kyakhta yanked the belt away, let it dip back into the open bag like a sedated snake. “Don't touch that,
youidiot! Don’'t you remember briefing where Hutt warned about handling such devices? A Jedi



lightsaber can be tuned to its owner’ s persona dectricd field. Try activate thisone, and you likely blow it
to bits. Along with you your dumbsdf aso.”

“Qu, that right. Bulganforget.” Turning, he once more considered their bound captive. “Not much to
look at, isit? | could breek it in half easy.”

“Only physicdly.” Unableto run or gesture, Barriss sat down on the bed. “Y ou obvioudy know who |
am, what | represent. Are you aware that even aswe speak there are three Jedi hunting furiousdly for me,
and that they will not be happy when they find out what has happened?’

Kyakhtalaughed while Bulgan chortled gruffly. “Let them look. They not find you here” Heindicated
the high smooth walls that enclosed them. “Thisis safe place, and in any case you not stay herelong.”
Remembering, he flicked the switch on hiscdl-in. “Already, other being notified. They come here, take
you off our hands. Then wealittlerich, and done with you aswell.”

Choosing not to dispute the claim, she continued quietly. “What do you, or whoever you work for, want
with me?’

Thetwo Alwari exchanged alook. “Not our business” Kyakhtafinaly replied. “ Catching you our job.
Questions not our job.” He turned to leave the room. * Report in success now. | looking forward to it.”
He straightened. “Bossban don't think we can doit. Benice surprisefor him.” Hissmilewidened. “I
think | make himwait alittlewhile before tell him s0.” He gave his companion ashove. “Watch her
close, Bulgan. Beware Jedi tricks.”

“No worry, Kyakhta.” Hunched over but dert, the other Alwari settled himsdlf on abench opposite the
shackled human. “Bulgan watch carefully.”

Barriss stared asthe single door closed heavily behind the one who called himsdf Kyakhta. A loudclick
followed hisexit. Without her lightsaber, she would not be able to penetrate the barrier, and her limited
meastery of the Force was not sufficient to allow her to pierceit mentally. Shewas trapped until her
friends could locate her. That they would do so she did not doubt. Only the time factor troubled her.
Would there be enough of it before she was transferred from this place and handed over to whomever
had arranged for her abduction? Of one thing she was certain: whoever it was, was likely to be both
more ruthless and more competent than her two comparatively smple Ansionian captors.

Astime passed, shewaited for her guard to grow tired, or to leave. Hedid neither. Nor was she able,
try as she might, to influence hismind. That could be, she reflected, because according to every indication
there was not much mind thereto influence. That might explain why neither she nor her Magter had
sensed its hodtile intentions.

They had used the unconscious shopkeeper to distract her attention. Upset with hersdf a faling for the
diverson, she repressed the growing irritation. Anger was another kind of distraction, one she could not
presently afford.

“Maybe bosshan give Kyakhtaand Bulgan bonus,” her watcher observed doud. “Jedi lightsaber would
be nice. Then Bulgan go home, show to clan. They let Bulgan back in. And those who object,” he made
aswinging motion with one heavy hand, “Bulgan cut off their headd”

“Y ou speak fondly of your bosshan.” She made a conscious effort to appear and sound as hel pless and
resgned as possible. “Who might that imposing individuad be?’



A dow smile spread across her guard’ sface. “Padawan try to fool Bulgan. No Jedi tricks here. Bulgan
and Kyakhtallittle dow, maybe. But that not mean we stupid.” Risng and lumbering forward, heloomed
over her seated form; a broad-chested, bal d-pated, threatening mass of muscle and bone, unusudly
massve for an Ansonian. “Y ou think Bulgan supid?’

“I did not say that, nor did | meaniit,” she responded soothingly. The Alwari backed off. “But | do see
something else about you that | am sure of .”

The hulking native' s eyes narrowed dangeroudy. “What that? Careful be, Padawan human. Bulgan not
afrad of you.”

“I can seethat. What | also see, and can sensein ways you cannot imagine, isthat both you and your
accomplice are in pain—and probably have been for along time.”

“In addition to the usud Jedi training, many of us have our own specid abilities. Areas of learning that we
are especidly drawn toward. Mysdf, | am apracticing heder.”

“But you human. Not Anson.”

“I know.” Her tone was tender, reassuring—compelling. “And | can't fix your poor back, or giveyou a
prosthetic to replace your missng eye. But the pain in your mind is akin to the pain nearly al warm-blood
sentients experience. It arisesfrom certain kinds of neura breakdowns and mafunctions. It' sasif
someone was trying to wire avery complex computer an al the necessary materials and components
were laid out before her, but she wasn't quite sure how to link everything together. So she did ajob that
wasalittle too hasty. Do you understand anything of what I’ m saying, Bulgan?’

The Alwari nodded dowly. “Bulgan not dumb. Bulgan understand. Haja, that just how Bulgan fed most
of thetime. Not wired right.” Tilting his head dightly to one Side, he sared at her hard out of hisone
good eye. “Padawan can fix that?’

“I can't make any promises. But | cantry.”

“Fix paininhead.” Her captor was clearly exerting aconsiderable mentd effort. “No more pain here.”
He rubbed hisforehead with his open pam. “That beabig thing. Bigger even, maybe, than credits” The
effort at extended cogitation having exhausted hislimited intellectua resources, he glared at her again.
“How know Bulgan can trust you?’

“I giveyou my word as a Padawan, as a student of the Jedi arts, as one who has dedicated her lifeto
their high ideels—and to mastering the skills of aheder.”

Obvioudy torn, her captor took adeep breath, glanced circumspectly at the door, and then turned back
to her. “Youtry tofix Bulgan. But if you try trick, [—"

“I've given my word,” sheinterrupted him, foretaling histhreet. “ Besides, where could | go? The door
islocked and barricaded from the outside. Or haven't’ you redlized that you' relocked in here with me?’
Shedid not smile. “Y our friend istaking no chances.”

“Lockedin?’ Herubbed his bare skull, his hand passing to either side of where adark mane would
normaly be. “Bulgan confused.”

Immediatdy, she jumped on the opening thus offered. *“ Confusion comes from the pain you’ ve been



livingwith. Let metry to help you, Bulgan. Please. If | fall, it costsyou nothing. Evenif | succeed, you
can still keep mein here because the door islocked from the outside.”

“That right. Padawan speak truth. Ou, you try.”

Mesting his gaze evenly, she gestured toward her bound wrists. “Y ou haveto untie me. To do thiskind
of work, | need my hands.”

Hewasingantly wary. “What for? Jedi trick?’

“No. Pleasetrust me, Bulgan. There are vastly more important things at stake here than my life, or the
szeof your future credit account. Areyou familiar with the secessonist movement?’

The Angonian made anegative gesture. “ Only movement Bulgan know isin bowels” Hethought a
moment longer. “Kyakhta be unhappy,” he muttered. The he reluctantly stepped behind Barriss and
passed a de-sedler across her wrists. The opague bond that restrained them promptly dissolved,
breaking down into cdllulose, catayst, and water. Relieved to have her hands free, she rubbed firmly at
her wrigts. Asthe circulation began returning, she beckoned for him to gpproach.

“Come here, Bulgan,” sheingructed him gently. He did so with head bowed, shuffling hisfeet like achild
approaching its mother. A very strong, very dangerous child, she reminded herself. Shedid not haveto
ask himto lower his heed farther. His poor bent spine had aready placed it within reach. Extending both
hands, palm downward, she tenderly cradled the sides of his skull, careful not to cover the aura

openings. Hisflesh waswarm to the touch—the normal Ansionian body temperature being severa
degrees higher than that of ahuman. Her eyes closed, and she began to concentrate.

A throbbing ran through her as her focus sharpened. An enduring, agonizing ache that through straining
and training she made her own. Shelet hersdf flow outward toward it, surrounding it with the soothing
balm that was her own harmoniousinner salf. Within the damaged, misfiring neuronsthat were the source
of the native' s ongoing hurt, the Force compelled a subtle realignment of tissues, an dmaost imperceptible
but physiologicaly criticd ateration.

She stood holding him like that for several long, silent minutes. healer and patient locked together in that
mysterious, inscrutable mutua melding comprehensible only to another master of the Jedi heding arts.
Not until dl felt norma and natural andwell did shefindly alow herself to withdraw from the vulnerable
gate into which she had placed them both.

Opening her eyes, shefound hersdlf staring back at her captor. But there was something different about
him now: afaint but discernible change of posture, aglint instead of adullnessin hiseye. He straightened
dightly, as much as his broken, permanently bent back would alow, and looked dowly around the room.

“How do you fed?’ shefindly prompted him when no words were forthcoming.

“Fed? Bulgan fed—I fed good. Very good.” Making fists of both three-fingered hands, he raised them
toward the roof. “Redly exceptiondly remarkably good! Haja, jaha, ou ou!” Thelittle dance he
proceeded to perform, joyfully throwing hisarmsrepeatedly into the air dl the while, lifted her hopesin
concert with his spirit.

Then he stopped, lowered his hands, and said to her in anotably different tone of voice than he had used
before, “but you' re still my prisoner, Padawan.” When she dumped, he grinned, showing fine Ansonian
teeth. “For about another minute.”



“Youmean?...” hisintent became clear when he walked over to her with aspring in his step that had
been absent previousy and bent to pass the de-sealer across her ankle bonds. They dissolved prompitly,
alowing her to stand. Her feet and legs numb from lack of use, she would have fallen had he not caught
her in hisstrong ams.

At which point the door clicked and Kyakhta entered the room

To say that the senior Alwari was startled by the sight that greeted his bulging eyeswas an
understatement worth of a senior tax collector. The sght of the Jedi Padawan unbound was disquieting
enough. The sight of her dumped dightly in his partner’ s arms was a gpectacl e that congtituted an
irresolvable conundrum. If Bulgan did not with hisfirgt utterance say exactly theright thing, Kyakhtawas
ready to bolt back outside and lock them both back in.

Fortunately, the heretofore guileless Bulgan was no in acerebral position to do so.

“Shefixed me” heinformed his companion smply and straightforwardly, tapping the side of his head.
“Fixed me here. She canfix you, too.”

“No promises,” Barriss warned them both.

“Fix what?" Kyakhta had aready taken awary step backward. “I not broken. What do you mean, fix
me?’

“Up here” Once more, the mentally mended Bulgan touched hand to head. “1 have no more painin my
mind. | know you suffer from the same syndrome, my good friend. Let her work her Jedi hedling on
you.”

Another step back. The door was within reach. Easy to dart back out into the hallway, dam the barrier
shut, and sedl thelock. But—what had happened to Bulgan in his absence? Kyakhta wondered. He
hadn’t been gone very long. Only afew minutes, and now his good, honest, dumb companion in mutua
exile and disgrace wastalking like an inferna city councilor! No, he corrected himself. Not likea
coundilor.

Like atrue Alwari nomad: independent, confident, and free.

Threefingers hovered in the vicinity of the door. The Jedi made no move to stop him, though he sensed
she might have done so. “Whét this nonsense about * Jedi hedling' ”’

“Sheworked it on me. Fixed my head, my mind. It doesn't hurt anymore, Kyakhtal | can think clearly
agan. My thoughts haven't been this free snce | was a child and was thrown from that suubatar.” His
voice lowered. “That was the same throw, the bad dismount, that broke my back and stole my eye—and

damaged my mind.”

“Butl...” Kyakhtawas at alossfor words. In theface of the evidence, in the face of hisfiend’ sface, he
was forced to accept a seemingly inconceivable redlity.

There was another redlity that would have to be faced, and quickly. Unbound hands outstretched, the
Jedi was advancing towards him.

“Let me help you, Kyakhta | give you the same promise | made to Bulgan. Whether | can help you or



not, | am il your prisoner.”

That was true, Kyakhtaredlized. Dissolved bonds notwithstanding, he and hisfriend were ill the ones
in control here. Only they knew the way out of the building in which the cell waslocated. Only they could
get her past the outer guards and security checkpoints. Of course, a Jedi Knight would probably make
short work of such minor obstacles, but a Padawan il intraining...

Unarguably, she had worked amarvel with Bulgan. Could she take away the smilar pain that had
afflicted him dl hisadult life; remove the regular, pounding waves of agony that daily stabbed through his
bran? Waan't it worth, if nothing ese, atry?

“Go ahead,” hetold her, and by way of warning, “if thisatrick, the bossban may not receive you
undamaged.”

Paying no attention to the thresat, she reached out and up to put her hands on the sides of his head and
draw it toward her. Her fingerswere cool againgt his skull, he redlized, and there were too many of them,
but otherwise her touch was inoffensive. Caming even.

Severd moments later, he was blinking back at her with the same awed redlization that had not long
before nearly overcome his companion. Unlike Bulgan, he did not throw hisarmswildly inthe air and
dancesmal cdrdes. Instead, he bowed. As performed by an Ansionian, it was aparticularly graceful and
supple gesture.

“I owe you my sanity, Padawan. For had you not interceded, | see surely now that the pain | have been
living with would have led dl too soon to utter madness, and eventualy to death.” Turning from her, he
embraced his old companion-in-despair, long arms wrapping around Bulgan’ s broad shoulders, maned
and bad heads bobbing together in ardent, mutua exultation.

Thejoyous sght of the two Ansionians she had been able to hed did Barriss heart good—but it was
not getting her out of this place, or restoring her to her friends. “My nameis Barriss Offee, my Madter is
the Jedi Luminara Unduli, and the sooner we find them, the better it will be for me and the sefer, |
suspect, it will befor you. For surely your employer will not be pleased to learn of the unexpected turn
you have donehim.”

“Bosshan Soergg!” Bulgan exdamed. As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he looked askance
at thiscompanion. But Kyakhtawas not upset a the unforced revelation.

“It doesn’t matter now, Bulgan. I’ ve just finished relaying news of our successto his headquarters.
Someone esewill haveto inform him of thischangein plans. We ve cast our lot in with thisfemale. Now
sheisgoing to haveto ddiver usfrom Soergg, instead of us delivering her to him.” He eyed the Jedi
expectantly. “Can you do that? We throw ourselves under your protection, without which we two who
stand now clanless before you will surdly be food for marauding shanhs before tomorrow's firgt light.”

“Get meout of herein one piece,” she assured them with agrim smile, “and | can promise you the
gratitude of two Jedi knights and afellow Padawan—in addition to my own persond indebtedness.” She
started purposefully for the open doorway. “That’ s enough reassurance for dmost anyonein the gdaxy.”

“Strange,” Bulgan murmured as he followed his companion and their former captive toward the exit,
“how clear thinking improves one' soutlook on life. For thefirst timein along, long whilel begin to see
mysdlf asaperson again, instead of alowly source of jokes and cruel humor.”



“I never saw you that way, my friend,” Kyakhta called softly back to him asthey quietly mounted the
Spird daircase.

“Yes, you did,” Bulgan shot back, “but | don't blame you for it. It wasn't your fault. It wasdl inthe
mind.”

“Mosgt chegp invectiveis.” Feding dightly naked without her service bdlt, Barriss followed Kyakhta
upward. “Whereismy gear”’

“In the storeroom. WE Il get it before we leave.”

There was one guard in the room. The Dorun sat in adeeply indented chair designed to accommodate
his commodious backside. In histwinned tentacles, he held an oval reader. Both stalk-mounted oculars
swiveled in Kyakhta sdirection asthe latter emerged from the stairwell.

“How be eth the prisoner?’

Kyakhta shrugged boredly as Bulgan emerged behind him. Barriss kept out of sight farther down in the
garwdl. “Quiet. An unusud date of affairs, or so | have been told, for ahumanoid femae.”

“Resigned eth to her fate by now, | wager.” The Dorun returned to hisviewing. Neither of his
independently swivding eyes noticed Bulgan picking up an empty chair. Both swiveling oculars dimmed
when the powerful Alwari brought it down on the guard' s head.

“Quickly now!” Entering a combination into a keypad, Kyakhta reached into the drawer that popped
open in response and withdrew Barriss' service belt. Her lightsaber, she wasrelieved to note, was ill
fastened in place. Asshewas dipping the belt around her middle, she noticed Kyakhta fingering asmall
device secured to hisown waist.

“What' sthat?’

“Wehaveto cdl in our postion at regular intervas” the Alwari explained dolefully, “or we'll die” He
rubbed the back of his neck. “Bosshan Soergg had explosive devices placed in our necksto ensure our
compliance with thisorders.”

Barriss made what was, for a Padawan, arude noise. “Typicd of aHutt. We certainly can’t let him
track us. Come, let me see”

Obediently, Kyakhta and Bulgan approached. Taking a scanner from her bdlt, she passed it carefully
over theindicated spot on the back of Kyakhta s neck. It wasn't hard to find the inserted device. There
was a perceptible bump under the skin just to the right of hismane.

Checking the scanner’ s reading, she entered a sequence and passed the compact instrument a second
time over the Alwari’ s neck, then repeated the procedure with Bulgan. Satisfied, she headed cautioudy
for the outer door.

Kyakhta followed, once more rubbing hisfingers over theraised place. “Theexplosveisdill there”
Cleansad mind or not, he was gtill understandably unessy at its presence.

Barriss studied the street outside. From everything she could see, traffic appeared normal. “1 could cut
them out, but I’ d rather have it done neatly, and | don't have the toolswith me. So | just deactivated



them. They’ re harmless now. But we' d do well to move fast. Possibly the process of my deectivating
themwill result in notification of whoever is monitoring you for your bossban that something has gone
wrong. | assume arapid response will be forthcoming.”

“Let’sgo, then.” Pushing her, Bulgan opened the door and stepped unflinchingly out onto the street.
Kyakhta and their former prisoner followed.

“Centrd square, | think. The shop where you found me.” Barriss followed Kyakhta slead. “Looking for
me, my companionswill split up and begin their seerch from there.” She fondled the closed-band comlink
on her belt. “Assoon aswe re asafe distance away from here, I’ [l notify them of our destination, course,
and that I'm okay.” Shesamiled. “And of your change of heart, aswell.”

“Better to say change of mind.” Everything that was previoudy familiar to him, Bulgan was now seeing
out of new eyes. Harmlessit might now be, having been rendered so by the Padawan, but the lethal
packet embedded in hisneck till itched. “Get rid of this as soon as possible.”

“Wewill,” Barriss assured him as they turned a corner onto amuch busier thoroughfare. The presence
of so many sentients around them eased her tenson. “Until then, we' Il smply tell anyone we meet to be
careful what they say to you, because you happen to have an explosive persondlity.”

Prior to her discerning minigtrations, Bulgan would have smply gaped dumbly at thisremark. Now, both
he and hisfriend Kyakhta had the pleasure of laughing &t the joke.

It was the kind of pleasure that had been dl too long denied them.

Sooner or later, adistraught Ogomoor felt, Baossban Soergg was going to grow tired of listening to his
magjordomo ddiver bad news. When that happened, Ogomoor knew he had better be ready to run—or
at least be stlanding well out of range of the Hutt’s massive, powerful tail.

“Gone.” Soergg lay ontheresting divan in hisdeeping quarters. He had been in the midst of his
afternoon nap when Ogomoaor, driven by urgency, had felt duty-bound to wake him. “Vanished. And
those two morons with her.”

“We do not know that they are with her, Great One. Only that sheismissing, and so arethey. The guard
says he was attacked from behind, in dl likelihood by one of them. Why would they suddenly decideto
gowith her?”

“Who knows?" The Hutt grunted as he douched his sagging corpus off the divan and onto the floor.
Immediatdly, apair of tiny geril servants commenced the odious task of grooming the duglike shape.
Soergg ignored them as he scowled down at his subordinate. “I smdl the stink of Jedi wiles behind this
misfortune.”

“The devices that were supposed to ensure the loyalty of the two abductors?...” Ogomoor left the
question hanging.

“Pagh! | activated those as soon as you told me what had happened. Either those imbeciles are now
headless, or else more Jedi deight of hand isat work inthis” Asthe gerils clung to his massive body,
continuing thelir grooming without interruption, Soergg lumbered forward. Exhibiting courage hedid not
fed, Ogomoor held hisground. His own head, he knew, remained attached to his shoulders only because



of his continuing vaue to the Huitt.

“Put out the word to every lowlife, criminal, lawbresaker, and felon in Cuipernam. A thousand Republic
credits to anyone who brings the accursed Padawan back to me alive, or the head of adead Jedi. Hurry!
We may ill have achanceif she can be intercepted before she can rgjoin her companions.”

“1 hear and obey, Bosshan.” Too relieved at the dismissa to fear a shot in the back, Ogomoor whirled
and fled unceremonioudy from the bedroom, his comlink aready out and activated.

Behind him, the gerilsreflexively seded their nogtrils as their misshapen employer voided hisdisgust in an
exceptionaly ghastly and maodorous manner.

What Ogomoor did not know was that his intimidating employer now had to report thefailure to one far
more important than his Huttish self. Soergg did not fear that individua—but he respected him. Almost as
much as he respected the credits being paid into his own loca account in the service of furthering the
cause of Ansionian secession.

Who was behind the one making the payments? He often wondered. Not that it redly mattered. It was
the money, the credits, that were important. The Hutts had little interest in politics except insofar asthese
served their immediate interests. It mattered not at al to Soergg whether Ansion and the worldsto which
it wastied viatresties and pacts remained within the Republic or pulled out.

Or even if something else, asyet unseen and unvoiced, aroseto takeits place.

Chapter Six

No one was surprised when Luminarawas thefirst of the anxious searchersto find Barriss and her new
dlies They met inthe middle of a secondary marketplace. Thetwo Alwari looked on with interest as
Master and Padawan embraced unashamedly. Intent on the day-to-day grind of business, everyone else,
shoppers and merchants dike, ignored them.

“And who might these two stalwart-looking locasbe?’ Luminaraeyed the Alwari with interest. Kyakhta
fdt Jedi eyeshburning into hisown. For no reason & al, he began to shuffle hisfedt.

“My kidnappers, Master.” At thelook on Luminarasface, Barrisshad to laugh. “Don’t gauge them too
harshly. Both suffered from cerebrd infirmities. In return for my curing them, they hel ped me escepe.”

“A temporary escape, I’ m obliged to remind you, Barriss,” Bulgan said. Straining to see over the heads
of vendors and customers dike, he was scanning the multitude for sgns of imminent assault. “Even asyou
enjoy this happy moment, I’d wager my last good credit that Bossban Soergg is sending a host of
cutthroatsin pursuit of usdl.”

“Then we must hasten to leave.” Pulling acomlink from her belt, Luminaraaddressed if briefly, listened
to areply, spoke again, and replaced it. “ Obi-Wan and Anakin are hurrying to join us.” She pointed.
“WEe Il gather by the fountain on thefar sde of thissquare.” Putting an arm around her Padawan’s



shoulders, she guided Barrissin that direction.

“I'm glad you' ve had achancein thefield to use your skill in the heding arts. Inthe future, | wish you
would try to find practice subjects other than kidnappers. | should be upset with you for letting your
guard down so badly, but I’'m too happy to see you safe and returned to usto be angry.”

They had to wait only a short while on the steps of the lorqual fountain before aswirl of robesin the
crowd marked Obi-Wan's arrival. Anakin was not far behind him. Both greeted Barrissin the treditiona
Jedi fashion: ceremonid, yet affectionate.

Bulgan observed the proceedingsin silence. Only when the formaities had been concluded did he
venture to inquire, while swatting away ahovering green-winged pekz, “what are you going to do now?’

Luminaraturned to him. “We have secured an agreement with the Unity of Community to make peace
with the nomads, if the Alwari will consent to share a percentage of the traditiona lands with the city folk.
Inreturn, the city folk will agree to provide the Alwari with al manner of advanced goods and services,
and will not try to intrude on or otherwise dter the time-honored Alwari way of life. Each will respect the
other and the Senate will stay, insofar asit is possible for bureaucratsto do so, out of Ansionian affairs.
Inreturn, Angon will remain in the Republic, which will ensureits economic and political independence

from the Commerce Guild. Among others.” Her tone darkened. “Andonwillnot become another
Naboo.”

Kyakhta scratched athe bare skin of hisneck, careful not to irritate the explosive till buried there.
“Sounds complicated to me.”

“Soitis” Obi-Wan admitted. “More complicated than should be necessary. But that’ stheway of things
these days.”

“Do you think the Alwari will accede to such aproposal?’ Barriss waswatching her friends and the
crowd Smultaneoudy.

The two nomads exchanged alook. “It depends on how it is put to them,” Kyakhtafinally decided. “If
you can get the most prominent overclans, the Borokii, to agree, the otherswill follow their lead and fall
intoline. Among the Alwari, it has ways been s0.”

Luminaranodded thoughtfully. “ Then we must get their representatives to come to Cuipernam so we can
talk with them in person.”

Bulgan started to laugh, stopped when he saw that the Jedi was serious. “No chieftain of the Borokii will
come within ahundredhuus of Cuipernam, or any other city of the Unity. They don’t trust the city folk, or
their representatives. | speak now asa Tashir of the Southern Hatagai. Albeit,” he added painfully, “one
who ispresently clanless”

Leaning toward Obi-Wan, Luminarawhispered something that soon had the other Jedi smiling and
nodding. She turned back to Barriss new friends. *If you are clanless” she said gernly, “It meansyou
have nowhere to go. No responsihilities, no placeto cal home.”

“Haja, that isdl too true,” Kyakhtaexclaimed mournfully. “Onewho isclanlessisasrootless asthe
blowing irgkul bush.”

“Then,” she continued, winking at Barriss, “you're free to work for us, to lead usto the Borokii.”



“Ou, | supposewe...” Kyakhta paused, blinked, and stared back at the Jedi. Ashedid so, hismouth
parted dightly, the thin lips moving farther and farther apart, showing more and more whiteness of tooth.
“Y ou mear—you would take on two such clanless ones as Bulgan and myself asyour guides? Even after
what we did to your Padawan?’

“That’sinthepagt,” Luminaratold him. “And besides, Barriss saysit wasn't redly your fault, and that
you're cured. | accept her conclusion on that.”

“Guidesfor Jedi! Ud” Bulgan could hardly believe the changein their fortunes that had taken placeina
sngle day—from working for adime-tracker like Bossban Soergg to escorts for Jedi Knights.

The ever-wary Anakin leaned close to Obi-Wan. “Master, do you think it wiseto place our trust and
requirementsin such asthese?’

Obi-Wan pursed hislips. “I sense no danger in these two.”
“Neither did Barriss,” Anakin pointed out sagacioudly, “ until they abducted her.”

“That was before she performed her healing. | think we shal be wdll looked after by this grateful pair.
And they offered us an advantage we could not have hoped to obtain from the city folk: being Alwari
themsalves, they should find the right path and make the eventua necessary introductions aswell asor
better than any otherswe could hire herein Cuipernam.”

Anakin mulled thisover. “Areinthefina anadyssal relaionships between sentients ultimately reduced to
palitics of one kind or another, Master Obi-Wan?’

“It isthought so by many. Hence my continua attempts to hammer into you the basic principles of skillful
diplomacy. Who knows? One day they might serve you in persond aswell as professond relationships.”

That thought was sufficient to quiet the Padawan, and to set him on an entirdly unrelated line of thinking.
Meanwhile, the two older Jedi discussed details with their new guides astogether they strode from the
crowded sguare.

“Thefirst thing,” Luminaradeclared, “isto have these wicked devices removed from beneath your
respective scalps.”

“I know a hedler who can do it in minutes, and will not be afraid to, now that they have been
deactivated.” Kyakhtaflashed bright, sharp teeth a Barriss. “Heisafine craftsman, but he would never
even have thought of treating us—before. To do so would have meant incurring the wrath of Bossban
Soergg.”

“Good.” Luminarasdestepped atrio of wandering Mielps, bent down benesth the weight of shopping
bags nearly aslarge asthemsdves. “Then we can hire alandspeeder, and proceed to—"

“No, no!” Bulgan cautioned her. “No landspeeders. We must take with us as few examples of gdactic
technology as possible. All Alwari aredie-hard traditiondists. Asyou dready know, this argument
between them and the people of the towns centerslargely on differences between long-established
customs and new ways of doing things, of living. If you wish to gain the trust of the Borokii, to prove
from the beginning that you do not favor the city folk, then you must approach them with reverence for
the old ways.”



Obi-Wan nodded amiably. “Very wdl then. No landspeeders. How do wetravel 7’
“For traversing the greet prairies, there are many riding animasthat are suitable.”

Anakin made aface. “Animad” he d dways been far more comfortable working with machines. If they
gave him enough time and access to sufficient equipment and spare parts, he could have built them a
vehicle that would perform as required. But the native had been ins stent—no landspeeders.

“By far the best isthe suubatar.” Kyakhta s enthusiasm was papable. “If you can afford them, they are
the preferred means of travel for Alwari highborn. Arriving in acamp aop oneimmediately marksthe
rider as a person of consequence. Not to mention taste.”

Luminaraconsdered. “The Jedi Council prefersthat we travel modestly. We have at our disposa only
limited means of exchange.”

“I think we might manageit,” Obi-Wan told her. “Given that we've been told to resolve thisbusiness as
quickly as possible, no one should object to our spending alittle to achieve that aim. The sooner we
leave Cuipernam in search of theses Borokii, the better our chances of quick success, and the safer we
al will be”

“Riding asuubatar islikeriding thewind.” An eager Bulgan legpt over adozing crowlyn. As he cleared
itswidejaws, it pawed at him indifferently and went back to deep.

Anakin shrugged. “I’'m achampion podracer. I'm afraid no organic riding steed, no matter how ‘ noble
it might be consdered locdly, is going to impress me very much.”

But he waswrong.

If there was one thing advanced technology had largely eliminated from modern transportation, it was
andl. Thelatter was present in abundance at the travel market, where an amazing variety of
domesticated riding creatures was to be found. While the two older Jedi went with their new guidesto
find suitable animals, the pair of Padawans were placed on guard.

“I’ve dready apologized to my Master for alowing mysdlf to be abducted.” As she spoke, Barriss' eyes
were never gill, regarding every vendor and shopper, every merchant and animd trainer, as a potential
threet.

Having aready been |ulled once by the apparent tranquility of his surroundings, Anakin was equaly aert.

He stood aongside his counterpart, wishing she were someone el se but never less than properly and
politely respectful of her dready established bravery and talent.

“There' sno need to be embarrassed. I’ ve done plenty of supid thingsin my life, too.”

“I didn’t say it was stupid.” Sheturned away from him.

He hesitated momentarily. “Look, I’ m sorry. We ve managed to get off on the wrong foot somehow. All
| can say inmy defenseisthat I've got alot on my mind.”



“You'reaJedi Padawan. Of courseyou' ve got alot on your mind.” Eyeing aseuvhat driver heading
purposefully in their direction, her hand strayed toward her lightsaber. When heturned hisvehicle, her

fingersfel away from the weapon.

“I mean I’'m preoccupied.” Reaching out, he put a hand on her shoulder, hoping the gesture would not
be miscongtrued. He needn’t have worried. “If | hadn’t been, if I’ d been doing my job, | would have
been paying more attention to the shop you went into. | might have followed up in timeto prevent your
abduction.”

“Thefault was mine, not yours. | wasguilty of thinking of only onething a atime. Besides,” she added
briskly, “if events had unfolded differently, I wouldn't have been able to help those two unfortunate
Alwari, and we would still be looking for guidesto take usto find thisoverclan. As Master Y oda says,
there are many paths through life, so it isbest to be happy with whichever one wefindly decideto take.”

“Ahyes, Master Yoda.” He dipped into thought.

Along with watching the crowd for sgns of trouble, she al'so stole occasiond glances at her fellow
Padawan. A hard oneto read, this Anakin Skywalker. Strength boiled within him. Strength, and—other
things. Already, she saw that he was far more complicated than anyone el se she had trained with at the
Temple. That initsaf was unusua. Once chosen, a Jedi’ s path was straight and uncomplicated. That was
not what she perceived within Anakin Skywalker.

“Y ou said you were preoccupied,” shefindly said to him. “1 sensethat it’s an unhappy preoccupation.”

“Doyounow?’ She couldn’'t decide if he was being sarcastic, or merely agreeable. Behind them, Jedi
and guides continued to haggle for mounts. He found himsalf wishing they would get onwithit. Hewas
tired of thisplace, tired of thisassgnment. What did it matter if Ansion, or even severd dozen dlied
worlds, seceded from the Republic? Given the current state of galactic governance and of the Senate,
with its proven record of corruption and confusion, who could blame them? It might serve as awake-up
call to therest of the Republic, awarning to clean things up or risk worse to come.

Strong thoughts for a Padawan. He smiled to himsdlf. Obi-Wan waswrong. | do think about the state
of things, sometimes, and not just about myself.

“Yes, | do,” Barriss continued. Shewas not in theleast intimidated by him. “With what are you so
preoccupied, Anakin Skywaker? Why are you dways so pensve?’

He thought about teller her the truth. In the end, he decided to explain only part of it. With awave of one
hand, he took in the travel market, the surrounding streets, the mixed throng of Ansionians and

offworlders, and the city beyond.

“Why arewe here? Master Obi-Wan hastried to explainit to me, but I'm afraid I’ m not very
sympathetic to theintricacies of politics. | find them difficult to understand, evenirrdevant to life. Ever
since |l wasachild, I’ ve dways had to be adirect sort of person.” He looked over at her. “Wherel
grew up, theway | grew up, if you disspated your energies, idled away your time, you didn’t last long.
Y ou want my sincere opinion of this assgnment?

She nodded, watching him.

“It sawagte of time. A job for jabbering diplomats, not Jedi.”



“I see. And what would you do if you werein charge, Anakin?’

Hedidn't hestate. “I’d round up the leaders of both factions, city and nomad dike, lock them dl inthe
sameroom, and tell them that if they didn’t make peace within aweek, the Republic would send afull
task force and assume direct control of locd affairs.”

She was nodding dowly, an infuriatingly tranquil expression on her face. “ And how would the
Commerce Guild respond to that, given its extensive interestsin this sector?’

“The Commerce Guild doeswhat is profitable. War with the Republic is not profitable” Helooked
convinced. “That much I’ velearned.”

“And if the Ansionian Unity of cities and towns, in consequence of thisaction of yours, makes good on
itsthreat to join the new secessionist movement, and the other worldsthat are dllied to Ansion decide to
joinin—7’

“It wouldn't make any difference to peopl€ sdaily lives. Trade would continue, everyday life onthe
worldsinvolved wouldn't change,” he huffed.

“Areyou so certain that you would risk thousands of livesto find out? And what would happen to the
Alwari, who disagree with the present path of the Unity? Would not the Commerce Guild and itsdlies
come down hard on them?’

“Wadl, I'm not surethat...” Under her relentlessreasoning, hiswall of certainty was beginning to crack.

Shelooked away from him, returned to studying the lively crowd. “Better, | think, to send apair of Jedi
and their Padawansto try to fix things. Far less threatening than atask Force. Also cheaper, a course of
action that always pleases the Senate.”

Hesghed. “You argue plausbly. But Ansionis such anowhereworld! Even Obi-Wan wondersif itis
very important. He' s spoken to me about it severd times, aswell as about what he thinks is wrong these
dayswith the Republicitsdf.”

“Hashpoints,” she shot back. “ Surely he has also spoken to you about flashpoints, and the need to
stamp them out before they can grow into uncontainable conflagrations.”

“Interminably.” He sighed resignedly as he resumed surveying the crowd with her.

“Itisafar price” The mane of the Ansionian trader had been painted with dternating silver and black
chevronsthat ran down his spine to disappear beneath hislow-cut collar. Convex lavender-hued eyes
gudied hisdients blankly, giving away nothing. “Nowhere €l se in Cuipernam, or on the Sorr-ul-Paan
Plateau, will you find six such splendid steeds of such grace and qudity! Not for thrice the price!”

“Benot over-inggtent,” Kyakhtatold him, “lest your incessant haranguing curdle the ssomachs of my
magters” Turning away from the broker, he lowered his voice as he and Bulgan conferenced with their
new employers.

“Heisright, Master Luminara. The price he asksisafar one. Sightly high, perhaps, but the animdsare
in excellent condition.”



“Toride such mounts!” Bulgan could hardly contain his anticipation.

“Giveusamoment.” Turning away, Luminaraleft thetwo Alwari to continue with the negotiation,
athough by now these were no more than amatter of trying to shave minuscule amounts off the broker's
find offer. “What do you think, Obi-Wan?’

He surveyed the surrounding market, ever aert for sign of impending aggression. “I think we should rely
on the native expertise of our new guides. After what your Padawan did for them, | believe they would
cheat themsdves before they would take advantage of her.” A glance back showed the Alwari il
arguing agreegbly with the sdler. “Besides, I'm rather looking forward to riding one of the beasts. One of
these days, | have afeding I'll have no choice but to ride around in old skimmers and beat-up
landspeeders.” Looking up, he studied the clear blue sky.

Luminara eyed the Padawans. “Thereis gill tenson between Barrissand Anakin.”

“Yes” Obi-Wan sghed. “I’ve noticed it, too. But they appear to be getting on better since her ordeal. A
fine sudent, Barriss. The Force flows strongly within her.”

“So it does, but not like it doesin young Anakin. Heisawild river, your Padawan, full of repressed
energy that needs channdling.”

“He came unreasonably late to training, and was raised by his mother to a greater age than the usua
apprentice.”

Luminaralooked again in the Padawan’ sdirection. “Heknew hismother? That isabond Jedi
apprentices do not normaly bring with them. It presents al manner of potential complications and
difficulties”

“I know. For that reason alone | would have not accepted him, but he was taken up by my own Magter,
Qui-Gon Jinn, whose dying wishes | vowed to respect. Among other mattersthat had to be dedlt with
subsequent to his passing, that meant dedling with and bringing along thisunusually voldtile youth.”

“How hasit gone?’ she asked earnestly.

Obi-Wan stroked his beard absently. “H€ s often impetuous, which isworrying. Sometimesit carries
over into impatience, which is dangerous. But he has gone through and survived agreat dedl, and heisan
avid student of Jedi lore. There are subjectsin which he excels, such aslightsaber combat. And he sa
natura pilot. But he haslittletimefor theintricacies of history or diplomacy, and palitics positively make
himill. Yet he perseveres. A trait he gets, | believe, from his mother, whom Qui-Gon knew but briefly as
aquiet yet strong-willed woman.”

She nodded thoughtfully. “1f anyone can turn such unwieldy raw materid into apolished Jedi Knight, |
suspect it isyou, Obi-Wan. Many have the knowledge, but few the patience.”

“You coulddoit, I think.”
Sheregarded him straight on. Face to face, the two Jedi gazed into each other’ s eyes. Each saw

something different but worthy there. Each saw something digtinctive, even exceptiona. When they findly
looked away, it was Smultaneoudly.



Turning, Obi-Wan moved to consult with the gently bickering Alwari. She watched him for along,
contempl ative moment before turning back to resume her scrutiny of the crowd.

At Obi-Wan' s urging, Kyakhta and Bulgan concluded their negotiations for the Six animals. At the
shoulder, the magnificent suubatars stood thrice the height of ahuman. They were six-legged, with
long-splayed toes that seemed wholly out of place on a creature designed for running through open
grasdands. When Anakin pointed out this seeming evolutionary disparity to Kyakhta, the Alwari laughed.

“You'll seewhat they arefor, Jedi Padawan!” Pulling back on the double set of reins, he effortlesdy
turned his own newly acquired mount.

The lightweight but thickly padded saddle was cinched between the front and middie shoulders.
Between middle shoulders and rear haunches, a second swayback would accommodate a sizable pack
of supplies. Having been negotiated for and priced, these were in the process of being loaded onto the
complaisant animals by the merchant’ s busy underlings.

“Food, water, accessories. dl has been acquired and accounted for, Master Barriss.” Bulgan had his
own booted, long-toed feet thrust forward in stirrups that were dung on either side of the suubatar’s
neck, instead of hanging downward. The smooth arch of the saddle behind him cradled his crippled
back. “Ahhhh—Haja!” he exclaimed with evident pleasure. “To St like this brings back many
memories.”

Following Kyakhta singtructions, Luminarastraddied her own mount. Despite its height, she had no
trouble doing so. Firgt, because it was presently crouched down awaiting its rider, and second, because
the body was lean and narrow. The reason for the saddle became immediately apparent. Without it, one
would be seated directly atop the line of protruding vertebrae.

“Elup!” Kyakhta barked. Starting from the front, the suubatar rose one set of legs a atime: front,
middle, and findly rear. The reason for the high-arching lesther curve at the back of the saddle was now
clear. With no support behind her, the angle of ascent would have sent Luminara bouncing down the
creature' sspine dl the way to the ground.

Though each boasted its own pattern of dark green stripes set againgt short soft fur, al six animalswere
the same underlying light bronze color. The combination would dlow them, despite their Sze and
vighility, to blend inwell with their prairie land surroundings. Expecting the suubatarsto be typical grazing
herbivorous creatures, Luminarawas surprised to learn that they were in fact omnivores, able to survive
on awide variety of foods. Their long, dim jawswere hinged at the bottom, dlowing for an enormous if
narrow gape that could swallow astonishingly large fruitsor prey inasingle gulp. Thefour front canines
protruded above and below the jaws, giving their owners afearsome appearance that belied their placid
nature.

“Of course, these are domesticated individuds,” Bulgan told her, divining her thoughts. “Wild suubatars
have been known to attack and destroy entire caravans.”

“That’ sreassuring.” Bobbing from sde to sde atop his patient mount, Anakin was struggling to maintain
hisbaance. Kyakhta noted the trouble he was having and came aongside.

“Y ou'reditting up too straight, Master Anakin. Lean back into the viann, the saddle support. There,
that’ sit. See how your legs now thrust naturaly into the forward stirrups?’

“But | can't seewell in thisposition,” the Padawan complained, struggling to hang on to the double set of



reins”

“I think we' re high enough up to see anything of importance,” Obi-Wan told him. Helay back inthe
saddle as one to the manner born. “Look on this as another unexpected episode in your education.”

“I’d rather be educated in alate-model landspeeder,” Anakin grumbled. But Kyakhtawasright. The
more he leaned back and trusted the saddle, the sturdier and more stable he felt. Maybe thiswouldn’t be
S0 bad after dl.

Could hetrust himsdlf to astrange, dien animd? The suubatars were certainly handsome creatures, with
their protruding silver-flecked eyes, single wide flaring nogtril, and smooth skulls. Their earswere set flush
againg their skulls and unlike the Ansionians, they had no manes. The striped fur was short and dense,
evolved to provide maximum insulation with minimum wind resstance. Taillswere leg-length but as
dender astherest of the beast. Everything about the creatures spoke to one end.

Speed.

“Everyoneready?’ Holding his steed’ sreins effortlessy in one hand, Kyakhtalooked back at his
companions. Bulgan signaed that the last of the supplies had been loaded. “ Then let’sgo and find the
Borokii!” Facing forward, he dapped his mount on the smooth back of its neck and shouted sharply, “
Elup!”

The suubatar seemed to rise from the ground. Inredlity, it had smply launched into the requested gallop.
The six-legged gait was extraordinarily smooth, Luminaranoted delightedly. There waslittle sensation of
jouncing or jolting. Leaning back in the saddi€ s viann, her fine, strong legs thrust calf-length into the deep

leather gtirrups, she watched the city fly past. Suggish pedestrians had to scramble to get out of their

way.

Far sooner than she expected, they sped benegth the high-arching Govidty Gate of the old city and
found themsalves on adirt road leading westward. Kyakhta came pounding up aongside her. Despite
what struck the Jedi as an extreme pace, she noted that his mount was not even breathing hard.

“Areyou comfortable, then, Master Luminara?’ The guide shouted to make himsdlf heard.

“It swonderful!” sheyelled back. “Likeriding on acloud made of spun Dramassan slk!” Outsdethe
city walls, they were exposed to the near-constant winds that circled the planet endlesdy. Cooal air rushed
past her face, the suubatar’ slong, narrow, dightly triangular skull parting it like the prow of aship.

A glance back showed Barriss hanging on for dear life, while Anakin's expression dternated between
grim determination and youthful darm. She would have laughed, had it not been unseemly. Asfor
Obi-Wan Kenobi, he sat serenely in his embroidered saddle, arms crossed over his chest, eyes closed.
Hisreinslay secured to the pomme-like brace in front of him. He might aswell, she thought with some
astonishment, have been Sitting in afirg-class seat on astarliner. She had known many Jedi, but never
one so composed in the face of the unexpected.

“Kyakhtal” she called out to therider galloping dongside her. “1t's good to leave the city behind so
swiftly, but aren’t you concerned about overexerting our mounts? Won't this pace tire them quickly?’

“Overexerting? Tire?” From his saddle, he eyed her quizzically. Then redlization dawned. “Ou, you do
not understand. But that is reasonable. None of you have ever seen asuubatar before, much less ridden
one” Pulling hisdim legs and feet free of his stirrups, he stood up on the back of his pounding steed and



looked back the way they had come, holding on to the crest of the viann for balance. “No one pursues
us, but of onething I’'m sure: Bossban Soergg is not snoring thisbusinessaway.” Sitting back down and
resuming hisformer riding posture, he smiled at her anew. “Y ou' re sure you' re comfortable?’

“It fedsdmost naturd. Asl told you, I'menjoying it.”

He performed the Ansionian equivaent of anod. “ Then there’ sno need for usto continue dawdling
here” Raisng hisvoice and freeing hisfeet from the stirrups, he leaned forward once again and shouted,
“Elup!” At the same time he kicked his mount sharply with his hedls, making contact smultaneoudy on
both front shoulders.

“By the Force!” Anakin exclaimed as he grabbed for something to brace himself with. Barriss started
laughing wildly, the acceleration sending her cowl and the folds of her robes streaming backward like
flames. Obi-Wan deigned to wake up.

Until then, it seemed, the suubatars had only been trotting. At Kyakhta s command, they brokeinto a
six-legged sprint of such speed that their long-toed legs seemed not to touch the ground. When they did,
six long, powerful, clawed toes dug into the hard-packed dirt and flung it backward. Thirty-ax such digits
propelled each ground-thundering suubatar forward at ave ocity thet Ieft athoroughly exhilarated
Luminaramomentarily breathless.

Which was not surprising, since they were now outpacing the wind.

Far behind them, amotley coterie of assorted thugs, brutes, and ruffians assembled atop the city wall by
the very gate through which the Jedi and their guides had departed. Off in the distance, avery faint cloud
of dust could be seen disspating atop alow, rolling, grass-covered hill. To Ogomoor it might aswell
have been poison gas.

“That must bethem.” Heturned to the hulking Varvvan standing a hisside. “Get your people together.
We re going after them.”

“At that speed? Y ou heard what the people in the market said. They’ reriding suubatars. Purebloods, at
that.” Behind them, the other members of the hastily assembled troops of cutthroats had begun to mutter
among themsdves.

“WEe |l take an airtruck. No suubatar can outpace an airtruck.”

“Not outpace, no. But outmaneuver...” the Varvvan's eyesleaned closer to Ogomoor's. “You ever try
to corner an Alwari mounted on agood suubatar? A quick way to die.”

“Bagtad!” theimpatient Ogomoor exclamed. “Asyouwill. What besides an airtruck will persuade you
to follow my order and go after those Sx?’

The Varvvan considered, rubbing one eye as he studied the wispy remnants of the distant dust cloud.
“Heavy weapons,” hefindly declared.

“Don’'t be stupid!” Ogomoor barked at the hireling. “Not even Bossban Soergg can engage heavy
wegponsin Cuipernam! There are some limitations that even he—urk!”



Clutching the squirming magjordomo by the collar, the Varvvan had lifted him off the ground and was
holding himin that pogtion. * Don’ t—cal—me—stupid.”

Awarethat he might have let his anger and annoyance get ateensy bit the better of him, Ogomoor
hastened to cam the mercenary. “It was just ablurted exclamation—I meant nothing persond by
it—now please let me down and—could you perhaps retract your eyeballs? They're cozing.”

With ahiss, the Varvvan set him down. Straightening hisjacket, Ogomoor turned to gaze longingly at the
distant rise over which his quarry had disappeared. “Why theworry, anyway? Thevistorsare being led
by acouple of clanlessmorong!”

Shouldering his compaction rifle, the Varvvan hissed again and turned away. Hiskind were brave, even
fearless—but despite Ogomoor’ s assertion, they were not dumb.

“Sayyou . But I, and my associates, know only what we see. And what | see are four visitors and two
escorts who do not ride like clanlessmorons.” He started down the steps that led back to the city streets.

“They ridelike Alwari.”

Frustrated beyond words, Ogomoor turned his attention away from the useless mercenaries and back to
the beginnings of the endless grasd ands beyond Cuipernam. Where, he wailed silently, could hefind
assassnsworthy of hisorders? Where could he find beings willing to take up wegpons againgt the
unmentionable Jedi? Where could he find the kind of help that, & every turn, seemed to be denied him?

Most importantly of al, where could he find someone e seto tell Soergg the Huitt that the Jedi and their
Padawans had, once again, flown free of hisintentions and beyond his reach?

Much to Ogomoor’ s surprise, Soergg listened quietly to his mgjordomo’ s report. “ Once again, too late.
Punctudity isthe halmark of the successful n.”

“There was nothing | could do, Bossban. Those | had hired refused to pursue the fleeing Jedi.”

“Yes, yes, so you told me.” Soergg waved adismissive hand. “Riding suubatars, you said. Given that,
I’m not surprised at the lack of enthusiasm on the part of your puerile hirdings.” He rubbed hisvast chin,
the flesh quivering like the sulfurous outfal of some particularly noxious thermd vent. “Firgt abungled
killing, then abungled kidnapping. The Jedi are on their guard now.”

“They cannot be taken by surprise,” Ogomoor added, unnecessarily.

“Perhaps.” Huge ditted eyes looked past the assistant, toward distant places. “Certainly not by us”

“I don't understand, Magter.”

Soergg did not reply. Hewas gtill gazing at the distant place, thinking Huttish thoughts.

Chapter Seven



It was not merely beautiful out on the endless prairie that covered much of Anson’slandmass. it was
megnificent. At least, Luminarathought so. Barriss agreed with her, while Obi-Wan was impressed but
noncommittal. Asusud, Anakin wished himself e sewhere, but refrained from saying so more than once a

day.

“A year ago he would have been bemoaning his Situation two or threetimes aday,” Obi-Wan pointed
out that evening to Luminara. “1 supposeit’ sasgn that he' s maturing.”

Nearby, Kyakhta and Bulgan were busy with the camp, preparing food and making tea. Behind them, a
ways off, the six splendid suubatars had been set down for the night. Their legs folded benesth their
powerful, dender bodies, the graceful steeds busied themselves browsing the grasses and grains that
grew in abundance dl around them.

The prairies of Ansion were not al unbroken fields of grass. Riverscut erraticdly through the
ydlow-green flatlands while ralling hills occasiondly interrupted the monotony of theterrain. There were
clumps of forest filled with Strange, intertwined trees and brachiating fungi. Higher ridges were the bones
of old volcanic ventsand plugs. It was a strange landscape, an odd combination of different geologies
jumbled together in away Luminara had not encountered previoudy.

“Why ishe so stressed dl thetime?’ Leaning up againgt the viann of the saddle that the guides had
uncinched and removed from her ruminating mount, she chewed on the stick of nut-flavored nutrient and
waited for her teato get hot.

The centrd campfire wasreflected in Obi-Wan's eyes. “Anakin? Asiscommon in such instances,
thereé smore than onereason. For onething, hefeds obligated to excel. Thisislargely aproduct of his
difficult upbringing, so different from that of the average Padawan. Also, he misses many things”

“ Anyone who trainsto become Jedi knowsthey will have to give up many things”
He nodded in agreement. “Hefears he will never see his mother, whom heloves very much, ever again.”

“That was aterrible mistake. Force-sengtive infants are removed from their families before they can
form such dangeroudy lasting attachments.” She sounded momentarily wistful. “1 sometimes wonder what
my own mother isdoing, even at thismoment, aswe St here discussing such things. | wonder if sheis
thinking the samething about me.” She looked away, off into the darkening prairie. “What about you,
Obi-Wan? Do you ever think of your parents?’

“I have too much eseto think about. Besides, every Jedi who is given charge of an apprentice has
become akind of parent. Being one leaves mewith no timeto think of my own. When such fedingsdo
intrude, | find myself thinking of my teachers or Master Qui-Gon, and not my birth parents.
Sometimes—sometimes | wonder if itisn't aflaw in Jedi training to take infants from their families”

“The proof of thetruth liesin the success of the system. That, no one can doubt.”

“I suppose,” hereplied. With adight smile he added, “ No Jedi would be atrue devotee who didn’t
guestion the system, dong with everything dse”

Shelooked to her right, to the other side of the camp. “Y our Anakin may be subject to many flaws, but
an unwillingnessto question things certainly isn't one of them. Will he ever see his mother again, do you
think?’ she asked thoughtfully.



“Who can say? If it were up to him, hewould. But it'snot up to him, any more than the direction of my
future travelings are up to me. We go where the council sends us. Better to ask such questions of Master
Yodathanme.” Againthedy amile “Askhim if hethinks of hisown birth parents.”

She had to laugh. “Master Y oda's parentst Now we are talking of ancient history indeed.” Her tone
grew serious again. “Master Y odahas, soit is said, more important things on his mind these days.”

Hesmiled thinly. “Always. Thisfermenting secessionist business foremost among them. Shifting,
unpredictable dliancesin the Senateitsdlf. Asfor Anakin, there are other things occupying his thoughts
besides hismother. | can sensethe turmoil that bubblesingde him. But when | bring it up, he refusesto
acknowledge that such disturbances even exist. Strange, how heiswilling to question the vaidity of
everything but hisown inner uncertainties”

“Ah.” Reaching down, she picked up the self-heating tumbler of hot Ansionian tea. It was black and
swest, with adistinctive tang of the open plains. Everything here tasted of the prairie, shewas coming to
redize. “Given so much powerful sef-denid, do you redly think he can become afull Jedi Knight?’

“I don't know. | redlly don’t know. But | promised Master Qui-Gon that | would try my best to makeit
happen. To that end | have disagreed, before the Council, with Magter Y odahimsdf. Yes, | have my
doubts. But apromiseisapromise. If Anakin succeedsin overcoming hisown internd demons, he will
make agreat Jedi, and Master Qui-Gon' sjudgment will be vindicated.”

“And you? What of your judgment, Obi-Wan?’

“I try not to make judgments.” Rising, he dusted off hisrobe. “Anakin knows he has problems. | teach, |
advise, | offer asympathetic ear. But in the end, only Anakin can decide what Anakin will become. |
think he knows that, but refuses to accept it. He wants me, or someone e se, to make everything right,
from his mother’ s condition to the condition of the galaxy.” The smilewidened dightly. “Asyou may have
noted, he can be very headstrong when there is something that he wants.”

“I would prefer to think ‘resolute’” Shelowered the tumbler from her lips. Steam rose from the
container, snaking dowly up in front of her face, blurring the distinct outlines of the tattoos on her chin.
“What' sthe biggest problem? His mother? The deliberate pace of his education?’

“If I knew that, | would try to cureit. | think it is buried much deeper. So deep heisn’t even aware of it
himsdf. Someday it will comeout.” He turned and started to walk away. “Whenit does, | have afeding
it will makefor someinteresting times.”

“Isthat afeding that emanates from the Force?’ she cdled after him.

“No.” Glancing back over his shoulder, he smiled one moretime. “It' safeding that emanates from
Obi-Wan Kenaobi.”

Shewas done only for amoment. Holding her own tumbler, Barriss sat down beside her. The
Padawan’ s gaze followed the retreating Jedi. “What were you and Obi-Wan discussing, Master?’

Luminaraleaned back against the comforting, supportive arc of the viann. On the other side of the camp,
asuubatar bayed at one of the two half-moonsthat hung in the sky like the stolen earrings of an
abdicated queen.



“Nothing of sgnificanceto you, my dear.”

Unsatisfied with this response, but understanding that it meant she should probe no farther, Barrisstilted
back her head to study the night sky. Brilliant with distant, steadily shining stars, it was unmarred by cloud
or corruption. Unlike the aging, sumbling Republic, she reflected worriedly.

“So many stars, Master. So many planets, many with their own individua sentient species, cultures,
attitudes. Some part of the Republic, other independent, <till others as yet unexplored or undiscovered. |
look forward to visiting as many of them aspossible” Her eyes dropped to meet those of the older
woman. “It’'sone of the main reasons | enjoy being a Jedi.”

Luminaralaughed. Her laugh was not soft and subtle, as one might have expected, but robust, even
dartling.

Barriss turned more serious.
“Areyou londy, Master Luminara?’

Soft spping sounds came from the other woman’ s dark-stained lips as she swallowed the invigorating
tea. The charming, inquisitive Barriss had never been oneto hide her curiosity behind the vell of false
subtlety. “All Jedi arelonely to one degree or another, Padawan. Y ou'll learn that soon enough. The
differenceliesin the degree. There are those who are more comfortable with an ascetic lifestyle than
others. Withintherules, thereis someflexibility. Y ou smply haveto seek it out.”

Barrisslooked to the other side of thefire. “Isthat what Anakinistrying to do? Find flexibility?’

Sengtive, shewas, Luminaramarveled. Her Padawan was going to make an exceptional heder. “He's
certainly searching for something. Answersto questions he hasn’t even formed yet. Whether he can find
enough of them to make him happy remainsto be seen. I’ ve spoken to Obi-Wan about it. Heisn't sure,
ether. He knows only that his Padawan has enormous potentia.”

Barrissrose. “Potentia that goes unredlized is potentid that might aswell not exist in thefirst place.”

From her recumbent position, Luminaralooked up into the night. “Don’t be so quick to judge, Barriss.
Some of us suffer from grester uncertainties than others. 1 would as soon have Anakin Skywalker by my
sdein afight asany Padawan | have ever met.”

“Inafight, yes, Mader. At other times...” sheleft the thought unfinished as she pivoted and walked
back to her own deeping place.

Luminarawatched the young woman turnin. Had she herself ever been that restless, that uncertain?
Leaning back, she scanned the stars anew. So many indeed, she mused, silently echoing her Pedawan’'s
observation. Each system with its own problems, each individua living therein with its own hopes and
fears, triumphs and heartaches. Even now there might be dozens, hundreds of individua sentients, lying
outs de contemplating the night, wondering if another was fedling what they were felling, gazing out across
the light-yearsin search of enlightenment. Hoping.

Determinedly, she drained the last of the native teaand set the tumbler asde. Thework of a Jedi was
never done, whether it was bludgeoning recacitrant planetary councilslike the Ansionian Unity into
seaing reason, fighting to hold the Republic together, or counseling distraught individuad souls. Burdens
enough for any one entity. She could dedl with the exigencies. So, she knew, could Obi-Wan Kenobi.



One day the same would be true for Barriss Offee. Asfor Anakin Skywalker, that remained to be seen.

Potentia , Barriss had said. Was ever aword so fraught with confliction? Asfor Anakin'sfuture
happiness, where was it written that one had to be happy to perform well as a Jedi? Content, yes.
Accepting, surely. But *happy”? Wasshe happy?

Focus on thetask at hand, shetold hersef firmly. And thetask at hand was not satisfying the curiogity of
her gpprentice, not trying to understand the puzzling Padawan Anakin Skywalker, not even supporting
the ams and ideals of the Republic. No, the task at hand was to get agood night’ srest in the absence of
acomfortable bed. Turning onto her side, she pulled the thermosensitive blanket up to her neck, closed
her eyes, and alowed hersdlf to drift off into a deep and soothing deep, where even a Jedi could, for a
little while, openly and fredy set asde dl responghilities.

The mgordomo wasimpressed, but not sanguine. Bosshan Soergg's plan was clever enough, but its
successwas far from guaranteed. Still, he admired severd aspects of it, and said so, while keeping his
citicdamsto himsdf. It relied for success on a certain number of assumptions about the nomads. If there
was one thing Ogomoor knew for certain about the nomads, it was that nothing was certain about them.

Still, it did not involve him risking his own neck, one aspect of the plan he heartily, if Slently, applauded.
Hemoved to implement it immediately. There was agood chanceit would al cometo naught, sinceit
relied entirdly on the advice of outsiders. As Soergg appeared to trust their opinions, Ogomaoor had no
choice but to go aong with them.

If it worked, of course, the bossban would get everything he wanted, at no persond risk to himsdf. That
was the beauty of it. Even better, when the truth came out, it would drive even degper the wedge that
aready existed between the city folk of the Unity and the people of the plains. At that point, nothing and
no one would be able to stop Ansion from pulling out of the Republic, with al the consequent actionsthe
bosshan seemed o eager to facilitate.

Persondly, Ogomoor didn’t see the significance of it one way or the other. In the Republic or out, what
differencedid it maketo him? All he cared about was the Sze and integrity of hispay trandfer.

With luck, and if al went as planned, they would have the results they sought in aweek or two.

The water was wide, deep, and clear, but to Luminara's eyes the current was not threatening. Sitting on

his mount alongside her, Kyakhta let its head drop the considerabl e distance to the ground to snag afew
mouthfuls of the spotted zeka grass that grew there, and apair of rodent-like coleacs aswell. The bones
of the latter being efficiently crunched provided anoisy counterpart to the guide’ swords.

“Torosogt River,” he announced proudly. “We ve made good time. Once across, wewill truly beinthe
relm of the Alwari. No towns beyond this place. No fault-finding, arrogant  Unity’.”

“How long till we reach the Borokii?” she asked him.

Black pupils stared back at her out of dark-hued, protuberant orbs. “Impossbletotell. They havether
traditiona grazing grounds, but like any clan, the Borokii are dways on the move.”



“Too bad we couldn’t find them with a seeker droid and put an aerid tracker on them,” Anakin
observed from behind them.

Kyakhta flashed sharp teeth in the Padawan’ s direction. “The Alwari chooseto retain many of the old
ways, but they are ever ready to make use of new developments that do not contradict tradition. Having
always had weapons, they are happy to make use of better ones. They would usetheseto ingtantly shoot
down any device sent to try to monitor them.”

“Oh.” Anakin accepted this explanation without argument. When, he thought to himself,will | learn to
see beyond the obvious? Whilethe latter might be an admirable trait in a Podracer, it would not do
much to qualify him asa Jedi.

The party started forward again, Kyakhtal s mount spitting out small bonesasit waked. “You seethe
problem the Unity emissariesface. How can they make treaties and commerce with the Alwari if the
clanswill not stay in one place long enough to talk to them? Y et it isthese same traditiond rights of the
nomads that Republic law protects. No wonder the cities are considering banding together to join this
proposed secessionist movement. If they succeed in pulling Ansion out of the Republic, the they can dedl
with the Alwari asthey choose.”

“And yet the Alwari think we may be here to support the claims of the Unity,” Luminara responded.

Kyakhtaeyed her with an intelligence unsuspected prior to Barriss hedling minigtrations. “Isn't your
primary task here to seethat Ansion staysin the Republic?’

“Of course” shereplied without hesitation.

“Then the Alwari are entitled to question the means by which you might choose to make that happen.
They'll know that they and their interests are not your priority.”

“So do the delegates of the Unity.” Shesghedtiredly. “Y ou see, Kyakhta? Both sdes are dready
united by their common suspicion of our motives. Not exactly afirm foundation for mutua understanding,
but it' sabeginning.”

The dope leading down from the last grassesto the river’ s edge was not acute enough to dow a
crawling infant, much lessthe towering suubatars. The group paused on the bank while Kyakhta and
Bulgan studied the flow with an eye toward picking the best placeto cross. Findly, Bulgan started
forward while Kyakhta directed their charges to hold back.

“The Torosogt runs deep, but Bulgan thinks he has found a sandbar shallow enough for the suubatars to
walk most of theway. From therewewill swvim.”

Luminaraleaned forward in her saddle. “I suppose we could al do with abath.”

“No, no.” asmiling Kyakhta hurried to correct the misunderstanding. “We don’t swim. The suubatars
will carry us” Ignoring the considerable distance to the ground, he leaned way over to indicate his

seed’ smiddlelegs. “ See—a suubatar’ sfur is short, but runs al the way to itsfeet and down between the
toes. With six legs and long toes, suubatars are very good swimmers.”

Luminara had to admit that avision of swimming suubatars was one that had not occurred to her. As
Kyakhta had pointed out, Sx churning legs would provide plenty of propulsion.



She had timeto fill in the image while Bulgan made progress. Halfway acrossthe river he stopped,
turned in his saddle, and waved. By thistime the water was up over his knees despite his high seat on the
Suubatar. Luminarawondered how deep the river ran on either side of the “shalow” sandbar. Giving her
mount a perfectly enunciated “ Elup!” she found hersdf starting forward in tandem with Kyakhta.

Water rose gradudly until it was up to her stirruped feet. Asher mount was dightly larger than Bulgan's,
sheremained dry. Barriss and Anakin were not so fortunate. She could hear them both grumbling quietly
behind her. Asfor Obi-Wan, when the water reached hisfeet, he smply pulled them out of the stirrups
and crossed them atop the saddle. A spectator would have thought he' d been riding suubatars dl hislife.

Bulgan waited for them to catch up before resuming his own forward movement. Therewas a brief
sensation of dropping, aquick bob upward, and she redlized the suubatars were no longer walking. If
anything, their svimming motion was even smoother than their remarkable gallop. While paddling
effortlesdy forward, they held their long, narrow skull just above the surface. That did not mean no
exertion wasinvolved. The snorting of their sngle, wide nostril was clearly audible.

The water lapping againgt her feet and calves was cold and bracing. Looking down, she could see
schools of streamlined, multi-legged backswimmersriding the wake generated by her mount. The
finger-length water breathers had their multiple limbs folded flat againgt their Sdesto conserve energy.

She was already focusing on the opposite shore when Bulgan's mount was suddenly thrown sharply to
theright. Thetwo Alwari let out asimultaneous, though different, curse and drew their wegpons. Her
hand went automatically to her lightsaber. But search as she might, she could see nothing like an enemy.

Then her own steed was dammed violently sdeways. If not for her feet being jammed firmly into the
dtirrups, she would have been thrown right off the saddle and into the water. Despite her concentration,
shewas aware of everything that was happening around her—especialy Kyakhta s sharp but
inexplicablewar cry of ‘gairksl” What was a gairk?She wondered.

Then awarty, misshapen olive-green face emerged from the water entirely too close to her |eft foot, and
her curiosity wasingantly sated.

Full of bulges and protrusions, the maw of the gairk was unlike any ora cavity she had ever seen. There
was no symmetry toit dl. Thethick, blubbery lips seemed to wander al over the pebbly-skinned face.
From behind these gaping lipsrose apair of large, protuberant, gray-green eyes. Lightsaber raised high,
she swung at the bloated, bottom-dwelling monstrosity, but it had aready dived back benesth the surface
before the blow could make contact. Another of the ugly creatures surfaced a short distance away.

Shefound hersdlf drowning not in water, but in arising din. The hum of Jedi lightsabers was interspersed
with the bellowing of kicking, snapping suubatars, the shouts of her companions, and the intermittent
crackle of their guides' newly bought blasters. She ought to have been more afraid, she knew, or at least
felt agreater degree of apprehension.

Most peculiar of dl, as near as she could tdll, the gairk had no teeth.

If they weren't carnivores, then why were they attacking the crossing party? Did they rely on some other
less apparent mechanism to catch and devour prey? Certainly, she saw as her mount reared sharply to
kick out with both clawed forefeet at agairk that crossed its path, their mouths were large enough to
swdlow ahuman whole. But she saw no biting apparatus, no sharp talons, not even potentialy poisonous
goines. Y et Kyakhtaand Bulgan were treating them asiif they were nothing but fang and claw.



Then she heard ayep. Whirling in her saddle without regard to her won safety, she looked back at
Barriss suubatar. 1t was gill behind her, holding the same position as when they had started to ford the
river. Therewas only one difference.

The animd’ s embossed saddle was empty.

Barriss surfaced not far away, eadly visible in swirling tide because she was waving with her activated
lightsaber. Kyakhtacursed violently. It struck Luminarathat the Pedawan was being carried downstream
faster than the turgid current warranted. She pointed this out to Bulgan.

“It'sthegairks!” the despondent Alwari told her. “They're dragging her away!”
Luminaras expression twisted. “Dragging her? With what? They have no hands.”

By way of answer, the guide opened his mouth to form awide, gaping “O”. Suddenly chilled by more
than theriver water, Luminara understood.

Theingtant he' d seen Barriss knocked off her mount and swept downstream, Anakin had gone in after
her. He hadn’t thought about it. The action was entirdly reflexive. He knew that if the circumstances had
been reversed, she would now be the one swimming hard to catch up with him. When he saw that she
was unaccountably receding away from him, he redoubled his stroke. He was astrong swvimmer, having
grown fond of the skill when had been confined indoors during winter months. Before long hewas close
enough to exchange words.

“You okay?' hecaled out to her. “How are you, Barriss?’
“Wet,” she shot back. “Very—wet.”

“Can you swim with meto shore?’ Raising ahand, he pointed to where the others were aready
beginning to emerge on the far bank.

“I'mafrad| can't,” shetold him. “Thisstuation sucks.” At hislook of incomprehension, she gestured
downward with her free hand. “I mean literdly.”

Taking adeep breath, he ducked under the surface. The crysta-clear water offered little in the way of
obgtruction to hisvison. He saw her legs, kicking hard but driving her nowhere. Behind her in the water
was asingle gairk, mouth agape, gills expanded to the maximum. 1t wastaking in water in ateady
stream and expdlling it through its gills asit applied suction to drag her steadily downstream. Burging
back to the surface, he gestured reassuringly.

“Hang on. I'll take care of this.” Taking another deep breath, he dropped back down and swam straight
toward the creature, ignoring her legsin passing.

It did not try to dodge. It didn’'t have to, since he found himsdlf intercepted in midwater. Looking back,
he saw that not one, but three of the creatures had taken up positions behind him. No two of the twisted
maws were exactly alike, but when the three put their heads together, the differently shaped jawsfit
together like the pieces of apuzzle. They were now gpplying suction to him—in unison. A fourth joined
in. Hefdt himsdlf being drawn inexorably back toward that unified dark maw. It now struck him, asit
had Luminara, that they had no teeth. They didn’t need them. By joining their jaws together to cregte



greater and grester amounts of suction, they literally inhaed their prey.

The technique was uncomplicated. Jolt travelers off larger, inconsumable crosserslike the suubatars, get
them in the water, drag them downstream away from help, and then ingest them at leisure. Only, heand
Barrisswere not helpless grass grazers. The need for air was becoming imperative. Kick ashe might, he
found himself unableto free himsdf from the force of that quadruple suction. What was it Obi-Wan had
often told him? If you can’t defeat the storm, go withit.

Turning, he kicked not away from his assailants, but directly toward them. Dark maws yawned
expectantly. Lack of oxygen was beginning to blur hisvison when he drew close enough to strike out
with thelightsaber. Astheir flesh was parted, the four conjoined gairks separated, and the drag on his
body evaporated. With the last remaining oxygen in hislungs, he kicked for the surface, bresking it with a
gasp and sucking gratefully a the fresh ar. Nearby, he saw Barriss swimming not for the nearby shore,
but toward him.

“Youdl right?’ sheinquired. She seemed unjustly composed.
“I was coming,” he wheezed, wiping water from hisface, “to rescue you.”

“| appreciate the gesture,” she responded courteoudy while continuing to tread water, “but | wasredly
innotrouble”

Awarethat their Magters and the two guides were watching from shore, he forced down thefirst retort
that sorang to mind. “Y ou didn’t look like you werein no trouble. Y ou were being pulled downstream.”

“I know that. It wasjust a matter of getting turned around so that | could Strike at the gairk.” Her eyes
bored unflinchingly into his own as she deactivated and resecured her lightsaber. “Y ou could have stayed
on your suubatar. Did you hear meydling for hep? Did | ask you to comein after me?’

Hisreply wascurt. “1 see. Well, now that | understand you alittle better, | promise that you won't have
to worry about it happening again.” He started to kick toward shore.

She kept pace with him easily. “Don’'t misunderstand, Anakin. It was agallant gesture, and | appreciate
your willingnessto risk yoursdf on my behdf.” She chuckled softly, her laugh far more restrained than
that of her Master. “Not to mention your willingnessto get yourself soaked for me.”

Stroking smoothly on his Sde, helooked down at himsdf. “I certainly did that, didn’'t I”? Y ou svimwel.”

Shelaughed again. “The Force iswith me. Race you to shore.”

“You' re—" Before he could say “on,” she had burst forward like an edl. He dmost caught up to her, but
her hands and feet touched the sandy beach an instant before his own.

Two solemn-faced Jedi were waiting to greet them.

“Wadl, you two are certainly apretty sight.” Luminarastood with hands on hips. “What happened,
Bariss?’

Barrisslooked away. “It wasmy fault. | leaned too far to one sideto try to see what was going on up
front, lost my balance, and fell. Then something started pulling at my back and clothing, and | found
mysalf being dragged down-current. | could seethat it was some kind of water creature, but in falling out



of the saddle my robes became twisted around me. Well, | had adifficult time unwrapping them before |
could get to my lightsaber.”

“Very good, Padawan,” conceded Obi-Wan. Heturned his atention to the other gpprentice. “What's
your excuse, Ankin?’

Moving onefoot dightly in a nervous gesture his mother would have recognized ingtantly, the taller
Padawan muttered uneasily, “1 went into help her. Once | reached her, | redlized she didn’t need my
help. But | didn’'t know that at thetime.” Looking up, he met hisMaster's gaze. “All | had to go onwas
the evidence of my senses. They told me she' d been dumped in the water and might need help. I'm sorry
if 1 did something wrong, or violated yet one more unfathomable Jedi rule.”

Ohbi-Wan held hissllence and his expression for along moment—before breaking out into awide grin.
“Not only did you not violate any rules, Padawan—you did exactly what you should have done. Y ou had
no way of knowing your colleague s condition. Under such circumstances, to assume that she might need
assstance isawaysthewisest course. Better to be berated by alive friend than absolved by adead
one”

For amoment, Anakin looked uncertain. Compliments from Obi-Wan were asrare as snow-crystal on
Tatooine. When he redlized that it was meant, and that both Barriss and Luminarawere also smiling
encouragingly a him, hefindly rdaxed. Anyway, he did not have much choice. It's hard to stay tense
when oneisdripping wet. Something about being soaked to the skin, with one' s clothes hanging limp as
seaweed from sodden limbs, is desperately debilitating to one sdignity.

“I just wanted to help,” he muttered, unaware that had been his mantra since childhood.

“Y ou can help yoursdlf,” Obi-Wan told him, “by getting out of those wet clothes and into your spare
set.” Turning, he regarded the line of waving grass that marched to the edge of theriverbank. “The
wind’ s no warmer here than on the other side, and I’ d rather you didn’t get sick.”

“Ill try not to, Master.”

“Good.” Ohi-Wan stood squinting at the cloudless sky. “We don't have time to waste on illness, no
meatter how educationd the experience.”

Stripping off their clothes while their Masters unpacked their smal persond kits, Anakin and Barriss
dried themsdlves| the sun. The two guides attended to the patient suubatars and studied the vistors with
academic interest.

“Haja,” exclamed Bulgan softly, “just look at them. They have no proper manes. Only alittle fur on top
of their heads.”

“They have no true biting teeth,” Kyakhta added. “Only those short, chisdl-like white chips.”

Bulgan stroked the snout of aresting suubatar. 1t snuffled gppreciatively and pushed its muzzle harder
againg the guide’ sminidrating hand. “Look at their fingers. Too short to do any rea work. And their
toes—utterly usdesd”

“And there are too many of them,” Kyakhta noted. “Five on each—amost as many as on a suubatar!
Tolook at them, one would think them more closdy related to such animasthan to thinking beings.” He
shook hishead in an odd, sideways fashion. “One feds sadnessfor such deficiencies’



Bulgan sniffed through hissingle nogtril. “1t may be agood thing. The Highborn of the Borokii cannot
help but pity them. The perception of pity isawaysagood place from which to being negotiations.”

His companion was not so sure. “ Either that, or they will see them as abominations againgt the natural
order and give ordersto have them killed.”

“They had better not try anything likethat!” His one good eye blinking, Bulgan waxed indignant. “We
owethese visitors, or at least the one called Barriss, for the restored hedth of our minds.”

“Not to mention thefact,” Kyakhta added as he rubbed the place where his artificid arm joined hisown
flesh, “that if they die prematurely we will not get paid for thisjourney.” Still eyeingthediens, he
wondered whether he and Bulgan might have time enough to dig in the beach for some vaoloi shells.
Poached vaoloi would make awonderful supplement to their supper.

Bulgan grunted and adjusted his eye patch. “1 would rather sacrifice dl our pay than thelife of one
friend.”

Kyakhta s heavy eydids closed hdfway. “Bulgan, my friend, perhaps Barriss did not complete her Jedi
hedling on you. Perhaps you would benefit from seeking another treatment.”

“It doesn't matter.” Giving the suubatar he had been caressing afond chuck under its sharp chin, Bulgan
let the reins dangle down to his hand and started to lead it toward the best grass. “No oneonthistripis
going to die, anyway. We journey with Jedi Knights.”

“That much cannot be disputed.” But even as he agreed, Kyakhta thought back to how easily the one
caled Barriss had been dumped into the water by the aggressive gairk, and found himself wondering just
how resilient and tough the aliens he and his friend were guiding were.

“They’ veleft, you know.”

Ogomoor relaxed in the chair. 1t was afine gpartment, expensively decorated and furnished. An
gpartment suitablefor along-term stay by avisiting dignitary. 1ts present owner poured himsdlf atdl glass
of something cold and lavender. Inwardly, Ogomoor shuddered. What perverse desire explained the
human affection for iced liquids?

The member of the Unity delegation gestured with the bottle. “Can | offer you aglass? Thisisafine
vintage, properly fermented.”

Ogomoor amiled in the human manner and politely declined. He could fee the chill from the bottle from
where he sat.

With a shrug, the human put down the bottle, raised the glass, and drank. Ogomoor felt hisinddes
shudder in sympathy.

“I know they'veleft. Wedl know. They’ ve goneto try to make an agreement with the Alwari. What do
you think of their chances?’

“I think they’re as good as dead dready. They’ve been gone for severa days, with no word.” He shifted



uncomfortably in the human chair that made no adlowance for his short tail.

“It'sin the nature of the Jedi not to open their mouths unless they have something significant to say.
Speaking of which,” he added as he sat down on the couch opposite, “why are you here?’

“Intheinterests of expediting adecison that is criticd to the future of Ansion. My future. Y our future.
Every citizen' sfuture”

The human delegate Spped a hisdrink. “Go on.”

Ogomoor leaned forward, feding relief as histail popped out from beneath his backside. “The Unity
Council was on the verge of voting on whether or not to withdraw from the Republic when these Jedi
offworldersarrived.”

“I know.” The man was not pleased. That, at least, was agood sign, Ogomoor fdt. “That’ sthe Senate
for you. Always sending in aJedi or two when their own obtuse directives get ignored. Servesthem right.
Y ou’ d think they would have come to expect it by now.”

“These Jedi have nothing to do with Ansion,” Ogomoor persisted. “The many peoples of thisworld,
stlersaswell asindigenous, have dways acted independently and in their own interests.”

The delegate raised his glassin mock salute. “Here sto the Republic, of whichwe re il apart. Sorry,
Ogomoor, but our independence only extends so far.”

“Not if we secede. Otherswill join our action.”

“Yes” Thehuman sghed. “I'veread thefine print in the treaties. They make us more important than we
would otherwise be. Hence the attention of the Jedi.”

“How were you intending to vote?” Ogomoor did his best not to seem too interested.

Hisattempt at disinterest did not fool the delegate. “Y ou' d like to know that, wouldn't you? Y ou and
your magter the Hutt, and his associatesin gdactic trade.”

“Bosshan Soergg has many friends, itistrue.” Ansonian eyeslock on human ones. “Not dl arein
busness”

The delegate’ s expression, cordia enough up to now, suddenly turned withering. “Areyou threstening
me, Ogomoor? Y ou and that overweight dug you cal aboss?”’

“Not a al,” thevigtor to the gpartment replied quickly. “On the contrary, | am here to show my
respect, aswell asthat of my bossban—and his associates. Asresdents of Ansion, we are al concerned
for the future of our world.” He smiled again. “Just because a couple of Jedi have arrived here does not
mean we should stand around in awed stupefaction.”

The human’ s gaze narrowed. “What are you getting at?’
Ogomoor made agesture of indifference. “Why should the Unity St and founder while waiting for the

Jedi to return? Suppose, for example, they do not come back from the plains. They have gonetotry to
influence the Alwari. Supposethe Alwari influencethem 7’



The human’ s expression showed that he had not considered thisline of reasoning. “If the Jedi don't
come back—or come back changed. ..you' re saying that after talking with the Alwari, they might be
persuaded to favor the nomad point of view?’

Ogomoor looked away. “I didn’t say that at dl. 1t sonly that in the Jedi’ s absence, there is nothing to
prevent the Unity Council from moving forward insteed of sSitting still. Arewe of Ansion nothing more
than mewling infants, to Sit around and wait on the movements of offworlders—be they Jedi or not?’

Nodding dowly, the human finished the last of hisdrink in one long, cold swalow. “What would you
have medo?’

Ogomoor sniffed through hissingle, broad nodtril. “Cdl the council back into sesson. Takethevote. If
the Jedi object to the reult, let them file acomplaint with the Senate. Ansion already hasa
government—free of outsde influences. What would be the harm in taking the vote?

“That it could be overturned by the Senate.”

Ogomoor nodded understandingly. “Votes are harder to overturn once they have been taken. If the Jedi
were here, there would be reason not cal for the vote. But—they are not here.” He gestured toward the
window and, by implication, the plains beyond. “They have gone. By choice”

The delegate was silent for along moment. When at last he looked back up at his visitor, there was
hestationin hisvoice. “It won't be an easy thing, what you ask. The Armadat in particular will object, and
you know wheat they can belike.”

Ogomoor gestured significantly. “Time overcomes stubbornness. Thelonger the Jedi remain away from
Cuipernam, the grester will be the erosion of confidencein their abilities among the other members of the
coundcil. My bosshan and hisfriends are relying on your known powers of persuasion.”

“| dill—I don’t know,” the human murmured, clearly wavering.

“Y our effortswill not go unappreciated.” Ogomoor rose, glad to be able to abandon the uncomfortable,
ill-fitting chair. “Think about it. According by my bossban, changes are coming to the Republic. Changes
beyond anything you or | canimagine.” In passing his host on the way to the door, he leaned close and
lowered hisvoice. “I am assured it would be most advantageous to be on one side of these changes
rather than the other.”

The human did not see hisguest out. He didn’t have the time, having been left with too much to think
about.

Chapter Eight

The assault by the gairk had done no harm, Luminara reflected as they started across new prairie the
fallowing morning. It might even have done some good, aerting them to the fact that while they bad |eft
the minions of Barriss' would-be kidnapper behind, the planet Ansion presented dangers enough of its



own.

While she and Obi-Wan rode on cloaked in the in the serenity that characterizes mature Jedi, their
Padawans were less composed. Theincident with the gairks had left them dightly jumpy. Despite their
comfortable, high perches on the backs of their suubatars, high above the grasdands, they continued to
regard everything that moved as a potentia threat. Luminaraobserved Barriss reactionswith mild
amusement while offering no comment. There was nothing like experiencein the field to teach abudding
Padawan when to jump and when to relax.

Asfor Anakin, at times he seemed dmost eager for another attack, asif anxiousfor the opportunity to
prove himself. Obi-Wan had spoken of the young man's skill with alightsaber. But part of that skill, she
knew, was knowing whennot to use the weapon. Still, she found it hard to be critical of him. Hewanted
S0 badly to impress, to please.

The flock of ongun-nur provided an excellent lesson. They came swooping down out of the west, their
enormous balloon-like wings darkening the sky. Anyone could have been excused for thinking that the
huge flying creatures, with their long rapier-like beaks and bright yellow eyes, represented athreet. At the
sght of them commencing their dive, Anakin drew hislightsaber but did not activate it while Barriss made
sure her own weapon was ready to draw.

Theflock came steadily closer, making no attempt to swerve around the loping suubatars. Anakin's
forefinger nervoudy caressed the ON switch of hislightsaber. Unableto stand it any longer, Barriss
urged her mount forward until she drew alongside her teacher.

“Madgter Luminara, shouldn't we be doing something?’ Sheindicated the oncoming flock. “Thosethings,
whatever they are, are heading straight for us.”

Luminara gestured, not at the plummeting ongun-nur, but at Kyakhta. “Look at our guides, Barriss. Do
they look apprenensve?’

“No, Magter, but that doesn’t mean they are unafraid.”

“Y ou need to study different sentients more, my dear. Observe the intelligent natives of any world and
see how they react to possible danger. Trust your own senses. By dl means, keep dert. But thereisno
need to jump to conclusions, ether.” Raisng ahand, Luminaraindicated the dark flock that was amost
upon them. “Just because something islarge and intimidating in appearance does not mean it is
dangerous. Look how the wind buffets them about.”

It wastrue, Barriss saw. For dl their great Sze, the ongun-nur were riding the wind, not manipulating it.
They were rushing toward the band of travelers not intending to attack, but hoping they would get out of
theway. At thelast ingtant, the grest flying creatures were able to dter their angle of descent just enough
to carry them past the oncoming riders. So close did they passthat Barriss and Anakin found themselves
ducking involuntarily. Asthey did so, she saw that the wings were paper-thin and huge bodies swollen
with ar ingead of muscle. The ongun-nur went where the wind took them, unableto fly againgt it. Seeing
the suubatars and their riders heading in their direction, the members of the flock had probably been
more frightened of them than the riders had any right to be of the ongun-nur.

It was an ingructive visitation, one whose lesson Barrissimmediately committed, as dways, to memory.
From then on, she paid more attention to the reactions of their guides than to whatever phenomenon
manifested itsdf inthe sky or inthe grass. Smilarly, shefdt judtified in increasing her vigilance when
Kyakhta and Bulgan began to show while Sitting up straighter in their saddles.



Topping arise, they found themsaveslooking down at adight depressonintheprairie. A szable but
shallow lake had formed there. Except for the center, it wasfilled with apeculiar spotted, multi-jointed,
bluish reed. At one end of the lake an encampment had been established. A temporary corra held
domesticated dorgum and larger, heavy-humped awiquod. Smoke rose from collgpsible huts fashioned
from imported composite materias. Each hut wastiled with anamorphic solar materid that converted
Anson’s abundant sunlight directly into power.

Luminaraand Obi-Wan rode up to flank Kyakhta and Bulgan. Their guides were leaning forward to
peer around the heads of their mounts as they contemplated the camp.

“Borokii?” Luminaraasked hopefully.

“By the style of their camp, | would say they are Yiwa,” Kyakhtainformed her, “of the Qiemo
Adrangar. Not an unimportant clan, such asthe Eihin or Gaxun, but not an overclan like the Borokii or
the Januul, either.”

“If they have power,” Obi-Wan wondered as he examined the solar huts, “why the need for campfires?’

“Tradition.” Bulgan swiveled his crooked form around to focus his good eye on the man mounted next to
him. “By now you should know, Jedi, how important that is to the Alwari—and to the success of your
misson.”

Obi-Wan accepted the mild reminder gracefully. A correction added to one’ s store of knowledge. It
was athing to be grateful for, not something to take offense at.

Kyakhta pointed. “They cometo greet us. The Yiwaare aproud clan. They are constantly on the move,
even more so than many of the Alwari. They may have news of the overclan Borokii for us—if they are
willing to part withit.”

“Why wouldn’t they?’ Luminaraasked directly.

Bulgan blinked hisone eye. “The Yiwaare atouchy people, quick to take offense.”
“Thenwe |l be on our best behavior.” Obi-Wan turned in hissaddle. “Won't we, Angkin?’
His Padawan frowned uncertainly. “Why areyou dl looking a me?’

The Yiwa came pounding up the dight dope mounted on sadains. Stocky and powerful, the four-legged
steeds had round faces with four eyes. In contrast to the suubatar, they boasted long, high earsthat flared
widely at thetop. Unlike the swift suubatar, the sadain was built for pulling and for endurance, not for
speed over distance. Those remarkable ears, Obi-Wan reflected as he saw the sunlight shine redly
through their blood-rich membranes, would a so serve to detect the presence of stalking shanhs and other
potentia predators of the Yiwa herds.

The welcoming party dowed. There were adozen of them, decked out in suitably barbaric finery.

Home made bells and polished teeth taken from some of Anson’sless benign fauna dternated with flash
colorpans and the latest glowasimported from other worlds of the Republic. The riders had painted their
individual manesin ariot of colors and patterns, and the bare skin on either Sde at the top of each Yiwa
head was tattooed in intricate traditionad Ansionian patterns. Their appearance was avivid méange of the
long-established and the contemporary—exactly what one would expect on aworld like Ansion.



Two of them held comlinks that doubtless kept them in constant contact with the camp, while severd of
the riders pointedly displayed wegpons that were anything but primitive.

Having the advantage of amuch higher seat, Kyakhta nudged his suubatar forward a couple of paces
and identified himsdf and hiscompanions. The Yiwalistened stonily. Then one wearing a cape fashioned
from two arc-striped shanh skins kicked his equally well-decorated sadain forward. Hisbulging
red-brown eyes traveled suspiciousy between Alwari and offworlders. Luminaraexpected initid
commentsto be directed at her or her fellow humans. She waswrong. The crash training in the most
frequently spoken loca vernacular she and her companions had received prior to being dispatched to
Ansion now proved itsworth. The Yiwadiaect was harsh, but not incomprehensible.

“I am Mazong Yiwa What are clanless ones doing riding suubatars?’

Kyakhta swallowed. Obi-Wan was shocked at the ease and speed with which the heretofore confident
guide wasintimidated. “\We beg your understanding, Highborn Mazong. Through no faults of our own,
my friend and 1,” heindicated Bulgan, “have been forced to travel thetrail of the outcast. We suffered
greatly, and have only recently been restored to hedth, if not clan, by these wise and generous
offworlders. They are representatives of the gaactic Republicitsaf, cometo treat with the overclan
Borokii.”

Leaning to hisright, Mazong spit deliberately at the foot of Kyakhta' s suubatar. The great animal did not
move. Anakin started to tense but, seeing his Magter apparently unconcerned, did his best to appear
likewise

“The matter of your casting out remains unknown to us. Why should we believe you, or invite you to
partake of our hospitality?’

“If not us,” Bulgan responded, “then do so for our friends. They are Jedi Knights.”

Therewas agtir anong the welcoming party. Luminararemembered what they had beentold in
Cuipernam. While the Alwari nomads chose to hew to traditiona way of life, that did not mean they were
primitive or eschewed modern conveniences. The comlinks and solar-powered homes, the blaster rifles
and sdearmsthey displayed, were proof enough of that.

Mazong's gaze roved among the humans. Ashe carried out hisingpection, he shaded his eyes with one
limber, three-fingered hand. Because of the protruding, convex nature of their eyes, Ansionians could not
squint. Infact, Luminara had discovered in the marketplace, when the feat was performed by ahuman or
another sighted creature capable of it, any Ansionian close enough to observe it would wince noticeably.
Thethought of squeezing an eydid partway shut induced in them the same reaction ahuman would have
upon being forced t listen to fingernail s dragging across a piece of date.

“I have heard of the Jedi.” The leader of the Yiwaband kept hishands on the circlet of flexible metal
that looped through the bump of cartilage above the huge single nodtril of hissadain. “They are said to be
honorable people. Unlike so many of those they work for.” When none of the humans chose to react to
this spur-of-the-moment provocation, Mazong grunted approvingly.

“If you seek an overclan, why trouble the Yiwawith your presence?’ Behind him, hisclanfolk stirred
expectantly.

“Y ou know how the Borokii move about, and how they would react to being tracked by machines.”



Kyakhta held his suubatar ready.

Mazong laughed, and severa of his supporters smiled. “They would blow them out of the sky, long
with any who came after them.”

“Haja,” Bulgan agreed. “ So we seek them out in the time-honored way.” He indicated the community
by thelake. “A fine camp, but as usua, atemporary one. It isever such for the Yiwa, asfor dl Alwari. In
your recent traveling, have you come across any of the overclan?’

Trotting forward, a magnificently bedecked female whispered into one of Mazong's aurd cavities.
Indicating understanding, he looked back up &t the visitors,

“Thisisno place for conversation. Come down to our camp. Wewill egt, and talk, and consider your
needs” Looking past the two guides, he locked eyeswith Luminara. “An agreesble color, blue. No
indication of whether theindividua behinditislikewise” Turning, he urged his sadainto agadlop. Ydling
and waving their wegpons, his clanfolk followed him.

Thevigtorstrailed a amore sedate pace. “It doesn't seem too promising, Master.” Having grown usd
to the said attire of urban Ansionians, Barrissfound hersdf captivated by the Yiwa s purposefully wild
appearance.

“On the contrary, Padawan, a good merchant knows that getting afoot in the door before the
servomotors can dam it shut is hdf the battle in making asale”

They were guided to atranstory central square that had been created by placing haf adozen of the
sf-erecting hutsin asemicirclefacing thelake. Laughing and squedling children gppeared from nowhere
to flank the group, while the youthful equivalents of Anakin and Barriss stared in obvious envy at the two
Padawans. Anakin did hisbest to stifle any incipient fedings of superiority. It was an ongoing problem
with him that Obi-Wan had been at painsto point out on more than one occasion.

Their suubatars were taken away amid mutterings of admiration for such firgt-class mounts. Luminara
had a momentary concern for their supplies, but Kyakhta reassured her.

“Weare officialy guests now, Magter. To sted anything from uswould be to breach ancient traditions of
hospitdity. Thethief would be cast out permanently—if not fed to the shanhs. Worry not for your

belongings”

She put ahand on hisarm. “Forgive mefor not trusting you, Kyakhta. | know you would have said
something if there was any reason for concern.”

They were led to the edge of thelake. A section of reeds had been cleared away to provide aclear view
acrossthe tranquil body of water. Smdl balls of black fluff darted among the reeds, chirping like runaway
darms. Intricately woven mats topped with thickly padded cushions had been set out on the bare ground.
While the adults went about their business and children barely coming into their manes watched silently
from arespectful distance, Mazong and two advisers sat cross-legged opposite their guests. Food and
drink were provided. Luminaratook one sip of the dark green liquid placed before her and immediately
choked on the spicy concoction. A concerned Barrisswas at her sdein an ingtant.

Mazong grinned, then smiled, and finaly had to place along-fingered hand over hisfaceto cover his
muted laughter. Hisadvisersdid little better. The ice was broken, and none was the wiser for knowing
that the Jedi had tolerated the strong local liquor without difficulty, only to fake her reaction for the very



purpose of putting their hosts at ease.

That did not mean, however, that by gagging embarrassedly she had ingtantly gained their friendship and
assstance.

One of the advisers, an ederly femae whose siweeping arch of amane had gone entirely gray, leaned
forward. “Why should we help you find the overdlan?’ This anticipated question alowed Obi-Wan to
launch into an explanation of their purpose in coming to Anson. The Yiwalistened quietly, occasiondly
bending to eat or drink from the modest medl that had been set out before them.

When the Jedi had finished, the two advisers caucused, then whispered something to Mazong. He
indicated agreement and turned back to the guests.

“Likedl the Alwari, we didike and remain ever suspicious of the motive of the city folk, even though we
al do busnesswith the Unity. What you ask would change relationships on our world forever.” Rasnga
hand, he forestalled Luminara's comment. “However—that is not necessarily abad thing. Time changes
everything, and even the Alwari must adapt. But before we will ever agree to do so, we must have
guaranteesthat our rightsto our traditional way of life will be protected. We know there have been
previous vigtations by representatives of the Senate. Those we do not, and will never, trust. Asfor the
Jedi”—once again Luminarafound him staring at her—"we have heard that they are different. Thet they
are honorable. That they are highbred. If you can provethisto us, to our satisfaction, then we will fed
secure enough to at least point you in the direction of the Borokii.”

Luminaraand Obi-Wan whispered while their guides and the two Padawans looked on. When the older
Jedi separated, it was Luminarawho spoke.

“Ask of uswhat you will, noble Mazong, and if it iswithin our power to comply, we' |l certainly do s0.”

Exclamations of satisfaction came from the chief and hisadvisers. What kind of proof do they want?
Barrissfound hersdf wondering. What kind of assurance could offworlders give to natives that would
convince them of the genuine good intentions of their visitors?

Unsurprisingly, it was not what she would have expected.

Rising, Mazong gestured toward the camp. “Tonight we will have aproper feast. Therewill be
entertainment. Among the Alwari, it istraditiond for gueststo provideit. We have never heard of
representatives of your Senate deigning to do this. To us, this saysthat they have no souls. If the Jedi can
show usthat they, like the Yiwa, so have souls, then the Yiwawill believe they possesswhat their
paliticiansare lacking.”

Barriss lower jaw dropped. To her surprise, Luminarawas smiling agreesbly. “Wewill meet your
terms, noble Mazong. But | must warn you: aesthetics are not the first thing a Jedi masters. Y ou may find
our presentations | ess polished than those of your usud guests.”

All but openly affable now, Mazong stepped forward to place ahand on her head. Thelong fingers
reached to the back of her neck. “Whatever you do, it will have the virtue of novelty. For now, though, |
have only one question, that has troubled me since you first arrived.”

Looking up at the Yiwa, shefdt only dightly concerned. “What isit?’

“Why,” he asked frankly, “do you tattoo your chin and under-lip instead of the top of your head, asis



proper?’

Intensaly curious about everything around her, Luminara was struck by theflickering light from the
portable glowrods that illuminated the mock centra square. Nor was she shy in asking Mazong about the
phenomenon.

“If youlike, my friendsand | can try to fix those lighting devices. Their internd schematicsarefairly
smple”

Mazong expressed confusion. “But thereisnothing wrong with them.”
She hesitated. “They should be supplying steady light. Congtant illumination.”

The Yiwachieftan' s response surprised her. He laughed. “Ou, we know that, O wise observant Jedi.
But we remember, and honor, the ways of our ancestors, who could hold such gatherings only by
torchlight.”

Redization dawned on her. The glowpoles had been ddiberately modified to smulate the flickering of
torchlight. Among the Yiwa, it appeared, retrogressive aesthetics took precedence over cutting-edge
functiondlity. She wondered if they would find the same reverence for ritual among the overclan.

Her thermosensitive robes warded off the evening chill and kept out the ever-present wind as she took
her place aongside Obi-Wan and the two Padawans. Mazong sat down nearby, histwo ederly femae
advisars close behind him. 1t seemed asif most of the clan had crowded around the open space.
Hundreds of bulging Ansionian eyes glistened in the light from the glowrods. On the far side of the
encampment, torpid dorgum and irritable awiquod grunted and hissed asthey jostled for space with the
more high-sirung sadains. A few deeper hisses, like steam escaping from a sauna, indicated the location
of thetravelers suubatars.

For the second time since their arriva, food and drink had been laid out in copious quantities. Having
aready consumed samples of Yiwafare, they found that the individual components of the lavish banquet
had lost some of their exoticism. They were delivered straight from the trangportable high-tech kitchen by
linesof young Yiwaclad in guest-greeting finery. Kyakhtaand Bulgan sat like regd potentates, il
unableto quite believe their good fortune. Thanksto Barriss and Jedi largesse, for two clanless
vagabonds they had come avery long way in an exceedingly short time.

Therewas music, of asort, produced by a quartet of seated Yiwa. Two played traditiond handmade
ingruments, while their younger colleagues opted for free-form eectronics. The result was a cross
between the sublime and a porgrak initsfina death throes. Luminarafound her ears Smultaneoudy
outraged and captivated.

Beyond the music, there was no entertainment. That, she knew, was shortly to be provided by the clan’s
guests. If thiswas deemed acceptable, they would then hopefully receive useful answersto their
questions. If spurned, they would have to find another, more amenable source of information asto the
current whereabouts of the overclans.

At last nearly everyone had eaten their fill. The spiraling squeal from theloca band faded away, losing
itself in the vastness of the prairie night. Sipping on the needle-thin tube of abulblike suicer, Mazong
turned expectantly to his company.

“And now, my friends, the time has come for you to prove to usthat Jedi have not just ability, but inner



essence, unlike the representatives of the great but soulless Senate.”
“If I may suggest—" Kyakhta began. The chieftain shut him down with asharp gesture.

“Y ou may not suggest, clanlessvagrant. The Yiwaremain uncertain about you.” Looking back to the
Jedi, he smiled. “Rest assured no matter how badly you do, wewill not eat you. We do not keep every
tradition.”

“That’ s nice to know,” Obi-Wan murmured. He wasn't concerned about whether or not he and his
companions were consdered suitable for consumption. He was worried about a dearth of information. If
the Yiwarefused to help them, they might waste weeks searching for the Borokii. During thet time, the
mischief-makers and woul d-be secess onists among the Unity were not likely to beidle.

It was aso important that everything they did not only found favor with their hogts, but did not offend
any of their inscrutable and closaly held customs. Not knowing the details of these in advance, the Jedi
could only proceed as best they could, while watching for any indications that their cal culated response
might be offending the Yiwa.

“I'll gofirs.” Barrissrose abruptly to her feet. Moving to the center of the open space, which had been
carpeted with afresh flooring of clean quartz sand taken from the beach that fronted the lake, she turned
to face her friends. Therewas a stir among thewatching Yiwa What would the flat-eyed, many-digited,
maneessfemae vigtor do? No one waited with more curiogity than Anakin.

Luminara gestured encouragingly a her Padawan. Nodding, Barriss reached down and removed the
lightsaber from her belt. Immediately, severd of the armed Yiwawent for their own wegpons. Seeing the
other visitors remained seated and cam, a confident Mazong waved off his agitated sentries.

Inthechill, il air of early night, Barriss' lightsaber blazed. She hed it doft, glowing perpendicularly, its
soft hum rising above the approving murmurs of thewatching Yiwa. Not exactly adynamic performance,
Anakin reflected, but certainly an arresting image. Hewondered if their hosts would consider striking a
pose sufficient to satisfy their requirements.

And then Barriss began to move.

Sowly at first, darting from | eft to right and back again, then north to south, her footprints laid out a
design in the sand that marked the four points of the compass. The Yiwasaw right away what she was
honoring with her movements. As anomadic people, they were particularly appreciative. The Padawan
moved faster and faster, gradualy increasing the speed of her jumps until she was bouncing from point to
point asif dancing atop a concealed trampoline. All thewhile she hdd her flaring lightsaber doft, the
Spear of luminance piercing the night. The athleticism of the performance was atribute to her
conditioning. It went, Anakin decided admiringly, well beyond the basic Jedi training.

Then, just when it seemed she could move no faster, she began to twirl the lightsaber. Spectators gasped
softly, and there sounded the firgt hisses and whistles of genuine admiration.

It was arevelaion to Anakin, who until now had never thought of the conventiona Jedi lightsaber as
anything but aweapon. That outside the fencing arenait could aso be athing of beauty had never
occurred to him. But in Barriss' hands it was transformed from alethd tool into an instrument of effulgent
splendor.

Spinning rapidly now as she continued to skip between the four points of the compass, the beam of



spectra energy fooled the eyesinto seeing asolid ring of light above her head. She began to swing the
lightsaber, creating alambent disk first on her right Side, then on her Ieft. Leaping from north to south, she
brought her knees up to her chest and passed the beam benesath her feet, drawing sharp inhaations of
surprise and awe from her audience. Severa times she repeated the dangerous jump. Looking on as
intently asany Yiwa, Anakin knew that if she migudged height or swing, she could easily cut her feet of f
at theankles. A grester miscaculation could result in theloss of an arm, or aleg—or her head.

The potential deadliness of the dance added greetly to the suspense, and to the brilliance of the
performance. Drawing to aconclusion, Barriss jumped straight toward Mazong, executed adoubleflip
with the lightsaber whirling benegth her, and landed on her knees not an arm-length in front of him. Tohis
condderable credit, the Yiwa chieftain did not flinch. But hiseyes never |&ft the spinning lightsaber.

Another bit of Alwari lore was imparted to the visitors as the assembled clan demonstrated their
gpprova not only with hisses and whistles, but with amass cracking of the knuckles of their lissome,
long-fingered hands. Waves of popping swept over the gathering. Asfor Mazong, he quietly consulted
with hisadvisers,

Breathing hard, her lightsaber deactivated and refastened to her belt, Barriss resumed her seat dongside
her companions. Luminaraleaned over to whisper to her Padawan.

“A fineexhibition, Barriss. But that last stunt wastruly treacherous. 1t would make me unhappy to have
to return to Cuipernam with you in less than one piece.”

“I’ve practiced it before, Master.” The Padawan waswell pleased with herself. “1 know it’s a dangerous
move, but we do want to make as strong an impression as possible on these people so that they’ Il help
LB”

“Striking off your own limb would certainly make an impression.” Seeing the younger woman's
expression fal, Luminarareached out and gave her an encouraging hug. “1 don’t mean to be overly
criticd. Youdidwdl. I'm proud of you.”

“Soam|1.” Obi-Wan glanced to hisright, to the pensive young man seated next to him. “It' syour turn,
Anakin.”

That snapped Anakin out hisintrospection. “Me? But Master Obi-Wan, | can’t do anything like that. |
haven't been trained for it. I’'m afighter, not an artist. Nothing | could do would begin to approach
Barriss presentation.”

“It doesn’t have to approach it.” Obi-Wan was patient with his Padawan. “But the chieftain dearly
indicated he wanted to ascertain the existence of asoul in al of us. That meansyou, too, Anakin.”

The younger man chewed hislower lip. “1 don’'t suppose my sworn and witnessed statement to the
effect that | have onewould be sufficient?

“I think not,” Obi-Wan replied dryly. “ Stand out there, Anakin, and show them some soul. | know that
you have one. The Force overflowswith beauty. Draw onit.”

With great reluctance, Anakin unfolded hislegs and stood. Aware of the many eyes on him, humanoid as
well as Ansionian, he strode dowly to the center of the sand-paved clearing. What could he possibly do
to convince these people of hisinner nature, to show them that he was as much afeding being asthe
gravity-defying Barriss? He had to dosomething . HisMaster had insisted onit.



Hedidn’'t want to be here, in thiscircle of light in the middle of anowhere place on anowhereworld. He
wanted to be on Coruscant, or home, or...

The one memory that overrode al othersjarred something loose. Something from his childhood. It
possessed the virtues of smplicity: asong; dow, sad, and melanchalic, but full of affection for the one
who wasligening. His mother had sung it to him frequently, when money was scarce and when desert
winds howled outside their smple dwelling. She would appreciate the words of that song, which he had
struggled to sing back to her on numerous occasions. That opportunity had not presented itsalf for many
years now, ever snce he had left her and the world of hishbirth.

Now heimagined that she was here, sanding before him, her comforting and reassuring face smiling
warmly back a him. Since she was not here to sing dong with him, to remind him of the words, he was
forced to draw entirely on hismemories.

As heimagined his mother standing there before him, everything el se faded away: the expectant Mazong,

the onlooking Yiwa, his companions, even Master Obi-Wan. Only she remained, and himsdf. The two of
them, trading stanzas, singing back and forth to each other asthey had when hewas achild. He sang with
increasing strength and confidence, his voice rising above the steedy breeze that swept fitfully through the
camp.

Chapter Nine

The smple but soaring melody from hisyouth rolled out across the attentive assembly, silencing the
children and causing sadains and suubatars dlike to turn their dozy earsin the direction of the central
compound. It floated free and strong across the lake and among the reeds, to findly loseitsdlf in the
vastness of the northern prairie. None of the watchful Yiwa understood any of the words, but the strength
of the young human'’ s voice and the ardor with which he sang more than succeeded in conveying his
londiness. Even thiswas unnecessary. While the human' s song was utterly different from their own edgier
harmonies, like so much music it succeeded in reaching across the boundary between species.

It took Anakin amoment to realize that he had finished. Blinking, he scrutinized his diverse audience.
Then the whistling began, and the hissing, and the coordinated knuckle cracking. He ought to have been
pleased. Instead, he hurried to resume his place dongside his Master; head down, face flushed, trying
and falling to hide his discomfiture. Someone was patting him gpprovingly on the back. It was Bulgan,
bent and contorted, hisface alight with pleasure.

“Good sounds, Master Anakin, good sounds!” He put one hand to an aural opening. “Y ou please every
Alwari.”

“Wasit dl right?” Anakin asked hesitantly of the man seated next to him. To his surprise, he saw that his
Master was eyeing him with uncommon approval.

“Just when | think | have you figured out, Anakin, you unleash another surprise on me. | had no ideayou
could ang likethat.”



“Neither did I, redly,” the Padawan replied shyly. “I managed to find someinspiration in an old

“Sometimes that' s the best source.” Obi-Wan started to rise. It was histurn. “Something dseinteresting
you yoursglf might not have noticed. When you sing, your voice drops considerably.”

“I did notice that, Master.” Anakin smiled and shrugged diffidently. “I guessit' still changing.”

He watched while histeacher strode confidently to the center of the sands. What was Obi-Wan Kenobi
going to do to reved to the Yiwahisinner salf? Anakin was as curious as any spectator. He had never
seen Obi-Wan sing or dance, paint or sculpt. In point of fact, he felt, Obi-Wan Kenobi, Jedi Knight, was
something of adry persondity. Thisin noway limited hisskill asateacher, Anakin knew.

Obi-Wan spent amoment mentaly reviewing his knowledge of theloca vernacular, making certain he
could handle the Yiwadidect. Then he folded hishandsin front of him, cleared histhroat, and began to
speak. That wasal. No acrobatic |egps alathe buoyant Padawan Barriss. No full-throated euphonious
declamation of emation like Anakin. He just—spoke.

But it was music nonethel ess.

LikeBarriss gymnastic performance with the lightsaber, it was dl new to Anakin. At firs he, and many
of the Yiwa, were restless, expecting something more expansive, more grandiose of gesture. If dl the Jedi
was going to do wastak, they might aswell be doing something else. And infact, somein the crowd did
indeed start to drift away. But as Obi-Wan continued to declaim, hisvoicerising and faling in asturdy,
mdlifluous tone that was somehow as entrancing asit was steady, they came back, reclamed their
places, and watched, and listened, asif the voiceitsaf was as mesmerizing as the most powerful hypnotic
drug.

Ohi-Wan wove atdethat, likedl great stories, began smply enough. Unpromisingly, even. But as
details began to emerge, as profound truths could be discerned through the lens of adventure, it became
impossiblefor anyoneto leave. Try asthey might, Yiwa, young and old could not tear themselves awvay
from the tale the Jedi told.

Therewas ahero of course. And aheroine. And where both are present, thereinvariably arisesalove
story poignant and true. Greater issues than the fedings of thetwo loverswere a stake. Thefate of
millionslay in the balance, their very lives and the lives of their children dependent on the making of
correct decisons, on choosing to fight for truth and justice. There was sacrifice and war, betraya and
revelation, greed and revenge, and in the end, asthefate of the two lovers hung suspended like asmall
weight from athread, redemption. Beyond that, the humble storyteller could not see, could not say, a
concession that provoked cries of unsatisfied frustration from his audience.

With asoft smile, Obi-Wan asked if they really wanted to hear how it al turned out. The chorus of
concurrence that followed woke hdf the beastsin the corras. Even Mazong, Anakin noted, had been
sucked into the tale, and required closure.

Raising his hands, Obi-Wan requested and received a silence so complete that the small furry scratchers
on thefar sde of the lake could be heard rubbing their abdomens againgt the rocksthere, in avoice
deliberately hushed, he resumed the story, his voice never rising but the words coming faster and faster,
until hisaudience, leaning forward the better to hear and not miss asingle word, threatened to collgpse en
masse onto the sand.



When he ddivered thefind surprise, there were shouts of joy and much appreciative laughter from the
onlookers, followed by intense discussions of thetale just told. Ignoring these, Obi-Wan waked quietly
back to his place and took his seat. So overcome werethe Yiwaby thetelling that they forgot to hissor
whigtle or crack asingle knucklein appreciation. It didn't matter. There was no need for applause.
Obi-Wan' s saga had passed beyond the need for smple approval into the relm of complete
acceptance.

“Y ou enchanted everyone entirely, Master.” Anakin hardly knew what to say. “Mysdf induded.”

Picking at the sand by hisfeet, the Jedi shrugged disarmingly. “ Such isthe power of story, my young
Padawan.”

Anakin consdered this carefully, as he was learning to do with everything Obi-Wan Kenobi said. “You
kept everyone in complete suspense. Suspensionmight be a better description. | never saw the happy
ending coming and didn’t expect it. Do dl your stories have happy endings?’

Hicking afew grains of sand asde, Obi-Wan looked up at him sharply enough to give his apprentice an
unexpected start. “Only timewill tdl that, Anakin Skywalker. In gorytelling, nothingisagive, the
astonishing becomes commonplace, and one learns to expect the unexpected. But when people of
understanding and goodwill come together, ahappy ending isusually assured.”

The Padawan frowned uncertainly. “1 was speaking of storytelling, Magter. Not redlity.”

“Oneisbut areflection of the other, and sometimesit’ sdifficult to tell which isthe origina and which the
mirror image. Thereis much to be learned from storiesthat can't be taught by history.” Obi-Wan smiled.
“It' slike making acake. Much liesin the choosing of ingredients before the baking has even begun.”
Before Anakin could comment again, Obi-Wan had turned back to the center of the gathering. “Well
talk more about it later, if you like. For now, we need to show courtesy by giving our colleague Luminara
the same kind of close attention asthe Yiwa.”

Unsatisfied but understanding, Anakin turned away from his Master to where Luminara had taken center
gage. It wasn't much of astage, he knew. The lighting was bad, the floor uneven, and one would flatter
the audience by cdling it unsophisticated, but she gpproached it asif it were the finest theater on
Coruscant. She had spoken several times of fegling the chill carried by the wind that swept over the
prairie, and so were her long robes. Yiwawho had been astounded at Barriss' acrobatics, softened by
Anakin'ssinging, and held spellbound by Obi-Wan's storytelling now waited and watched expectantly to
seewhat thelast of the visitorswould do.

Luminaraclosed her eyesfor avery long moment. Then she opened them and, kneeling, plucked up a
handful of sand. Straightening, shelet it trickle out from between her fingers. Caught by thewind, thetiny
gransformed aglittering whitish arc asthey spilled from her hand. When she had emptied her pam, she
dapped her hands gently together to brush away any remaining grains.

Some of the Yiwabegan to stir. This polite acknowledgment of their environs was something the
smallest children of the clan could do for themsalves. Therewas merit in the recognition, but littlein the
way of enlightenment. Surely there was more to come!

Therewas. Knedling again, Luminara picked up a second handful of sand, let it trickle from between her
fingers A few muted growls rose from the crowd. A concerned Barriss saw that Anakin was fegling the
same confusion and uncertainty as hersalf. Nearby, Mazong frowned in disgpproval. If anything, his



advisers were even more discomfited. Only Obi-Wan appeared unworried. That in itsdf, she knew, was
ggnificant of nothing. He dways looked that way.

She found hersdlf leaning forward and squinting. There was something different, something odd, about
the dribble of sand spilling from her Master'sfingers. 1t took her amoment to figure out what it was.
When she did, despite what she knew of her Magter's capabilities, her mouth opened dightly.

The sand wasfalingagainst thewind.

It was just ordinary beach sand, drawn from the shores of the nearby lake, but in the delicate yet strong
fingers of the Jedi, it became something magica. Thelight from the surrounding glowpoles caught the
fdling grains, turning micato mirrors and quartz into polished gems. When the last particles had falen
from Luminarasfingers, they reversed direction. A few hushed criesof “Hajal” rose from the crowd as
sand began to fall—upward.

Resembling afragmented coil of wire, the column of grains began to wind itsdlf around the Jedi,
enclosing her inadowly ascending spira of sand. Like aserpent being born full-grown, another column
lifted itsdlf from the ground to entwine her a second time. Asthe sparkling sand spiralsrotated in
opposite directions, they splinted into smaller and smdler threads, until Luminarawas shrouded in
multiple strings composed of shattered, water-worn specks. It was asif she were engulfed by thirty
threadlike pillars of dancing diamonds.

She began to twirl, spinning dowly at firgt, balancing on one foot while the other pushed off and
provided thrust. Asshe pirouetted, the glittering sand spirals responded, half turning with her, the other
haf rotating in the opposite direction. Though al was accomplished in complete sllence, Barriss thought
she heard music.

Faster and faster Luminarawhirled, racing the risng sand. Centrifuga force threw the hem of her robes
away from her legs. The spinning sands backed off accordingly. As she accelerated, her robes rose
higher and higher.

A collective gasp erupted from the assembly. A blur of robes and sand, Luminara Unduli rose dightly
from the ground. She continued to spin, her feet rising, until she was no more than ahand-length off the
ground. Still rotating, shetilted forward, and began to spin and rotate s multaneoudy, holding her placein
theair. It was as unique ademonstration of control over the Force as barriss had ever seen, and certainly
the most breethtaking.

Following her movements, the sand spirasrotated with her, until they formed a near-solid hidden bodly.
There came asoft puff of air; the sound of acloud exhading. Luminaralanded on her fegt, hands
outstretched, feet spread shoulder-width apart. The curtaining sphere of sand that had formed around her
fdl to theground. Lowering her arms, she bowed her head once before walking back to rgjoin her
friends. Asshe resumed her seat, Obi-Wan inclined dightly in her direction.

“Okay, I’'m impressed. How do you fed?’

“Dizzy.” Smiling softly, Luminarablinked severd times. Otherwise, she betrayed nothing of what she
wasfeding interndly.

“Please, Master—what is the secret of the rotating trick?’ Barriss very much wanted to know.

Turning her head dightly to face the eager Padawan, Luminara spoke through closdy set lips. “Thetrick,



my dear, isnot to throw up. At least, not until oneiswell offsage.”

There was no applause. No whistling, no hissing, no celebratory cracking of joints. In ones and twos,
adoneand in family groups, the clan Yiwasimply rose from their seets and melted away, returning to their
collgpsible homes and ceremonid fires. A number of armed maes headed for their guard posts, to take
up the nocturna watch for shanhs and other predators that might try to prey on the dumbering herds.
Sooner than expected, only the visitors were | eft, together with Mazong and his advisers.

“The clan has hosted many recitals by many guests,” the chieftain of the Yiwabegan, “but never in living
memory have any been so diverse, so unexpected, and so remarkable.”

“I didn’t get achance to show off my juggling,” Bulgan muttered disgppointedly. Kyakhtajabbed himin
theribs.

Mazong ignored the aside, pretending not to have heard it. “Y ou have more than fulfilled your end of the
bargain.” Hisgaze fastened on Luminara. “1 would give much to know how you did that.”

“Sowould1,” Anakin put inintently. “It would be useful inafight.”

Turning toward their hogt, Luminaralaunched into a discussion of the Force: what it was, how the Jedi
made use of it, and the nature of its essence—dark aswell as good. When she was finished, Mazong and
his advisers nodded solemnly.

“Y ou traffic in dangerous matters,” he declared somberly.

“Aswith so much that holds great promise, thereis dways some danger,” shereplied. “Such asthis
proposed agreement between the Unity of the town folk and the Alwari clans. But when it istreated with
respect, the Force is ultimately a power for good. The same can be true of this concordance that we
hopeto achieve.”

Mazong conferred with his advisers. The two eders appeared to have lightened up considerably, Barriss
decided. Asthe chieftain finally turned back to his guests, she drew her clothing tighter around her.
Though the winds of Ansion tended to diminish aong with the daylight, they did not ways cease entirely,
and she was cold.

“We concur.” He gestured magnanimoudy at Kyakhtaand Bulgan. “Wewill give your guides such
directions aswill enable you to find the Borokii soonest. Clanlessthese two may be, but they raise
themsdlves high by their choice of employers”

“How long until we reach their outlying factions?” Obi-Wan inquired.

“That cannot be foretold.” AsMazong stood, his guestsrose with him. “The Borokii aredso Alwari.
They may be encamped, asarethe Yiwa Buit if they are on the move, you will sill have some tracking to
do. We can only point you in the direction of their last known campsite.” He smiled reassuringly. “Do not
despair. With our directionsyou will find them far sooner than if you continued searching on your own.”

“Wethank you for your kindness, and or your hospitdity,” Luminaratold him.

He responded with a gesture she did not know. “Y ou have more than repaid us. Indeed, we are shamed
by our suspicions.”



“One never need gpologize for caution.” Obi-Wan stretched. A Jedi could go without deep for an
amazing length of time—but would not by choice. Hewastired. They dl were.

Anakin in particular could not get the Jedi Luminara's presentation out of his head. It kept him
preoccupied as he prepared for deep and awake well into the morning hours. He thought he had seen or
read everything that could be done with the Force. Once again, he had been shown the error of his
assumptions. He could not imagine the amount of study and contral it took to redize such afeat. The
complexity of it, the skill needed to smultaneoudy control one's body aswell as thousands of individual
grains of sand, was quite beyond him.

For now, hethought as he lay on hisback inthe visitors house. Though aware of his present limitations,
his confidencein his abilitieswas boundless. It was the same confidence that had alowed him to survive a
difficult childhood, had gained him the skills necessary to master the intricacies of droid repair that hed
made him so valuable to that winged reprobate Watto, and had permitted him to participatein the
liberation of Naboo from the subjugation of the Trade Federation. It was the same confidence that would
one day enable him to achieve anything he wished. Whatever that might be.

There was no celebration when they departed the following morning. No chorus of young Yiwalined up
to serenade them on their way. No line of mounted clanfolk escorted them northward, bannersflying and
hornstootling. The vistorswere Smply given the requisite directions and sent on their way.

Asthey trotted off on their well-rested suubatars, Luminara asked Bulgan about this absence of a
departure ceremony. The one-eyed Alwari gestured diffidently.

“Thelife of anomad isafull one, though not so hard asin the old days. Thereislittletimefor frivolities.
There are animalsto care for, young to instruct, houses to be erected or broken down for travel, elders
to seeto, food and water to be distributed to Alwari and animd alike. That' swhy riteslikelast night's
are so important. Diversion is necessary, and respected, but only when thereistimefor it.” Herodeonin
slencefor abit, then added, “you certainly |eft the Yiwawith afavorable impression of the Jedi Order.”
A long-fingered hand waved at the other mounted suubatar. “All of you did.”

“Weenjoyed it ourselves,” shetold him. “It’ s not often we' re asked to reveal that side of our personas.
Most of the timewe find oursel ves explaining Republic policy, or defending it, or preparing to do both.
Bdieveme,” she added forcefully, “few in the galaxy would better understand or sympathize with what
you just said about the life of anomad than would a Jedi.”

The guide nodded gravely, then brightened. “But like the Alwari, you aso know how to have fun!”
When shefailed to respond, he added hopefully, “don’t’ you?’

She sghed, shifting her pogition high atop the loping suubatar. “ Sometimes| wonder. There aretimes
when the wordsfun andJedi seem to be mutudly exclusve.” Remembering something, she smiled.
“Though | do remember ajoke Master Mace Windu once played on Master Ki-Adi-Mundi. It had to do
with three Padawans and the number of available eyebdlsintheroom...”

She proceeded to rdate the tale to the interested Bulgan, who listened attentively. When shefinished, he
could only gesture helplesdy, hisface showing the strain of trying to comprehend the unfathomable.

“I’'m sorry, Master Luminara, but | find nothing amusing in your story. | think maybe Jedi humor isas
mysterious as Jedi sirength.” He was very earnest. “Perhaps one has to know the Force to understand



the humor.”

“I wouldn't think s0.” Sherode on in slence for awhile, then sniffed dightly. “Wel,l thought it was
funny.”

They continued to make excdllent time. Everyone' s spirits had been raised by the encounter with the
stolid but ultimately cooperative Yiwa, and they now had something in the way of aspecific destination.
At leadt, Barrissreflected as she rdaxed in the saddle of her suubatar, they weren't galloping amlessy
over open prairiein the hope of accidentaly bumping into the migrating overclan. Mazong' sdirections
had been quite specific, though they till had to take into account his admonition that the Borokii might be
on themove. She wondered how their habits and rituals would compare to those of the Yiwa Withinthe
numerous clans of the Alwari, Kyakhta had told her, there existed much differentiation.

They were traveling steadily north when their guides unexpectedly caled ahdt. Sitting upin her saddle,
Barriss scanned their surroundings. The horizon wasthe same in every direction and had been for severa
days. Endless grasdand, waving fields of native grainsonly rardly interrupted by clumps of smdll trees,
and occasional depressions holding water or mud, and the isolated hillock. Not abuilding of any kind,
nor anything higher than a suubatar standing up onitsrear and middlelegs. So it was with interest she
wondered why Kyakhta and Bulgan had brought them to a stop—and why they appeared more than a
little apprehensive.

“What isit?’” Luminaraand Obi-Wan trotted forward to query their escorts. Attentive ingpection of the
four horizons left them no more enlightened asto the reason for the halt than it did their equaly confused
Padawans. “Why have we stopped here?’

“Ligen.” Both Alwari wereleaning dightly forward in their seets, obvioudy straining to hear—what.

Luminaraand her companionswent quiet. Only the muted munching of the suubatars nibbling the tops
off theripe wild grains, the constant rustle of wind through the grasses, and the occasiona querulous
hooting of akilk stalking soft-shelled arthropods broke the silence.

Then sheheard it. Faint initidly, likeafirst cousinto thewind itsdf. It strengthened dowly, asoft ripping
sound gpproaching from the north, from the direction they were headed. It intengfied until it becamean
audible buzzing, till muted but risng ominoudy in the distance. Peering hard in the direction of the
ascending susurration, Luminarathough she could make out the first hints of alow, dark cloud.

The suubatars began to stir uneasily, throwing back their sharp-ridged skulls and pawing at the ground
with middle and forefeet. She struggled to control her mount. At the sametime, Kyakhta' s eyes bulged
with redization.

“Kyren!” he exclamed fearfully.

“Quickly, my friends” Bulgan was suddenly standing upright in hissaddle, looking frantically indl
directions. “We haveto find shelter!”

“Shelter?” Obi-Wan held his seat, but began searching their immediate surroundings nonetheless. “Out
here?’

“Fromwhat?’ Barriss wanted to know. By now she, too, saw and heard the onrushing blur. “What'sa
kyren?’



Without suspending his search, Bulgan edged his steed closer to her own. “A flying creature that travels
the plainsof Anson, migrating from region to region asit follows the seasons.” He gestured downward.
“When the grasses in one area mature and the heads of each stalk are ripe with seed, the kyren resumes
itsflight, eating until it issated. Then it settles down to rest, and to breed. When the young are fledged,
they take flight anew in search of further nourishment.”

She blinked in the direction of the diffuse shadow on the horizon. “That can't be dl one creature coming
toward us”

“It'snot,” Bulgan disclosed gpprehensively. “There are many more than one.”

“| don’'t seewhy it matters.” Anakin had moved forward to join the conversation. “What have weto fear
from aflock of seed eaters? Theare just seed eaters, aren't they?’ he thought to add.

A drange expression came over the guide’ sface; strange even for apop-eyed, long-maned,
sngle-nogtriled Ansionian. “ Seed istheir preferred food, yes. But once they have taken flight, they are
unable, or unwilling, or smply disinterested in changing course. Nor will they fly higher to pass over
anything unexpected in their path.” He swallowed hard. “Rocksthey will smash themsdlvesinto. Trees
they will cut down. Living things like hootles, or suubatars, or cicien, they will est their way through.
Unless those creatures can somehow find a place to hide, or manage to get out of the way.”

“Hootles or suubatars?’ Barriss asked softly. “Or—people?” Somehow shewasn't surprised when
Bulgan nodded solemnly.

Anakin's hand strayed to his belt. “We have lightsabers, and other wegpons. Can't we stand and defend
oursaves from these things? How big are they, anyway?’

Raising hislong-fingered hands, Bulgan placed them on either Sde of hishead. “ Thisisthe average of
their wingspan.”

“That'sdl?’ Anakinfrowned. “Then | don’t see why you and Kyakhta are so concerned.”
“Howmany of them arethere?’ Barriss asked. “In the average flock?’

Lowering his hands, the guide looked back at her. “No one knows. No one has ever been able to stay
in one placelong enough to count an average flock.” He gestured toward the now rapidly darkening

northern harizon. “1 think thisflock may be alittle larger than average.”

“Takeaguess.” Thefingersof Anakin'sright hand continued to hover in the vicinity of hislightsaber.
“How many of these thingsarewe likely to befacing?’

Turning in his saddle, Bulgan consdered the horizon anew. “Not a congpicuoudy great number. But
enough to pose a serious danger if we don’t find cover quickly. No more than one or two hundred
million, | would say.”

Anakin's hand moved away from hislightsaber. “ *Hundred million'? *One or two' 7° Theonly shelter in
sght wasatrio of wolgiyn trees standing forlorn and isolated off to their right.

They did not cast much of shadow.

“Thisway!” Pointing forward and to hisleft, Kyakhta urged his mount in that same direction. Thetwo



Jedi Knightsfollowed, with the Padawans bringing up the rear.

Barrisstried her best to conceal her unease. Ingtead of fleeing, they wereriding straight into the
oncoming adumbration. On a collision course, kyren flock and speeding travelers drew rapidly toward
one another. Though she had never seen akyren in her life, she trusted that Kyakhta had seen something
more substantial than amirage, and more solid than faint hope.

Chapter Ten

Several minutesof hard riding later, it was ftill impossible to make out individual kyren, but their
collective screeching had come to dominate al other sounds on the prairie. Usudly frightened of nothing,
apack of shanhswent racing past in the opposite direction. The fearsome carnivores were absolutely
terrified. Terrified of something that cracked grass seed for breskfast, Luminarareflected. A smdl,
lightweight, winged herbivore she could hold in the palm of one hand. The sight of the fleeing shanhswas
anything but reassuring. As she had been instructed, she urged her suubatar faster, not wanting to fal
behind. There were some instruments of nature even aMaster of the Force could not stand against. One
kyren, without question. A dozen, surely. A few hundred, perhaps. A few thousand? Questionable.

A hundred million of anything wastoo vast anumber for even severa Jedi to stand againgt. Evenif the
adversariesin question were nothing more than smal, soft-bodied, seed-edting fliers.

By the time shefindly saw where Kyakhta was |eading them, the collective cries of the millions upon
millions of kyren were a steady stabbing in her ears. They blocked out the sun, creating their own eclipse,
and their stench threatened to overwhem her inundated sense of smell and send her reding. Grimly, she
clung to the reins of her mount and kept her feet jammed resol utely into the forward-facing stirrups. With
one hand she pulled abit of robe across her face to shut out alittle of the dust and smell.

“There, that way!” Peering into the gathering darkness, she barely managed to hear Kyakhta' s cry, and
see where he was leading them.

Looming out of the gloom just ahead and towering above the grass, a crazy conglomeration of tilted
pillars and columnstook shape. Ranging in hue from alight tan to dark umber, more than anything ese
they resembled ancient tombstones set in the middle of the open plain. The andogy was not encouraging.
Roughly triangular in shape, each roseto asharp point. Not al were perfectly vertical. Some thrust
upward from the ground at marked angles, and severa lay broken and shattered, having fallen over on
their Sdes.

She later learned they were the mounds of thejijites, tiny creaturesthat lived in the soil and fed off the
wide-ranging root systems of numerous grasses. Constructed of tiny, even miniscule pebbles, they were
bound together by anatural mortar extruded by specialy designated jijite workers. Each pillar served to
vent hot ar from theliving tunnds below the surface, cooling thejijite simmediate environment. They
were a so lookout towers from which farsighted jijites could keep watch on the surrounding plains—and
on the other, marauding members of their own kind. They were not insects, but akind of collective small
reptilian life-form.



No four-legged lookouts were visible now, peering watchfully out of red, ditted eyes at the surrounding
prairie. Having long since detected the oncoming kyren, they and their brethren had moved deep into the
earth, down to multiple burrows safe from the onrushing swarm.

Luminara had to work hard to dow her speeding suubatar so that it wouldn’t race past the aggregation
of pillars. Shouting to make himsdf heard, Kyakhtaindicated they had to split up into groups of two,
since even the largest columns could effectively shelter no more than that.

Obi-Wan didn’t like the idea, but they had no choice, and no time for debate. True, they could have
stayed together, clinging to one another for support and reassurance, but that would have meant tethering
their mounts separately, with no ridersto control them. They hurriedly dismounted.

“If one suubatar panics,” Bulgan explained, putting his mouth close to Luminaras ear in order to make
himsdf heard, “the rest may sampedewithit. That' stheway itiswith al herd animason prairies. They
rely on each other’ sreactions for protection from danger. If you are potentid prey, it's better to bolt than
to stland around assessing the Situation for yoursdlf.” He clung tightly to the reins of hisown steed. “If we
don’t stay with our mounts, we might losethem.” He nodded in Obi-Wan' sdirection. “I know you have
the meansfor contacting Cuipernam and calling for rescue, but not even an armored landing speeder
could forceitsway through akyren flock. Thisisour only chance.”

Sheindicated understanding. “I doubt we havetimeto cal for help, anyway. Very wel, Bulgan. Well
splitup.”

They discussed the situation quickly, with no wasted words. Much as Luminarawanted to stay with
Barriss, and Obi-Wan with Anakin, it made more sense to pair each of the Padawans with one of the
more experienced guides. The two masterswould take their own animas down behind the largest of the
atificd pillars. Though the distance between columns was smal, the sense of parting was
disproportionately grest.

As so0n as she and Obi-Wan succeeded in persuading their animalsto lie down behind the brown
column, they took shdlter themsdves, huddling close together in the middle of the triangular pillar. The
suubatar’ s reins had been wrapped around the stony column itself and secured in the manner hurriedly
demongtrated by Kyakhta. When al wasin readiness, she found that she had to smile. Her companion
couldn’'t help but notice.

“| seethat you' ve found asource of humor in our present situation. If it isn't private, | could use atouch
of amusement mysdlf.”

Barely able to make hersdf understood above the deafening massed screeching that was now nearly on
top of them, she nodded forward. “Y ears of difficult sudy spent mastering innumerable skills, more years
of crisscrossing the galaxy in the service of the Republic, the accolades of peers, and herel am: relying
on arock for protection while staring at the oversized backsides of apair of aien steeds.”

Gazing himsdlf a the pair of outsized behinds as he pressed himsdf back against the shielding stone,
Ohbi-Wan soon found himself, despite their desperate Situation, smiling uncontrollably.

The sky was now as dark as during a cloudy sunset. Something made afaint smacking sound behind the
two huddled Jedi. It was followed by another, then more, in rapid succession. Then the swarm began to
pass by overhead, and the smacking noises became a steady dull battering and splatting against the other
sdeof the pillar. Luminarafound herself giving thanksto tiny burrowing crestures she had never seen. It
was their regurgitative engineering that was providing protection for the travelers, and keeping them dive.



But for how long? The sound of arborne kyren damming into the pillar rosein volume until the
conglomeration of stone and cement-like saliva began to tremble againgt their backs. How far did the
flock extend? How long would it take for it to pass over? Would their pillar, and those shidding their
companions, be able to withstand the relentless pressure of hundreds, perhaps thousands, of kyren
hurling themsdvesaimledy againgt it?

Black shapes numbering in the tens of millions pelted past at high speed. In the crush of smdl bodies, it
wasimpossible to make out individuas. The swarm was a cyclonic mass of wings, eyes, and gaping
mouths. Something struck her right ankleand , Jedi restraint or not, she jumped dightly. Reaching down,
Obi-Wan gently picked up the fluttering, hopping cresture in both hands. Wings and body broken, it
twitched for another minute before lying till againg hispams.

Almost jet black, it had four membranous wings: two that spanned the Jedi’ s cupping hands and
emerged from extended ribs, and two half the size that sprouted from its back. No wonder it could stay
aoft for so long, Luminarareflected. If necessary, it could glide on the lower wings while being propelled
forward by thetop pair. A bright yellow splotch decorated each wing, perhgps an ad in identifying itsalf
to its brethren while all were airborne. Instead of legs, it boasted apair of thick, furry tuftsthat ran the
length of itsunderside, like runners on aded. Spending most of itstime aoft, it evidently had little need
for pedestrian locomotion.

The kyren’s method of mass feeding was made clear by its mouth—a wide gape lined top and bottom
with twin ridges of horn. Theflock hurtled dong, those flying low clipping the nourishing crests of grain
without stopping, the sharp lower ridges of horn acting like tiny airborne scythes. As soon asthey were
sated, those soaring aong near the underside of the flock would change places with their hungry brethren
flying above or behind them. Riding in the middle or the top of the swarm, those that had eaten would
digest their medlswhile il doft. The cloud of kyren would remain in constant motion not only oniits
chosen forward path, but within itself aswell.

Another gppeared, flopping and fluttering itsway helplesdy aong the ground. Stink aside, they redly
were rather cute, sad little creatures. Leaning forward dightly, Luminaralooked to her right, past
Obi-Wan.

“Barrissl Areyou dl right? Can you hear me?’

Her cdl waslogt inthewail of wings. Nothing could be seen through the solid, continuous torrent of
fliers, nothing could be heard above their ear-splitting screeching. Barriss, she remembered, was with
Bulgan. It was not so much that Luminarawas worried about her apprentice. Barriss had aready proven
on thismission that she could take care of herself. And the familiar dight disturbancein the Force
indicated that her living presence was dtill strong. It wasjugt that aglimpse of her familiar form would
have been reassuring.

They sat scrunched up againgt thejijite pillar for what seemed like the entire morning, but in redity was
lessthan an hour. The suubatars huddled against one another for comfort and protection, their long
narrow heads resting plaintively on the ground. Kyren shot past on either Sde or overhead, too intent on
maintaining their flight pathsto swerve even dightly to left or right to nip at the grass that was bent
beneath the weight of resting suubatar jaws.

The stone column that was the only protection for human and steed aike continued to shudder benegath
the impact of hundreds of suicidd bodies. With the airgpace on dl sides of them occupied, hemmed in
above by tens of thousands of their brethren, the kyren that dammed into the pillar were compelled to



sacrifice themselves out of ingtinct, and not adesire to commit mass suicide. They did not perish willingly:
they smply had nowhere dseto go. The sky wasfull.

After awhile, the sound of bodies hitting the stone column began to fade, even though the blizzard of
black shapes continued to thunder past unabated. Eventudly, even that sound began to dissipate. Soon
only thousands of kyren were rushing by the pillar. Then hundreds. The sky brightened, black giving way
once moreto blue. A few clouds appeared. Looking to hisright, Obi-Wan could once more make out
the seated forms of Barriss and Bulgan, seated behind their indomitablejijite shield.

When the last stragglers had passed and could be seen flapping madly southward in frantic attemptsto
keep up with the main flock, the travelers rose from their places of rest and protection for ajoyful but
solemn reunion. Tension had tired them, but any fedings of fatigue were more than offset by the relief
they felt. No one had been hurt, athough curious Anakin had been struck in the face when he had tried to
peer briefly around his and Kyakhta s protective column. A small scratch across hisforehead was the
only indication of the fortunately brief encounter with airborne kyren.

It was aworthwhile lesson. Sometimes danger came not from the powerful and overbearing, but from
the small and the overlooked.

The meticulousness with which the mighty swarm had fed was remarkable to see. The only grass saks
that had been knocked down were those that had been trapped beneath the prone, resting suubatars.
The kyren had not flattened a single section of prairie, every stalk remained standing, but nearly al had
been shorn of their ripened seed. Asfar asthe eye could see, the grasdand looked asif it had been given
aclipping by the largest and most perfect of all mowers.

The reason for what had seemed at the time the premature cessation of flying bodies damming againgt
each pillar was soon apparent. A small mountain of kyren bodies, hundreds of them, formed a perfect
line pointing northward from the back of each column. After awhile, enough had died hurling themsdlves
againg the unyidding stone to form a soft, protective buffer between each pillar and the rest of the
oncoming airborne horde. Ever curious, Obi-Wan picked one up, holding it by alimp wing, and turned to

Bulgan.

“Seemsto methese vast flocks would be an excdllent source of available protein for traveling nomads.
Arethey good to eat?’

One eye or not, Bulgan managed to convey a complete response with asingle disgusted expression. It
was |l eft to Kyakhtato elaborate.

“Even after akyrenis cooked, it tastes like boiled mud. All grease” He eyed Obi-Wan uncertainly.
“Would the Jedi liketo try some?’

Wrinkling up her face, Barriss made a sickened smacking sound. “Jedi prefer to learn things for
themselves—but there are instances where it’ s better just to accept the wisdom of others.” Shelooked
dightly worried as she turned to her teacher. “1an't that right, Master Luminara?’

“Itisinthiscase,” her Master responded without hesitation. “Besides, I'm not hungry.” Gazing down at
hersdf, she contemplated the Sde effects of being obliged to St for an hour beneath millions of kyren
passing by overhead. “What | am in need of isabath. To this heartfelt observation neither Barriss, nor
Anakin, nor even their two guides raised a single objection.

The smell was bad enough, but asthey rode on they were forced to look at one another. It was not a



pretty sight. At least, she mused, the mess was only discoloring and not toxic. Still, the discovery of a
clear-running stream meandering through ashalow vae the next day was too tempting to pass up.

Whiletheir employers disrobed to their undergarments and waded into the water—Anakin, Barriss, and
Luminarawith ardieved rush, Obi-Wan patiently and with abit more dignity—the two guides unloaded
suppliesand dirty tack from the patient suubatars. Only then did Kyakhtaand Bulgan, urging the lofty
mounts before them, join the humansin theriver. Kegping their long snouts above water, the suubatars
were ableto walk out to the very center of the channel, submerging their grimy, soiled salves completely
inthe cleangng current.

In contrast, the bipeds stayed in the shalows, dternating cleaning themselves with conversing casudly.
Luminaraluxuriated in the tepid tributary, lying back on the sun-warmed sand once shewasfinaly clean
and letting the water gently caress her weary body. Though Jedi were trained to tolerate the most
extreme conditions, that did not mean they were immune to the occasiond indulgence. It might not bea
flavor-charged bath in atop-rated hotel on Coruscant, she reflected lazily as something small, blue, and
harmless skittered past her through the water, but after days spent on the back of a suubatar, lying there
in the bright sunshine within the warming embrace of the pdlucid stream was akin to a choice dice of
paradise.

Laughter broke out nearby. Obi-Wan had taken up a stance between the two Alwari. Using the Force,
her colleague was directing aspray of river water onto the flanks of a pair of suubatar that had waded
into the shalows. In an expression of sheer ddlight, the beasts were bobbing their heads rapidly up and
down. Their lean, muscular flanks rippled under the invigorating water pressure.

Farther out in the stream, Anakin and Barriss were attempting to duplicate Obi-Wan'sfeat. Only,
instead of directing jets of liquid a the wading suubatar, the two Padawans were squirting streams of
Force-pressurized water at each other. Sitting up, her legs and hips till submerged, supporting hersaf on
her hands, Luminarasmiled to hersdf. If only Master Y oda could see to what use his earnest teachings
were being put.

Sometimes, she thought,you can be a bit too serious yourself.

Lying back down in the water, she contemplated the single puffy white cloud that was presently scudding
across an otherwise sapphire sky. Convinced her companions were occupied, and that no one was
watching, shetentatively at first, and then with more enthusiasm, began trying to see how high she could
fling water with her right foot.

With her great wedlth, the president of the Commerce Guild could command entire legions of servants,
thousands of worker, dozens of bodyguards. The multiple enterprises of her people spanned the civilized
gdaxy, reaching from one end of the Republic to another. She was universally acknowledged, even by
her most fervent competitors, to be anindividua of unusud intelligence and perspicacity. Usudly, afew
minutes was enough time to enable her to sSize up an opponent or afriend.

Take Senator Mousul. Taented but vain, loya but self-centered, he had to be watched at dl times. Not
that Shu Mai thought him unreligble. The Senator wasin too degp and had too much at stake to risk
quitting now. Shu Mai had seen him at work at the Senate. Mousul could be amesmerizing spesker. But
outside the Senate, removed from his officid position of power, he was just another Ansionian—and
therefore had to be watched.



What was important was that they had the same view of the future, of were the diseased, tottering
Republic was going. With the Senator’ s palitical acumen and dliances and the Commerce Guild's
financia and commercia resources, there was nothing they could not accomplish. But not quiteyet. The
Republic was till powerful, itslong-established ingtitutions not quite weak enough to be ignored.

In matters of politica policy she tended to defer to the Senator, though not dways. Shu Mai respected
her associate’ s opinions, just as Mousul believed the president of the Commerce Guild had listened
attentively to hisadvice. What the Senator sometimes failed to acknowledge was that he was by severa
orders of magnitude the junior partner in their mutua arrangement. Adept as he was at massaging the
egos of fellow poaliticians, Mousul was content to let Shu Mai ded with the unseen one whose interests
they represented.

The watercraft on which they were presently relaxing drifted freely on Savvam Lake, an exquisite body
of water that, like everything e se on Coruscant, was atificia in nature. 1t was a private playground of the
very rich, lined with trees and geneticaly engineered flowers that bloomed year-round, filling the air with
ahundred different scents. Other boats cruised sedately nearby, some larger than Shu Mai's, some
gamdler. She could have over-awed them al, but preferred not to be conspicuous. The two were the only
ones on the boat. Live servants had earswith which to listen. The pilot droids did not.

“Our supporters grow impatient.” Mousul let the sun bake his ches, itsrays carefully filtered through the
inconspicuous polarized shield that hovered above the boat. “Tam Ulissin particular worriesme. He
would not be as easy to ded with aswas the unfortunate Nemrileo.”

“Impatienceisapotentialy fatal disease.” Rolling to her left, Shu Mai picked up the spird tumbler of
refreshment and sipped contentedly at its contents. “According to everything you tdl me, eventson
Ansion are unfolding at a predictable and reasonable speed. The others must learn to contain their
impulsveness”

“Itisn’t easy, you know, to restrain people caught up in the grip of anew idea.”

Raising her tumbler, Shu Mai gazed through the liquid-filled trangparency. It colored the sunlight gold.
“That' syour job, my friend. | handle the guild, you keep thelocd political and busnessinterestsin
check. We Il move only whenthetimeisright.”

Mousul bridled inwardly at what sounded like adirective. Outwardly, he smiled and nodded. For now,
Shu Mai wasin contral. Let her dream her dreams of persona grandiosity. When Ansion seceded and
Mousul was appointed sector governor, their positionswould be reversed. Then it was Shu Mai and her
guild that would come calling in search of favors. He met hissmaller colleague s gaze evenly.

“These Jedi complicate matters. Whatever Uliss and the others think, no legitimate vote can go forward
until they have been dedlt with. 1 have been in regular contact with our agent there, and I’ ve been assured
asrecently as yesterday that the visitorswill be neutraized.”

“They’ d better be.” With asoft grunt, Shu Mai leaned back in her chair. “If only the Jedi Knights could
be brought around to our way of thinking. 1t would smplify everything greetly.”

“Won't happen.” Mousul stirred hisdrink with afinger, activating afew more of thetime-release
narcotics swirling within. “The Jedi can’t be bent.”

The president of the Commerce Guild shrugged. “It may be that some are not so staunch asyou
bdieve”



Mousul blinked at his co-conspirator. “What do you mean?’

“Timewill reved dl. Meanwhile, events on Ansion will unfold at their own speed. Whilethey do, you
and | must wait, and persuade the othersto do likewise.” Shetook along swallow of her own,
non-narcotic-infused drink.

Mousul grunted and went silent. Businessfolk like that brusgue Tam Ulisssmply did not understand.
Whileit wastrue that life was trangtory and the window of opportunity to do greet things fleting, they
could not be rushed. To move too soon would beto risk everything. If Ulissand the rest would only be
patient, the future would be handed to them.

Beneath the two, who rested and plotted and warmed themselves in Coruscant’ s beneficent sun,
thousands of lesser beingstoiled in the grest interlocked buildings two hundred stories high whaose roof
was the lake known as Savvam.

If not for the small matter of their mission, the travelers would have chosen to spend another day and
night at the tranquil, bucolic campste. Sadly, asaways, timeindsted and duty called.

Following the route proposed by the Yiwa brought them to aline of hillsthat stretched unbroken across
the northern horizon. Kyakhtaand Bulgan did not know their names, but afew of the prominences were
amogt high enough to be called mountains. Gentle of dope, with only afew isolated cliff faces but many
water-worn undercuts and overhangs, they presented no barrier to the wonderfully long-legged
suubatars. Still, to save time and preserve the strength of their mounts, the travel ers chose to continue
forward through one of severad meandering gaps that cut through the range. None of these was
particularly steep-sided, being more gully than gorge. Erosion, Luminarareflected, had long since worn
down these old mountains.

Riding dongside Kyakhta, she noticed that the guide s attention was unusualy fixed. “Y ou see something
that troublesyou, Kyakhta?’

“No, Master Luminara. But the Alwari didikethiskind of country. We prefer flat lands, grassy plains,
and open spaces. Being born to the wide prairies, we are uncomfortable in enclosed places” He
indicated the gentle, grass-covered dope on hisleft. “My mind tells me there are few places up therein
which to hide, my eyestell there are no danger to be seen, but my heart isfull of concerns hammered into
me from childhood, when my mane was but aline of immature fuzz running down my back. Old
suspicionsdie hard.”

Scanning the same hillside, shetried to cheer the guide. “If it meansanything, | don't seeany likely
source of trouble, efther.”

Which was becauseit could not be seen. Only fdt.
Sweeping down through the undulating hills, the ever-present wind of Ansion was strengthened by the

natura funneling effect of narrowing canyons and clefts. Wind speed did not reach gale force, but it grew
strong enough to induce the travelers to cover their mouths and nostrils with protective cloth.

Bulgan suddenly sat up straight in hissaddle. Or at least, as straight as his bent back would permit. No
question that he saw something, Obi-Wan noted. The Jedi did not have achance to ask what it was.



“Chawix!” Bulgan exclamed. Reining in his suubatar, he began looking around wildly. Hearing his
friend’ swarning cry, Kyakhta turned his suubatar quickly toward the nearest of the overhangsthey had
passed.

“In here with your mounts, quickly!”

Unable to see any danger, Luminaranonetheless hurried to follow Kyakhta slead. She barely had time
to direct her own suubatar to its kneesto alow her to dismount when the guide appeared in front of her.

“Stay here, Master Luminara” Looking back over his shoulder, he winced as something shot past the
opening to the undercut. “|I think we' re safein here, but if you go farther out, you might catch agust of
wind.”

“What' swrong with that?’ Having lowered the protective cloth from the front of her face, shewas
daring outside. There was nothing to be seen except the narrow gully they had been traversing and the
risng dope of the hill onthe other Sde.

“Y ou might intercept agust of wind carrying achawix.”

Ohbi-Wan had come over to join his colleague in studying the seemingly innocuous gulch. “What kind of
anima isachawix?

“It'snot ananimal,” the guide explained. “It'saplant.” Turning, Kyakhta dropped into a crouch. Ashe
approached the edge of the undercut and the first pebbles of sun-washed gully, he dropped to his belly
and beckoned them to follow.

Lying flat on the ground, they were able to watch as severa, then dozens of what appeared to be large
bundles of impossibly intertwined, ropelike branches came bounding past. Lightweight and propelled by
the constant wind that blew down the gully, they would hit the ground, bounceinto the air, and soar a
substantial distance before touching down once more and bounding skyward once again.

“Not good to get hit by achawix.” With the two Padawans following him, Bulgan had dithered up
aongsdethe prone Jedi. “1 can see how it could be uncomfortable,” Barriss mused doud. Shewas
interested, but not happy. Crawling flat on hard aien dirt was not one of her favorite pastimes. “But |
don’t seewhy it should cause anyoneto panic.”

“Maybe our friends worry about one them striking a suubatar intheface” Anakin shidded hiseyes
againg the dust and the glare as he watched the bundles of vine-like materia come bouncing past their
rocky shelter. “It lookslike they might have somethorns.”

Asthey looked on, amembibi emerged from its den on the far Side of the ravine and started upwind,
heading for another burrow. The smdll, four-legged insectivore was hairless, with splotchy pale white
skin, along whip-liketail, and adow-dung protruding snout it carried only athumb-length above the
ground.

Flying through the air, propelled aimlesdy forward by the wind, a spinning chawix arced downward to
land on top of the scurrying membibi. Luminara expected the plant to bounce off, asit had bounced off
the rocky surface of the gully itsdf. It did not.

Sensing proximity to flesh, it extended adozen or more thorns from fingernail to finger in length, likea



fdineextending itsclaws. Pierced by these multiple woody ilettos, the membibi gave amuted shriek and
fdl over onto itssde, legslicking. Within minutesit lay till. The chawix, its position secured by the thorns
thrust deep into the animal’ s flesh, began to feed on the dead membibi. The onlookers safe benesth the
overhang on the other side of the gully could see the pallid penetrating thorns darken as they sucked up
theliquefied flesh of their victim.

“So the chawix isacarnivorous plant that uses the winds of Ansion to get around.” Having carefully
retreated to the back of the overhang, Obi-Wan kept his attention focused on the gully. “I don't think a
good pair of wind goggles would be much protection.”

“The membibi certainly died quickly enough,” Luminarapointed out.

Closeto her, Bulgan grunted. “ The feeding thorns hold within them a strong nerve poison. Membibi or
person, it makes no difference to the chawix. Or to the poison.”

“Firgt the kyren, now the chawix. Both examples of mass subs stence that rely on steady, constant wind
to help them feed.” She shook her head. “I can see why on the plains of Ansion, acalm day would be a
cause for ceebration among the Alwari.”

“Wewould be safer in the citiesand towns,” Kyakhta admitted. “But we would not be as free. Andwe
would not be Alwari.”

Bulgan indicated agreement. “I would rather live here among the perils of the prairiethan safeina
cramped, smelly housein Cuipernam. And towns hold dangers of their own.”

Hisfriend hissed knowingly. “There are not Hutts on the open plains. Dearly would | love to see Soergg
confronted by afew dozen flying chawix.”

Bulgan nodded energeticaly. “Thefat dimebag would feed awholeforest of chawix. On him, they'd
grow ashig astreed”

“This Soergg the Hutt,” Luminara asked them, “the one who sent you to abduct Barriss: did he ever tell
youwhy he wanted her?’

Thetwo Alwari exchanged aglance. “Our mindsworked differently then, but no, | don’t think he ever
mentioned the reason.”

Bulgan confirmed hisfriend’ sresponse. “1 thought it wasto hold her for ransom. That isthe usua reason
for carrying out akidnapping, isn't it?’

“Not dways.” Shelooked to her left. “Obi-Wan?’

The other Jedi looked even more thoughtful than usua. “We know there are eementsthat would like to
see usfail in our mission, that would dearly love to see Ansion and its alies secede from the Republic.
First you and Barriss are attacked, then these two are ordered to abduct her.”

“Not necessarily her.” Bulgan indicated Luminaras Padawan. “We were told to take either of your
apprentices.”

Obi-Wan gestured impatiently. “It amountsto the samething. A Hutt wouldn't dare to challengethe
Order unlesstherewas asubstantia profit init for him. That raises the interesting question of who paid



this Soergg to carry out the kidnapping, and probably aso the attack on you and Barriss.”

“We have no proof the Hutt was involved inthat,” Luminara pointed out. “But it followslogicaly
enough.”

He nodded. “Having tried twice to Sop us, it standsto reason he'll try again. We Il have to watch our
step when we return to Cuipernam.”

“Y ou raise the question of the Hutt’s employer, Obi-Wan.” As shewatched the last of the chawix
tumble past outside their refuge, Luminara searched her memories. “There are many powerful eements
among the secessonigs. Clearly, some have grown bolder than others. If we could find out who hired the
Hutt, we could make a case againsgt them before the Senate. It would embarrasstheir cause.”

He sighed softly. “Y ou have more confidence in the Senate than | do, Luminara. Firgt, they would
appoint a pand to study the accusation. Then the pandl would produce areport. The report would go to
committee. The committee would issue acommentary based on the report. The commentary would be
tabled until the Senate could find the time to vote on the report. Recommendations would follow based
on the vote—unless it was voted to send the report back to committee for further study.” He met her
gaze evenly. “By that time, Anson and its dlies could have seceded from the Republic, formed their own
government, had acivil war, dissolved, and reformed. One would haveto live aslong as Master Y odato
seethefina outcome.”

Standing nearby, Anakin had listened in sllence to the Jedi’ s discussion. Master Obi-Wan wasright, he
knew. Put something to the Senate, and nothing would ever be accomplished. That was what the Jedi
were best at, he decided: getting things done without having to worry about the gpprova of the endlesdy
garrulous, nonsensica debate of the Senate. Give him aclean lightsaber over obfuscating words any day.

Hemoved dightly away from the others, leaning up againgt thewall of the overhang, and gazed
disnterestedly out & the lethd plantsthat were still bounding past. There were fewer of them now. He
and his companions should be able to move soon. Observing hisisolation, Barriss moved to intrude upon
it.

“Y ou don't find wind-propelled carnivorous poison plants of interest? Not many would be so quickly
bored with otherworldly wonders, Anakin.”

Helooked over at her. “It’snot that, Barriss. | have other thingson my mind.” Straightening, he stood
away fromthewadl. “I guess|’mjust impatient to get thisassgnment over with.” He nodded in the
direction of thegully. “For example, if we had alandspeeder, we wouldn’t have to worry about things
likethese chawix. Thekyren, maybe, but not chawix.” One hand moved to hislower back. “And my butt
wouldn’t hurt so much.”

She smothered asmile. “Y our saddle doesn't fit you?’

“Very littleon thisworld fitsme. | wish | was e sewhere.”

“Strange world that, Elsewhere. I’ ve heard alot about it.”

His expresson changed. “Now you' re making fun of me.”

“No, I'mnoat,” sheingsted, though her tone and expression were ambivaent. “It'sjust that sometimes|
think you're alittle too self-centered to be aJedi. A little too focused on what's good for and essentia to



Anakin Skywalker, as opposed to what’ simportant to your colleagues and to the Republic.”

“ “The Republic.” ” He gestured toward where the two older Jedi were conversing with their guides.
“Y ou should hear Master Obi-Wan talk about the Republic, sometimes. About what' s hgppening to it,
what’ sgoing onin the government.”

“Y ou mean the talk of a secessonist movement?’

“That—and other things. Don’'t misunderstand. Master Obi-Wan isatrue Jedi. Anyone can seethat. He
believesin everything the Jedi stand for and everything they do. Theway | seeit, that’ s very different
from believing in the current government.”

“Governments are dways changing. They’' reamutable organism.” While she spoke, she continued to
look on in fascination asthe chawix dowly consumed the last of the unfortunate membibi. “And likeany
living thing, they are dways growing and maturing.”

“Or like any living thing, they die and are replaced. Bdievinginthe Republicis't thesameasbdievingin
the Senate.”

“Ah—that overstuffed hothouse full of declamatory blowhards!”
He looked at her in sudden surprise. “I thought you disagreed with me.”

“About the Republic and what it standsfor? Yes. About the Senate, that' s something else again. But
politicians are not Jedi, Anakin, and Jedi are not paliticians. It sthe Council we report to, it’ stheir
directivesthat lead us, and unlessthat changes, I'm afraid | can’t share your overweening cynicism
regarding the sate of the Republic.”

“Y our upbringing was different from mine. Y ou haven't seen thethings| have.” He looked down at her.
“You don't fed thekind of loss| do.”

“No, that'strue,” shereadily admitted. “I don't.” Her tone softened from argumentative to curious.
“What'sit like, to know your mother? To grow up with one?’

He brushed past her, moving to rejoin the others. “It'safeding of lossthat’ s hard to describe. Just

know that it hurts. Y ou're better off without that hurt, Barriss. Nothing persond, but it skind of private.
Even Jedi are entitled to afew smdl privacies. Even Padawans.” Heforced aamile. “ Anyway, that wasa
longtimeago. Let’ sseeif our good guidesthink it's safe for usto resume our journey.”

There was more she wanted to ask him, but he was right. Thrown together for long periods at atime,
Jedi and Padawan alike had aneed for privacy. Curious and concerned, he was asreliable and aware a
fellow Padawan as she had ever met—if abit strong-headed. What vexed her were these persond
problems of his, inner quandariesthat he only occasonally alowed to rise to the surface of his sdlf, where
others could perceive them.

Shedidn’'t want to quarrd with him, or accuse him. She wanted to help. But in order for her to be of any
use, he would have to open up. If not to her, then to Obi-Wan. Clearly, there was much on hismind
beyond adesireto do agood job and to eventualy be promoted to the status of full Jedi Knight.

Perhaps with the passage of time, he might choose to confide in her more. Until then, shewould try her
best to monitor his shifting emotions, and to be thereif he needed someone besides his teacher to talk to.



Meanwhile, he would remain abit of an enigma. She moved to join him and the others. If nothing ese, he
was certainly unique. That uniqueness gave him something to build on. But if he hoped to ever be
promoted to full Jedi, he was going to have to sort out those problematic inner uncertainties.

She had never met such athing as a conflicted Jedi. But then, she had never before met one who had
been raised by his mother.

Chapter Eleven

The chawix outbresk did not last long. Only long enough for a snack, aquick drink, and abrief rest,
following which the travelers prepared for departure. It was when she was preparing to climb back onto
the saddle of her mount that Barriss noticed the creature digging through the supply pack that wastied
across the suubatar’ s second back. Momentarily startled by the unexpected sight, she froze.

It looked very much like any other Ansonian. The bright, convex eyes, the bipedad build, and the long
nimblefingers and toeswereidentical. But instead of a narrow mane that ran from the top of the head
down the spineto terminate in ashort tail, thisintruder was completely covered in short, dense, dark
brown and beige fur striped with dull yellow markings. Instead of atwitchy stub, itsweaving tail was as
long asher arm.

Most striking of dl, it barely came up to her waist.
“Hey, stop that!” sheyelled in dl-purpose Ansonian.

Both arms laden with atrio of flexi-wrapped foodpaks, the startled intruder looked up in response to her
sudden shout. Emitting a defiant squedl, it turned and legpt off the back of the indifferent suubatar.
Unhesitatingly, she raced around her mount’ sfront end. If the creature stayed where it was, it would be
trapped against the rear of the overhang. If shefailed to intercept it and it ran outsde, it would be highly
visible and therefore easy to track down on the dopesthat bordered the gully.

As she rounded her mount’ s head, it lifted its snout to sniff lazily at her, then closed its eyes and resumed
itsresting posture. She expected to see the prowler huddled against the back wall, or racing for the gulch
beyond. What she saw instead was a pair of legs vanishing beneath a protruding shelf of rock near the
rear of the overhang.

A quick backward glance showed her companions chatting or preparing for departure. If thelittle thief
thought he could hide in ahole, he was very much mistaken. She was not so easily deceived. Dropping to
her knees, shewent in after it. If she could get ahand on one of those small feet, she was sure she could
drag the intruder back out.

Unexpectedly, the hole opened into afissure that ran back into the hill. Light filtered down from above.
At that point she hesitated. Cornering the thief in adead-end recess was one thing; chasing it down adot
canyon of unknown extent quite another. But—they needed every bit of their supplies. And every second
shelingered put more distance between hersdlf and the thief.



Determined not to let the prowler get away, sheroseto her feet and raced after it. If the rocky cleft
branched off into multiple passages, she would have to terminate the chase and return, defeated, to her
companions. On the other hand, if it dead-ended somewhere not far ahead, she would have the furry
bandit cornered.

Though clearly cut by running water, the crevice cooperated by not splitting into different branches. Agile
though he was, the intruder was dowed by hisill-gotten burden. He never managed to dip entirely out of
her dght. In fact, she was gaining on him noticeably when he suddenly turned to confront her. Jumping up
and down, he proceeded to unload on her a series of furious squealsthat she struggled to trandate. The
diaect was far more difficult to decipher than the comparatively sophigticated speech of the city, the
idiom spoken by Kyakhtaand Bulgan, or even the rough variant that was employed by the wandering
Yiwa

“Get back, get back, go away, go away, leave done, leave done!” In addition to these straightforward
exclamations there were aso numerous rapid-fire individua phrases that proved beyond her capacity to
interpret, but whose general implication could be inferred from the vaguely obscene gestures that
accompanied them. On careful consderation, Barriss did not believe any were intended to be flattering.
Such imprecations and insults didn’t bother her.

What did were the dozens of echoing comments and cries that emanated from the thief’ s cohorts, who
by now lined both sides of the crevice s upper rim. Y dling and screaming, they hurled exceptiondly
inventive epithets down at her while their albsconding colleague stood his ground and assumed a posture
of unmistakable triumph.

The sight of them was as astonishing as it was unexpected. Despite their diminutive Sature,
proportionately dightly larger eyes, and full fur body covering, the smilaritiesto the dominant Ansionian
race were unmistakable. Her little thief and his comrades clearly represented a distinct branching of
Kyakhtaand Bulgan' s species, adwarf genetic offshoot. Already she' d recognized their speech asa
variant of the Ansonian norm. Every one of them, she noted, boasted a different pattern initsfur.

The deftinthehill wasadead end, al right. For both thief and pursuer. But he was the one with the

swarm of dlies. It occurred to her that not only did her companions not know she wasin trouble, they
didn’t even know where shewas. Master Luminarawould be displeased. Cautioudy reaching for her
lightsaber, Barriss hoped fervently that she would be able to accept that displeasure in person.

“Hahaheehee!” With unflagging energy and enthusiasm, the thief was jumping wildly up and down.
“Tooqui foal you, fool you! Y ou trapped good now, you big back-bad bully-goo! Squinty-eyes!
Syrup-gtink! What you do now?’

That depended entirely, she knew, on what the thief’ s comrades did next. If she backed dowly down
the crevice, retracing her steps, would they track her retreat from above? Or would they immediately
loseinteresting lieu of scrambling down to fight one another over ashare of their successful colleague’ s
plunder?

The answer camein theform of ahail of stones. None was particularly big, but shewould only haveto
catch onefist-sized rock between the eyes to be knocked sensaless. Derived from her training, her
response was pure reflex. Raising ahand, she concentrated hard, hard.

The flung stones hit the Sdes of the narrow cleft. They struck the floor at her feet. But none made
contact with her. Shewastoo busy focusing on deflecting the missilesto wonder how long she could
maintain her concentration. Swesat began to bead on her forehead. She couldn’t spare the energy to yell



for help. Given the twists and turnsin the cleft and the distance she’ d come, she doubted her shouts
would be heard by her friends, anyway.

Shewas on her own.

Apart from the actud, very red danger, it was astrangefeding. Thiswasthefirs time she had been

attacked by hersdlf, not counting the abduction in the Cuipernam shop. Involving asit had nothing more
threatening than asoporific mig, that had been aredatively benign assault. Thiswas completdly different.
The howling, gesticulating creatures on the gully rim above her were doing their utmost to split her skull.

Wouldn't they ever get tired? she wondered. The strain was beginning to tell. Shefdt hersdf growing
dizzy from the effort. If they saw, or sensed, that she was weakening, they might redouble their efforts.

If shewent down, it was entirely possible that nobody would find her. Words would have to be said
over her demisein the absence of abody. Those she had known and studied with would grieve,
wondering what had happened to her on distant, suddenly critical Ansion.

Just as she felt she was going to pass out from the strain, the barrage dowed, to finaly cease dtogether.
Overhead, the assembled creatures turned from attacking her to jabbering excitedly at one another.
Occasiondly, one would point down at their intended target standing cornered below. At such moments
she sroveto project an air of complete confidence, even indifference. The painin her head was
beginning to fade. She saw one of her assailants shove another. A couple of fights broke out among the
gone throwers—all long dapping fingers and angry tiny fists. Apparently, her assailants were afractious
bunch.

Hoping she remembered enough of the language course and still keeping awary eye out for the odd
hurled rock, shetilted her head back and addressed them forcefully.

“Ligentome!” Stunned debatersimmediately ceased their arguing. Severa dozen wide-eyed faces
turned to look down at her. “There sno need for usto fight. My friendsand | mean you no harm. We're
not from thisworld, from Anson. We re humans, and we d like to be friends. Understand? Friends.”
Turning dightly, she pointed back theway she' d come.

“Two of my companionsare Jedi Knights. | and one other are their Padawans, their apprentices. We
aso havetwo Alwari guideswith us.”

She should have stopped with her own identification. At the mention of the guides, the assembled group
resumed their legping and howling—though not quite as vociferoudy as before, she noted. She struggled
to keep up with the meanings of their overlapping cries.

“Hate Alwari!...Alwari bad, bad, bad!...No Alwari herel...Kill Alwari!...Alwari go away, awvay!...” a
few picked up and brandished fresh stones.

She raised both hands. “Please, ligento me! Thetwo Alwari who travel with usare not only from
another part of thisworld, they’ re clanless! They are completely under the control of myself and my
friendsand will not harm you. We just want to be friends!”

Theflourished stoneswere not set aside—but they were lowered. Once morethe crestureslining therim
resumed their interna bickering. If not for their uninhibited belligerence, they redly were quite attractive,
shedecided, inthe diversty of ther full-body fur. Eventudly, the squabbling diminished, thoughit didn’t
cease entirely. A gray-coated individua, clearly an elder, leaned over the rim of the crevice to peer down



at her.
“Y ou strange person, you is. What a* Jedi Knight' ?”

“What a‘human’?” exclamed another, interrupting. Suddenly she was inundated by avolley not of
stones, but of queries.

Wrestling with her limited local vocabulary, she did her best to answer them dll.

Meanwhile, the singular thief who had triggered the confrontation stood with hisback facing the cleft’'s
dead end, still clutching his cumbersome spoils. “Haja—what about me? What about Tooqui?” Hetried
to raise one of the big foodpaks over his head but succeeded only in dropping it on hisright foot. Now
much more interested in asking questions of thetall stranger, his comradesignored him. Putting down his
burden, he began hopping about furioudy, waving long-fingered fists a those gathered overhead.

“Lisentome! Tak to me, not thisugly beady-eyed one! Jaja, I’ m talking to you, you noisy stupid
heads! It'sme, Tooqui! Listen to me!” In hisuncontrolled rage a being ignored by hisfellows, hewasal
but bouncing off the narrow enclosng wals.

Meanwhile, Barriss continued to reply to as many of the thief’ s now inquisitive companions as her limited
knowledge of their language would dlow. She learned that they were called Gwurran, that they lived in
the caves and crevices that ran through these hills, and that they hated the Alwari nomads.

“Not al nomads are bad,” Barrisstold them. “The Alwari arelike any other people. There are good
people among them, and bad people. My kind, humans, are no different. Thereisgood and bad in
everyone.”

“Nomadskill Gwurran,” one of the tribespeople informed her. “ Gwurran haveto live here, in hill
country, to survive.”

“Not our nomads,” she countered. “Like| told you, they come from far, far away. I'm surethey’ve
never hurt aGwurranin ther lives. They may never even have seen one of your kind.” Even asshesad
it, shefervently hoped it wastrue. It was hard to imagine the thoughtful Kyakhta or the kindly Bulgan
ever showing such unreasoning hostility to acousin, evenin their formerly addled condition. “Why not
come and see for yourselves? Come back with me and meet my friends. We Il have aparty. You cantry
someinteresting food.”

Her assailants exchanged dawning glances. “Party?” someone murmured hopefully.

“Food?’ exclaimed another expectantly.

“...Isanybody listen to me?’ Having spent some time now bouncing off the walls, the Gwurran who
caled himsdf Tooqui was out of bresth and out of energy. “This Tooqui talking. Y ou know Tooqui.
Tooqui who—" dumping hisill-gotten gainsindifferently to one side, the thief sat down on the gravel floor
of thefissure and exhded deeply. “Ah,moojpuck! Nobody care. Gwurran bunch of brainless bonehead
supids.” Thrusting an accusing finger at Barriss, Tooqui raised what was | eft of hisvoice.

“Thisal you fault, you small-head outland big-lips Y ou twist word noises, make friendsforget Tooqui. |
hate you.”

Shewalked toward the disheartened thief. Everyone on the rim above went suddenly quiet. Asfor the



talkative Tooqui, seeing the much larger stranger approach, he picked up one of the foodpaks and
backed up asfar as he could.

“Y ou keep away from Tooqui, you long-leg ugly bean thing! Tooqui fight you! Tooqui kill!”

Halting, sheindicated the foodpak he held awkwardly in athrowing position. “Not with afew packets of
dehydrated energy pudding, | don't think.” To make hersdf lessintimidating, she kndlt, bringing her face
as closeto the Gwurran’slevel as she could manage. 1t was arisk. While concentrating on the thief, she
couldn't keep an eye on his rock-armed comrades overhead. If they chose to bombard her while she
was talking to him, she wouldn’t be able to defend herself. But as Luminara had often told her, it was
difficult to accomplish anything worthwhile without the taking of arisk.

Little did she know that at that very minute, on distant Coruscant, a group of extremely powerful and
very determined individuas were contemplating that exact same conundrum—though for them, the stakes
wereinconceivably higher.

“I don’t want to hurt you, Tooqui. | want usto befriends.” She nodded up at his comradeswho lined
thetop of thefissure. Some gtill held rocksin their smal but strong three-fingered hands. She fought not
to show her nervousness. “1 want dl of usto befriends”

The Gwurran hesitated, aware that hisfdlow tribesfolk were following with greet interest the
confrontation being played out below. “Y ou not hurt Tooqui? Y ou not angry with him?”

Shesgmiled engagingly. “On the contrary, | admire you for what you did. | imagineit'snot every
Gwurran who could be so bold asto try to sted in broad daylight from a party of tal, strong offworlders
like mysdlf and my companions.”

Though gill uncertain and continuing to eye her guardedly, he dowly lowered the foodpak and moved
away fromthewadl. “Jaja, that true so. Nobody but Tooqui brave or clever enoughto doit.” Hecamea
little closer. “Tooqui bravest brave of dl Gwurran.”

“I don’'t doubt it,” she responded, repressing asmile. “Actudly, | think you' rekind of friendly.”

Hetook immediate offense, sanding astal ashe could. Thisbrought isface up to theleve of the
Padawan’'s ssomach. “Tooqui not friendly! Tooqui most fierce ferocious dayer of al Gwurran enemies!”

“I'msureyou are,” she agreed, reaching out to brush the fur on his forehead from back to front. He
sumbled away from her, flalling irately at his head as he struggled to smooth down hisruffled fur.

“Don’t do that! Don't touch Tooqui.” Fur once more flattened and smoothed back, he glared up at her
out of bulging, orange-tinted eyes. “Tooqui have much dignity.”

“Sorry.” Shelowered her offending hand, pam upward. “Now, if you and | are going to be friends,
Tooqui, and if you're going to join the party, you have to return what you took.”

The Gwurran eyed the three foodpaks uncertainly. “Tooqui work hard for to stedl this Stuff.”

“Takemy word for it, you wouldn't like it anyway. At least, not until it’s been properly rehydrated. If
you' Il come back with me, I’ll seethat you' rethe first onewho getsto tasteit.”

“First one? Tooqui befirg? Hissingle nogtril sniffed a the pak he till held. “Tooquialways fird.”



In your own mind, anyway, you dy little sneek. “It' s settled, then? Y ou'll come back with me, we' Il be
friends, and wée Il have aparty?’

The Gwurran vacillated only amoment longer. Then he regarded his comrades on the rim above. “It
okay okay now. Tooqui make stranger harmless. All Gwurran can come down safely safely now. Wego
to see what nasty ugly outlander strangers got to offer Gwurran.”

Smiling to hersdlf at the little brigand’ s bravado, Barrisswaited while the rest of the chattering Gwurran,
agile as spiders, scrambled down the walls of the fissure to join them. Tooqui’ s blustering
notwithstanding, they largely ignored him asthey pushed and shoved to get closeto her, feding her feet,
her exposed lower arms, and her protective clothing. She put up with their innocent, wide-eyed curiosity
for severa minutes, until it threatened to become more intimate than she was prepared to tolerate. Then
she shrugged them off and started back down the cleft, the three foodpaks dung over her left shoulder,
accompanied by the entire tribe of chattering, jabbering, energized Gwurran.

Sender but strong fingers continued to tug at her as she waked, aong wit a continuous flow of
questions.

“Where humans come from?...Why you so silly-tall?...What happened to rest of you hair?...How can
you see see out of such small small flat flat eyes?...What this shiny-pretty on you waist?...”

“Don’'t touch that.” She dapped the probing fingers away from her belt. The notion of alightsaber inthe
hands of an unruly, combative, dightly rowdy Gwurran was more than alittle unsettling. In the constricted
confines of the fracture in the hillsde, the riotous babble of the diminutive Ansonians was degfening.

“She can't just have disappeared into thin air!”

For the tenth, or maybe the twentieth time, Luminararan through the list of possibilities. Barriss had gone
walking outside the protective overhang and had managed to get herself lost. She had found something of
interest and wandered off into the hills. Something vast and voracious had swooped down out of the sky
and carried her off. She was attending to persond needs that were taking more time than usud.

The last seemed the most likely, but even dlowing for asevere gastrointestina upset, the Padawan ought
to have reported back in by now. If nothing ese, she should have used her comlink. That she hadn’t
done s0 suggested anumber of possible explanations. The device was broken, its power pack had
inexplicably gone dead, she had logt it off her belt somewhere and was even now searching some hillside
for it, o—it had been forcibly taken from her. Who or what might be responsible for the latter Luminara
could not imagine, but in the absence of solid facts, any and dl possibilities had to be considered.

Movement made her turn. Obi-Wan, Anakin, and Kyakhta returned from searching the dopes outside
their littlerefuge. “No sign of her anywhere.” Anakin'stonewasfull of concern. “Would she have run
somewhere ingtead of walking?’

“That would depend on the circumstances, wouldn’t it?” Luminara was hard-pressed to keep anger and
sarcasm out of her voice. She knew that Barriss' absence had nothing to do with Anakin. But the
Padawan was Luminaras respongbility. If anything had happened to her...

Anakin had bristled a Luminarastone, but held his peace. It was not his place to question a Jedi



Knight, even if she was being unreasonably abrupt. He could not yet talc back to someone like Luminara
Unduli asan equd. Soon, though. Soon...

Bulgan looked up at her out of hisone good eye. “WE Il take the suubatars and make a spirding sweep
of these hillsand gullies, Master Luminara. We can cover much more ground that way. Perhaps she has
fdleninto aholeintherocksand hurt aleg.”

A worried Luminara nodded absently. Sitting high up on the back of asuubatar would certainly provide
abetter view than was available from searching on foot. Theimplications of the Alwari’ s observation
weredistressng. If Barrisshad fdleninto ahole, and if the hole was big enough, and if she had been
knocked unconscious, they might never find her.

That was when they heard avoice hailing them.

“Hey, everybody. I'm over here”

Racing around apair of resting suubatars, they saw the object of everyone' s present concern emerging
on all foursfrom beneath a projecting dab of rock. The crawlway it conceded was exceedingly well
hidden from anyone not standing directly in front of it and bending to look under the jutting stone.

“Barrissl Areyouad—?" Sowing as she drew near, Luminaras expression quickly changed from open
concern to areproving scowl. “Where have you been, Padawan? WEe ve been looking al over for you.
And—areyou hurt?’

“No, I'mfine” Rising from the crawlway, Barriss brushed dust from her hands and stretched. “And o
are our new friends.”

Luminarawas not aone in taking a couple of surprised steps backward as a veritable deluge of noisy,
jabbering, furry bipeds spewed from the concealed crawlway. In aningant, they wereinvestigating
Barriss companions with the same candid zeal and lack of discretion they had shown toward her.

“Suubatar,” one shouted asit clambered up onto the back of Kyakhta s mount. Glowering hisirritation,
the guide hurried toward it.

“You, littlefellal Get down from there! Get down just now!”

Sitting atop the unconcerned suubatar’ s middle shoulders, the brown and blue Gwurran made energetic
faces down at the aggravated guide. “Nyngwah nooglik, goofy-talking no-hair outlander darling! You
make mel”

“Why youllittlel...” Kyakhtawould have started up after they taunting pygmy, but Luminaracaled him
back.

“Never mind that one now, Kyakhta.”
“But Magter Luminara, itis—"
“| sad, never mind. Come and meet these people.”

“People?” Muttering under his breath, Kyakhta reluctantly complied with the Jedi’ sorder. “These are
not people. These aredirt crawlers”



As Barriss proceeded to explain the reasons for her extended absence, Luminarawas soon mollified.
The Padawan’ stale was brief but intriguing.

“...and 0| convinced Tooqui hereto return what he' d taken, and to bring aong hiswhole tribe with
him.” Barriss eyed her teacher hesitantly. 1 promised them akind of aparty.”

Luminarafrowned. “Thisisnot a pleasure trip, Padawan. Obi-Wan, what do you think about this?’

The other Jedi considered. After amoment, somewhat unexpectedly, he grinned. “A Padawan's
promise does not bind a Jedi, but that doesn’t mean it should not be honored. We don't have musicians,
and speaking for mysdlf, | fed I’ ve dready done enough entertaining on thisjourney. But we can certainly
show them some things, and let them try ataste of our food. Maybethey’|l consder accepting alittle
education about the gdlaxy at largein place of singing and dancing. Perhapsthat’ Il be enough

entertainment for this get-together to qualify asa‘party’.

Actualy, it did not matter what the travelers did: the Gwurran seemed to find everything and anything
about the humans most amusing. Whether it was demonstrating technical gear, or exposing their
differently toned furlessflesh, or matching five comparatively thick human fingers againgt three dimmer
Ansionian ones, the tribe was utterly enthralled. Wholly devoid of tact, they crawled over everything:
travelers, dozing suubatars, and supply packs dike. But there were no more attempts at petty theft.
When one adolescent attempted to make off with a plasticine pack covering, she was roundly chastised
by severa of the adults. Luminarawas gratified to see that friendship, if not comprehensive
understanding, had been established.

At leasd, it had been established between human and Gwurran. The two petulant Alwari guides observed
the proceedings in bad-tempered silence, tolerant of the tribe’ s antics but |ess than enthusiastic—to the
point that Luminarafelt compelled to question them about their reticence.

“Why the attitude, my friends?” she asked them. “Isit that you' ve had bad dealings with peoplelikethis
before?’

“I’ve never seen creatures like thisbefore.” Kyakhtaremained scrunched up againgt his softly breathing
suubatar, asif he was afraid abunch of the Gwurran were going to hoist the huge anima up onto their
shoulders and walk off with it. “Don’t know their kind, don’t think | want to know.”

“Alwari keep away from hilly placeslikethis” Bulgan added, “soit’snot surprisng my clan has never
encountered such asthese.”

“But they're not so very different from you,” she pointed out. “They’ re much smdler, true. That should
make them less of athreat, not more. Sowhat if their eyes are dightly bigger in proportion to their faces
than yours are, and unlike the Alwari they’ re completely covered in fur? They spesk avariant of your
language, and they look and act like the representatives of many other tribes we saw in Cuipernam.”

“Not Alwari,” the normdly equitable Bulgan argued. “Ignorant little savagesiswheat they are”

“Ah, | see” Sheturned to watch the merriment as Obi-Wan demonstrated how a self-heating foodpak
worked. Squedls of delight followed by energetic conversation rose from his furry audience. “ So the
Alwari are educated, sophisticated, forward-looking beings, while these Gwurran are primitive
ignoramuses?’ Theguides ensuing Sllence was answer enough.



Nodding knowingly, Luminaraeyed each of theminturn. “Isn’t that how the city folk of Ansion ook
uponthe Alwari?’

Kyakhtalooked confused. Asfor Bulgan, hisface contorted as he struggled to get ahandle on the
concept. Then he looked at thisfriend and companion. If it was possible for an Alwari to look sheepish,
both guides succeeded.

“Y ou are agood teacher, Master Luminara” Kyakhtarose from hisresting postion. “Ingtead of ydling
and screaming, you let those you are ingtructing come to the truth at their own speed, by their own road.”
Looking past her, both he and Bulgan contempl ated the freneticaly active but good-natured Gwurran
from anew perspective. “Maybeyou' reright. Maybe they are just curious, and not atribe that lives by
geding.”

“Givethem achance. That'sdl that’ sbeing asked here. Like Barriss gave you and Bulgan a chance.”

“That isfar enough.” Gesturing positively, Kyakhta moved off to seeif they could help with Obi-Wan's
demondtrations. Watching them go, Luminarafelt she had struck asmdl blow for the kind of tolerance
and understanding that would be needed to make for ajust and strong planetary government.

And for adurable Republic aswell, shetold herself as she watched Barriss at work.

“But we' re not nomads.” The Padawan was trying to explain the nature and purpose of the Jedi Knights
toasmdl clugter of attentive but obvioudy confused Gwurran.

“Suresureyou are,” argued one of thetribe. “Youtdl uswhat Jedi folk do: travel dl thetime, go from
this placeto that place to next place, aways on the moving, never staying same place very long.” She
looked to her multihued companions for support. “That anomad.”

“It’ strue that some of us do seem never to put down any roots,” Luminaraadmitted. “But othersdo live
for along timein one place. If you rise to aposition on the Jedi Council, for example, you find yourself
spending most of your time on Coruscant.”

“What a Coruscant?’ one of the other Gwurran asked.
“ Another whole world, like Anson,” Barriss explained.

Thetribesfolk exchanged puzzled looks. “What an Andon?’ onefindly inquired ingenuoudy. Witha
resgned sigh, Barrissdid her best to try to explain the concept of multiple worlds. 1t would have been
easer a night, with starsin the sky. Clearly, the horizons of the Gwurran were far more limited than those
of the Alwari.

Much of the remainder of the day, when the travelers should have been gdloping through the hillsand
across the open prairie beyond, was spent educating and entertaining the Gwurran, who were passionate
intheir desreto learn, to explore every new object and idea. What they needed, Luminara decided, was
not acasud vist but apermanent schooal, to at least bring them up to the educationd leve of thetdler
nomadsthey so didiked. Starting with physical and intellectua disadvantages, they needed
proportionately more help. When they returned to Cuipernam, she resolved to mention it to the proper
authorities within the Republic specifically designed to help isolated ethnic groups like the Gwurran.

Also, she and Obi-Wan determined that, despite the genuine affability exhibited by thelittle Ansionians,
the onset of night might prove just atad too tempting for the more acquisitive among them. Better for all



concerned to remove any opportunity to stray by leaving while the sun was still up. Whilethe overhangin
the gully offered an appealing campsite, they would find away to manage out on the open prairie.

So they bade their farewells and promised to send others to teach and assist the Gwurran. It was asthey
were making final preparationsfor departure that Luminarafelt atug at her pant leg. Looking down, she
saw a Gwurran she recognized. It was Tooqui, the enterprising and unusudly bold would-be thief who
had led a persstent Barrissto histribe.

“What isit, Tooqui?’ sheinquired politely. “We re amost ready to go, you know.”

“Tooqui know.” He dapped both long-fingered hands against the striped brown and black fur that
covered hischest. “Tooqui bravest of dl Gwurran. The best fighter, the smartest, the most handsomest,
the—"

“Y es, you're afine representative of your tribe, Tooqui.” Luminaraagreed absently as she checked the
supply pack harness of her patient suubatar. “I'm surethey’ re very proud of you.”

“Pifgah!” he exclamed sharply. “Gwurran multiple stupids! Got no dreams, no purposes, no godls.
Happy livinginholesin hills™ Thelittle thief managed the difficult task of appearing to strut while standing
dill. “Tooqui want more. Tooqui got to have more.” Bulbous red-orange eyes gazed up at her. “1 want
gowithyou.”

That put pause to her ingpection. Squatting, she gazed apologetically into those oversized, staring eyes.
“Tooqui, you can’'t come with us. Y ou know that.”

“Know what? Don't know that.” The Gwurran was not in the least intimidated by the much bigger Jedi.
“Tooqui know only what he can see. Seethat you have plenty room on greet big riding suubatarsfor little
guy like Tooqui. | fight hard, don’t est much. Usudly.”

She had to smile. “Y ou mean, usudly you fight hard, or usudly you don't eat much?’

Taking a step back, he kicked angrily at the ground. “Don’t word-game Tooqui! | not stupid stupid like
these other ground-burrowers! Tooqui smart smart.”

“Smart enough to stedl from uswhen we redesping?’ sheinquired pointedly.

Placing hisright hand over hisface and hisleft over the back of hishead, he declaimed as sonoroudy as
hissmall staturewould permit. “May Tooqui shrivel inthe sunif he ever take agrain crumb from his new
friends without asking. May hisinsides spill out on the ground and run run away like worm suckers. May
al hisrelatives burn in grassfire that cleans the open places and—"

“All right, dl right.” She waslaughing softly despite hersdf. “1 get the picture.” Although she had the
feding that Tooqui wouldn't particularly mind if certain of hisrelativesdid happen to meet an untimely and
unpleasant end. “Y ou’re brave and true. But we gill can’t take you with us. As Barriss has dready told
you and your fellows, we' re engaged in adifficult and dangerous mission and have no timeto look after
guess”

“Tooqui take care of salf! Y ou see see. Tooqui not afraid of danger.” Once more he dapped himself on
the chest. “Tooqui eat danger for morning med! Make good pet, too.”

Sheblinked. “Pet? You' rean inteligent being, Tooqui. Y ou can't be apet.”



“Why not? Gwurran keep smal yirans and sometimes omohts as pets. They get freefood, freeliving
place, protection from shanhs and other things that want eat them. Seem like pretty good dedl to me. If |
intelligent like you say, then not | smart enough to choose was | want to be?’

“It'snot that.” Thelast thing she would have expected was for the glib Gwurran to confuse her with
subtle academic argument. “It just—it wouldn’t be proper, that’ sdl.”

“If I intelligent enough choose for myself, then where be improperness?’ He smiled, showing miniature
versons of the same sharp teeth asther guides. “That inteligent Tooqui’ s choice: | want want go with
you new friends as pet. Learn about Ansion world-ball. Maybe other world-balls, too. Learn much, then
come back and help Gwurran.”

Not only wasthe proposal rationd, it was downright noble, Luminara mused—although Tooqui

doubtless had personad motives aswell. How was she going to put him off? Jedi were taught to uselogic
and reason on those who disagreed with them, not to terminate an awkward dispute by saying, “because

| say s0.”
“Jedi can't have pets,” shefindly declared in exasperation.

“Where doesit say that in the regulations, Master?’ It was Barriss, injecting hersdlf into the debate at the
worst possbletime. Luminaraglared a her Padawan.

“I'm sureit says something of the kind somewhere. Anyway, we' re not equipped to accommodate
guess”

“Tooqui equip sif.” Putting ahand in Barriss', the Gwurran smiled innocently. “ See? Good pet, yes
yes?

“Peasa!” Turning to resume her fina packing check, Luminaragrumbled as she struggled to securea
strap seal. “If you want to take respongbility for him, Barriss, then | suppose he can comedong.” She
looked back sharply. “But if you cause usthe lesst trouble, Tooqui, if you dow us down or impede our
work in an way, then you haveto leave leave. It's back to the hillsfor you, and no arguments. Agreed?’

Repeating his hands-over-face-and-head gesture, the eager Gwurran replied without hesitation. “If |
cause any impede-thing, may | rot rot dowly in decaying water. May al my fur turn purpleand | sck sick
turn mysdf indde out. May | chew on my feet and—"

“Just keep him quiet,” an exasperated Luminaraingtructed her Padawan. “ And away from me.”

“He Il begood.” Bending over, Barriss patted the Gwurran on hisfurry pate. “Won't you, Tooqui?’

“Good as a Gwurran can bebe,” hetold her genidly.

Somehow, Luminaradid not find that pledge particularly reassuring.

Chapter Twelve



Ohbi-Wan was indifferent to, if not openly amused by, the antics of the newest member of their party,
while Anakin was quietly pleased. The Gwurran was someone new to talk to, evenif hisvocabulary was
limited and tended to repetition. He and Barriss took turnslooking after Tooqui who, true to hisword,
needed very little looking after a al. The energetic native helped with everything, from unpacking the
Suubatars at night to gathering fuel for the campfire, to learning how to operate smple devices such asthe
compact fire-starter and water-maker. He was afast learner, eager to know everything about anything.
Or everything everything, as he habitually put it.

Only the Alwari guides were displeased by his presence among them. They did not exactly shun him,
because they knew that would displease their employers. But neither did they go out of their way to assst
inhisingruction, or to becomefast friends. The gulf that existed between Alwari and Gwurran was
inexplicable to Luminara, asthey both sprang from the same ancestors. Physicdly, they differed
sgnificantly only in Sze and hirsuteness. To someone used to dedling on adaily basis with representatives
of different gpecieswho differed far moreradicdly in their physica gppearance, the continuing enmity
displayed by the two guides was hard to understand. Hopefully, traveling together would eventudly
oblige Kyakhta and Bulgan to view their smallish cousinin a better light.

At present there wasn't much of the latter, as the sun was beginning to rise over the northern horizon. It
was the same horizon they had been riding toward for days; flat and grassy. A pack of shanhs had
shadowed them for anight and aday, but sensing no weaknessin either suubatars or their riders, had
given up and drifted off in search of easer prey.

“Something moving from east to west dong the horizon,” Kyakhta called out. Though till waking up,
everyoneimmediatdy turned in that direction.

Ohbi-Wan had his dectrobinoculars out and was gazing at the indicated spot, trying to resolve the distant
movement.

“Borokii?” Anakininquired hopefully.

Lowering the powerful scanning device, the Jedi replied uncertainly. “I don’t know. Kyakhtaand Bulgan
will tdl us. But | have afedling not. From what we' ve been told, the overclans are like the Yiwa, like dl
Alwari, inthat they’ re herding nomads.” He nodded in the direction of distant movement. “Whoever
these are, they seem to be more advanced than that.” He urged his mount forward. “Or at least, they
chooseto travel with far morein the way of material goods. | don't see any signs of adomesticated herd.

No dorgum, no awiquod—nothing but draft animals. That means that whatever they are, they’ re not the
Borokii”

Obi-Wan' s assessment turned out to be correct. The procession that was advancing in their direction
was not the sought-after preeminent overclan. Not only did it not include any herd animas such asthey
had encountered among the Yiwa, but it was a so loud to the point of boisterousness. It was Bulgan who
eventualy identified the clanging, noisy procession as soon asit had drawn near enough to be recognized.

“It' saQulun clan. The Qulun aretraders. They operate fredly among both the Alwari and the city folk.
Though no one likes them very much, there’ saneed for them out on the plains, in the absence of shops
and communications. Oft timesthey have very interesting thingsfor sale”

“What do they accept in return?’ Obi-Wan asked the guide.



Bulgan licked hislower teeth. “Besdes money? All manner of goods. Cuts of dried meset from the
Alwari herds. Fruits and vegetables gathered from remote parts of Ansion. Wonderful handcrafted items
made mostly by the femaes of each clan. Only the best.”

The Jedi indicated his understanding. In a Republic long since sated with the commonplace, exctic
foodstuffs were much sought-after items. So were handicrafts. Bored with machine-made goods, the
wesdlthy and the curious were dwayswilling to pay high pricesfor unique handmade itemsthat hailed
from distant worlds with strange names.

“See” Bulganrosedightly in hissaddle. “They’ re coming out to greet us.”

The three riders who broke away from the main column headed straight toward the group of travelers,
who responded by dowing to meet them. Otherwise the suubatars would have easily outdistanced the
powerful but much shorter sadains. Fdling in line dongsde Luminaraand Barriss mounts, thetrio of
Qulun flashed wide smiles and waved energetic greetings. It was anotably |ess confrontational meeting
than the earlier one with the Yiwa. No weagpons were prominently displayed, no suspicious glanceswere
directed toward the newcomers. Not that their eyes, the Jedi noted, were unbusy. They missed nothing,
least of all the overstuffed supply packs strapped to the second back of each animal.

Riding with Barrisswhile clambering back and forth aong the length of her suubatar from head to tail,
Tooqui kept up a steady stream of muted chatter. “ Strange people these. Tooqui neversee before. Not
known to Gwurran.” Tilting back his head, he sniffed of the prairieair with hissingle, wide nogtril. “Smdll
different from Alwari.”

“They look different, too,” she commented. “Their costumes, the tack on their sadains, the way their
procession isorganized are very dissmilar from the Yiwa. What do you think, Tooqui?’

The Gwurran’s eagerness never flagged. “Morefood for Tooqui’ s head. More new thingsto see and
learn about.”

“Wdl, if youtalk talk al the time you won't be able to concentrate on those new things, and neither will
|. How about keeping quiet for awhile?’

“Tooqui quiet? Two thingsthat not go together.” He settled himsalf down closeto her, taking up minimal
space on the edge of the saddle. “But master command, so Tooqui must obey.” He smiled. “Tooqui
good pet dways.”

“Sarcasm isnot aquality many people desireto havein their * pets.”

“Tharlossloss.” But as she requested, the Gwurran kept his mouth closed, and despite the obvious
drain, settled for observing the newcomersin silence.

Savefor ther far louder, more garish attire, two of the riders could have passed unnoticed among the
Yiwa Not their leader, though, for such he obvioudy was. Thisgeneroudy proportioned individud
clearly put astrain on his chosen sadain. Unlike his companions, or for that matter Kyakhta, he had no
mane running from the top of his head down hisback. Looking a him, Luminara suspected his snooth
pate was the result of an intentional close shave as opposed to naturd fur lossasin Bulgan'scase. Inits
way, hisbad head, gleaming in the morning sun, was as distinctive as his girth. For al that, he rode
gracefully atop his hardworking steed.



“Welcome, offworlderst The Qulun bid you welcome!”

Luminaratried to remember how many spaceports Ansion boasted. Clearly thesetraders, or at least
their leader, had visited one or more where he had enjoyed the opportunity to encounter sentients from
other parts of the Republic.

“Thankings for your greeting,” Kyakhta responded formaly. “Weride north.”

“Sowesee” Performing awondroudy gravity-defying stunt, the portly leader bowed without faling off
hismount. “I am Baiuntu, chief trader of this clan faction. What seek amix of offworldersand Alwari in
the north country?”

Appreciative of the chief’ s description of him as Alwari, Kyakhta replied with good grace. “The
Borokii.”

“Borokii! What do offworlders seek among the overclan?’

Leaning dightly outward from his saddle, Obi-Wan replied with aquestion of hisown while
smultaneoudy ignoring the chieftain’s. “ Can you hdp us?’

“Perhaps, perhaps.” Forgoing thereins of his sadain dong with his query, the chief extended both heavy
amswide. Luminarawatched in fascination. Baiuntu wasthefirgt truly portly Ansonian she had seen.
“Tonight you dinewith us. The Qulun are dways keen on company. New faces mean new news.”

“And potential new customer,” Anakin murmured acrossto Barriss, “though | wouldn't seethat asa
reason not to chat with them.”

“It'snot up to us.” Though she professed disinterest, Barriss hoped the masters would consent to the
Qulun leader’ srequest. 1t would be yet another chance to learn more about Ans onian society—and
besides, the food would be fresh.

Obi-Wan and Luminara saw no reason not to stop and spend the night among the effervescent traders.
So long as each side kept to its own camp, security could be maintained, and there was the implication
that the Qulun might be able to narrow down and therefore speed the search of the elusive Borokii. To
Barriss surprise, Tooqui stayed close to her instead of straying. For reasons of his own, he continued to
be uncharacterigticaly closemouthed, speaking only when one of the Qulun was around. When she
inquired asto the reason behind hisunusua slence, he had hisusua ready answer.

“Qulun think Tooqui smple dumb dumb pet. Is good position to do trading from.”

“We'renot hereto trade.” Sheeyed himwarningly. “We re here to make friends, and to maybe learn
more about the whereabouts of the overclan. That'sdl.”

The Gwurran looked hurt. “Tooqui not want much. Something to eat, maybe, or little baby-toy for small
Gwurran, or smple wegpon to overawe bully Gwurran with.”

“Never mind that,” shetold him firmly. “Talk to them or keep qui€t, that’ s up to you. But—no talk of
trading.” She wore aknowing expression. “Petsdon’t engagein trade.”

“No, but their masters do,” he countered without hesitation. “Maybeif silly-fun stupid-face pet do funny
tricks for master, grateful Barriss buy little trinket-thing for poor poor Tooqui?’



“I'll think about it,” she replied without further comment. Urging her mount forward at afaster pace
forced the Gwurran to shut up and concentrate on holding on.

Riding importantly in the lead, Baiuntu led the visitors to the top of the ridge where the Qulun were
meaking camp. Self—erecting dwellings were aready unfolding walls and roofs while busy adolescents
attached hesting equipment and atmospheric water condensers. Automatic braces secured the temporary
structures, which were designed to be put up and taken down every day, againgt the ubiquitous wind.
Wonderfully decorated with enamels, painted mirrors, and al manner of eye candy, one pair of these
digtinctive structures drew Luminaras attention even before they were fully assembled.

“Trading room,” Bulgan explained in responseto her question. “The more eye-catching, the better.” He
passed a hand across both eyes, the Ansionian equivadent of winking. “Dazzle a customer; that’ s one of
the halmarks of the Quiun. Blinded buyers are agreegble buyers.”

Sherode easily on her well-padded saddle, the suubatar striding aong effortlesdy benegth her. “ Areyou
saying that the Qulun cheet intheir dedings?’

“Haja, no, Magter Luminara. They arelike any merchants, be they fixed in place asthey arein the city
or fully mobile as out here on the prairie. Some are wholly honorable while others are outright bandits.
One can't say one hastruly done dedling until one has dedlt with them. To many traders,shady andclever
have fredy interchangesble meanings”

“Wall, we' re not on ashopping excursion, so it shouldn't matter.” Rising up dightly from her saddle, she
surveyed the surrounding plains. “Why are they setting up shop here? Thiscountry isn't exactly crawling
with cusomers.”

The Alwari gestured nonchaantly. “They are opening up only a couple of their many shops. No doubt
they hope buyerswill materidize from out of the grass.” He chuckled the by now familiar Ansonian
laugh, adding afew sharp knuckle cracks for emphasis. “Without a shop or two open for business, the
Qulun would probably be uncomfortable. For fear of missing even one potential customer, they would
losedeep.”

The welcomethey received certainly stood out in contrast to how they had been greeted by theinitidly
migrugtful Yiwa Though wespons were visible, they were not brandished in the newcomers' direction.
Thevistors steedswere given pride of placein the clan’s corra, along with the best water and fodder.
Luminarafound herself and her friends directed to alarge portable structure whose interior turned out to
be lined with thick carpets, self-adjusting cushions, and all manner of conveniences one would not expect
to find in the middle of the northern Ansionian plains. Anything they asked for that the Qulun could
provide was provided—ifree of charge. Obi-Wan was not surprised at the largesse. Such tacticswerea
universal meansfor softening up potential customers.

Barrissand Anakin didn’'t concern themsalves with such mundanities, preferring to leave the detail s of
the encounter to their masters. Instead, they alowed themsalvesto relax and enjoy the exotic food and
drink, the entertaining light-wick sculptures, and the petite perfumed dance pixiesthat looped endlessy
about the room. In contrast, Tooqui was unnaturaly subdued. Thelittle Gwurran certainly enjoyed
himsdf, avaling himsdf asreadily as his human friends of the flush of smal luxuries. But surrounded by so
many unusually eager tal strangers, he was cautiousin his movements, and kept his opinionsto himsdf.

Baiuntu was ddighted to have offworld visitors. “I have met many in my dedlings,” hetold them that
evening asthey shared the comforts of the designated visitors house.



“In Cuipernam?’ Anakin was munching on something blue-green, plump, and ddlicious.

“In Cuipernam,” their host boasted, “and in Doigon, and Flerauw. A smattering of your own kind aswell
asamodgt interesting variety of others” He rested both pudgy, long-fingered hands on hisimposing belly.
“Merchants are a species unto themselves, it seems. Shape has nothing to do with it. The Qulun redized
thisfrom thefirgt time avessdl from another world set down hereto trade.”

As he declamed, he kept popping small purple thingsinto his mouth. They crunched noisily againgt his
hard palate. Detecting what he thought was some dight movement among them before they disgppeared
down the chieftain’ s gullet, Anakin decided not to ask what they were. While there was atime for Jedi
boldness, there were also occasions when it was better to exercise restraint.

“Then you fed that the Qulun have benefited from Ansion’s membership in the Republic?’ Luminara
inquired encouragingly.

Their host made aface. “1 would rather talk business than palitics, but snce you ask—yes, | do.”
“And your danfolk fed smilarly?’ Obi-Wan sipped at something sweet, warm, and refreshing.

“That | cannot say. Mogt are not so sophisticated in such matters as Baiuntu. Likeadl true Quiun, they
will givetheir alegiance to whoever they beieve will make them the most money.”

“So they can be bought,” Anakin commented. Obi-Wan gave the Padawan a sharp ook, but the
younger man only shrugged, seeing nothing wrong with the question. His teacher should know by now
that his Padawan was nothing if not direct.

Certainly their host took no offense. “ Any merchant can be bought, my large, furlessyoung friend. Thet
isthe nature of business, isit not? To the Qulun, loydty isjust another commodity. For the moment, we
are happy to see Ansion fully represented in the Republic. Asto what tomorrow may bring, who am | to
say?’ Grunting with the effort, heleaned back againg his pile of supporting cushions. Multipletiny
sensors and equally minuscule motors shifted mass within each cushion to provide the necessary

response.

“An honest response, anyway,” Luminaramurmured to Barriss. “1 suppose we can't expect any better
from such people. They’reonly living according to their traditions.”

“Tradition seemsto mean everything on thisplanet.” Barriss sampled another of the numerous drinks that
had been set before her. Like everything else she had tried, it was delicious. Movement off to her right
made her turn. Her diminutive friend was ambling toward the doorway.

“Tooqui, where areyou going?’

“Too much much light for Tooqui. Too much talk talk. Go for walk. Back later.”

“Fine” shetold him, adding after amoment’ sthought, “Don’t stedl anything.”

He responded with a gesture whose meaning she would have demanded to know had he not aready

disappeared. One of the guards Stationed outside made amove to intercept him, but the Gwurran was
too quick, vanishing into the night and the camp.



Now that was a bit odd, Barriss thought. Why would they try to keep Tooqui from leaving? She relaxed
and leaned back against the cushions. Probably worried about him running loose and getting into trouble.
Knowing Tooqui, she could sympathize with their hogts.

A sylishly clad and eaborately coiffured femae brought forth an eegant rectangular casefilled with
delicate, tightly stoppered bottles. Each was unique, having been fashioned from adifferent natural
gemstone. The server’ s attire left her back completely uncovered in asweeping open V, the better to
show off her golden, black-striped mane al the way to her short stub of atail. Glisening bowsand
light-emitting sparklies had been artfully woven into the exposed fur. At the chief’ sdirection, she bent to
proffer the assortment to Luminaraand Obi-Wan.

“These are essences from the Dzavak Lakes digtrict, far to the west of here.” Baiuntu spoke pridefully.
“Y ou will not find the like anywhere in Cuipernam. | would champion them in acontest of fine perfumes
againg any scents acquired anywherein the Republic.” He waved athick-fingered hand encouragingly.
“Goon, goon! Try them. The pauruvu—that’ sthe violet-hued liquid in the bottle at the end of the
disolay—is particularly flamboyant. A couple of drops of the pure essence blended with clear water will
make alarge flagon of expensve perfume.” He smiled broadly.

“The Alwari may be prairie-dwelling nomads, but they are not uncivilized. Like the Qulun, they, too,
enjoy thefiner things. These essences are among our best sellers. After days spent traveling the open
plainsin the company of agreat many reeking herd and draft animals, awell-off Alwari coupleisgrateful
for the opportunity to moderate the natura bouquet within their home.”

Tentatively, Luminaratried awhiff of severa of the different extracts. All were outstanding, but true to
Baiuntu’ sword, the paluruvu was exceptiondal.

“Wonderful,” she declared as she passed the tray to Obi-Wan. His sampling was more perfunctory than
hers, but he, too, had to admit that the assortment was the equal of anything he had encountered on
Coruscant or any other equally sophisticated world of the Republic.

By the time Barriss and Anakin took their turn, the room was awash in a spectacular swirl of scents.
These cloaked the atmosphere entirely, drowning out any hint of corraled animals or bustling clanfolk. As
Luminaralooked on, Baiuntu yawned hugely. Cometo think of it, she was feding quite weary hersdf. It
had been along day. Straightening, she prepared to excuse herself and her companions. That wasthe
firgt inkling she had that something was wrong.

She couldn't Sraighten.

In fact, she could not even St up. Her taut, lean muscles seemed to have turned to mush, to have
buckled into the cushions and pillows that supported them. Her head swam, and shefelt like shewas
melting into thefloor. Out of rapidly blurring eyes she saw Obi-Wan rise and attempt to draw his
lightsaber. Hisfingerscdutched futildy initsvicinity. Evenif he had succeeded in drawing and activating
the weapon, there was no oneto fight. Their host was dready wheezing away sonoroudy, his hands
clasped across hismost un-Ansionian belly. The eye-catching essence presenter was lying nearby, her
litheform sound adeep a hisfedt.

“Something' s—Barrisd” Attempting to shout, Luminara produced only aloud whisper. Her Padawan
did not hear her. Barrisslay sprawled on her own cushioning divan, head back, mouth open, and limbs
akimbo. Not far away, Anakin Skywalker lay facedown a body-length or two from the entrance to the
vidtor’ shouse. A house, Luminarasaw through thickening haze, whose doors had been surreptitioudy
shut tight. To keep them in, she wondered? Or to sedl in the striking, swirling méange of fragrances? It



amounted, she realized, to the samething.

Pauruvu not only excited the sense of smell, she thought woozily. It aso must contain the powerful
sedative that was rendering her and her companions senseless. But if the result was intentiond, why
would Baiuntu subject himself and the femae who had offered it up to the same deep-inducing effects?
Struggling to crawl forward toward the door, she tried to draw her own weapon. The effort wasto no
avall. Her brain no longer seemed capable of establishing contact with her fingers.

Nearby, Obi-Wan dropped to his knees and looked over at her. His expresson was blank drugged. As
she sared, hiseyes closed and hefell over on hissde. On the far sde of the room, Kyakhtaand Bulgan
snorted loudly in the familiar wheezing, hissng Ansonian manner. Exerting atremendous effort, Anakin
Skywalker rose to hisfeet and rushed at the shuttered entrance. Through the increasingly dense haze that
was clogging her thoughts, she marveled a the attempt. The youth must have an enormous reservoir of
willpower, she decided.

Unfortunately, dl of it was expended in reaching the door. By the time he struck it, Anakin'slegswere
barely ableto hold him erect. The doors shuddered, but held firm. Retreating, he reached for his
lightsaber, turned adow, confused circle, and sat down. Hiseyes closed and hefell over onto hisside.
Shewas now the only onein the room who was still conscious.

Of course Baiuntu would subject himsdf and the serving femae to the effects of theimmohilizing
perfume, she found hersdf thinking. How better to put someone you wanted to poison at ease than by
partaking of that same poison yoursdf? If nothing else, it suggested that the narcotizing procedure was
not fatal. Baiuntu might be the typeto join hisintended victimsin deep, but not in death.

Shesaw it dl clearly now. They had been lured in and rendered helpless—but for what purpose, to what
end? Soon other Qulun would doubtless open up the room, wait for the tranquilizing mist drifting within to
disspate, and then assist their chief and the unconsciousfemae. Asfor the dan’serswhile” guests,” what
was to be done with them remained a matter of some speculation. Speculation she could not track to a
logical conclusion, because shewastired, so tired, and at the moment nothing could possibly fed any
better, nothing could conceivably matter more, than agood night’ s deep.

A part of her brain screamed at her to keep awake, to stay adert. Fighting the perfume s effects, she
managed to lift her head off the cushions. It was alast, defiant gesture. Even Jedi training could be
overcome. Perhaps not by force of arms. But alightsaber was usdless againg the delectable,
al-pervasive, irresstible fragrance of essence of pauruvu...

Chapter Thirteen

“There sthe grotty littledyzat! Gethim!”

Tooqui didn't know why the two Qulun were chasing him, but he didn’t hang around to find out. Both
clan members were brandishing strange, foreign weapons, and even though he didn’t know wheét they
were or what they could do, he decided right away that it would be better not to wait around to see.



Something bad must have happened. If Master Barrisswas dl right, she wouldn’t stand for him being
chased likethis, by screaming, wild-eyed, angry Qulun. Thelast time he had seen her, she and her
endlesdy interesting friends were rdlaxing in the company of the Qulun chief. Everyone seemed to be
getting dong wonderfully well well. What had happened to change that?

True, the traders were Qulun, not Alwari, but they were after al more trustworthy than a bunch of
roving, dobbering Alwari, the dorgum-herdingsnigvolds .

If that was the case, then Master Barrisstoo might for sure be in danger. She and her teacherswere
very powerful, but they were not gods. They were not as strong as Miywondl, thewind, or Kapchenaga,
the thunder. They were only people. Bigger than the Gwurran, maybe alittle smarter, but just people.
They could be broken, and deaded. The Qulun were people, too. That meant they aso knew of different
waysof killing.

But if there had been killing, surely he would have heard something. From what he had seen, Master
Barriss and her companions were not the kind to go down without afight. Had they been tricked
somehow? Many werethetaestold in thetriba canyons on dark nights of the tricks shrewd trader folk
sometimes played on unsuspecting vigtors.

Something bright and hot singed the hair on the crest of hismane. He accelerated, running as hard and
fast as he could. Though the Qulun people had longer legs, they were accustomed to riding and sdlling. If
there was one thing the Gwurran knew how to do and did well, it was running. Faces peered out a him
from the outlandish fold-up flat-sided dwellings. Alerted by al the commotion, afew of their occupants
tried to catch him. He dodged them dl, asif he were playing agame of blo-bi with hisfamily-friendlies.
No gamethis, though. The bright-hotness spat by him again. Thistimeit missed him completely,
momentarily illuminating the night sky above his head.

Then hewas clear of the camp, hislegs pumping as he raced out onto the open prairie. The high grass
dowed him down somewhat, but it would aso help hide him. He thought he was safe—until he heard the
clumping of sadain feet coming up fast behind him.

“Thisway!” aQulun shouted. “I saw the dyzat over thisway!”

| am not adyzat! he wanted to turn and yell. However, he was also smart enough to know that the
moment of foolish defiance might very well cost him hislife. Frantically, he hunted for someplaceto go to
ground. But there were no familiar hills here, no friendly clefts or crevices down which to duck. The
voices of the pursuing Qulun drew closer. Any moment now and they would be right on top of him.
Lightslit the night in hiswake. More mechanical magic, acquired from tradersin the cities. He wondered
if hewould live long enough to set eyes on one of those people-filled, magica, mysterious placesonly a
very few Gwurran had ever visited.

That was when he saw the kholot burrow. The entrance was just big enough for him to squeezeinto.
Panting hard, hewriggled himself through the opening and started down the incline on hisbdlly. Would
the Qulun think to look for him under the ground, or just on top of it? The burrow widened dightly,
alowing himto crawl fagter. When it opened into an oval chamber three times his size, he knew he had
reached the end. Muted by the intervening earth, the shots and cries of the patrolling Qulun sounded
more distant than they were. It would have been a perfect hiding place, except for one complication.

It was dready occupied by afamily of kholot.

Hefroze. Thekholot ate grasses and grains and leaves, not Gwurran. At least, he hoped so. Flat of face



and covered in prickly olive-green fur, the two adults regarded him warily. Thankfully, there were no
cubsin the burrow. If there had been, he probably wouldn’t have madeit thisfar. Each adult was amost
ashig ashewas. Thelr teeth, unfortunately, were much bigger: wide, heavy-duty incisors designed for
dicing through large dumps of grass. If their blunt-snouted owners were so inclined, they could dso dice
right through hisface.

He hdld his breath as they approached, snuffling and grunting, and tried not to tremble too much asthey
sniffed him over and up and dl around. Eyes shut tight, he tried to imagine himsdlf a piece of dorgum
dung that had accidentally rolled down into their burrow. The sounds of tromping sadains and their Quiun
riders fill reached him from above. He did not know how much longer he could remain motionless.

With alast disdainful sniff that a another time the terrified Tooqui might have taken as an insult, the pair
of kholot pushed past him and headed up the tunnel. Their reaction was more than passing strange.
Surely he couldn’t smell bad enough to force them to vacate their burrow? Then he remembered thetime
gpent inthe Qulun’svisitors house, swathed in foreign smells and peculiar aromas. Evidently enough of
that had adhered to hisfur not only to drive the kholot out, but to keep them from biting him. Smell bad,
taste bad, the two burrowing grazers had apparently decided.

Therewas an excited yell from above, followed by asharp crackling sound and a pained yowl from one
of the kholot. Emerging from the burrow, it had been mistaken for his quarry by one of the patrolling
Qulun. Assoon asthe unfortunate grazer had been identified, the other Qulun had agood laugh at thelr
trigger-happy comrade’ s expense. Turning himsdf around in the cramped chamber, Tooqui put his heed
partway up the tunnel and listened intently.

“Enough of this. It'slate, and I'm tired. | don't care what Baiuntu says.”

“Same here,” declared another Qulun firmly, reining in hissadain. “Let’ stell him we caught and killed the
runaway, and be done with it.”

“It'saone out here, without food or water supplies. Theprariewill finishit off.”

This confident exchange was followed by the sound of many sadain feet moving swiftly away. Even so,
Tooqui remained hidden in the burrow until he was certain it was safe to emerge.

When hefindly did so, tired and dirty but aive, therewas no sign of his pursuers. Finding arock, he
climbed just high enough to see over the tops of the windswept grass. The Qulun were bresking camp,
and inthe middle of the night at that. They must be very anxious about something to do that, he knew. As
far as Tooqui knew, no nomads had ever been observed breaking camp in the middle of the night.

Were Master Barrissand her friends still dlive? And if they weren't, what did it matter to him? He was
aone, without food or wegpons or water, severa days run from the nearest hill country of the Gwurran.
Hugging himself againgt the chill night wind, hetook stock of his surroundings. The open plainswere no
placefor anervouslittle Gwurran! Every sound made him twitch, every hint of movement caused him to
jump. What if there were shanhs out here, shadowing the traders' caravan? If they picked up his scent,
hewouldn’t last aslong as alace-winged birru in awindstorm.

Even if he wanted to help, there was nothing he could do. The best thing for him would be to start back
homeright now. If hewaslucky, if he found some water and some thingsto eat aong the way, and if
nothing atehim aong the way, he might make it back to the country of the Gwurran in afew days. He
would have an exciting, dramétic tale to tell. The young oneswould gaze up a him with awe, whiletheir
sometimes condescending elders would be forced to acknowledge, however grudgingly, his considerable



accomplishments. For therest of hislife, he would be abig big among his people.

And yet—and yet, there was the matter of Master Barriss, who instead of shooting him as athief, had
befriended him, and had interceded on his behaf when he had expressed hislonging to travel beyond the
traditiond Gwurran homdand. Was't that what he was doing now? Of course, when he had made that
request, he hadn’t envisoned anything like this happening. No one, not even the human Barriss, would
blame him for heading home asfast as hislong-toed feet could carry him.

| haveto know, hefindly decided. He at least had to know. If Master Barriss and the others had been
killed, then he could start for home with aclear conscience. On the other hand, if they were ill dive...

If they were il dive, he suspected that hislife was going to get even more complicated than it already
was. He should be looking forward to that, hetried to tell himsdf. Hadn't he said as much to the
humans? That Tooqui was the bravest, the fiercest, the smartest, the most most of al the Gwurran? At
thetime, he'd wondered if any of them had believed him. Certainly those two miserable dim dim
stucky-up clanless Alwari, Kyakhta and Bulgan, had not. Imagine to seetheair faces—if they were dill
aive, he reminded himself—when Tooqui, the very same Tooqui they had mocked and derided, showed
up to rescue-save ther sorry short-tailed ugly behinds! Theimagefilled him, if not with courage, then a
least with nerve.

Tooqui would show them! Tooqui would show them dl. Determined now, he prepared to track the
roving Qulun clan. He would shadow them from afar, waiting to see what there wasto see, waiting to
learn whatever could be learned. It wasjust as he' d said. Hewas the boldest, the toughest, the most
resourceful of al the Gwurran!

Alone and wegponless againgt an entire Qulun clan, with only adebilitating feding of helplessnessfor
company, he knew he would have to be even more than that.

She sensed that her head was il attached to her shoulders, but that was about the only good thing
Luminaracould be certain of when shefinaly regained consciousness. Her asamsweretightly tied behind
her, and her legs bound at thigh, caf, and ankle. Daylight was al she could detect through the soft,
permeable hood that covered her head. She could breathe, but only through her nose, asthe gag that had
been expertly positioned in her mouth kept her from enunciating anything more e oquent than agrunt.

Still, that was enough to provoke answering grunts from nearby. She thought she recognized Obi-Wan,
and Barriss. Anakin shewasn't certain about, but the muffled, high-pitched Ansionian noisesmost likely
originated from Kyakhta and Bulgan. Evduating different tonesfinaly convinced her that Anakin, too,
was among the imprisoned.

A voicethat was not smothered by a gag quieted the communa grumbling.

“Good morning, my honorable guests. | have to thank you for what is going to prove amost profitable
evening. For me, not for you,” Baiuntu concluded contentedly. “The Borokii overclan you seek liesbut a
few day’ sride north of here, but you won't get to meet with them. Instead, we' ve embarked on a
leisurely journey to the city of Dashbaar, where my clan dways does good business.” Luminaracould
hear him striding back and forth in front of them, preposteroudy parading histriumph before prisoners
unableto see.

“I’'m sure you' re wondering what’ s going to happen to you. Y ou should relax. Haja, | would not think



of harming you! To do so would beto violate every tenet of Qulun hospitdity.” Luminaracould sense, if
not see, him grinning. “There are many means by which word can travel quickly over theplains. Itissad
that if the return to Cuipernam of certain offworld visitors could be delayed for two parts of abreeding
cycle, agreat reward would be paid. These visitorswere carefully described. Y ou can thereforeimagine
my surprise and delight when you appeared outside our camp, asking for directionsto the Borokii. | was
overjoyed when you agreed to accept my hospitality. Y ou will now have the opportunity to experienceit

a length.”

Shefelt him approach. His musky body odor grew stronger, and his tone darkened. “Whilel wastold
not to harm you, but only to delay your return to the city, | must warn you: don’t make me angry by
trying anything that might impact on my profits. Aswetravel, you will be kept comfortable. But severd of
my best people will bewatching you at dl times. At the first Sgn of Jedi tricks, the perpetrator will be
shot. Yes, weignorant people of the plains know about the Force. Don’t make me have to do anything
wewill both regret.” Luminara sensed the return of the smile as he stepped away from her. “It would
devalue my clan’ sreputation astraders.”

Somewhere close by, she could hear Anakin growling incomprehensibly through his gag and hood.

“Now, now,” Baiuntu protested, “1 can’t understand aword you' re saying. Though | think the essence
of itisclear enough. | am something of an expert on essences, as you by now must appreciate. When the
time comesfor the giving of food and water, you will be taken care of one a atime. Believeme, |
respect the abilities of the Jedi as much as anyone. My people and | will take no chanceswith you. To
that end | have seen to it that the comlinks you brought with you have been destroyed beyond any hope
of repair. So even should you succeed in freeing yoursalves, there will be no calling for hep from the
despised, if profitable city folk.” Luminaracould fed his heavy footsteps receding as he turned to exit the
room.

“Very soon now thisvisitors house, the last of our camp still standing, will be taken down and packed
on itstransport. Another mobile facility has been reserved especidly for you. While| regret that | cannot
trust you to enjoy the passing scenery, you will at least be ableto smell it. Enjoy the cool breeze of the
prairie, my valued guests. And please, no theatricd attemptsto escape. | would teke it personaly.”

As soon as one of us getsloose, you' |l takesomethingpersonally , Luminarathought furioudy. She
forced hersdf to remain cam, to fal back on her training. Every Jedi knows that anger muddies clear
thinking, and that revengeis, at best, an archaic waste of energy.

Someone didn’t want them returning soon to Cuipernam. How long was two parts of abreeding cycle?
What would be the point in holding them captive and then letting them go? Behind the blinding cloth, her
eyeswidened dightly.

The Unity Council! She and Obi-Wan had promised them an agreement with the Alwari. Whenthey
faled to return within areasonable period of time, the position of those on the council in favor of
secession would grow steadily stronger. Would they vote for secession without waiting for the Jedi to
report? Like any politicians, the council representatives had congtituenciesto answer to. They wouldn't
wait forever. They might not even wait longer than two parts of abreeding cycle.

Certainly someone thought that was the case. Who stood to gain the most by preventing the Jedi from
completing thair misson? Who, besides the aready committed secessionists? Who had sponsored the
attack againgt her and Barriss, and then had directed the Padawan’ s abduction?

Though her nogirilsweren't as sengitive as those of asuubatar, she felt sure she smelled the distant



presence of essence of a Huit.

Once they returned to Cuipernam, they would have to have afew words with this Soergg individud, she
thought grimly. Some rather harsh words. What particularly interested Luminara, asit was sureto interest
the Jedi Council, was the ominoudly greater question of who was behind the Hutt. But before they could
confront Soergg, they had to free themsdlves from the gilded captivity of the avaricious Qulun—and do
so quickly.

Tooqui watched from within the high grass as the Qulun broke camp. Houses and the couple of trading
buildings were neetly folded in upon themselves, goods stowed, the miscellany of anomad clan carefully
packed away. Trailing the procession were spare sadains and, more importantly, the six riding suubatars
that were owned by his new friends. When the caravan began to move out, he moved with them, tailing
the procession from adistance. Gradudly, he became bolder, dipping progressively closer to the convoy.
Greater proximity enabled him to pick out individualswhile still kegping under cover.

He recognized anumber of the clanfolk. Foremost among them was the rotund Baiuntu. The chieftain
rodein front of the procession, borne aoft on a platform decorated with colored streamers that snapped
briskly in the steady breeze, handmade wind organs, Qulun pennants, and gaudy advertisementsfor the
clan’strade goods. So occupied was Tooqui with monitoring the clan’s movements and keeping hidden
that he dmost forgot why he was risking hislifeto do so.

But he jumped for joy when, later that afternoon, his friends were brought out of atransport pulled by
eight sadains. One at atime, they were exposed to the wind, sun, and fresh air. After amodest intervd,
each was returned to the concea ment of the transport, and his or her place on the front bench seat taken
by another. Trembling with excitement, he watched and counted patiently. They weredl there: the four
Jedi aswell asthetwo spiteful-talky Alwari. Based on what he could see from hishiding placein the
grass, none of them appeared to have been harmed. They were hooded, gagged, and bound securely
enough to control even a Jedi. Blob-butt Baiuntu might be alie-liar and asnesk, but he certainly knew
what he was doing.

How in the name of the rain gods was he going to free them? Tooqui wondered. First he would haveto
dipinto their camp. Then he would somehow have to ded with guards. Qulun guards, bigger and
stronger than himsdlf. He had nothing to use for aweapon except rocks. Assuming he could manageto
reach their transport undetected and take care of any sentinels, he would still need enough timeto free dl
four of hisfriends, and maybe maybe the two Alwari aswell. Afterward, they would have to recover
their specia personal things, take back their suubatars, and ride off intact and unharmed into the
grasdands. Ten Tooquiswould not be enough to do such athing, and there was only one of him.

Wishing for more would gain him nothing, he knew. The Gwurran were atough tribe. They had not
survived inhospitable country and forbidding faunathrough dint of heavy wishing. Where resources were
lacking, they found acceptable substitutes, or devised their own.

That wasit, he knew. He had some hasty devising to do. Reason and logic might al seem to lead toward
inevitable failure, but Tooqui was able to compensate for his small salf with an outsized ego. If nothing
else, his own boastfulness would not let him fail.

Now, if only he could find away to make the Qulun understand that.

Every gep, every forward lurch of the plodding sadains he was following took him farther from home,



from the safety of familiar hills and the warmth of the Gwurran tribe. He tried not to think about how far
he was from everything he knew. Water was not a problem, rain having collected in smal poolsand
depressionsin the hard-packed prairie dirt. But he had to spend time searching for food, and then would
have to hurry to catch back up to the steadily advancing caravan. Days passed in thisfashion, then
another, and another. Tired and filthy and homesick, he nevertheless somehow managed to keep up with
the procession.

Y et another evening saw him no closer to apossible way of rescuing his friends than when he had hidden
inthe kholot burrow. Asnight fell, tired and hungry he once again sought shelter from marauding
predators, and found himsdf having to move farther and farther away from the encampment. He
regretted the loss of light from the camp’ sglowpoles, even if they could only be safely viewed from a
distance. But safety was more important than a cheery glow inthe night. If not aburrow, or ahigh tree,
he would have to find some big rocks he could squeeze between before he dlowed himsdf to rest.

What he encountered instead was a distant rumbling and booming. “Ou, pifgot!” he mumbled. Asif his
present Situation wasn't bad enough, now it was going to rain. Pretty hard, too, judging by the smell of it.
Wind swirled around him asiif suddenly unsure of what direction to take, and the taste of impending
moisture was heavy on the night air. Kgpchenaga boomed off to the north, announcing his advance with
Steady earthward thrusts of the Light-That-Burned.

Behind him, the camp would be bracing itsdf for the arriva of the gpproaching storm: sedling house
joints, fastening windows, securing livestock, and rolling up pennants and advertisements. The Qulun and
their prisoners would wait out the storm safe and snug within sturdy shelters, warmed by hot food and
imported offworld heaters. Meanwhile he, Tooqui, would be lucky to find adry burrow not aready
occupied by some inhospitable cresture.

An overhang beneath arock would be better, he knew as he continued searching. Not aswarm asa
burrow, but far lesslikely to aready be claimed for the night. Unlike an Alwari or ahuman, he had his
coat of four to keep him warm. At least the rain that was coming would mask his scent from roving meet
egters.

There, infront of him in the darkness—an unexpected ridge of hills. Just intime, too, judging from the
risngwind. Already, fast-moving clouds were beginning to block out the stars and the light of Ansion’s
firgt ascending moon. Thunder was sounding more frequently now, and the first fat raindrops began to
dap a the nearest hills. A flash of Kapchenaga s bresth briefly lit up the Sky. Tooqui froze. These were
not hills hewas slently gpproaching. He knew that was the case not only because of what he had seeniin
that split second of illumination, but because the hill he was nearest to had turned abaeful eyein his
direction.

Lorqud.

So gartled was he that he couldn’t decide whether to curl up on the ground, turn and run, or smply
topple over unconscious. As a consequence, he did none of these. Instead, he just stood where he was,
garing, astherain began to fal in earnest. The sound of it pattering againgt the grasswas familiar and
soothing, but did nothing to remove the thregt of the moaning mountains that loomed massively before
him.

And he had amost gone stralling blithely in among them, he redlized in shock.

Thelorqual were, at least insofar asthe Gwurran knew, the biggest inhabitants of the plains. Though they
stood only dightly taler at their two sets of shoulders than did the suubatar, the lorqual were far more



massve. A single mature adult would weigh as much asfour suubatars. Their strange, tiff, brown and
beige fur stuck straight out from their Sdes, giving them abristly gppearance. Haf adozen solid, bony
knobs protruded from each massive skull. In rutting season, the sound of adult bull lorqual smashing into
each other head to head could be heard across vast sweeps of prairie. Each of six feet terminated in an
equal number of powerful horn-shielded toes: three facing forward and three back, adesign perfectly
suited to supporting the creature’ s great weight.

In contrast to their immense size, they had only two comparatively smal eyes, one on either Sde of the
blocky skull. But the single nostril opening was large enough for a Gwurran to hide within. Mounted on
the end of ashort, flexible snout that was congtantly testing the air, it provided dl necessary warning of
possible danger.

Not that anything could really threaten aherd of lorqua, Tooqui knew. Even the young, once they were
acouple of weeks old, were too big and powerful for anything lessthan afull pack of prowling shanhsto
attack. Usudly they wereintolerant of intrudersin their midst. But they ignored him. Huddled together as
they were, he redlized, they must be preoccupied with the impending squall. Therain that wasfdling
would aso serveto conced his presence from them, masking his smell.

Lightning was flashing more frequently now, allowing him abetter view of the herd. Hejudged it to be
Szable, though it wasimpossible to gauge itsfull extent. He could not see over or around asingle lorqual,
much lessthe dozen or so immediately in front of him. These might congtitute the entire herd, or there
might be adozen more animaslined up behind them, bony heads pressed againgt bristling flanks and
hindmosts.

That waswhen he had an idea. It could aseasily kill him as make him ahero. But after three days of
hard scrambling through high grass, over rocky places, and down clammy mud holes, it wasthefirst idea
he'd had. That it might also be hislast weighed heavily on him. It very likely might not even work.

Bending, he made a Gwurran gathering basket out of the driest grass he could find. It was something
taught to every young member of the tribe, so he had no trouble performing the task in the dark, his
nimble fingers weaving the grass stems together with the effortlessness of long practice. Advancing dowly
and carefully through thefalling rain so as not to disturb the highly senstive lorqual, he began searching
for something dse. Evenintherain, it did not take long for him to find what he wanted: a basketful of
stones, each somewhat rounded, and each of asizeto fit comfortably in hislong-fingered hand.

The easy part of hisideafulfilled, he now had no choice but to proceed to the much more difficult—and
dangerous.

Stll moving dowly and patiently, frequently wiping rainwater from his protuberant eyes, hetried to pick
out onelorqud that looked alittle drowsier than the others. In the darknessand rain, it wasimpossible. It
might have been just as difficult in the daytime, he knew. Onelorqua looked, and acted, pretty much like
any other lorqud. If he kept dithering, though, he might abandon the idea entirely, and then where would
he be?

With the nearest animal aslikely a candidate asthe next, he crept as close as he dared. Sippingthe
basket of stones over one arm, he grabbed hold of the lorqua’ swet bristles and pulled himsdlf up off the
ground. When the creature did not react, he began to climb. The closer he got to the top, the greater his
confidence in his chances of reaching the monster’ s back without getting ssomped.

Then hewasthere, on top, baancing carefully on the anima’ swet middle shoulders. Keeping hisstep as
light as possible, he made his way forward between upthrust bristles that were not unlike prairie grass



until hefound himsdlf in the natural saddle between the cresture sfirst and second set of shoulders. It il
had not reacted in any way to his presence. Damp and cold, soaked by the now pounding rain, Tooqui
found himsdlf encouraged by his not-so-insgnificant triumph. He did not waste time congratul ating
himsdf. What he had accomplished so far was nothing compared to what till had to be done.

Assuming astanding position behind the lorqual’ s neck, he braced his feet as best he could, took one of
the stones from the basket, and prepared himsdlf. He did not have to wait long. Two shafts of the
Light-That-Burns brillianted the underside of fast-moving clouds. More nervous than usual because of the
now raging storm, the herd stirred uneasily. Thunder boomed. Asit did so, hetook careful am and threw
thefirst stone.

It struck itsintended target just above the left eye. Letting out astartled howl of distress that sounded
like amoaning moon, the lorqua next to the one on which he was standing rose and kicked out with its
front legs, keeping the middle and rear pairsfirmly planted on the ground. A distiressed bellowing rose
from those huddled nearby. A second stone flung in the wake of the firgt struck another member of the
assembled herd. It also jerked and kicked out. A third rock hit the biggest lorqud of dl right inthe eye.

The herd began to surge back and forth, uncertain how to react or what to do next. Among theanimads
clustered around Tooqui, panic began to spread like awave, ripples of darm racing toward the outer
edges of the mob. He kept chucking stones, continuing to agitate those anima s within histhrowing range.
The mewling roar grew steedily louder, rising even above the rolling thunder and driving rain.

Confused and uncertain, fearful and concerned, lorqua bumped up againg jittery lorqual. Then
Kapchenagalent ahand in the form of severd bolts of the Light-That-Burns. With the last, closest strike,
the herd abandoned al semblance of restraint. They began to move. Slowly at firgt, but rapidly picking up
speed. Rain splattering againg hiseyes, Tooqui did his best to point them in the right direction with his
carefully lobbed stones. When the last of these had been cast, he grabbed hold of a double handful of
neck bristles and hung on for dear life. For hisown, and for those of hisfriends. He had no choice
anyway. Had hetried to dip clear of hisgigantic mount, he would have been flattened like abug. Beneath
him, the earth itsdlf trembled under theimpact of the quickening lorqual.

The Qulun encampment was slent, dark save for the usud all-night glowpoles that were set out to show
any nocturna amblers the way between structures. Thunder rattled the raindrops, then resounded again.

A picket suddenly blew adistress call on his horn. Multiplying darms reverberated throughout the camp.
Everyone woke up; some quickly, others more dowly, wiping at their wide eyes. Within thevigtor's
trangport, Luminaratried to mumble aquestion through her gag but failed to make hersdf understood.
She sensed movement dl around her as her equally bound friends struggled to Sit up. Therewasno
mistaking the redlity of the disturbance, though. The turbulence was not in the Force—it wasin the
ground itsdif.

Buckling hisloose-legged pants around him, arapidly awakening Baiuntu was bawling ordersin every
direction. Around him, throughout the camp, al was|oosdly organized chaos. There was no time to get
the sadains hitched to the transports, little enough to wake everyone. Under his direction, riders began to
assemble. They had one chance to save everything the clan had worked for. Brandishing wegpons, they
charged out into the storm to try to split the stampede.

Rising above the storm, the cries of squedling sadains, trampled riders, and injured lorqua combined to
create an agonized cacophony the likes of which had not been heard on that section of prairiein some
time. No single shot, not even one from amodern pistol, could bring down arampaging, panicky lorqud.
But severa such shots could wound severdly, and more could force one of the great beasts to change



direction in the hope of avoiding further injury. Asthe Qulun dashed back and forth in front of them, firing
selectively and making as much noise asthey could, the sampede began to dow, the lorqud’ sjittery
conviction to unravel. Without bresking stride, savera of the great beasts angled away from the stinging
riders who had appeared in front of them, changing course dightly to the west. Others broke clear of the
herd to thunder more to the east. Split down the middle, the bulk of the herd rumbled off to either side of
the encampment.

But anumber of lorqua, hysterical beyond fegling the shots the Qulun riders aimed at them, continued to
plunge blindly forward. Two were brought down by multiple bursts from the Qulun’s prized imported
laser weapons. Two more were not, and in seconds found themsaves in among the campsite.

Gigantic six-toed feet trampled trade goods and outbuildings, fracturing lightweight composite walls and
sending those huddled within fleeing screaming into the rain-swept night. Great horned heads swung from
Sdeto sde, tossng Qulun and animasflying. Crazed by dread, driven by lightning, and bleeding from
gunshats, thelorqual smashed their way through the fractured, splintering, increasingly chaotic camp.

There were no longer any guards outside the visitors' trangport. Liketherest of the clan, they had
rushed to the assistance of their friends and families, desperate to save lives and livelihoods. Scrambling
up thefront of the trangport, a dripping-wet Tooqui let himsdf insgde. Within, itting up and struggling
with their bonds, were hisfriends; to al outward appearances they were il safe and unharmed. Thet
much he had expected. All Qulun tradersworthy of the clan name would do their best to ensure that their
goods were not damaged.

Searching for something stronger than bare fingers to work with, he found the strange offworlder
equipment neatly stacked and labeled in an unlocked storage case near the front of the transport.
Reaching first for one of the lightsabers, he thought better of it and settled instead for asmall, versatile
Alwari blade that belonged to Bulgan. A knife, he knew how to use. Small but strong hands went to
work on Barriss' bonds. When the Padawan’ s hood was pulled off and she saw who had cometo
rescue them, she hardly knew what to say. Which wasjust aswell, snce she remained gagged while
Tooqui started in on her wrists and ankles.

“Tooqui tdl truth.” The Gwurran jabbered away nonstop as he worked. “Tooqui bravest of his people.
The strongest, the fiercest, the wisest—"

“The most talkative,” Barrissinterrupted him when she could findly remove the gag. Freed, she found
that she was unable to move. Days of tight bondage had |eft her muscles cramped, the nervestingling.
Jedi schooling helped her restore her circulation far more rgpidly than an untrained prisoner would have
been able to manage. The busy Tooqui told her where their gear was stored. With two of them working
together, they soon had Obi-Wan, Luminara, and Anakin untied.

Something dammed into the left Side of the transport and nearly knocked it over onitsside. Risng
above wind and rain, a stentorian moaning reached them from outside. It was accompanied by the
ragged shouts of thoroughly unnerved Quiun.

“What wasthat 7’ Anakin demanded to know as he rubbed circulation back into hislegs. Even more
than hislightsaber, he wanted to fed acertain Qulun chieftain’ sthick neck under hisfingers. Obi-Wan
would not gpprove of such thoughts, but there were times when Anakin was more than alittle tempted to
set agde the teachings of hisMaster. Now was one of them. Just give him the chance to throttle that fat
sack of duplicity Baiuntu, and he would happily do proper penance later.

“Lorqua.” Tooqui was sawing away at the materid binding Kyakhta s ankles. “Tofight fight Qulun,



Tooqui need big stick.” He looked up long enough to smile smugly. “Lorqua herd big stick. Tooqui
sampede them thisway.”

Kyakhta gaped down at the Gwurran. *Y ou stampeded awhole herd of lorqual to ward us? We
could vedl beenflattened!” Asif attesting to the vdidity of the guide’ s observation, something banged
hard into the transport a second time.

The Gwurran glanced over at the guide. “Big-mouthed Alwari maybe should flatten mouth-lipsalittle.
Also st ill, otherwise possible Tooqui have accident and cut off toes.”

“Ligen, you little—ou, watch what you’ re doing down there!”

Within moments every one of them stood tall once again, their equipment and their freedom restored.
Lightsaber in hand, Luminara peered out. Glowpolesrocked in their stands and frightened Qulun ran to
and fro, while the pdting rain continued to obscure much of what might otherwise be seen. Looming
above dl wasthe swaying, head-swinging, immense bulk of asingle badly disoriented and very angry
lorqud.

Force, shethought. If that wasone lorqual, what must a stampede of them look like? Glancing back, she
caught sight of the agitated but determined form of Tooqui, squeezed in among the others.

“Whatever happens from now on, Tooqui, | want you to know that | and Obi-Wan and our Padawans
think you are very brave indeed.”

“Not just brave. Bravebravel” The Gwurran started to step forward, then shrank back as the rampaging
lorqual head-butted a sizable water cistern in their direction. It exploded against the ground nearby,
adding alittle moreliquid to the wind-driven downpour. “But right now, just alittle scared scared.”

“With good reason.” Obi-Wan had moved up alongside Luminarato scrutinize thelir immediate
surroundings. “If they haven't broken free or been injured by these lorqual, we should try to reach our
suubatars.”

“The suubatars will be dl right, Master Obi-Wan.” Bulgan spoke from behind the Jedi. “They aretoo
vauablefor the Qulunto lose. They will have sent lookouts to watch over them and keep them safe from
the ssampede. And if they stand together, suubatars are big enough to turn even lorqua.”

The Jedi nodded. “Then we should have afew guardsto dedl with.”

“That' sfine, Magter.” Crouched close behind histeacher, Anakin gripped hislightsaber tightly. “Having
beentied up for solong, | could use alittle recreation—excuse me, exercise.”

Barrissfrowned at her counterpart. “Y ou’ re not preaching payback, are you Anakin?’

“Of course not,” he shot back. “I’'m just saying that if someone getsin my way, a thispoint I'm notin
the mood to pause and discuss the Situation politely.”

Huddled within the transport, they waited until the way was clear. Then thetime for debate was at an
end. With Tooqui, Obi-Wan, and Luminarataking the lead, the party of former prisoners sidled out of
the battered transport and began working their way back toward the rear of the Qulun encampment.
Along the way they encountered few of the traders. Those they did come across were mostly terrified
femaes and children doing their best to stay clear of the amok lorqual. They had neither the time nor the



inclination to concern themsd ves with escaping prisoners.

Fury and confusion swirled al around them, the chaos compounded by the still-potent ssorm. Despite
this, they reached the corral arealocated at the back of the encampment without incident. Crouching low
beside a storage trangport sealed tightly againgt storm and intrusion, they carried out a swift inspection of
the enclosure. Their suubatars were up and pacing nervoudy. Thetravelers supply packs, Luminara
noted, were still strapped to the restless beasts' backs.

“I make out three sentries—no, four,” she whispered tautly to Obi-Wan.
He nodded tersely. “That'sdl | can see” Raising an arm, he gestured wordlesdly.

Beckoning to Barriss, Luminaramoved off around the back of the feed-carrying transport. Obi-Wan
and Anakin headed in the other direction. Asthey parted, Barriss remembered her fellow Padawan’s
earlier words. His expression belied what he had told her. Trailing close behind Obi-Wan, Anakin
looked entirely too eager for what wasto come.

Thetwo Alwari waited next to the trangport with Tooqui. Asthey did, gazing out into the turbulent night,
Bulgan suddenly remembered something. Turning to face their diminutive companion, he dowly dropped
to his knees and placed head and hands on the chill, damp ground, eyes facing the mud, raindicked mane
arcing skyward. Recognizing what hisfriend was up to, Kyakhta did likewise—though he grumbled ashe
performed the traditiona genuflection. Tooqui looked on with satisfaction.

“Okay okays. Get up now, silly softhead dip-dips.” Both guidesrose, wiping away grimeand rain.
“Tooqui have trader dedl for you now.” Hiseyesflashed in theintermittent light. “'Y ou no cal Tooqui
dumb savage anymore, and Tooqui no cal you dippy stupid stupid blockhead dimwit numbskull—"

Wiping water from his good eye, Bulgan cut their savior off in mid-suggestion. “We understand what you
aresaying, Tooqui. That'sfair enough.” Using asharp ebow, he jabbed his companionin histightly
curved Angonianribs. “1an't it, Kyakhta?

“Haja, | suppose,” the other guide mumbled reluctantly.

Content, their furry companion turned to look back at the darkened corra. “That better. Tooqui would
have gone to help get suubatars back, but Jedi want him stay here to look ook after you two, keep you
safe”

Bulgan reached out jugt in timeto prevent Kyakhta slong fingers from digging themsdvesinto the
Gwurran’s short, wet fur.

Undimmed by the pounding rain, shafts of bright artificia light illuminated opposite Sdes of the corrd.
They wove gracefully, degant arcs of luminous lethdity that were clearly visible through the darkness and
damp. Slipping through the fence, Obi-Wan gestured silently toward the farther of the two guards
standing watch on their Sde of the perimeter. Both Qulun were hardened from years of fighting off
marauding predators and raiding clans. Their senseswere sharp, their fighting skill acute.

The one who turned first overcame his surprise at the sight of the two oncoming humansintimeto raise
hisrifleand fireasingle burst. Deflected by the unnaturaly swift parry of Obi-Wan'slightsaber, the bolt
went flaring off into the night. Before the sentry could get off a second shot, the Jedi had taken him down.



At firgt, Obi-Wan thought his Padawan might be having some trouble with the other guard. When he
saw that Anakin was only toying with him, the Jedi frowned and started toward the battling pair. Assoon
as he saw his Master approaching, Anakin finished off his opponent with aquick cut to the neck. The
Qulun collgpsed into the muddy, short grass.

Deactivating his lightsaber, Obi-Wan looked down at the dead Ansionian, then up at his Padawan.
Though aburgt of lightning threw their faces and bodiesinto sharp relief, it could not illuminate the tenson
between them.

“What was that about, Padawan?’ The Jedi’ s voice was perfectly uninflected.

“Nothing, Master.” Hisface amask of innocence, Anakin belted hislightsaber. “He wasfaster than |
thought.”

Kenobi considered his pupil in sllence. Then he nodded, once. “Have acare, Anakin, lest next time your
opponent is even faster than that.” Stepping past the Padawan, he gestured curtly. “Come on. We velost
too much time here dready.”

A sharp whistle drew Luminaraand Barrissto them. “Any trouble?” As he spoke, Obi-Wan glanced not
at Luminarabut in the direction of her Padawan.

The other Jedi shook her head. Water spilled down her face, droplets clinging to her tattooed lower lip.

“Good fighters, these. More seasoned than those who jumped usin Cuipernam.” She nodded to Barriss.
Holding up her left hand, the Padawan showed asmal cut. Blood seeped from the wound, but therain
would cleanseit, and it would quickly hedl.

Taking agtep forward, Anakin eyed it gppraisngly. “Haveto learn to keep your distance. Especidly
when you don’t know how your opponent isarmed.”

“I don’'t have your reach,” she snapped brusguely. “I suppose you'’ d be happy to me show sometips?’

He surprised her. “No. | tried that once before, dready. In more water than this. Remember?” So
saying, he sarted toward his nervoudy pawing suubatar. Confused, she watched him for amoment
before heading for her own mount. Now, she decided, was not the time to try to analyze Anakin
Skywaker or hissngular persondity. Shewondered if any time would ever betheright time.

Silently, the group mounted their restless suubatars. Asthey did so, both Kyakhta and Bulgan took note
of thelifdess bodies of the four Qulun sentinels.

Luminarasanimd reared nervoudy onitshind and middle legs and she fought to control it while staying
inthe saddle. A few weeks ago, she would surely have been thrown. But with time had come experience,
and with experience, confidence.

Getting the towering beast back under control, she followed the guides as they urged their mounts
northward. Firm hands and proper guidance restored to them, the bounding suubatars cleared the
electrified barrier of the portable corra easily. Then they were out in the rain, racing northward across the
prarie. Somewhere ahead lay the eusive overclan, and the closing stages of their mission.

Soergg had succeeded in serioudy delaying them and throwing them off their timetable. Hopefully, the



Hutt had not delayed them too much. Asshelet her suubatar carry her off into the night, Luminara
prayed that the Unity representatives would keep their promise to wait until the Jedi returned before
holding the vote on whether or not to take Ansion out of the Republic. From experience and studies she
knew that such avote, once concluded, would be amost impossible to reverse.

Behind them, afurious Baiuntu saw what was happening and attempted to raly afew of hisclanfolk. His
hopes of mounting a pursuit were dashed by the sight of numerous panicky Qulun sill running wildly
through their lorqual-devastated encampment.

“Youidiots Gather yoursdves. Collect your witd” His sadain bounding and rearing beneath him, he
fought to control it while assembling a chase party around him. Preoccupied with the escaping prisoners
and theloss of the fee they represented, he did not see what was bearing down on him. But hissadain
did, and bucked him off so that it could escape.

“You miserable, worthless!...” gtting on the ground in the grass and mud, the Qulun chieftain was beside
himsdf. What anight! And it had begun so promisingly. Heaving himsdif to hisfest, he dapped irately a
his mud-spattered clothing. A glance revedled that he was done. The offworlders had gone, though by
what means they had escaped he could not imagine. Had he held them long enough to collect the
payment promised by the Hutt? It remained apossibility. The effort of holding the Jedi might <till prove
worthwhile. Asfor the thrice-cursed herd of lorqud, it had finally departed, no doubt to reassemble
placidly somewhere just south of the camp it had just reduced to chaos. And hewas here, out in the
grass, facing a short but muddy walk back to his bed.

W, he had led his clan through worse. Not for nothing had he acquired a reputation as a perspicacious
leader aswell as a shrewd trader. There would be other days, other opportunitiesfor profit. A wise
merchant knows how to resgn himself to lossaswell ashow to anticipate profit. Everything depended on
whether they had delayed the offworlders|ong enough to satisfy the city merchant. He started back
toward the light of the camp’ sremaining intact glowpoles.

Something coughed softly behind him.

He took another step, and it coughed again. Turning sharply, fingers shaking, he fumbled franticaly for
his blaster, the fine one he had acquired at the annud trade fair in distant Piyanzi. Hisfingers cameup

empty.
The wegpon must have spilled from its holster when he had been thrown by the accursed sadain.

Dropping to his knees, heignored the mud and the rain as he commenced afurious search for his

blagter. Ou, thereit was, lying in the grass not far from where he had been standing. All would bewell
now, if not aswell asit had been when the sun had set. Relieved, he reached for thegun. Ashedid so, a
trio of closdy set eyes materidized just aboveit. Flashing red murder, they were flanked by another
trinity of eyes, and another, and still another. Gritting histeeth, he made alunge for the blaster. For such a
big individua, Baiuntu was quick, very quick.

But not nearly so quick asashanh.

Chapter Fourteen



Morning brought with it a change in the weather aswell asin everyone soutlook. Cleansed by the
previous night’ s tempest, the plains wore rain-swept freshness like acoat of new lacquer. The sun shone
down soothingly, small winged seed-crackers chattered vividly asthey flitted from grassto copse, and
even the usudly imperturbable suubatars ran with ayouthful spring in their sextuple step. No doubt the
riders would have enjoyed the morning even more had they not been exhausted from riding al night.

Stll, the brisk morning air was undeniably invigorating. Standing up on his saddle, maintaining perfect
bal ance as his mount loped a ong beneath him, Obi-Wan proceeded to run through a series of stretching
exercises. The two Padawans observed the demonstration admiringly. Anakin knew that if he wereto try
such astunt, he' d be picking himsalf out of the grasswithin minutes. What Obi-Wan was doing
demanded perfect coordination, complete confidence in his own abilities, and nerves of sted. But then,
his teacher waswell known for his mastery of the mysteries of the body’ s neuromuscular complexities.

Riding close dongside, Luminaraoccasionally glanced in the direction of the other Jedi Knight. She
could have matched his movements, but preferred to rest. Before long she turned her attention back to
the prairie ahead. There was a question or two that needed to be asked of their guides. Gently spurring
her suubatar, she accel erated away from Kenobi and up to join them.

That left Obi-Wan done to contemplate the gently rolling grasdand in front of them. Aswas adwaysthe
case on anew world, there was plenty to study: geology and climate as well as the more immediate flora
and fauna.

Unbeknownst to him, Anakin continued to observe his mentor from adistance. Mot of thetime, he
reflected, it wasimpossible to tell what the Magter was thinking. Wasthat the fate of al Jedi—to
gradualy grow solitary, withdrawn, and distant? Looking at the young woman riding along beside him, it
was difficult to envison such ameanchalic transformation overtaking the spirited and energetic Barriss.
Hisfelow Padawan wasfull of life. Andto befair, hetold himsdf, LuminaraUnduli wasfar more
animated than Obi-Wan. Wasit only mae Jedi, then, who were destined to live lives of endless solemn

introgpection?

That would not happen to him, he vowed slently. Whatever the future brought, he resolved it would not
include thelife of dour reserve that seemed to afflict Master Obi-Wan. Herecalled the marvelous,
spirited storytdling performance histeacher had put on for the enthralled Yiwa. Was hejudging
Obi-Wan too harshly? Wasit the Jedi’ sfault that he had never felt the kind of stirringsthat moved his
Padawan to stare for hours on end at the night sky and call out in silenceto acertain distant star? His
teachings told him to be compass onate when faced with the deprivations of others. Even a student could
spare sympathy for ateacher, he decided. Then and there he resolved to dways keep that in mind when
arguing with Obi-Wan.

If | should ever forget this vow, he concluded firmly,it will be because | amno longer the person |
have chosen to be.

“Youdidwel last night.”

“What?" Aware that he had been sunk deep in thought, he made apoint of smiling broadly at hisamiable
if sometimes exasperating interrogator. “Did well & what?’

Having turned toward him, Barrisswas riding effortlessy sdesaddle. “When we were escaping the



Qulun, and particularly during the unfortunate business of recovering our mounts. | saw what you did.”
He responded uninterestedly. “1 did what Master Obi-Wan told me to do. What | had to do.”

“That’ sthe second time |’ ve seen you wield alightsaber. You'revery strong.” Unconscioudy, shefdt
her hand where it had been cut. That kind of experience would teach her not to relax and lower her
guard, shetold hersdlf firmly, even in the face of aseemingly inferior opponent.

“I've practiced hard.” Raisng itsfront, thenitsmiddle, and finaly its hind legs, his suubatar cleared alow
ridge of gray sone. “There are those who say you can define a Jedi by his skill with alightsaber. 1 want
my ability to be respected. Respect forestdlIsfights”

Sheamiled. “Watching you, one would amost think you could give Master Y oda a good contest.”
Tha made him blink. “Master Y oda? Y ou must bejoking.”

Her smilevanished. “Why would | joke about such athing? Master Y odais reputed to be the greatest
lightsaber master ever. Don't tell me you never had afighting classwith him?”

“Of course | had classeswith him. And | agree that he' s afine teacher—of technique. Evenif he does
have to stand on a platform so that this students can see him. He dexterity isamazing to see, especialy
consdering hislack of reach.” Earnestness crept into hisvoice. “That’ sjust schooling, Barriss. It sdl
theory and suppostion. Evenif it’sbeing taught by Master Yoda. It' snot red fighting.”

Thistime, instead of replying immediatdly, she gave his observations some thought. “What makesyou
think Master Y oda has never used alightsaber in an actud fight?’

He amost laughed out loud, then thought better of it. Obi-Wan and Luminaramight overhear, and
chooseto inquire as to the source of so much hilarity. Anakin's explanation, he knew, would not go down
well with histeacher. Like all other Jedi, Obi-Wan revered the Grand Master. Certain subjects,
Obi-Wan would lecture him tirelesdy, were not appropriate subjects for humor.

That didn’t mean he was going to ignore his companion’ s question.

“Comeon, Barriss. Master Y oda, engaged in serious dueling out side the fencing arena? Can you
actudly envison such acontes?’ Of the imagesthat sprang to mind at such athought, each was more
amusing than the next. “Who could he reasonably be expected to fight? Someone Tooqui’sSize,

maybe?’

“It'snot the size of the Jedi or the amount of power running through her lightsaber, but the strength of
her heart.”

Anakin nodded knowingly. “Give me size and power any day, and keep your heart.” Hisresponse
verged on blasphemy, he knew, but he was curious to see how the other Padawan would react.

She handled it more calmly than he expected. “Y ou should be ashamed to say such things, Anakin
Skywaker. How can you question the proficiency of Master Y oda?’

“I"'m not questioning his proficiency,” Anakin shot back. “1 can't, because I’ ve attended histeaching
sessons. There sno one faster or more adept with alightsaber—in aclassroom. All I'm saying isthet
teaching techniqueis not the same asusing it in bettle. Besides, Master Y odais—well, he’ s not young.



Asfor questioning anything at al, agood Jedi is supposed to questioneverything . Self-assuranceisthe
best kind.”

“It’sgood that you think so,” sheretorted. “It meansyou'll never have to worry about ever making a
misteke.”

“Wedl make mistakes,” he countered. “ That’ swhat questioning is supposed to help prevent.” He
tapped himsdlf on the chest. 1 question everything that comes my way. Right now we ve got whole
systems questioning the way the Republicisrun. Ansionisjust one of them, and it’s being watched

closdy by dl the others”

She eyed himintently. “Are you doing that, too, Anakin? Are you questioning the way the Republic is
being governed?’

“I’d bethe odd one out if | wasn't.” He gestured past the head of his galloping mount. “Even Master
Obi-Wan hasreservations. About corruption, about the direction the government is taking, about the
directionsit’ snot taking because it’s becoming more and more bogged down in bureaucratic
twaddle—sure | have questions. Don't you?’

Straightening in her saddle, she shook her head tersely. “I don’t have time to waste on political
disputations. I’m too busy doing my job as Padawan, trying to secure promotion to Jedi. That’'senough
work to occupy anyone. Or at least | thought s0.” She stared hard at him. Y ou’re lucky you have room
enough in your thoughts to be bothered with gaactic affairs of state.”

And other things, he wanted to tell her, but did not. Although being thrown together in adversity had
given him agrudging admiration for his colleague, and for her Kill, he fill did not trust her entirdly.
Anything hetold her, hewas certain, she was likely to pass straight on to her Master. Which Luminara
would then tell Obi-Wan. So much for confiding, he thought. Some things were better kept to onesdlf.

Each time he engaged in such averba confrontation, it reinforced the belief that he was somehow
different. Different from Barriss as much asfrom Luminaraor even Obi-Wan. His mother had dways
told him asmuch. He wished he could talk to her now, seek her sage advice on anumber of matters, not
least of which wasthe one that threstened to consume him. And to think, he mused as he rode on, that
there was atime when people thought serious separation meant finding themsalves on opposite sdes of
the same planet. That was so long ago, o ancient atime, that it was amost impossible to imagine, back
when people counted distancesin physica lengthsingtead of time lengths.

They paused for the night by one of the innumerable small streams that notched the grasdands. There
had been no sign of pursuit by Baiuntu's Qulun. Either they had suffered so serioudy from the nocturna
stampede of the lorqual that they were unable to mount a chase, or else they had decided that it was not
worth hunting prisonerswho could strike back without being seen.

“There' sanother possibility, too,” Kyakhta pointed out when the matter was broached. “The closer we
draw to the overclan, thelessinclined alesser clan like the Qulun would beto risk interfering.”

Anakin was glad when histurn cameto stand watch. It waslate, after midnight Anson time, when
Barriss cameto shake him awake. A touch wasal that was necessary.

“Nothing to report.” She whispered so as not to wake the others. As he rose and donned his upper
clothing, she was dready dipping tiredly into her deep sack. “Y ou don’t see anything out there, but you
can hear it moving around. Thisworld isfull of furtive night soundsthat liveinthegrass” He couldn’t be



certain, but he thought she was ad egp before she closed her eyes.

Thelookout location had been carefully chosen by their Alwari guides. It wasthe highest point near their
campste, and only avery dight rise a that: amere hiccup in the ground. Still, it provided the nearest thing
to an actua vantage point within walking distance of the stream. Finding afirm, comfortable placeto
stand, he settled down to wait out his three-hour shift.

Mogt individuaswould have found the duty unutterably boring. Not Anakin. Raised by asingle parent,
without any sblings, he was used to being by himself. For along time as a child, machines had been his
only company. Idly, he wondered what had happened to that protocol droid he had been cobbling
together out of spare parts. And there was no telling what a certain garrulous winged merchant named
Watto might be up to. He wondered what the taciturn big-nosed bug was doing these days. Hefound
himsalf shaking his head a the memory. If anyone was entitled to act alittle strange now and again, it was
Anakin Skywalker. Who else could claim a greedy, oversized Toydarian asthe nearest thing to afather
figure?

Except for the absence of walls, there really wasn't much difference between retreating to the back of a
machine shop and standing done on an dien prairie, beneath an dien sky. One of Ansion’ stwo moons
was up and the other Hill rising, apair of curved divers glowing silver against abackground of black
vevet. They were framed by a scattering of sarslike diamonds. So many worlds, so many
questions—with many of the latter focused upon the world on which he was presently standing.

Something rustled in the high grass. Glancing sharply in that direction, he saw nothing. As Barriss had
told him prior to retiring, this planet wasfull of tiny, cregping night sounds. Entire communities of lesser
locdl lifelived out their lives below the crests of the waving wild grains without ever exposing themsdlves
to Sght or daylight. One could only wonder at what kind of havoc astampede of lorqua would wreak on
such hidden anima societies.

Probably not much, hetold himself. Out here, in these wild open spaces, nature accommodated the
needs of the small aswell asthelarge. Tooqui’ stribe was agood example of that. Plucky little soul, that
Tooqui. Annoying and overly inquisitive, to be sure, but as bold as his boagtings. Having been forced to
live mogt of hislife on boldness done, Anakin greetly admired the quality in others.

An hour passed before he was again disturbed by rustling noises. Each day added another couple of
previously unencountered native speciesto hisgrowing catalog of Ansionian life, but the register of
nocturnal creatures was, for obvious reasons, considerably smaller. Having nothing elseto do, he
decided he might aswell try to find out what was making the soft soundsin the grass. Whatever it was, it
sounded conveniently close.

Turning to hisleft, he crouched dightly and began to move deeper into thetall prairie. The crackling
noise came again, closer ill. A smal group of loca animass, he concluded, busily gathering fallen grass
seed under cover of night. It would be interesting to learn what they looked like. At least one of them
sounded like it might be of fairly good size, perhaps even asbig as Tooqui.

Surprised in mid-stalk, the shanh exploded from its place of concealment. It didn’'t growl. Like so many
of Anson’sindigenouslife-forms, it hissed. The hissof ashanh wasnot likethat of an intelligent Alwari,
however, or some of the endearing creatures that roamed the vast open plains. It wasalow, sinister blast
of ar—fury made audible,

Front and middle paws dammed into Anakin's chest, knocking him backward and down. In aningant,
the shanh’'s heavy, fang-laden jaws would have been on histhroat. There was no timeto think, notimeto



decide what to do next, no time to ponder abest course of action.

Asthe shanh’ sjaws descended, Anakin rolled madly to hisright. The predator’ s upper row of
backward-curving, serrated teeth dammed into bare dirt instead of his neck. Furious, the lithe, muscular
carnivore turned to faceits prey, dl sx legsworking, single nostril flared wide, convex red eyesfloating
like smal livid moons againgt the dark mass of the brute' sfront shoulders.

Scuttling backward on hand and feet, Anakin tried to focus the Force while reaching urgently for his
lightsaber. Drawing it from his belt, he activated the beam—and had it dapped from hisright hand by one
tri-clawed paw. Landing in nearby grass, the device struck on its control side—and switched off. That
waswhat came, asmall part of him reflected, of trying to do two things at once without knowing how. A
true Jedi could do that. Painfully, he was once again made aware of how much he had yet to learn.

If hedidn’t do something quickly, hislearning dayswould be at a premature end.

Weaponless, herose dowly to hisfeet. Hissng expectantly, the shanh watched him without blinking.
Unlike the Padawan, it wasn't constrained by aneed to think. Muscles bunching tight beneath short,

striped fur, maw agape, it legpt.

Shorn of hisonly physica wegpon, Anakin fell back on what remained to him. Concentrating as he had
never concentrated before, he threw one hand out in front of him, finger splayed, and focused.

His command of the Force was not yet sufficient to alow him to knock the charging shanh backward,
but it was strong enough to deflect the lethal |egp to one side. Asit flew past him, it struck out with front
and middle claws. One set raked Anakin's shoulder as he threw himsdlf out of the way. He did not cry
out.

Blood streamed from historn shoulder. The wound was painful and messy, but not deep. Enraged and
confused, the shanh landed on dl sixes and immediately whirled to launch itsdf anew. Asit did so,
Anakin made adivefor hislightsaber. Hisfingers closing around the metal cylinder, lying on his ssomach,
he started to turn to face hisfurioudy hissing adversary. The shanh was abig mae; powerful, fast, and
hungry. He knew he would only havetime for one strike. But with the lightsaber, that should be enough.

As he gtarted to turn, something landed hard on hisright wrist, pinning it to the ground. Wincing & the
pain, helooked up—to find himself staring Straight into asecond pair of brilliantly reflective red eyes. Not
an arm-length away, they narrowed as they bored into his own. His heart dropped toward his diagphragm.

The shanh’s mate had arrived to join the party.

An enormous weight landed on his back. Everything was happening too fast. Using the Force againgt the
shanh had been one thing, but now there were two of them. If hetried to throw off the male now
crouching on hisback, the femaewaslikdly to bite hisface off. If he pushed a her and freed his hand
and lightsaber, the male would have time to shred his back with its claws, or lock its jaws on his neck.
Even as he formulated the thought, he knew he was spending too much time thinking.

The male shanh emitted arising hiss, atormented sound unlike anything it had given voiceto so far. At
the same time, the weight on the Padawan’ s back was removed. The shanh had stepped off him, for
what reason Anakin could not imagine. Thus reduced to asingle adversary, he shoved hard with the
Force. Grunting in surprise, the female was knocked sdeways severa body-lengths. Arm feed, he
activated hislightsaber.



Before he could bring it into play, the stunned but till reactive femae legpt. She was met in mid-bound
by adownward sweeping arc of light that caught her just behind the head. Therewasasingle, sharp hiss
of surprise and pain, asudden smell of burned flesh, and shelanded on him belly-first. Usng hismusdes
he rose on hands and knees and shook the heavy weight off his back.

The big male shanh was lying nearby, motionless, smoke rising fromits seared skull. Standing next to it
wasasinglefamiliar shape. Though not inherently tal, in Anakin's sweet-stung eyes thelooming figure
assumed the proportions of agiant. The outszed image vanished in the smile the dowly turning figure
bestowed on him.

“Small sounds often mask large sources.” Clad only in her degping attire, LuminaraUnduli deactivated
her lightsaber and let it fal to her sde. “A good lookout needsto listen with more than his or her ears,
Anakin Skywaker. Redity isrifewith disguises”

Breathing hard, he rose shakily to his feet and bowed his head once, hadtily. “Thank you for my life,
Madgter Luminara”

She accepted histhanks with anearly imperceptible dip of her own head. “Y our lifeisyour own,
Anakin, and not mineto give or take.” He thought he detected atwinklein her eye. “I merely helped
preserveit.” Approaching, she startled him by casualy dipping an arm around his back. Thefed of it was
agonishingly comforting. It reminded him of something nearly forgotten. “Comewith me. I'll sand the
rest of your shift.”

“But you' re not due to come on for another hour yet,” he protested.
Once more, she flashed that warming, knowing smile at him.

“For some strange reason, I’ m suddenly wide awake. It sdl right, Padawan. Consider thisjust another
learning experience. Oneyou will learn from—won't you?’

It was arhetorical question, one he knew he did not have to acknowledge. But he did anyway.

“When one hears the sound of alightsaber springing to lifein the middle of the night in astrange place on
adrange world, one knowsit is not being triggered for purposes of anusement. | believe | reached you
jugintime”

Feding better with every step, he nodded agreement. “If anyone wantsto ask me, | think | can tell them
al they want to know about the collaborative attack tactics of the stalking shanh.”

“Probably more than they would want to know.” They were already back at the camp. Her arm did off
his back. “Get some deep, Anakin. Don’t worry about me. I'm used to this sort of thing.”

It would have been churlish of him to protest further. Finding his bed, hefdl rather than lay back onto it,
not even bothering to dip into the sack. Not far away, Kyakhtaand Bulgan dept on. Another shaped
moved dightly, awake but not risng from its bed. Bending down closeto him, Luminaramurmured
something to Obi-Wan, who listened closely, nodded once, and lay back down. Anakin waited for the
disapproval that wasto come. Thankfully, histeacher was wise enough, or empathetic enough, to say
nothing. In truth, no additional commentary was necessary.

That didn’t stop Barriss from looking up from her own place of rest. She didn’t say anything—just
dared a him. He stood it for aslong as he could, which was about aminute.



“All right, dl right,” he muttered. “ Go ahead and say it.”
“Say what?" she asked innocently. There was as much mischief in her expression asin her voice.

“You know.” Hefumbled irritably with hisbedding. “That | wasderdlict in my duty. That | was
daydreaming inthe middle of the night. That | didn’t pay attention to what | was doing. Whatever.”

“I was just wondering if you were okay.”

He remembered his shoulder. Hisanger a himsdlf had temporarily masked the pain. Now it returned, full
force. Hewas glad of the burning sensation, opening himsdlf to it, welcoming it. He deserved it. Just ashe
deserved whatever condemnation Barriss might now choose to bestow.

That, however, was not her intent. “I wonder if Master Y oda, who only knows lightsabertechnique ,
would have been caught off guard likethat.” Leaving him with alast smile, sherolled over to resume her
own interrupted deep.

An angry retort sprang immediately to mind, but he did not give voiceto it. She wasright, of course.
Morethan right. She gad given him something else to think about, something more to ponder. Tuming
onto his back, wincing at thefiery pain in his shoulder, he consdered the stars from a different
perspective than he had earlier that night.

There was more to mastering the Force than moving objects from point to point. One had to be
conscious of it at dl times, not just in moments of danger. 1t was not armor, aways present to protect
those who knew something of itsways. It responded only to conscious effort, to awareness. That washis
problem, heredlized. He was aware only part of thetime.

It wouldn'’t happen again, he swore. From now on, he would be with the Force at all times, rather than
waiting for it to bewith him. Y et again, it had been brought home to him how much he did not yet know.

Fortunately, he was afast learner.

Chapter Fifteen

They had gathered not in the formal surroundings of the city’smunicipd hdl, but in the garden of the
abode of Kandah, one of the Unity delegates who would vote on whether or not to pull Ansion out of the
Republic. Enclosed on four sides by the two stories of the residence itsdlf, the courtyard was alive with
flowersand fountains. Like the house, everything had been paid for from the profits Kandah's family had
acquired through years of trade. Those profits would have been much higher, shereflected as she
watched her fellow representatives stroll the meandering pathways, had they not been subject to the
confiscatory and arbitrary taxes of the Republic.

If dl went well, those obstacles to even greater weal th would soon be removed.



The courtyard had been designed as a place of refuge from the noise and activity of the city beyond.
Today it provided privacy of adifferent sort to the gathering of representatives and their aides. Thelatter
were gradudly dismissed, until only the senior officials remained, holding their refreshments and questions
until al could assemble together beside atrand ucent fountain spewing scented water.

“It'spremature.” Thisfrom Garul Volune, one of the human delegates. “They haven't been gone that
|(],,g.”

“Beredidtic, Volune,” declared one of the mae Ansionians. “They should have been back by now.” He
gestured toward the main street outside the courtyard and the house. “They should have been back days

“The Jedi wouldn't abandon us,” another delegate indsted. “It’ snot their way. Evenif their attempt to
make the Alwari see reason failed, they would return to tell usso.”

Delegate Fargane, tallest and most educated of the four native Ansionians present, waved histumbler
angrily. “They have comlinks. They should have contacted us by now. Whether to speak of success or
fallure matters not so much to me. | ask only that those who desire my vote be polite.” Anirritated hissng
noise emanated from hissingle nodiril. “I can stand to be proven wrong,but | don't like being ignored .”

Towering over them all, Tolut offered adissenting opinion. “Maybe they are having trouble with their
comlinks”

Volune looked up at himin dishdief. The smaller human delegate was not intimidated by the bulky
Armdat. “Allfour of them?’

Tolut gestured petulantly. He was no happier with the continuing lack of contact on the part of the
vigiting Jedi than were his colleagues. “We don’t know that they each carry one. Maybe they only took
two with them. Two could break.”

“Comlinksjust don’t break down likethat.” Kandah took adeep breath. “If these Jedi are as competent
astheir kind are rumored to be, one would think they would carry necessary replacement parts, or
spares. Y et dill we hear nothing from them.”

“Probably because they’ ve failed to do what they intended to do, are too embarrassed to face you and
admit it, and have aready left Ansion to report their failure to their aged superiors.”

Everyone else turned to look in the spesker’ sdirection. Tun Dameerd, another delegate, responded.
“Unlikethe rest of us, you are not a chosen representative of the Ansionian populace, Ogomoor, and are
here only asan invited guest. It'snot your place to comment on these ongoing negotiations.”

“What negotiations?’ Blithely ignoring the admonition, Ogomoor set hisdrink aside and spread hislong,
three-fingered handswide. “These Jedi came here and asked you to delay your vote on the matter of
secession so that they might strike abargain with the Alwari enabling everyone on Ansion to live within
the suffocating gtrictures of the Republic. Y ou gracioudy consented to give them this chance.”

Heturned adow circle, presenting himself to each of them inturn. “What has been the result? More
delay, more obfuscation, more of what the Republic has given Ansion for decades. If that isn't proof
enough that it'stimefor ared change, | don’'t know what is.” Feigning indifference, he picked up his
glassagain. “Of course, asyou say, I’'m only here as an observer. But | do know that there are many
who eagerly await the outcome of your eventual vote. A postive outcome.”



“Y our bosshan, for example?’ Volune eyed the mgordomo sarcastically.

Ogomoor was not upset. “Naturaly, Soergg looks forward to the day when he and hiskind can conduct
busnessin this part of the galaxy openly and without being crushed beneath the onerous burden of
outdated Republic rules and regulations.”

“I didn’t know aHutt could bend,” Dameerd quipped. Mild laughter rose from the delegates—but not
from dl of them, Ogomoor noted. He and his bossban had dlies here.

“You canjoke,” Kandah observed icily, “but my family’ s commerce and the businesses of those who
supported my eection to this position have suffered mightily under the Republic’ s duggishnessand
indifference. | say it’ stime we moved forward! We ve ddayed long enough. Cdll for the vote!”

Farganeraised hisown glass. “Kandahisright. | flatter mysdf that | might live long enough to seeit.”

Volune slipstightened and he shook his head. “I agree that the Republic haslogst itsway. | agree that
our pleasfor relief from oppressive laws and taxes are too often ignored. But the Senatehas responded
to our complaints.” Helooked around at hisfellow delegates. “ Do you not al agreethat if the Jedi can
make this peace between the Unity of towns and cities and the Alwari that Ansion will be better off under
the laws of the Republic than outsde them?’

The discussion that followed was heated, and short. Once again it was Kandah who spoke up. “Of
course we are agreed on that.” Sheignored thelook of surprise on Ogomoor’ sface. “If we were not, we
would have gone ahead and taken the vote the same day the Jedi arrived. But we have no peace with the
Alwari. We have no agreement. And with each day that passes, our assurances of support from the
Madarians and the Keitumites that they will follow our lead diminishes. Itiscritica that this matter be
decided

Into the silence that followed, Volune offered acompromise. “We cannot vote today in any case. The
proper procedures are not in place. | amwilling, dbeit reluctantly, as the chosen representative of my
constituency, to set adate on which the vote to secede or not secede shall be taken.” Helooked at the
Ansonian on hisright. “Will this satisfy the venerable Fargane?’

The e dest Angionian present paused, then gestured affirmatively. “Itwill.”

Volune turned back to the others. “Then let us settle on adate and atime, and not deviate from that. If
the Jedi return before then, we will hear them out. If they do not, then we will go ahead and take the
vote, and they will have only themselvesto blamefor their lack of atimely response.”

The proposal was too reasonable for even Tolut to object to, and the Armaat found himself making the
suggestion unanimous. For his part, Ogomoor knew that Bossban Soergg and his supporters would be
well pleased. The date chosen was not as soon as might have been wished, but neither wasit
unconscionably far in the future. Tolut might be a problem, but the Armdat’ s vote could be ignored.
Following today’ s gathering, Ogomoor would be able to report back that, besides Kandah, Fargane and
at least one other delegate would be likely to vote in favor of withdrawal from the Republic. The votes of
the others were not yet a certainty. Thetrangposition of certain large sums of creditsto untraceable
banking accounts might yet have to take place prior to the formal votein order to ensure that Ansion
opted for secession.

In the interim, he and his bossban had little else to worry about. Becauseto all intents and purposes, the



Qulun Baiuntu was doing hiswork very well indeed.

Morning saw the group of fast-moving travelers dow as Kyakhtare oined them. The guide had ridden
on dightly ahead. Now he returned at agallop, visbly excited, bulging eyes aglow.

“Found them!” he announced proudly as he turned his suubatar. He extended his artificid arm to point.
“Just over the next rise”

“Atlagt,” Luminaramurmured. “Y ou're certain it’ s the Borokii ?”

The Alwari gestured emphaticaly. “No mistaking it, Master Luminara. They areinfull ceremonia camp,
pennantsflying. The overclan Borokii, most influentid of al the Alwari clans”

Intruth, it was amore impressive sight than any of them had expected. Having been exposed to the
nomad encampments of the Yiwaand Qulun, the travelers believed they had someidea of what to
expect. Neither of those previous encounters prepared them for what greeted their eyes astheir
suubatars topped the crest of the low ridge.

Spread out before them were not dozens of recently unfolded and erected portable structures, but
hundreds. Severa boasting sophisticated energy arrays for the generation of power must have required
dozens of draft animasto pull them, Luminarareflected. Thousands of Borokii of al ages milled about
within the vast, elaborate camp. Beyond, uncountable thousands of herd animals grazed peacefully within
perimeters patrolled by sadain-mounted handlers. Thedin of their passive moaning and mewling, akind
of rigngurrr noise, dominated the sounds of the camp. Here, just as they had been told, resided the
supreme power of the Alwari. Where the Borokii led, the rest of the Alwari would follow.

“Surepp,” Bulgan explained in response to her query concerning the herd. “Mades are the blue ones with
the darker neck ruffs and coiled antlers, females are green and dightly larger but without the ruffs.”

Sitting up straight in her saddle, she let her gaze rove over the impressive panorama. “I’ ve never seen an
animd with three eyeslined up verticaly likethat, instead of in the usud horizonta postion.”

“Top eye keeps watch for flying predators, middle eye tracks fellow surepp, and the bottom eye
monitors the ground for food and obstacles.” Bulgan shifted in his seet, the Sde of hisface with the one
good eyeleaning, asdways, dightly forward, “that way the surepp miss nothing.”

“I see. | supposeit makes sensefor an animd that’ s standing till, but they must have terrible periphera
vidon.”

The guide nodded. “That is 0, but they don’t need it. When you dmost dways have another surepp on
either side of you plus othersin front and back, you don’t have to see from side to side. Only up and
down.”

“What about the ones who find themsel ves pushed to the edge of the herd?’

“They can turn their headsto seeto the side, and use their sense of smell. They can sill seefrom sdeto
sde, just not aswell asadorgum or awiquod. Because of their numbers, surepp are much harder for
hunters like the shanh to take than dorgum or awiquod, which are more likely to graze dightly apart from
oneanother.” He nudged his mount forward, and the suubatar broke into adow walk. “That’ swhy the



richer clanslikethe Borokii prefer them.”
“What are they good for?’ Barriss asked from nearby.

“Everything. Meat, milk, hides, wool. Their teeth and antlers were once used to make tools. Nowadays,
those kind of utensils areimported, so the bony materid is used for expensive handicrafts.” He smiled.
“I'm sureyou'll see examples of everything once we re inside the camp.”

Up inthelead, Kyakhtaraised hislong-fingered prosthetic. “Ridersare coming.”

Unsurprisingly, there were six of them, six by now being reedily recognized by the travelers as anumber
of dgnificancefor dl Ansonians. Morerichly attired than Yiwaor Qulun, their lightweight armor gleamed
inthesun. Two of the pickets held poles of imported carbonite composite atop which the Borokii
standard snapped briskly in the morning breeze. In addition to traditiona long knives, two of them wore
Maarian laser pigtals. Clearly, at least some of what they had heard about the overclanswas true,
Luminarasaw. The Borokii had wedlth, and the acumen to know how to spendiit.

Curiogty overcoming his naturd reserve, the leader of the haf adozen ridersimpelled hisequdly
impressively attired sadain forward, halting in front of the lead suubatars. The considerable differencein
the heights of their respective mounts forced him to look up at the visitors. To his credit, he did not seem
inthe least intimidated. He was dso, Luminara decided, openly friendly—at least on the surface. But
then, she knew, the powerful can afford to be magnanimous.

“Greetings, offworldersand friends.” The Borokii briefly pressed one hand across his eyes and the other
over hischest. “1 am Bayaar of the Situng Borokii. Welcome to our camp. What do you wish of the
overclan?’

While Obi-Wan explained their purpose, Luminara continued to study the pickets. Looking for any
indication of hogtile intent, she found only confidence and a professiona readiness. Unlikethe Yiwa, for
example, these people were not suspicious or afraid of strangers. With thousands of fellow clanfolk to
back them up, they didn’'t have to be. That did not mean they were indifferent to potentia threets, or lazy.

Whiletheir leader listened courteoudy to Obi-Wan, the members of histroop sat imperioudy in their
saddles. But their eyes were dways moving.

Bayaar did not haveto retire to mull aresponse when Obi-Wan had finished. “Thisisnot something to
which | can speak. | am an outrider—asenting, and sentinels do not make decisions of such magnitude.”

Obi-Wan smiled in that dight, knowing way of his and nodded understandingly. “Asakind of sentind
mysdlf, | gppreciate your position.”

“Wewill convey the news of your arrival, aswell as your reasons for seeking out the Borokii, to the
Council of Elders. Meanwhile, | invite you to follow me, and experience Borokii hospitdity.” So saying,
he neatly turned his mount and started back down the gentle dope toward the bustling, milling
encampment. Splitting up, the rest of histroop assumed flanking positions on either sde of the line of
vigtors. They were an escort, Luminara saw, meant to honor, not threaten. The latter would have been
difficult to the picket to do in any case, given the disparity in Size between their sadains and the visitors
suubatars.

The differences between the Borokii encampment and anything the travelers had encountered thus far
were both striking and immediately gpparent. Though entirdly mobile, the community had been laid out
like a permanent town, with temporary streets and designated areas for resdentia, commercia, and



manufacturing activities. The latter consisted largely of processing large numbers of surepp carcassesfor
export. Thiswas not unexpected. Something, Luminaraknew, had to pay for dl the imported structures
and high technology that was on prominent display.

They drew plenty of stares but no impolite comment. Once more she noted how the lack of discernible
suspicion wasin stark contrast to their reception by the Yiwa. Given the power and reputation of the
Borokii, coupled with the size of the nomad community, that was not so surprising. Clearly, herewerea
people who felt themsel ves secure, and deserving of the exalted position of overclan .

Stll, she exchanged ameaningful glance with Obi-Wan when they were brought to a hat outside what
Bayaar identified asthevigtor'shouse. Thelast “visitor’ shouse’ they had stayed in had not proved very
accommodating.

Apprised of their concerns, Kyakhta hastened to reassure the Jedi. “ These are not mistrustful Yiwaor
double-dealing Qulun. Sincethe Borokii are strong enough to welcome them. And they have a reputation
for courtesy to uphold.” Heindicated building before them. “1 think wewill be safe here”

In response, Luminarainstructed her suubatar to knedl. Climbing off, she watched while one of Bayaar’s
troops took the beast in hand, guiding it back down the street by itsreins. Otherstook charge of their
remaning mounts.

“What about our supplies?” Anakin inquired doud.

“Y our property will not betouched.” Bayaar was not insulted by the query. After dl, these were not
only outsders, they were offworlders. It wasto be expected they would be unfamiliar with Borokii ways.
Trying to decide whether Luminaraor Obi-Wan wasthe leader of the visitors, he found himself unable
to do S0, and settled for addressing them smultaneoudly.

Having been informed of the nature of their purpose in seeking out the overclan, hetriedto kegp a
neutra tonein hisvoice, even though personally he was not sanguine about the Strangers aspirations.

“I will convey your request to the Council of Elders. Meanwhile, you will be made comfortable, and be
given food and drink.”

“Do you think they’ Il give usan audience, your council?” Luminarawas quite taken by thisdignified
warrior-sentingl, who thus far had demonstrated both courtesy and curiosity. Not that he could by any
means be considered an dly, but he at least struck her as sympathetic.

“It'snot for meto say. | anonly asentind.” Placing hands over eyes and chest, he departed, leaving the
vigtorsto walit for aformal response. Hopefully, she mused, it would not belong in coming. Councils of
every type and species had adistressing tendency to dawdle until aconsensus could be reached. With
luck the Borokii, a people used to being dways on the move, would be more responsive.

Everything they experienced during the next severa hours spoke to the strength of the overclan. The
food was better, the drinksricher, the trimmings and trappings of the visitors house in every way more
lavish than anything they had previoudy encountered on Anson. Truth betold, they enjoyed themselves.
After their dubious encounters with the Yiwaand the Qulun, it was arelief to be ableto relax in pleasant
surroundings reasonably confident they would not be set upon at any moment by potentia assailants.
Both Kyakhta and Bulgan were convinced of that much, though Tooqui remained as chary asaways. As
to the possible response they would receive from the Borokii Council of Elders, the two guides could
offer no opinion.



Bayaar was back well before evening. If the swiftness of his return was encouraging, hisword swere
not. At best, they were ambiguous.

“The council will greet you,” the sentine informed them.

Barriss face broke out into awide smile. “We' real set, then.”

As she spoke, Bayaar turned his attention to her. “I am not entirely certain what you mean by that, but |
think you are confident too soon. When | say that the council will greet you, thet isall they will do. Not to

do so would beill mannered.”

Obi-Wan worked to interpret their host’s meaning, as opposed to hiswords. “Areyou saying thewill
receive us, but not listen to our proposal?’

Bayaar nodded. “1n order for that to happen, you must present the council with an appropriate
conventiond offering of their choosing.”

“Oh, well then.” Obi-Wan relaxed dightly. “What would satisfy the council? We have accessto some
fundsthat can be used for trade. If something more substantia isrequired...” he left the question open.

“Actudly, the council requeststhat you present them with something smaller.” Bayaar let hisgazetravel
over the group. Having encountered only afew human traders before, he was fascinated by their tiny,
squinched-up eyes and individud follicular variaions. “They wish one of you to hand them ahandful of
wool taken from the ruff of amature white male surepp.”

“That’sdl?" Anakin blurted. Obi-Wan threw his Padawan awarning glance, but avery mild one. He
was himsdf surprised by the seemingly unpretentious nature of the request.

Which waswhy hewasimmediately wary.

“Where can we purchase some of thiswool ?’

“Y ou cannot buy it.” Bayaar was uncomfortablein the position of diplomatic go-between. Hewould
much rather have been out on the prairie, patrolling apicket line, wegpon in hand. “One of you must take
it, by hand, in the traditiona manner and without the use of any marvelous offworld devices or other
forms of ass stance such as a suubatar mount, from the back of awhite surepp.”

Tooqui made aface. “Don't likethisidea. Too many many surepp gotstoo many many big feet.”

Leaning over, Barriss whispered to her fellow Padawan. “1 don't like thiseither, Anakin. Just ahandful
of wool? It seemstoo easy. The surepp are domesticated herd animals, therefore they can't be too hard
to work with. How hard can it be to catch one and snip off ahandful of ruff?’

He nodded uncertainly. “I know. Maybethatis dl thereistoit. Just becauseit’'s a custom doesn’'t mean
it hasto be difficult, or dangerous.”

Sheindicated their Masters, who were conferring between themsdlves. 1 have afeding wée Il know
soon enough.”

Standing away from Luminara, Obi-Wan again addressed their hogt. “We Il be happy to comply with



the council’ srequest.” He hesitated. “I takeit that wool from one of the surepp in the Borokii herd will
auffice, and that we don’t have to go looking for awild one?’

“That is correct. It isalowed to cut from the ruff of aherd animal.”
“Then we rewadting time. There s4till ample daylight outsde. If you' d be so kind asto escort us?’

Bayaar sghed. Plainly, these strangers had no ideawhat they were being asked to do. Haja, they would
find out soon enough.

“Comewithme”

The gtroll through the nomad town was interesting, and Bayaar was happy to point out highlights and
explainthesghts. Before too long they found themsdves on the outskirts of the bustling community,
gazing across strands of recently unspoiled, eectricaly charged super-conducting lines at thousands and
thousands of Borokii surepp. The herd was an impressive sght, mewling and moaning asit nibbled &t the
high grass. Grazing close together guaranteed safety, if not much room for individuasto move abouit.
Catching amade and cutting off ahandful of its neck ruff might require ahedthy sprint on the part of the
would-be wool trimmer, but it wasn't asif alengthy dash across the plains was going to be necessary.
There was only one problem. Bayaar had told them that the council demanded a handful of white wool.

Thefur of every one of the dozens, of the hundreds, of the surepp within view was either blue or green.
Therewas not awhite anima in sght. Not even one that was a pale green. Luminarawas quick to point
this seeming discrepancy out to their host.

Bayaar |looked embarrassed. “1 don’'t makethelaws. | am only serving asavehiclefor the council’s
directives”

“How can we cut white wool from an anima that doesn't exist?’ Obi-Wan indicated the milling herd.
“It does,” Bayaar told them. “The dbino surepp isvery red, and there are some in the Borokii herd.”

Luminaras gaze narrowed as she studied their discomfited hogt. “ There are thousands of animals
foraging out there. How many is‘some 7’

Bayaar turned away, visbly uncomfortable. “Two.”
Letting out along sigh, Barrissfound herself nodding knowingly. “Iknew it sounded too easy.”

“Without transport, | don’t see how we're expected to do this.” Anakin wasvisbly upset. The Borokii
council had st the visitorsaseemingly impossibletask. Addressing himsdlf to Bayaar, he asked
dispiritedly, “What do the Borokii do with their herds at night?’ He indicated the eectricaly charged
conductors that kept the herd separated from the town. “The other Alwari we' ve seen round their
animals up and keep them in temporary corras, the better to watch over them and protect them from
nocturna predators.” Both Obi-Wan and Luminaraeyed him favorably, and he tried not to show how
pleased hewas at their approval.

“The Borokii do the same,” Bayaar acknowledged, “though on amuch larger scae than other Alwari.”
He indicated the softly humming barrier. “This keeps the surepp contented and together after dark, while
outriders like myself keep shanhs and others avay from the corral. The surepp cannot legp over the
barrier, but ahungry shanh could.”



“Yousad ‘together’.” Luminaras mind wasworking. “How close together?’

“Very close” Holding hands out in from of him, Bayaar brought the dender pdms amost to the point of
touching. “Thisdose. Crowded up against one another, the surepp feel safe and secure. They deep
ganding up.”

Barriss studied the herd. “Packed that closdly together, they’ d haveto.”

Luminaranodded thoughtfully. “With the animals concentrated in one place, it would be much easier to
find the white ones than during the day, when the herd is spread out over hillsand valeslikethey are
now.” She eyed the palite sentingl unblinkingly. “How would the surepp belikely to react to someone
moving among them?’

He had to amile. “1 seewhat you're thinking. It isadangerous notion. Itis possible to walk among deepy
surepp without panicking them, but one hasto be very careful. They are nervous cregtures, essily
agitated. If they fed disturbed, or threatened, or even nothing more than uneasy, their mood and manner
can change abruptly. Anyonetrying to wak between individuas could find himself gored by an aruptly
irritated male, or crushed between many suddenly shifting bodies.”

After aquick glance at his colleague, Obi-Wan spoke up once more. “Isthere anything e se you can tel
usthat would help usto single out these rare white surepp? Do they tend to congregatein any single
place, any one part of the herd?’

“Actudly, they do,” Bayaar admitted. “Unfortunately, because they stand out so prominently, they
naturally tend to seek the safest place—which isin the exact middle of the herd.”

Surveying the thousands of large, hedlthy creaturesthat covered the nearby grasdand al the way to the
horizon and beyond, Barrisstried to imagine worming her way through a densely packed mass of them
while striving congtantly not to annoy or darm asingleone. In contrast to Obi-Wan's earlier optimism,
she found hersdf tending to agree with Anakin. When confronted with the redlity of the immense, easily
agitated herd, the task that had seemed so smple at first was |ooking more and moreimpossible. Givena
landspeeder, now, or a confident suubatar, or any other means of transportation capable of risng above
the horned heads of the massed beasts, the task set before them would be worth contemplating. But the
Council of Elders ingtructions, asrelayed to them by the sympathetic Bayaar, were dl too
graightforward: no offworld technology could be employed in the carrying out of the undertaking, and no
mounts could be ridden into the herd. No suubatars, not even asmaller sadain.

It didn’'t matter. They didn’t have alandspeeder anyway. A mastery of the Force would enable oneto
rise momentarily above asmall part of the herd, but it would not permit long-term persond levitation.
Something else would haveto betried. Shetried to imagine stepping through the dectrified barrier and
walking al theway to the center of the herd, past thousands of closaly packed animals, any one of which
could turn on theintruder at any moment. A single snort of darm might be enough to set them off. Once
deep within the herd, there would be no chance of escaping from astampede. Anintruder would go
down benegath thousand of hooves and amillion tons of surepp mass.

She wasn't the only one who was ssumped for a solution to the problem. “We Il come back here at
evening time, just before sunset,” Obi-Wan informed their host. “At least,” he murmured more softly,
“whatever we eventualy try and whoever triesit will have abetter chance of locating one of the albino
anima s when the members of the herd have clustered together for the night.”



“And since we re not alowed to use advance technology, we' |l need aBorokii knife” Luminaraspoke
absently, asif her thoughts were focused elsawhere. “To cut thewool.”

Back inthevidtors house, there was much discussion of possible waysto get around the council’s
dipulation. Getting around it seemed the most practica gpproach, since fulfilling the request as put
forward seemed, on the face of it, unachievable. Numerous suggestions were proposed, debated, and
just asrapidly discarded. The gpproach of evening found them no nearer a clear-cut solution than when
they had begun talking.

With Bayaar once more guiding them, they returned to the outskirts of the provisond corral. Much to
his distress, the sentinel had been appointed to take charge of and see to the needs of the visitors. No
diplomat, he was uncomfortable with the assignment, but resgned himself to carrying it out to the best of
hisahility.

A considerable source of his unease arose from the sti pulation the council had placed on the strangers.
Hefound that he rather liked the squinty-eyed offworlders. It would make him unhappy to see any of
them injured, or worse, trampled to death. He could not see how they were going to fulfill the council’s
requirement without that coming to pass. Perhaps, he thought, they would smply accedeto the

hopel essness of the Situation, have a pleasant but inconsequentia meeting with the elders, and continue on
their way.

He could not read their dlien expressions, but those of their guides did not lead him to believe that the
offworl ders possessed some specia magic that was going to enable them to fulfill the council’ s demand.

Standing closeto the fence line, the visitors studied the assembled surepp attentively. Herded together
for the night, the burly, powerful animaswere dready beginning to settle down. Settling down, however,
did not mean they were unaware of or indifferent to their surroundings. A single bellow by one would be
enough to dert every fellow surepp to any perceived danger.

Having learned of the demand that had been placed on the visitors, asmall crowd had gathered, more
hopeful of seeing atrampling than anything else. Though it was beneath awarrior of Bayaar's stature,
others of his clan had no hesitation about placing bets on the chances of the strangers success. Theonly
problem was that those wagering againgt the visitors had to give long odds in order to get any action at
dl.

Hefrowned. What wasthetaler femade doing? Removing her outer clothes struck him asamost
peculiar approach to entering the densaly packed herd. If he was the one about to attempt the suicidal
endeavor, he would want to have on as many layers of clothing as possible, to protect himsdlf from
thrusting horns, pounding fet, and the hard ground itsdlf.

When the femdefindly finished, she was wearing only her strange, dien garments. Inthelight of the
setting sun, he found them most peculiar. Still, they no doubt suited such an oddly formed biped. Concern
for his guests was almost outweighed by his curiosity to see what they were going to do next.

Ohbi-Wan stood looking into his colleague’ s eyeswhile arguing quietly with her. “1 don't think thisisa
very good idea, Luminara”

“Neither do |, Magter,” Barriss added apprehensively.

Luminaranodded, glanced across a the last member of their little group. “And what about you, Anakin?
Y ou haven't said anything since | ventured theidea.”



Asked for hisopinion, thetal Padawan didn’'t hesitate. “1 couldn’t do it, that’ sfor sure. It sounds crazy.”

Luminarasmiled. “But you know that I’ m not crazy, don't you, Anakin?’

He nodded. “When | wasachild, | did plenty of thingsthat were called crazy. Everybody thought | was
crazy to take part in professional Podracing. But | did, and I'm ill dive” He stood alittletdler. “The
Forcewaswith me.”

“Luck waswith you,” Barriss murmured tartly, but so low that no one €l se could hear.

“So you think | should go ahead with this?” Luminaraasked him.

Anakin hesitated. “It'snot for meto say. If Obi-Wan agrees...” hisvoicetralled off without finishing.

She turned her attention back to the other Jedi. “Obi-Wan has dready said he doesn’t think it'sagood
idea. Does Obi-Wan have a better idea?’

The Jedi hesitated for the briefest of instants, then gave adight shrug. “I tend to Side with Barrissin
this—but no, | don’'t have a better idea.”

“We need that piece of wool if we' re going to get the Borokii to listen to us.”
“I' know, | know.” Obi-Wan looked unhappy. “Areyou sureyou can do this, Luminara?’

“Of coursel’'mnot sure | can.” As she spoke, she was making certain the sharp, ceremonid Borokii
knife Bayaar had |oaned her was securdly fastened to her narrow waistband. “But likeyou, | can't think
of anything elsetotry. Thisisthe best | could come up with.” She smiled reassuringly. “We can't
convince the Council of Eldersto persuade the rest of the Alwari to agreeto our position if we never get

to speak to them.”

“While your degth might convince them of our sincerity, and of the importance the Republic attachesto
our mission here, that’ s still no guarantee they’ll agreeto listen to the rest of us.”

“Then you'll find other ways of convincing them of our sSncerity,” shetold him. Reaching out, she put a
hand on his shoulder. “Whatever happens here, now, may the Force be with you aways, Obi-Wan
Kenobi.”

Stepping closer, he gave her afirm hug. “Not only will the Force be with me, Luminara Unduli, | expect
you to bewith mefor awhilelonger yet aswell.” Heindicated their Padawans. Y ouwouldn't’ go and
leave me with not one but two Padawansto look after, would you?’

Her smile broadened. “1 think you would manage to cope with the challenge, Obi-Wan.”

“Madter...,” Barrissbegan. Turning, the Jedi put areassuring hand on her Padawan’s shoulder.

“Not everything is assured in advance, my dear.” Her hand did off the strong shoulder. “I know what
I’mdoing. | just don’'t know what the surepp are going to do.” Taking a couple of steps back, shetook a
deep breath and nodded at Bayaar.

It was not for him to try to dissuade the offworlder. He had aready done al he properly could to



apprise her of the danger she had chosen to face. Raising ahand high, hesgnaed to hisright. Down the
fenceling, the operator in charge of this section of the corral responded with a gesture of
acknowledgement. Something softly wentssizzt .

“The barrier here has been shut down,” hetold the vigitors. “If you redly mean to do thisthing, you have
todoit now.”

“I know,” Luminarareplied. Whereupon she stepped carefully through the unelectrified fenceline,
gathered hersalf, and legpt onto the back of the nearest surepp.

Chapter Sixteen

Rising above the twilight clamor from the town and the communa mewling and burbling of thetightly
packed beadts, the collective intake of breath from the audience of watching Borokii was plainly audible.
Their astonishment was pardleled by that of the two Padawans, even though they had been given some
idea of what to expect.

Exhibiting the strength of aweightlifter, the agility of agymnast, and the training of aJedi adept, Luminara
sped not through the herd, butover it. Acrossit, rather, Anakin thought as helooked on in amazement
and admiration. Touching down only long enough to kick off and launch hersdf to another expansive,
woolly spine, Luminararaced across the backs of the Borokii herd, heading for its approximate heart.
Occasiondly, disturbed by the contact, adeepy surepp would look up in surprise. Unableto discern any
threat or danger, it would then lower its head and return to its quiet dozing.

While her friends were able to monitor her progress viatheir macrobinoculars, Kyakhta, Bulgan,
Tooqui, Bayaar, and the other observing Borokii could only strain to see with their eyes. Unable to stand
the suspense, the sentinel finally sidied over next to the offworlder called Obi-Wan.

“How isyour friend doing?’ hefound himsdlf asking. “ Sheistill alive, or you would have reacted.”

“Movingfast.” Obi-Wan spoke without lowering the device. “Back and forth. Fast enough that |
couldn’t keep her infocus, but this viewing device doesit for me.”

What seemed like hours but were in redlity only minutes passed in tense silence before the Jedi
murmured softly but excitedly, “Therel” His voice rose despite his efforts to keep it under control. “She's

got it!”

“So soon?’ Bayaar wasal but struck dumb with astonishment. “ She moves very swiftly indeed, your
femde”

“Not my female,” Obi-Wan hurriedly corrected him. “We are colleagues, equals. Like you and your
fellow warriors”

“Ah,” murmured Bayaar without quite understanding the offworlder.



“Yes, she'squick,” Obi-Wan added. “On her way back now.”
Suddenly he jerked visibly, lowered the macrobinoculars from his eyes, then raised them again.

“What? What ishappening?’ Turning toward the herd, Bayaar strained to see. Hisnight vison was
excdlent, but no match for the advanced viewer. “I think | see some disturbance.”

“Shedipped.” The offworlder’s voice was not quite as neutra as before. “ Sipped and fell. I—I can’t
see her anymore.” A risng mewling reached them from the place within the massed herd where Luminara
had gone down. Even without aid, he could see that severd animaswere firring uneasily. Beside them,
otherswere waking from their evening torpor.

Therewas no timeto discuss dternatives. They had to act before the disturbance spread.

“WEe re going after her,” hetold the two attentive Padawans. Though he could see the anxiety writ large
intheir expressions, there was no time to reassure them, no time for coddling.

“Concentrate,” he ordered them. “Concentrate as hard as you have ever concentrated. Focus. And stay
together.” Taking Barriss hand in hisright and Anakin'sin hisleft, Obi-Wan led them through the barrier.

Pushed, pressed by the focusing of the Force from not one but three trained individuals, the surepp gave
way. Mewling and hissing, they parted to make a path for the striding offworlders. Tripleeyesglared
angrily at the bipeds, furious at the intruson. But something kept them at bay, prevented them from
trampling the trio beneath massed, sharp-toed fest.

If any of them lost heart, Obi-Wan knew, if either Padawan panicked or lost concentration, he and
whoever remained focused might not be able to sustain the intensity necessary to hold the surging,
increasingly restless herd back. Hetried to will his own mastery into the two learners, to lend some of his
own strength to each of them. Y et asthey marched deliberately forward, ever deeper into the herd, a
strange thing happened.

While Barriss held her own, Anakin seemed to grow stronger. It was asif, faced by the challenge and
the very red proximity of death, the Force grew within him. Obi-Wan did not entirely understand what
was happening, but at the moment he was far too preoccupied to examine the phenomenon. Right then,
onething and only one mattered.

They found Luminaralying unconscious on the ground, atrickle of blood trailing from her forehead. A
quick glance showed Obi-Wan that the injury was not deep. Still, he could not see what she might have
suffered interndly when shefell. A muscular trill ran through hisfingerswhere he hed Barriss. He could
see the concern in her face, could fed the distress. But Barriss Offee was her Master's sudent. Asa
hedler, she might have been expected to drop immediately to the ground to begin ministering to her
Master. Asan incipient Jedi, she knew that what mattered now was not individua hedling, but sustaining
the Force againgt the powerful animalsthat were hissing and pawing at the ground al around them.

Displaying his physicd waswell as mental strength, Anakin hoisted the unconscious Jedi onto his
shoulders. Together, they turned and began to retrace their steps. A growing section of the herd had
been derted to the presence of intrudersin their midst. Even though no danger had manifested itself, and
none among the herd had been attacked, the surepp were increasingly edgy.

It became harder and harder to hold them back. Perspiration streamed down Obi-Wan' sface. Though
he had the help of Barriss and Anakin, the Force was centered on him, and it was up to him to maintain



the energy that continued to hold the surepp back. He could see the barrier now, not far in front of them.
The good-natured Bayaar was staring at them anxioudy, wanting to encourage the visitor but not daring
to shout his support. Standing well behind him, the rest of the Borokii who had come out to watch
whispered fearfully among themselves.

Something bumped up against Obi-Wan, nearly knocking him off hisfeet. For aningant, his
concentration faltered under theimpact of the heavy surepp flank. Barriss shot him alook of darm while
confusion replaced confidence on Anakin'sface. Atop hisshoulders, Luminaragtirred uneesily. If she
cried out. ..

Then an exhausted Obi-Wan was through the quiescent barrier, and Anakin was handing his burden
across. Thewaiting Kyakhta and Bulgan took her, Tooqui hel ping as much as he could. Together, they
placed her gently on the ground, laying her on her back. Barrisswas at her Sdein an ingtant, running
sengitive, trained fingers over her Magter's forehead, using part of her robe to wipe the blood from
Luminarasface. Beneath the Padawan’ s gentle minigtrations, the unconscious Jedi moaned softly.

Behind them, something bawled loudly. There wasthe sound of bone striking flesh. Anakin Skywalker
half tumbled, haf flew through the tangling barrier under the impact of the surepp’ s head-butt. He hit the
ground hard, nearly knocking astartled Tooqui over in the process, rolled, and ended up on hisbelly.
Ohbi-Wan eyed him anxioudy as a crackling sound filled the night air. A surepp yelped, then another, as
they made contact with the reactivated barrier and hadtily retrested.

“Anything broken?’ Obi-Wan inquired solicitoudy.

Wincing, Anakin struggled to hisfeet. “Only my dignity, Magter.” He nodded in the direction of the
prone Luminara. “How isshe?’

Barrisslooked up at him. “I sense no internal damage, but | can’t be certain.”

Luminaras eyes opened. She blinked a couple of timesand did not smile. “Help meto my feet.”

“Magter Luminara,” Barriss began, “I’'m not sureit’ swise for you to—"

“It probably wasn't wise for meto go into that herd, either,” Luminaradeclared painfully as she
draightened. With Obi-Wan assisting on one side and Anakin on the other, she was soon standing
among them. “But it had to be done.” She gestured apologeticaly to Bayaar. “I’'m afraid | lost your
knife”

“What happened?’ Obi-Wan asked her.

“It' snot exactly like running atraining course at the Temple. Every surepp back was different, yet |
didn’t havetimeto study where | was going to place my feet. | just had to run, and not linger, and hope.
Everything was going well until | landed on an animal that was unexpectedly wet. 1t must have been
grooming itsdlf, or spent alot of time being groomed by others. | dipped, and before | could catch
mysdf, my head hit the ground.” She smiled at each of them in turn. “Thank you for coming after me.”

“Y ou had no choice but to do what you did,” Obi-Wan told her. “When you went down, we had no
choice but to come after you.”

“And | thought the Jedi were masters of choice,” Anakin murmured. “ So much for that maxim.”



Barriss eyeswidened dightly, then she dumped. “And we gtill have to find away to get thefur, if we're
going to get the Borokii eldersto talk to us.”

As she brought her hand down from her forehead, Luminaraslower, tattooed lip curled dightly upward.
“Y ou forget, Padawan: | was on my wayback to you.” Her expression fell. “Unlessit dipped out when |
went down.” Reaching into her lower undergarment, she felt around anxioudy for amoment. Then,
dowly, her amilereturned.

In her fingers she held the requisite tuft of fur from the albino surepp. It wasthe color of dirty snow.

Turning to Bayaar, she displayed the small, seemingly insignificant prize that had nearly been bought at so
highaprice. “You saw how it happened,” shetold the sentind. Behind him, other Borokii were crowding
around, each eager for aglimpse of proof of the extraordinary accomplishment. “It was done as
demanded. Will the Council of Elders confer with us now?’

The sentingl gestured approvingly. “1 fail to see why they would not. Thisisamoment | will remember
for my grandchildren, as you may do the samefor yours.”

“Jedi do not have children.” Surrounded by her friends, she started back through the Borokii
encampment toward the distant visitors house.

Bayaar watched them go. They were very powerful indeed, these offworlders. Masters of agreat many
talents, not to mention the Forceitsdf. Therefore it seemed strange that one should fed sorry for them.

But hedid.

Her posture straightened and her stride lengthened as they walked through the encampment. Curious
Borokii, busy with nocturnal tasks, turned to follow their progress. Anakin and Barriss, Obi-Wan and
Kyakhta, Bulgan and Tooqui, al crowded around her, offering tender congratul atory pats and touches
or, in the manner of thetwo Alwari, caresses that were exotic and lingering but in no way invasive.
Meanwhile Tooqui did his best to express his own relief by clinging occasionaly to one of the Jedi’ sbare
legs—a position that incidentally kept him from being pushed aside by the others. Restrained by his status
and outside the group, Bayaar nonetheless made a point of offering traditional Borokii congratulations.

“Here” Still bresthing hard and gulping for air asthey stopped outside the visitor’ s house, the utterly
fatigued Jedi thrust the clump of abino wool into their host’ s hands. “ Givethisto your eders. Tel them
who it’sfrom and how it cameto bein your possession.” Turning away from the solemn, respectful
sentingl shetook a step toward the entrance—and dumped into the supportive arms of her friends.

“The Force isawondrous thing, but you can't batheinit. I'm sure roasted surepp tastes wonderful, but
when divethey smell like any herd of densely packed herbivores. Crucial meeting or not, I’ ve got to
have abath before | can think of presenting mysdf to even ajunior eder!”

Asthey helped her up the Sairsinto the visitors house, numerous Borokii, having learned of what had
just transpired, had assembled outside to stare at the offworlders. Their whispered commentswerefull of
admiration, their unwavering gazes unobtrusive. A reverent Bulgan carried the Jedi’ s bundle of outer
dothing. Hisand Kyakhta s admiration for the female offworlder, which up to now had been
considerable, no longer knew any bounds.

While the notion of entirdy immersing oneself in atub or pool of water as ameans of reaxation quite
escaped the Borokii, they were more than willing to provide the means necessary for the visitorsto



indulgethemsdlves. 1t was hardly an expensive request. While Barriss attended to the needs of her weary
teacher and the ever-inquidtive Tooqui hovered nearby making aminor pest of himsdlf, the other
members of the group settled down to alate-evening meal and contemplation of the day to come.

Much good conversation and laughter filled the visitors house of the Situng Borokii that night, followed
by preparationsfor deep that were carried out with more enthusiasm than usual. AsBarrisshad
surmised, Luminarasinjury was not serious, and was effectively treated. Tomorrow would hopefully see
amesting with the Council of Eldersand, if fortune was with them, the successful conclusion of the Jedli
missonto Angon. It waswith such expectationsin mind that each of them in due course retired to hisor
her dry, comfortable, Borokii-style bed. Even the seemingly perpetud interna spring that powered
Tooqui findly ran down, and the little Gwurran collgpsed into deep deep with nary aword of good night
to anyone.

Lying on his overstuffed deeping pad, Obi-Wan contemplated Luminaras dready softly deeping formin
light of what she had accomplished earlier that evening. He did not think he could have doneit. His
particular telent lay elsewhere. The sght of her vaulting from the back of one surepp to another, never
lingering long enough for her presence to unduly aarm asingle beest, knowing that asingle dip might
mean certain death despite anything Jedi training could do, had aroused in him the kind of admiration one
normaly reserved for the actions of those on the Jedi Council. He wanted very much to ask her exactly
how she managed certain seemingly impossible moves.

But not tonight, hetold himsaf firmly. Thisnight was for savoring the accomplishments of the day and or
anticipating the achievementsto be redized tomorrow. Time enough later to deal with other thoughts,
other matters.

Nearby, Anakin Skywalker relaxed for the first timein weeks. If Master Luminaras feat wasfollowed,
asMagter Obi-Wan believed, by asuccessful meeting with the Borokii Council of Elders, then they
would at least be able to return to Cuipernam and from their to civilization. A result devoutly to be
wished, because anything that took him away from Ansion brought him closer to where he redlly wanted
to be.

Thoughts swirling in anticipation of the successful end of their mission, he dlowed himsdlf, for thefirst
time in many days, to drift dowly into adeep that was as contented as it was deep.

While therewas plenty of convivid chatter and casua conversation when the group gathered thistime,
all of the conspiratorswore their concernslike jewery. Despite the overweening air or gaiety, one could
cut thetension inside the trangport with aknife. Large enough to carry fifty passengersin luxury and
comfort, the vehicle was presently conveying half that number, together with their attendant serving
droids.

Below, the endless world-city that was Coruscant gleamed golden in the morning sun asthe planet’ s star
rose over the distant, irregular horizon of towers and domes. None of the passengers was pleased with
the timing of the convocation, but al had agreed to it. There was dissengon within the movement, and it
had to be resolved. For many of the participants, the time for talking was done with. Thosearguingin
favor of moving forwardnow were making their case forcefully, even brusquely. To them, it wasnot a
matter of moving too fast. It was Smply that asfar asthey were concerned, the time for waiting was a an
end.

That certainly seemed to be the mgjority opinion insde the transparistedl -enclosed passenger



compartment. Astumblers clinked and expensively attired individuals sluted one another on their
forthcoming triumph, one would have thought the articles of secession had dready been signed and
disseminated. Laughter rose above the small talk as jokes were swapped that described the eagerly
anticipated reactions of certain well-known and heartily didiked politicians to the declaration that wasto
come.

Among the revelers were a handful who did not join in the hasty celebration. Most notable among these
was aprominent Shu Mai of mild aspect and conciliatory demeanor. 1dly, she peered out through the
protective transparisted at the unending panorama of residences and factories, gardens and urban
fecilitiesdiding past beneeth them. The morning sky wasfull of amilar, if far lesswell-gppointed vehicles,
carrying peopleto and from their places of work and habitation. Billions of them on Coruscant aone,
trillions more scattered across the galaxy, the fate of al about to be atered to one degree or ancther by
the decision the handful of sentientsin this one transport were on the verge of rendering.

It was agreat responsibility, she knew. Too much, redly, for oneindividua to ponder. But shewas
prepared to do so. As president of the Commerce Guild, she was charged with making such decisions.
Sooner or later, al sentients were compelled to confront their destiny. Most turned away fromit. She
intended to fully embrace her own.

Someone had to step forward and say what needed to be said. The victory celebration was getting out
of hand—especidly in the absence of any victory. Working her way to the back of the compartment, Shu
Mai stepped up on asmall stoal. It was't much of aplatform, but then, thiswas not the guild shewas
addressing, either.

“It'stoo soon!” Shu Mai proclaimed, loud enough to be heard above the babble but without shouting.
Conversation faded quickly. Everyoneturned to look &t her.
“Too soon,” she added in a softer yet il steely tone, “to reved our intentions, and ourselves.”

“Excuse me, Shu Mai,” declared adim but powerful humanoid who stood in the senate for three
inhabited world, “but not only isit not too soon,hssst , it isoverdue. We have waited for this moment
long enough.” The subsequent rising murmur showed just how much support this opinion held among the
assembled.

Shu Ma was not intimidated. She never was. The easily intimidated did not become president of an
organization like the Commerce Guild. * Everything we have worked for is at stake here. All our
preparations, our carefully laid-out plans, are at last beginning to coalesce. Nothing will shaiter our mutua
dream more than to show oursdalves prematurely.”

“nothing will cost usfickle support among those systems <till wavering more than delaying unnecessarily,”
came a contradictory shout from the back of the group. The supportive murmuring rose afresh, even
gronger thistime.

Shu Mai raised both handsfor silence. As she was one of their own, they conceded her their attention:
out of respect not for her ingstence, but for the power she wielded with the Guild. Beyond the
transparisted canopy, ajudicia speeder drew close, checking on the luxury vehicle. Though the agrid
trangport was sedled astight againgt external survelllance techniques as modern technology could makeiit,
she waited until the speeder accelerated out of sight.

“My friends, you al know me. Y ou know of my devotion and that of therest of the guild to the cause.



We have worked together, planned together, kept secret from the Senate together our carefully designed
intentionsfor many years now. It isthe wise anima who waitsuntil the fruit isripe before eating. Pluck it
too soon, and sickness can be the result.”

A sguat, muscular figure pushed its way to the forefront of the group to confront the speaker directly.
Shu Mai found hersdlf looking down at Tam Uliss.

“Wait too long, and fruit rots.” Theindudridist wasnot smiling. “We need to move. Itfeels right.”

Shu Mai stepped down off her dais. “And are you now basing your decisonson yourfeglings , my
friend?’

“Not of the Force, no. But | know people.” Ulissgestured behind him, at the attentive crowd. “1 know
these people. They’ ve waited and worked long and hard for this moment. So havel.”

“I would be the last one here to deny everyone their moment,” Shu Mai replied softly. “I just want to
make sureit’ stheright moment.” Off to one Side, Senator Mousul nodded somber agreement. Looking
past Tam Uliss, Shu Mai raised her voice again. “Wehave to wait for Ansion to declare for secession.
Ansonisdill thekey. Public disgust with the corruption and bureaucracy of the Republic runs high, but
even the most sensitive explosive needs afuse to set it off. Anson’swithdrawa will serve asthe
detonator, and itsinterlocking aliances will bring the Mdarians and the Keitumiteswith it. It will bethe
excuse we need to move.”

“The movement is strong enough now,” the industridist objected. “We could continue to wait on Ansion
and the others, yes. But in so doing we might well lose other, equally vital support. Once we move,
Angonwill follow docildy enough.”

“Areyou sure of that, my friend? Areyou certain? Even as we stand here conversaing, there are Jedi on
Angon.” Confused mutterings from the group showed that by no means everyone present was aware of
what was happening on that key world. “Jedi working to ensure that Ansion, and by inference the
Maarians and the Ketumites, remain within the Republic.”

Uliss gaze narrowed. “Y ou and Senator Mousul told me they were being dedlt with.”

“Sothey are” Shu Mail assured him. “But where Jedi areinvolved, nothing is certain until it isdone. As
soon as the Senator receives word that their efforts have been countered and that the delegates to the
Unity of towns and cities on Ansion have voted for secession, we move. But not before. We need
Ansion and the othersto declare for withdrawa before we can confidently implement the rest of our
plans”

“No,” someone esein the back inssted. “No morewaiting. Enough waiting! What matters thisweek or
the next? | say we move now! Ansion and the otherswill follow. Jedi or no Jedi!”

“*Jedi or no Jedi’?” Shu Mai's echo of the insistent speaker’ s proclamation was drowned out by
supporting yells and exclamation of goprovd. “Very well then: sincethe mgority of you are clearly in
favor of taking action, | have no choice but to concede to the wishes of the mgority.” Cheersin severa
languages filled the compartment. “I ask only that you wait another few days.”

“A few days?’ someone blurted. “What difference could afew days make? We move to aturning point
inthe history of the Republic!”



Nearby, the voice of an anxious Senator M ousul rose above the ensuing clamor for action. “Asyou say,
what difference could afew days make?’

Confronting his stoic co-congpirators, Uliss smiled condescendingly. “Since afew dayswill not make
any difference, we will grant them. But,” he added loudly to forestall the incipient rush of protestsfrom
those who supported his position, “ onlyafew days. If after that time has eapsed, Ansion ill has not
voted, we set in motion that which we have worked toward for solong.” His eyeslocked on Shu Mai's.
“Those who do not wish to move with uswill have only themselvesto blameif they find themsdves|eft
behind.”

It was not athreat—not in so many words. The president of the Commerce Guild’ sresponse wasa
amileof her own. “I could call for avote on this here and now, but | am neither blind nor deef. | see and
hear how thewind isblowing. Never let it be said that | was apoor listener. We are agreed, then. We
wait afew more days. That should betimeenough.” Raising her gaze, shelooked past the unwavering
industriaist to scan the rest of the expectant group. “1 hereby acknowledge your wishes, my friends, and
will dedl with them, for the betterment of everything we seek!”

Gibes turned to cheers. Shu Ma nodded complacently. She was used to such approbation, and
anticipated receiving more of it in thefuture. A great deal more.

Meanwhile, she and Senator Mousul had much to do. The obstinate Tam Ulisshad al but guaranteed it.

It was hard to believe after al they had gone through that the moment, if not the truth, then at least of
debating it, had finaly come. Though their clothing was made to repel dirt and grime, it had not been
designed to cope with days of hard riding on the back of agiant suubatar, not to mention everything else
they had experienced.

Nonetheless, with the help of Bayaar and others of the clan, the four offworlders managed to render
themselves reasonably presentable. When the time came to go before the Borokii Council of Elders,
Luminarawas convinced they presented asimposing aportrait of roaming Jedi as circumstances would

permit.

Decorated with pennants, intricate weavings, and imported hangings of worked metal and composite,
the meetinghouse of the Borokii sat off by itsalf awaiting their presence. The elderswere aready insde,
waliting to hear what the visitors who had successfully shorn the fur of the white surepp had to say.
Though honor guards drawn from the best fighters of the clan flanked the entrance, they kept their
weapons sheathed. After the extraordinary display of skill the night before, not even the bravest among
them had any desireto chdlenge the strangers remarkable, lightning-fast reflexes.

Pausing outside the entrance, Luminaraturned to their guides. “Y ou three will have to wait out here. You
don’t represent the Republic Senate, and we can't risk any distractions during the meeting.

Kyakhtaand Bulgan indicated understanding. The Gwurran understood aso, but that didn’t keep him
from objecting.

“Tooqui no distraction! Tooqui keep quite, say say nothing, mouth become like closed cleft in rock,
speak no words unless asked, can be as quiet asa—"

Reaching out and down, she put aforefinger against the upper edge of hislipless mouth. “1 know you



can, Tooqui. But thisisour misson, and our time. We Il tell you al about it when we come out.”

The Gwurran folded hisfurry arms across his chest and sniffed, hissingle, wide nogtril risng dightly.
“Humans no need blabbermouth Tooqui when come out. Human squinchy-faces easy to read as
gogomar entrailg”

“Hear that?” Anakin murmured to an expectant Barriss. “Y ou’ ve got aface like gogomar guts.”

“Thanks,” shereplied flatly asthey turned to enter the temporary structure. “Y ou’ re no prince of the
redlm yoursdf.”

It was meant as areturning jest, but as she stepped past him it was just as well she did not see thelook
that came over hisface.

The council consisted of twelve elders of both sexes. They sat on asemicircle of dightly raised, carpeted
divansfacing the entrance. With few exceptions, every manein the room was either white or gray, though
some showed striking black spots or stripes. Asthe offworlders arrived, one particularly aged Borokii
raised ahand in greeting, dl three fingers soread wide.

“we welcome you to this council of the overclan, and will listen to whatever you haveto say. Questions
will be asked. It isto be hoped that answerswill be imparted.”

It wasthat smple, that straightforward. Obi-Wan made the presentation, repeating what they had
dready told the Yiwa, the Qulun, and the Gwurran, explaining why they had cometo Ansion and why it
was so important that the Alwari reach agreement with the Senate’ s proposa. Telling them that not only
the future of Ansion depended on what they decided here today, but perhaps that of the Republic as
well. There was no need for embellishment or fancy oratory. That was not the Jedi way, in any case.
Such trimmings and flourishes were the province of professond diplomats. Though Obi-Wan was afine
Speeker, he didike superfluities.

When he was finished, he steppe back and took a seat next to Luminara on a settee provide for the
purpose. As befitted their status, Barriss and Anakin sat behind their teachers.

His presentations was followed by agood ded of muted but vigorous conversation among the members
of the council. One female elder looked up to ask a question worthy of the Quiun.

“We understand that what the Alwari are supposed to get if we agreeto this proposal. What doesthe
Senate obtan?’

“Assurance that the law will be respected, and that Ansion will remain within the Republic,” Luminara
replied without hesitation. “As goes Ansion, so will go the Maarians and the Keitumites. The integrity of
the Republic will be preserved.”

“But Ansion isnot a powerful worked,” another of the elders pointed out. “Why so much attention to
our internal problems, our border disputes with the people of the Unity, and so on?’

“A small crack can lead to the collapse of ahuge dam,” Obi-Wan told him. “True, Ansonitsef isnot
powerful. But it isentangled in powerful dliances. These need to be preserved within the framework of
the Republic.”

“We have heard little of this secessonigt talk that seemsto so inflame many of the city folk,” another of



the senior Borokii commented.

“Just aswell that you don't,” Obi-Wan told the speaker. “When Ansion declaresitsintent to remain
within the Republic, it will dl blow over. Such movements have manifested themselves before. The
history of the Republicisfull of them, and dl that remains of them today are their names.”

But this one was different, he had been told. Far more sinister. Potent outside forces were at work,
tirring up discontent and trouble on multiple worlds. His briefing from the Jedi Council had spoken of
rumblings on Coruscant itsdlf. Still, there was no need to tell the elders more than they needed to know.
The Stuation was ddlicate enough without invoking the dangers that existed on other worlds.

Another elder was speaking. “If we agree to what you ask, how can we be assured the city folk of the
Unity will not go back on their word?’

“The Republic will guarantee the arrangements between you,” Luminaratold them, to which she added
quickly, to forestal intimations of rising laughter, “and so will the Council of Jedi Knights.” That
announcement was met with murmurs of evident satisfaction. “We will also seeto it that you are not
taken advantage of by the incursions of the Commerce Guild, the Trade Federation, or anyonedse.”

There were more questions, some generd and friendly, others pointed and challenging. When at last
there was nothing more to be said, the senior elder of the Situng Borokii raised a shaky hand.

“Retirein peace, friends from another prairie. We will give you your answer before the setting of the sun.
Rest assured it will not be given in haste, nor thoughtlesdy.” Looking to right and left, she regarded her
fdlow eders. “Thisisadecison that will affect not only the Borokii, but every member of every clan,
from the newborn to the dying. It must be taken with care.”

Aswas S0 often the case in matters of diplomacy, the summit itself was much easier to ded with than the
waiting that ensued. There was nothing for the offworldersto do but retire to the visitors house. Asthey
walited, they were badgered by Tooqui and to alesser extent by the equally inquisitive Kyakhtaand
Bulgan for details of the meeting. The Gwurran in particular was especialy entertaining or annoying,
depending on one’ smood of the moment.

When Bayaar findly entered, everyone turned immediately in hisdirection. Taken momentarily aback by
the attention, his expression was unreadable. When at last he spoke, it was with uncharacteristic
solemnity.

“Theddersareready to seeyou again.” He stepped aside. * Please comewith me.”

The two Jedi exchanged a glance, then followed the sentindl out the door. As before, Anakin and Barriss
trailed behind, conversing softly among themsdlves.

“So they’ ve cometo adecison.” Anakin shortened his stride so Barriss could keep up. “About time”

“Alwaysimpatient, you are,” shetold him, mimicking Master Yoda. “Better to liveacdmer lifeand a
longer one, itis”

“Nocadminmy lifehavel had, say 1,” he shot back without missing abest. His smilewas unreadable. “I
wouldn’t know ho to react if | wasn’t on the edge most of thetime.”

Glowpoles showed the way to the meetinghouse. Not candles or oil lamps but modern illuminators



brightened the interior. The visitors arranged themselves before the council. A few of the elders had
changed positions from where they had been seated previoudy. Whether that had any sgnificance or not,
Luminaradid not know. Kyakhtaand Bulgan might have been able to shed some light on the seeting
switch, but the guides were not here.

Once again, in confronting the Ansionians, the Jedi were on their own.

The senior female began cordialy enough. “All this day we have been considering your request. From
what we have heard, and from our conversation with you, we of the Borokii believe that the word of a
Jedi can betrusted.” Luminaradlowed hersdf to fed amodicum of accomplishment.

“Wetherefore,” the female continued, “have decided to accede to everything you ask. We of the
Borokii will make this peace with the city folk of the Unity, and Anson will remain within the Republic.”

Nearby, Luminara could see Anakin nudge Barriss expectantly. Both Padawans could not keep
themsdvesfrom grinning joyfully. Obi-Wan's expression, on the other hand, never changed.

“In return for this, we ask only that you do onething for us,” thefemade said.
“If itiswithin our ability,” Luminarareplied guardedly.

The senior male took up the didlogue. “Y ou have dready shown that you are quick and skilled, with
abilitiesthat exceed those of even the most skilled Borokii. The Jedi are known, even here, as supreme
fighters” When he leaned forward, she noted what remained of his mane was entirely gray. “Our
traditiond enemies, the Januul overclan, are encamped not far from here. Help uswith once and for dl,
and you will have earned the friendship and concordance of the Situng Borokii forever! Thisisour price
for doing what you ask of us.”

The smiles vanished from the faces of the two Padawans. Had she been standing, Luminarawould have
been rocked back on her heels. Of dl the requeststhe Borokii might have put to them, of dl the
challenges and demands, they had chosen one that the Jedi could not possibly grant. It was absolutely
forbidden for Jedi to take Sdesin an interna dispute among individud ethnic, clan, family, or political
groups. If the Order was ever seen to be favoring one or another on matter that were no province of the
Republic asawhole, its vaunted reputation for evenhandedness would belost. There was no way they
could help the Borokii fight and defest these Januul—no way under the sun. any sun.

But if they said as much, then the Borokii would refuse to enter into the carefully crafted agreement with
the Unity of Anson’surban dwellers. Seeing nothing ahead for them within the laws of the Republic but
continued conflict with the peoples of the plains, the delegates of the Unity, inturn, would likely voteto
secede.

It was an impossible conundrum, impossible. A glance showed that Anakin and Barrissredized it as
wall.

Obi-Wan, on the other hand, was nodding solemnly. Of course we agree. Wewill be glad to help you to
dedl with your traditiond enemies.”

Anakin's lower jaw dropped as he gaped at thisMaster. Asfor Barriss, it wasthefirst timein her
apprenticeship that she had ever seen Master Luminara shocked.

TheBorokii council wasvisbly pleased. “Thenitisagreed.” The edersrose, some more dowly than



others. A few had to be helped to their feet. “The bond isforged. We march tomorrow.” One by one
they filed out of the meetinghouse. When the last had departed, the visitors followed.

“What are you thinking?’ adisbdieving Luminaraasked him. “How could you promise that? Y ou know
we can't take Sdesin thiskind of dispute.” Her voice wastight with frustration and confusion. “We don't
havetimefor thigl”

The Jedi did not appear in the least upset by her accusatory tone. “We had no choice, Luminara. Either
we agreed to help them, or they were going to refuse to sign the treaty we' ve brought with us. They said
asmuch.”

“But Magter,” Anakin put in, “the first Januul wekill will proveto this other overclan that the Jedi
Knights sdewith the Borokii. When that happens, the Januul will becomeour enemiesaswadll. If wehelp
the Borokii defegt then, the Januul survivorswill not honor any agreement we put before them.”

“And likethe Borokii,” an anxious Barriss added, “these Januul must have many dliesamong the Alwari.
They'll dso refuse to go dong with the treaty.”

“The Padawans areright.” Luminarawas uncharacterigicaly mystified. Obi-Wan's ready agreement to
the demands of the Borokii €lders had |eft here angry aswell as confused. “It doesn’t matter which sde
wefavor inthis Borokii or Januul. Once we' ve demonstrated partisanship, we ve lost asignificant
number of the Alwari. For the concordance with the Unity of the city and townsfolk to work, al the
Alwari clans need to be on board.”

“If you'll givemeachance, I'll try to explain,” Obi-Wan murmured when the flurry of accusationsfinaly
died down. Asthey turned acorner, thevisitors house loomed just ahead, with its promise of privacy,
rest, and refreshment.

“1 hope you can, Obi-Wan,” she muttered, “or none of usis going to get much deep thisnight.”

Though he felt that he knew histeacher better than any of his companions, Anakin till had no ideawhat
his Master could have been thinking when he had consented to the elder’ srequest.

“What' sto explain, Master Obi-Wan? Either we help these Borokii, asyou say we areforcedtodoin
order to gain their cooperation, or el sewe do not. There are only two choices.”

Looking over at his bewildered Padawan, Obi-Wan Kenobi ventured that knowing, thin smile of hisand
replied softly, “no—thereisanother.”

It was amarch of severd daysto the Januul camp. It would have taken much longer had the entire
Borokii clan made the move, but only warriors undertook the trek. When &t last they ascended along,
low hill overlooking their destination, Luminara saw that the Januul encampment waslaid out much the
same asthat of the Borokii. With its herds and neatly aligned temporary structure, it appeared to be of
amilar extent.

Asthe designated officia contact between the offworlders and the clan, Bayaar rode aongside the
vigtors. “The Januul and the Borokii have been a odds for aslong as anyone can remember,” hetold his
new friends. “Who should have preeminence among the Alwari had been cause for fighting for hundreds
of years.” Helooked up at her from the back of his sadain. “Whileasawarrior of the Situng Borokii |



look forward to victory today, | am personally sorry the elders saw fit to involve you in this.”

“Not assorry aswe are,” shetold him as she directed her suubatar to knedl. Dismounting, she moved to
join her companionsin the forefront of the Borokii line.

Beow, the Januul had assembled on the near side of the smdll river that formed the western border of
their camp. Despite the best attempts of the Borokii to achieve surprise, skilled Januul outriders had
detected the approach of the column of warriorsaday earlier. Drawn up in three lines opposite the hill,
the soldiers of the other overclan stood ready to meet their traditiona enemy.

Beyond, within the camp, controlled chaos was the order of the day. Businesses were being shut tight,
children herded into homes, and groups of reserves positioned among the many mobile buildings. Farther
out on the prairie, the great herds of surepp were being watched over by armed adol escents too young to
participate directly in the anticipated forthcoming battle.

Many were going to die thisday, Bayaar knew as he surveyed the Borokii’ s opponent. But with the help
of the powerful offworlders, hisclan would prevail. Today’ s battle, hefdt ingtinctively, would decide
which clan among the Alwari was going to predominate for along time to come.

Studying the Januul multitude drawn up before them, Luminaramade a hasty estimate of their numbers.
Lessthan athousand, she guessed, but al of them well armed and clad in striking, hand-worked armor.
Standing alongside her, Obi-Wan concurred with her assessment.

“No heavy weapons.” Heleaned forward as he carefully scrutinized the tightly packed lines of warriors.
“No laser cannons, no launchers of any sze” He remarked on thisto Bayaar.

Their friend look horrified. “Haja, no! If either the Borokii or the Januul were to employ such deadly
offworld devices, one clan or the other might well win thisand dl other smilar confrontations, but they
would be shunned by every other clan on the planet. Besides, such an escalation would mean that the
opposing sSide would have to acquire similar wegponsto defend itself. And then where would the proud
Alwari be?’

“Staring down the barrdl of sdf-extermination,” Anakin ventured from nearby. Though he would never
have admitted to it, he persondly found the barbaric display, with armored Ansioniansriding equaly
flamboyantly garbed sadains and afew magnificently invested suubatars, oddly beguiling. From apurdy
academic point of view, of course, he hastened to assure himsdlf. Whiletoday’ s confirmation might mean
agresat ded to its Angonian participants, to him it was only another episode in his education.

Barring, of course, the possibility that he and hisfriends might die.

“So these are the Januul.” Luminaraindicated the massed warriors. “They are pretty impressve.”
“Along with the Situng Borokii, the Hovsgol Januul have dways been one of the overclans, yes,” Bayaar
admitted. “But with your help, the matter of who reignstruly supreme among the Alwari will findly be
Settled.”

“I hope s0,” Obi-Wan told him quietly. “ That' s what we' re here today to decide. By setting an example
for both the Borokii and the Januul.”

Now, that seemed a strange thing to say, Bayaar thought. But then, the flat-eyed offworlders often
seemed to speak inriddles.



Having been ordered to say out of the fight and remain back with the noncombatants, Kyakhtaand
Bulgan werein agony of frudtration. They had promised their livesto the offworlders who had helped
them, and yet now they would be forced to stand and watch astheir new friendsrisked their lives on
behdf of fellow Alwari. It was dmost too much to bear. Tooqui, on the other hand, had no difficulty
whatsoever in agreeing to stay out of the forthcoming fight.

“Thereare only four of them.” From their vantage point dightly higher up on the hill overlooking theriver
and the Januul encampment, Kyakhta strained to see. “ Strong and skilled asthey are, how can our
friends possibly make a differencein the midst of a battle among so many?’

“I don’'t know.” Bulgan rubbed nervoudy at his eye patch. “But you know aswell as| that these
offworldersarefull of surprised.”

“Tooqui know what going to happen.” Thetwo much bigger Alwari turned to look down at him. “ Jedl
going do something stupid stupid.” He moved to the edge of the dight overlook, trying to keep Barrissin
view.

Frowning, Kyakhtawas sorely tempted to smack the little Gwurran. “Y ou're lucky Master Luminara
ordered me not to hit you. Y ou should show some respect. Whatever happens, I’ m sure they’ re not
going to dlow themsdlvesto bekilled. Their misson hereistoo important to them.”

Tooqui looked back up at him. “Who say somethings about them get killed? Tooqui not say that.” The
Gwurran returned his attention to the unfolding spectacle below. “Tooqui say they do stupid stupid.
Maybe they think of something stupid stupid to do al over stupid stupid heads of Alwari.”

The guides exchanged a confused glance with the equally puzzled Bayaar. Then, redizing thet it wasa
wadte of timeto try to make sense of something as patently nonsensica as Gwurran gibberish, they al
moved to the edge of the dight overlook the better to follow the proceedings unfolding bel ow.

Up closg, the savage spectacle was even more impressive than it was from the top of the hill. Having
arrayed themsalvesin their triple defensive line opposite the Borokii force, the assembled Januul
presented a panoply of pugnacious attire and attitude. War paint adorned their faces, bare heads, and
rippling manes. Leather and compaosite armor was festooned with individud, family, and clan
ornamentation. In addition to traditional bows and arrows, throwing spears, and swords, they carried
imported blasters and rifles. Their grim expressions were those of people bent on defeating any attackers,
no matter the possible cost.

Forming asolid line opposite the arrivals, the soldier of the Borokii offered ano-less-triking display.
Flaunting attitude as well aswesgpons, individua warriorsjostled for pogtion, each heavily armed mae
striving to gain a place near the front. Clan leaders mounted on rearing sadains took up forward positions
shouting ingtructionsto their troops. The air was thick with anticipation and the Ansionian equivadent of
adrendine. Gazing down from the crest of the hill, the gpprehensive Kyakhta and Bulgan saw thet full,
unrestrained combat could break out at any moment. Standing between them, Tooqui was unnaturally
glent.

Unexpectedly, the screeches and cries and shouted imprecations arising from both massed forced died
down. Heads were craned and weapons lowered. The center of the Borokii line parted. Advancingin
snglefile, thetwo Jedi Knights and their Padawans marched out into the center of the budding battlefield.

Up on the hill Kyakhta, Bulgan, and Tooqui held their collective bregth.



A number of the Borokii murmured expectantly among themsdves. Although only afew of them had
seen what the offworlders had accomplished among their surepp severd nights before, by now most had
heard about it. Asfor the Januul, they were sufficiently puzzled by the offworlder’ s unexpected
appearance to wonder doud at their presencein this place. Given theflat-eyed, mandessdiens
precarious postion directly in front of the Borokii line, their intentions were clear enough to every soldier
of the Januul. No matter. The offworlderswould die as readily as anysnigvold Borokii.

Having hated hafway between the two opposing hosts, Luminaraand Barriss turned around to face the
massed Borokii. While agrim-faced Anakin confronted the Januul, Obi-Wan raised hisvoice. The
Borokii waited expectantly for their offworld dly to throw down the formd chalenge. Turningadow
circle as he spoke, the Jedi addressed not just the Januul, but both of the assembled armies.

“Ligentome! | am Obi-Wan Kenobi, aKnight of the Jedi Order. Standing here with me are the Jedi
Knight Luminara Unduli and her Padawan Barriss Offee. Besde me aso ismy Padawan Anakin
Skywaker. We have come to your world to make alagting concord between the Alwari and the city folk
of the Unity of Communities, so that the people of Ansion may remain within the galactic Republic
confident that itslaws and regulation will be gpplied equaly and fairly todl.” Raisnganam, he
encompassed the sky with asinglewave. “ Out there, beyond Ansion, greater forces than you can
imagine are a work. Enormousissues of vital importance to every sentient in the galaxy are moving
toward resolution. Ansionisavita part and parcel of what ishappening.” Still turning dowly as he spoke,
helowered hisarm.

“We have come here because we know that wherever the Borokii and the Januul leed, the rest of the
Alwari will follow. We ask that your elders, the elders of both sides, sit down with us and discuss these
meatters anew. Mattersthat are of greater import than those you propose to kill yourselves over today.”
Among the massed Borokii, an uncomfortable stirring had begun. What kind of chalenge wasthisfor an
dly to put to an enemy?

“Y ou must learn to work together,” Obi-Wan continued. “Witheach other, aswell aswith those who
dwdll in thetownsand cities. If you do not,” he concluded, “then you risk losing that which you fight for
to greedy meddlers from the outside like the Commerce Guild—and others, who see Ansion and its
people as nothing more than apawn in agreater game.”

Save for some confused murmuring in the ranks of the Borokii, silence greeted his speech. Then aJanuul
officer advanced on his ornamented mount. Pointing aceremonia sword at the calm, composed human,

hereplied angrily.
“We know nothing of which you spesk, offworlder!”

Obi-Wan responded serenely. “ Of course you don't. That's because you have yet to hear us. Giveus
that chance.”

Behind him, aBorokii leader moved forward. “What kind of assstance isthis? What happens here
today doesn’t involve other worlds, offworlder. Attend to the business at hand, as you promised the
edergd”

“Angonispart of the Republic,” Luminarareplied. “Within the Republic, dl quarrds are the business of
the Senate. And the Jedi Council.”

The Borokii reacted with asmirk. “ So instead of helping us, you' ve decided to save us from ourseves?
So beit, then. We don’t need your help. The Borokii have always taken care of themselves.” A defiant



cry rose from the massed fighters assembled behind him.

It was matched by a chalenging shout from the Januul, whose officer was not finished with the vigitors.
“Get out of the way, offworlderst Wewill settle this aswe aways have, in the traditional manner.
Whatever your intentions, it istoo late now to interfere. The Borokii have come, and we are ready for
them.” Raising hissword, helet out awild, high-pitched whooping no human could have replicated, and
urged his sadain forward.

Concentrating hard, raising ahand to aid in menta focus, Obi-Wan thrust his open pam sharply inthe
direction of the charging officer. It was asif the sadain had run into awall. DespiteitsSx legsit went
down in aheap, more baffled than hurt. Sent flying over the blunt, stunned heed, itsrider landed hard on
the grassy ground. Theimpact sent his sword flying from histhreefingers. With acry, theline of eager
Januul immediately behind him raised their wegpons and surged forward. Bellowing and hissing defiance,
the Borokii responded in kind.

Arrows came flying, spears were flung, and most dangerous of dl, blasters were brought into play.
Anything that came near the Jedi was deflected by lightsabers that ssemed to spin and whirl asrapidly as
lightning itsdf. Missiles sent flying overhead were deflected by judicious and skilled gpplication of the
Force.

Three Januul tried to jump Luminara. Three strokes of her lightsaber disarmed the first, melted the blade
of the second, and knocked down the heavy club wielded by the third. She wastoo busy to
acknowledge their stunned stares. Weaponless, they backed dowly away from the olive-skinned dervish,
retreating toward their own line. In thisthey were accompanied by more and more of their companions
as Luminaraand her comrades methodically neutraized one group of bewildered warriors after another.

Firing blasters, apair of furious Borokii rushed Anakin. Instead of fleeing, he advanced toward his
attackers, the blade of his lightsaber deflecting one shot after another. Two quick strokes swept the
wegpons from their hands. It would have been asmple matter to bring the lightsaber around, cutting off
both their armswith asingle swift stroke. But Obi-Wan' singtructions as they had marched from the
Borokii line out onto the field of battle had been explicit.

“No maiming and no killing,” the Jedi hed ingtructed him. “It’shard to win hearts and minds when you're
cutting off heads and hands.”

Further forcefulness wasn't necessary anyway, he saw. Certainly not to convince the two who had so
boldly charged him. Without a glance at their expensive and now useless pistols, they fled back to the
safety of the Borokii line.

Another ten minutes or so of ferociousfutility finaly impressed upon Januul and Borokii dike that the

fight wasover. Or rather, that it was uselessto try to engage in one. Indl their mutua higtory, indl their
experience of combat, neither sde had ever heard of athree-way baéttle. It was outsde their experience,
and they had no way of coping withit. Especialy sincethethird party battled either sdewith equa zedl.

No, that wasn't quite right. The offworlders had not actually attacked anyone. It was they who had been
assaulted, for presuming they could dictate the rules of battle to the proud warriors of the overclans.
Since that was precisely what they had done, both sides had no choice but to fall back and rethink the
unprecedented situation. Especialy since agood many of their finest weapons had already been
destroyed by the offworlders. And there were onlyfour of the mandessinterlopers. Only four!

Nor wasit lost on elther side that the strangers had harmed not a single combatant. They had liquidated



only weapons. Where was the guarantee that if the fight was resumed this would continue to be the case?

Disarmed warriors looked askance at one another and gave voiceto their unease. If they couldn’t put
down even one of the offworlders with blastersit was unlikely they would be able to do better with
traditional weapon like a sword or a spear.

Perhaps, afew among them began to suggest tentatively, it might be better to listen to what the visitors
had to say. Listen to the offworlders, let the surepp of both sides grow fat, and wait. They could dways
resume the ancient argument between them at alater date.

The Januul ranks parted to alow the emergence of adignified, senior figure. Breathing hard, lightsaboer
held firmly in both hands, Barriss reflected that he was certainly old enough to be an elder. In response,
an individual more withered than any warrior but till straight of back and proud posture stepped out
from among the massed Borokii. The two elders regarded each other acrossthe field of battle with an
equal measure of distaste and respect. When they spoke, it was to accede to redlity.

With the visitors having started their case most admirable for an urgent meeting with not just one but
both Councils of Elders, the Borokii senior invited the four offworlders back to the meetinghouse. This
invitation was promptly countered by the elder Januul. 1t was unthinkable that such an important gathering
should take place in aBorokii dwelling. Stepping his mount neatly sdeways, the Januul indicated that the
vigtors should follow him down to the main camp below.

Theresult of these seemingly benign invitations was contradictory: both sdes threstened to resume
fighting over the new issue of who should host the forthcoming peaceful get-together. Visbly annoyed,
Luminaradecreed that the summit would be held in neither camp. A new building, using components
provided by both sides, should be erected right where they were currently standing. That way neither
overclan could claim paramountcy over the proceedings.

The Borokii agreed, grudgingly. The Januul concurred, reluctantly. Well aware of the hundreds of
convex eyes upon them, the four offworlders turned and strode off the field of battle. They did their best
to give theimpression that nothing exceptional had occurred, and that the sensation they had caused was
al inaday’ swork for representatives of the Jedi Council.

But in redlity, they were each and every one of them dead tired. Thereisnothing more chalenging or
exhaugting for askilled fighter than engaging in combat while striving not to kill, but to preserve thelife of,
your opponent.

Especidly when those opponents are franticaly doing their best to annihilate one another.

Chapter Seventeen

Though the Borokii eldersfelt betrayed by their erstwhile offworld alies, they had no recourse now but
to participate in the new mesting. For their part, the Januul were intensely suspicious of the entire
business.

“Youliedto usl” the senior Borokii male thundered accusingly, indifferent at what the attendant Januul



might think. 'Y ou broke your solemn bond!”

“Not at al,” Obi-Wan replied quietly. “Y ou asked usto help you ded with your traditional enemies, the
Jenuul. That isexactly what wedid.” Hisdight smilewidened. “Nothing was ever said about helping you
Oefeet them.”

Mouth open, angry retort at the ready, the elder found himself hesitating. Eventudly, he resumed his seat
on the carpeted dais. On hisright, asenior femdetittered and cracked her knuckles—but softly. The
Januul elders smply looked confused.

Inthe end, it was the redlization that both sdes felt equally put upon by the Jedi that led to their eventud
reconciliation, at least within the terms of the proffered treaty. Only later, Luminarareflected, would they
cometo see that both sides had gained something: from making peace with each other aswell aswith the
Unity of city and town folk. And most important of al, by agreeing to aplan that would see Ansion
remaining, once and for al, within the Republic and under itslaws.

Persondly, Bayaar was ddighted with the outcome. He had expected to |ose many friends that day,
among both his clan and offworlders. Who could have foreseen such an outcome.

“| am told that the two councils have agreed to everything you have asked. The accord will befindized
tonight in the traditional manner, during afeast in which both Borokii and Januul will participate.” If he'd
had lips, he would have smacked them. “Thaose who are fortunate enough to be invited will have
something exceptiona to remember! Both clans dso have agift for you, though | was not told what it
wes.”

There was no cheering, no shouting within the visitors house. Only weary, satisfied smiles, and the
knowledge of ajob well done. Had their training not been adequate, had the three-way battle lasted
much longer, any of them could have been serioudly injured, or even killed. Now, quiet congratulations
were exchanged, and relieved Master complimented joyful Padawan.

No one was more delighted than Anakin. He had enjoyed the opportunity to do battle with something
besides word, though he would never have admitted as much. Especially not to Master Obi-Wan. They
would be going back to Cuipernam now, not a moment too soon, and from there to Coruscant to present
their report in person to the Jedi Council. After that, unless another crisis somewherein the gaaxy
required their immediate attention, they would be granted a period of rest. If he could just manage the
matter of transportation, and if Master Obi-Wan concurred, he knew exactly how and where he was

going to spend his.

The feast was everything Bayaar had promised, a consuming spectacle of sight, sound, food, and drink.
The next morning they bid farewdl| to their new friends among the Januul and the Borokii. Racing toward
distant Cuipernam they should have been able to relax, but could not. In the absence of their comlink,
destroyed by the Qulun chieftain Baiuntu, they could not inform anyone, most importantly the delegates of
the Unity, of their success. They had, as the ancient aphorism went, no timeto lose.

Kyakhtaand Bulgan rode proudly out front, full of pride at having participated in So momentousa
moment in the history of the Alwari. As had become his habit, Tooqui traveled with Barriss, scrambling
al over her towering suubatar from head to hindquarters. The patient steed tolerated the Gwurran's
anticswithout complaint.

“A great accomplishment, Master.” Her suubatar loping alongsde Luminaras, Barriss spoke from her
saddle. Experience had made her comfortable with the rocking motion, and she rode with the ease of a



prosperous merchant.

“An accomplishment.” Luminarawas willing to concede that much. “A job well done. *Greatness isa
description best reserved for the ages. Everyonethinkstheir own achievementsworthy of memoridizing,
but time tendstto treat such things unkindly. After ahundred years, most such ‘ accomplishments have
been margindized. In athousand, they are generaly forgotten.” Seeing the look on the Padawan’sface,
she made an effort to sound more upbeat.

“That doesn’t mean what we did here was unimportant. Our history isonly yesterday, and yesterdays
meatter. Besides, we are none of us historians. Who isto say what iscrucid to the history of civilization
and what isn't? Not ordinary Jedi. That'sfor the Council and professona historiansto decide. Whetis
important isthat we accomplished what we came al thisway to do, and that as few sentients as possible
diedintheredizing of it.”

Barriss spent amoment digesting this. Then her amilereturned. “Whatever €l se anyone says about what
wedid here, | think holding off not one but two opposing armies without killing anyone on either sde
quaifies as something specid. Y ou were amazing, Master. Mot of the time | was too busy to watch, but
| had glimpses enough. I’ ve never seen anyone so calm and so fearless under such pressure.”

“Cdm? Fearless?” Luminaralaughed. “ There were moments when | was scared to death, Padawan.
Thetrick at such timesisnot to show it. Alwaysknow wherein your menta closet you' ve hung your
bravery, Barriss, so you can put it on whenever you need it.”

She nodded. “I will remember that, Magter.”

And shedwayswould, Luminaraknew. A fine apprentice, Barriss. Tending abit to the pessmigtic at
times, but a devoted student. Not likethat Anakin Skywalker. Greater potentia there, but also greater
uncertainty. She had observed him during the battle. More than any other non-Jedi she had ever known,
she would have wanted him defending her back. It waswhat he might doafter such battlesthat
concerned her. Morethan abit of an enigma, that young man. That was not only her opinion. Obi-Wan
had indicated as much to her on more than one occasion. But he had dso inssted that the boy held within
him the potential for greatness.

Wil as she had just more or lesstold Barriss, that was one of those outcomes only time could decide.
Skywalker was not her responsibility, and she was glad of it. She was not sure she would have been as
patient with him as was Obi-Wan. An unusua teacher for an unusua student, she reflected. She urged
her suubatar to lengthen its Stride dightly.

Unity delegate Fargane s ssomach was not al that was growling. The senior delegate wastired. Tired,
and angry. He missed hishomein distant Hurkset, he missed hisrelatives, and the family business never
did aswell without him around to dispense the worldly advice of which he wasameagter. It wasal the
fault of these representatives of the turgid, pompous Republic Senate. These ‘ Jedi’. Prior to their arriva
on Ansion, delegate Ranjiyn had declared that their reputation preceded them. Wdl,Haja , asfar as
Fargane was concerned, their reputation had receded with them. They had been accorded respect and
greeted as potentid saviors of the peace, only to vanish into the endless plains of Ansion.

It was time to make adecision. Though hewas still not certain which way he intended to vote, hewas
certain of onething: that vote waslong overdue. He said as much to his colleagues.



“They are till out there somewhere,” delegate Tolut inssted. “We should maybe wait alittle longer.”
Standing by the third-floor window, the bulky Armaat gazed pensively northward. Even his patience was
beginning to wear thin. During their only encounter, the Jedi had impressed him mightily. Where were
they—and more important, where was the treaty they had promised that would at last settle
long-standing matters of disagreement between the city folk of the Unity and the Alwari nomads.?

“I'll tell you wherethey are” Everyone turned toward the speaker. Asofficia observer of acodition of
Cuipernam merchants, Ogomoor had no power to affect the proceedings of the Unity Council. He could
only offer an opinion. But as day after day continued to pass with neither sign nor word from the vigiting
Jedi, hisview acquired greater and greater weight.

“They'vegone”
The human delegate Dameerd frowned. Y ou mean they’ ve left Anson?

Soergg’ s mgordomo feigned indifference. “Who knows? | mean that they are no longer with us. There
are other ports besides Cuipernam, and a good ship can touch down anywhere. Perhapsthey’ ve gone
back to Coruscant, or perhaps they’ re dead. Either way, they’ vefailed to ddiver on what they promised:
the acceptance by the Alwari of anew social understanding on Ansion.” He gestured meaning fully.
“How much longer will you delay? However you vote on this matter of secession, this eterna uncertainty
is bad for business.”

“I aminfull agreement with you there,” Fargane huffed.

Ranjiyn eyed the senior delegate respectfully. “1 concede that a decision should be made. Anson’s
future waits on those of us gathered here.”

A conflicted Tolut tried to sdl. “Can’'t we give these well-meaning visitorsalittle more time?’

“Who saysthey arewd | meaning?’ Kandah snapped. “ Shal welet them define themsalves? They serve
other masters. The Jedi Council, the Republic Senate, perhaps others. They do asthey aretold. If they
have been told to leave without speaking to us, | would not be surprised. It would be characteristic of the
kind of long-winded politica maneuvering so typica of the Senate.” Her voiceroseangrily. “1 don't like
being treated in this manner!”

“By the end of the week, then.” Ranjiynwasindgtent. “I say that if we have not heard anything from
them by then, we should take the vote.”

“Wdl!” muttered Volunedoud. “A decison at last. While tend to agree with Fargane that too much
time has been wasted on this matter already, | will accede to that timetable.” He looked over at the
senior delegate, human eyes mesting those of the dightly shorter Ansionian. “Fargane?’

The representative made agurgling noisein histhroat. “Moretime wasted. Haja, very wdl. Butno
longer,” he concluded warningly. “Tolut?’

The Armalat turned from where he had been staring out the window. “ These Jedi are good people, |
believe. But who knows what they have been told to do, or what has happened to them? They presume
too much.” The heavy head gestured affirmatively. “The end of the week. It isagreed.”

It was so decided. No more delays, no more excuses. Jedi or no Jedi, treaty or no treaty, they each of
them had responsibilitiesto their individua congtituencies, whose citizens had been clamoring for afina



decision on the matter of secession. Concerned communications had come aswdl from offworld, from
the Mdarians and the Ketumites, whose own futures were so closdly and formaly tied to that of their
Andoniandlies

Ogomoor was delighted. The end of the week was farther away than his Master would have liked, but
neither wasit much pleased.

The mgordomo was much pleased with himsdf.

Chapter Eighteen

Ogomoor had just delivered aminor bit of good financia new to his bossban and was on hisway out of
the lounging chamber and back to his office when Soergg erupted behind him.

“It'snot possible!” the Hutt bellowed into the commdroid, whosejob it wasto hover closeto the
massive, lumpy head during business hours.

Adrait fellow that he was, Ogomoor was able to divine severd things smultaneoudy from hisMaster's
exclamation. Firgt, when someone declares loudly and violently that something isnot possible, itis
probably an accomplished fact. Second, things that are supposed to be not possible that become redlity
amogt dwaysimply negative consequences. And third, there was no point in hurrying from the room
becausein al probability he would immediately receive an order to return.

All thisflashed through the mgjordomo’ smind in an ingtant; just long enough for him to mentaly prepare
himsdf. Soergg continued listening to whoever was on the other end of the transmission. The Hutt' seyes
bulged and veins throbbed on his neck region and head. He must be upset indeed, Ogomoor knew, for
those blood-carrying tubes to force themsel ves to the surface through so much intervening fat.

Helistened patiently if uneadly. Patently, his bossban was not recelving good news. As bad news
traveled rapidly down the chain of command through the Hutt’ s many enterprises, it was his destiny to be
among thefirgt to shareinit. Occasionally, Soergg would interject acomment or two into the largely
one-sded conversation. Asthe Hutt continued to listen, these rapidly grew both stronger and more
profanein tone.

When at last the transmission ended, the enraged bossban swung furioudly at the mechanica ddiverer of
bad news. A heavy hand smacked the guiltless hovering droid into the nearby wall. It crackled once
beforefaling to the ground, shattered. Ogomoor swallowed hard. If the Hutt was angry enough to
sacrifice expensive equipment on the dtar of hisrage, it did not bode well for his organic, more easily
broken, subordinates. The mgordomo took care to remain well out of the Hutt’ sreach.

Soergg was not in the mood to mince words, even at the sacrifice of his beloved sarcasm. “Those
accursed Jedi are back!”

“Back?’ Ogomoor looked blank. “Back where?’



Vadt yellow eyes glared down at him, and Ogomoor was glad he had not moved any closer. “Back
here, youidiot!”

Genuindy taken aback, the first assstant gaped at his Magter. “Here? In Cuipernam?’

“No,” Soergg growled dangeroudy. “In my deeping quarters.” Voicing acurt command, he caled forth
another commdroid from the cabinet in which they were stored in multiples. “They're at the city inn
where they stayed subsequent to their initid arrival. At least we retain one competent informant! Get over
there. Take whatever you need. Hire whomever you need. Maybe, just maybe, they’ re too tired to ask
questions and will retire for therest of the day. If not—if it appearsthey are coming out and heading for
Cuipernam municipal complex—stop them. Do whatever you must. But keegp them from reaching the
complex. They must not be allowed to interfere with the vote of the Unity delegation. Not now.
Not when we are s0 close to achieving everything we have worked for.” The Hutt made avisible effort
to calm himself as he checked the newly activated commdroid’ s chronometer.

“Hold the Jedi until sunset. After sunset the vote will have been taken and it won't matter what they do.
But prior to the setting of this benighted planet’ s sun, none of them must be allowed to reach the
municipd hal.”

“Yes, Bosshan. You said | should do whatever | must.” He hesitated. “If | have to take steps, they might
beinfull view of the populace.”

“Cross-spit the populace! Wewill ded with any adverse public reactions|later. It isnot local reaction |
am concerned with.” Grunting, he leaned toward his mg ordomo. “Do you understand?’

“Yes, Bossban,” Ogomoor replied somberly.
“Then what are you doing standing here oozing menta fluids? Go. Now.”

Ogomoor went.

The manager was a Dbarian; al tentacles, warts, and worry. That it was astonished to seethem again,
diveand well, wasagiven. Sufficeto say that itsflexible unsegmented extensons turned bright blue with
urprise.

Were there rooms available for its honored guest? Did one eat aloomas headfirst? And could the
manager possibly notify the Unity that the visiting Jedi had returned, with asigned treety not only from the
Alwari overclan but the Januul aswell.

The Dbarian executed itskind’ s equivaent of afrown. “Y ou mean, honored guests, that you have not
yet informed the delegation of thisimportant achievement?’

Tired but happy, Luminarashook her head by way of response. “Our comlinkswere lost during our
sojourn on the plains, and neither the Borokii nor the Januul employ them.” She amiled. “Tredition.”

“But...” the Dbarian’ s chromophores were flashing different shades of maroon, indicating bewilderment.
“The Unity delegation isvoting on the matter of secession from the Republictoday .”

“Today?" Anakin pushed right up among the manager’ s serpentine limbs. “But we haven't made our



report to them yet. Surely they wouldn’t vote on so important a matter without waiting to hear from us?’

Behind him, Obi-Wan was thinking fast and hard. “The sentiment for secesson is strong among certain
Ansionian factions, and we know they are being encouraged by offworld eements. Enemies of the
Republic could very well have used our recent lack of communication to pressfor avote” He eyed the
manager intently. “Y ou said that the voting sesson isto be held today. What time today?”

“That | do not know, honored guest. It is not something an innkeeper needs to keep track of. But the
whole city knows about the vote. It was publicly announced, and is no secret. | believe—I bdieveit was
scheduled for later this afternoon. Yes,” he declared with growing confidence. “Just before sunset.”

The Jedi relaxed. “Thenwe havetime.” Heindicated the instrumentation arrayed behind the manager.
“I'll need to borrow acomlink until we can replace our own.”

“Certainly, honored guest.” Making sureit was fully charged, the manager passed one over. Recitingthe
relevant activation code, Obi-Wan immediately requested a connection to Unity delegate Ranjiyn.

There was no response. Hetried again, and athird time.
Luminaralooked questioningly at her colleague. “What’s wrong, Obi-Wan?’

“I tried delegate Ranjiyn’ s persond contact sequence. Then Tolut’s, and finally the venerable Fargane's.
| received an automated message that was the same for each. * United Ouruvot Communications regrets
that dl city transmission frequencies are temporarily off-line due to an equipment failure’” Heturned
sharply to examine the entranceto theinn. “1 fear that those who would keep us from delivering our
report to the Unity delegation know we are here. | canfed it.”

His companions were ingtantly on dert. Kyakhtaand Bulgan saw to their own wesgpons while Tooqui
found himsdlf watching anything that moved. Behind them, the manager had been trying theinn’sown
fadlities. Every attempt to communicate outside the building itself produced the same apologetic
automated response.

“Areyou saying, honored guests, that someone has ordered the shutdown of al city communicationsin
Cuipernam just to keep you from speaking to the Unity delegation?’ Its chromophores flared an intense
pink.

“Until the voteistaken, anyway.” Obi-Wan had aready started for the doorway. “Don’'t concern
yoursdlf about it, innkeeper. | have afeding that by nightfall your communicationswill be back on-line”
His expression was grim as he glanced over a Luminara, who was matching him stride for tride. “We
gill havetime, but we need to move quickly.” With their anxious, aert Padawans behind them and their
Alwari guides bringing up the rear, the two Jedi exited theinn and turned sharply up the main boulevard.

Exactly three minutes after their departure, the communications problems a the inn where they had
planned to stay were rendered moot by aterrific explosion that caused the sturdy structure to completely
implode.

Asluck would haveit, there wasn't avehicle to be seen out on the street. Pleading vita Republic need,
Luminara and Obi-Wan would have had no qualms about commandeering a passing landspeeder or even
a hover truck—had there been oneto be had. But al they encountered were smple, traditional means of
locd trangport, designed for carrying smal quantities of goods through Cuipernam’ s maze of winding,
narrow streets. Given the hectic mix of bulky commercid trangports, Ansonians, visiting and resident



aiens, and domesticated animasthat crowded the city streets, alow-flying landspeeder might have been
dower than waking, anyway. Cuipernam was an old city, with acommercid center that had never been
designed with modern vehicular trafficin mind. That was one of its attractions to visitors, but it aso meant
that its transportation facilities were athrowback to amuch earlier era.

At least, Luminarareflected gratefully, it was not far to the municipa complex, the weather was good,
and it was something of arelief to be waking again ingtead of fighting for balance on the back of alofty,
galoping suubatar. She glanced sunward. They still had plenty of timeto reach the municipa hall before
the Unity delegates assembled to cast their critically important votes.

They were hafway there when Luminarafelt the disturbance. Peering initsdirection, it took her only a
moment to detect the suggestive movement out of the corner of one eye. Extending acasua hand to her
companion, she touched Obi-Wan'sarm in acertain way, then Barriss , while her fellow Jedi aerted
Angkin. Kyakhtaand Bulgan had move out in front while the endlesdy curious Tooqui darted inquisitively
from gtall to shop. None of the nomads noticed the subtle change that had come over their human
companions.

Edging closer to Luminara, giving no sign that anything was amiss, Obi-Wan whispered asingleword.
“Where?’

Shetold him with her eyes, glancing upward and to their [eft.

Responding with abardly perceptible nod, he passed the information along to Anakin and their Alwari
guideswhile sheinformed Barriss. It was decided not to tell Tooqui. Hewas unlikely to be aprimary
target, he would find out soon enough what was going on, and the last thing they needed was ahissng,
panicky Gwurran running amok on the crowded streets.

When the snipers on the roofs that paralleled the avenue below opened fire, it was only to seetheir shots
deflected by waiting, activated lightsabers. Not one of the shots that rained down from the surrounding
rooftops came close to striking its mark. Emitting a collective cry of darmin no less than two-dozen
distinct languages, shoppers and travel er, merchant and pedestrians proceeded to scatter in al directions.

Jedi and companions ducked into the large trading establishment that dominated the far Side of the Street.

Mouth agape, Ogomoor stared down at the panic that had infected the street below. A moment earlier,
the Jedi and their associates had been strolling aong, to al outward appearances content and
unconcerned, wholly innocent of the fate that was about to befal them. The next, they had not only
repelled his carefully choreographed ambush but had taken refuge in the building opposite, out of sight of
his chartered assassins. They were the best he had been able to find and hire subsequent to his bossban's
incensed orders, but good as some of them were, they couldn’t hit what they couldn’t see.

Fear fighting frustration inside him, he pulled out his specid closed-frequency comlink and ordered his
ground troops to rush the trading compound where the quarry had sought shelter. If the Jedi could be
driven back out onto the street, then his rooftop executioners could pick them off. Even Jedi would be
hard-pressed to deal smultaneoudy with more than one axis of béttle.

“Thisway!” Luminaraled her friends toward the back of the establishment as customers and sales
personnd alike dovefor cover. It was good that they did. While the Jedi were concerned for the safety
of innocent bystanders, the several dozen professond killerswho came barrdling in through the rear
entrance labored under no such ethical compunctions.

Fire erupted within the compound asrifles and blasters blazed away. Insde the establishment’ s armored



office, two managers and one of the owners bemoaned the destruction of store and stock asthe two sets
of combatantsflailed away at one another. The authorities had aready been aerted, but by the time they
decided to put in an appearance the interior of the neatly laid-out commerciad complex might well liein
ruins

These were not the same garden-variety assassins and murderers she and Barriss had been forced to
confront soon after their arrival on Ansion, Luminaradecided. They advanced with much more
assurance, took aim with far greater accuracy. Only Jedi skills enabled her and her companionsto hold
them off. Someone, she mused, had gone to considerabl e trouble and expense to engage this bunch.

Dedling with two assailants a once, she did not see the smal shape of the diminutive but well-armed
Vrot rising dowly on her left from behind apair of terrified customers. Knowing he would probably get
only one shot at the dusive and difficult-to-get Jedi, the Vrot took careful aim. Ashe was about to pull
the trigger of hisweapon, something that was dl bulging eyes, flailing arms, and kicking feet landed on his
head and shoulders. Startled, the murderous Vrot went down beneath avolley of uniquely inventive
invective

“Tooqui kill' Bad bad foreigner! Tooqui choke with own entrails! Tooqui—whup!”

Throwing the lightweight obstruction off his shoulders, the infuriated \Vrot whirled and brought his
weapon to bear on the meddlesome Gwurran. As he did, he was struck again, thistime by two much
bigger and stronger bodies. Luminarasaw that she was once more free to deal with her origina

lants. Between the three of them, Kyakhta, Bulgan, and the effervescent Tooqui were cheerfully
besting theliving daylights out of the unfortunate Vrot.

But there were too many skilled attackers. To ensure the safety of innocent bystanders, of shoppersand
sales personnel, Luminaraand Obi-Wan decided that aretreat wasin order. It would be more
dangerous to continue the fight out in the street, where they would again likely come under close-infire
from surrounding rooftops, but that was better than seeing dozens of inoffengve citizens cut down by the
calousgang of professond killers.

Ogomoor got the word from one of his hirelings ingde the compound and hurried to alert hisfrusirated
snipers. “Beready!” heingructed them viavoice and comlink. “The Jedi areretreating! Let them dl back
out onto the street before you resumefire.” Returning his attentions to the boulevard below, he added
more softly but no lessemphatically, “We don’t want even one of them to get away.”

Kneding behind his sniper’ srifle on the parapet of the building on which they waited, one of the
assassinsinquired casudly, “What about the Alwari who are with them? Thetwo big onesand thelittle
one?’

“Don’t worry about them. Our people on the ground will take care of them. Get the Jedli fird, then their
Padawans.” Eagerly, Ogomoor leaned forward to enjoy the forthcoming daughter while exposing aslittle
of hisown precious sef aspossible.

Below, arecognizable garment appeared, vanished back under cover, appeared again. Come out,
noble Jedi. Show yourselves. Step out in the street, into the clear, bright sunshine of Ansion. Sep
out where | can seeyou. |, and my very high-priced servants.

There, he shouted slently. He could see both Jedi, fighting side-by-side, emerging with obvious
reluctance but emerging nonetheless from within the cover of the trading compound. He could seethe
two kneeling assassins on his|eft tensing asthey prepared to fire. With luck and good fortune, it would al



findly be over in lessthan aminute or two.

Unfortunatdy, the blessings of Jaguin, the god of guile, were not with him that morning. The Alwari who
descended upon the pair of snipers might aswell have dropped out of the sky for al the intimation they
gave of their presence. Knives and other traditional weapons flashed repeatedly in that same clear, bright
sunshine of Ansion that Ogomoor had been counting on to facilitate the work of his hired assassns. Ashe
whirled and raced for the exit that led down and away from the rooftop, he caught a passing glimpse of
the bold motifson theintruders garments. His eyes grew even wider than usud.

Situng Borokii—andHovsgol Januul. Warriors of the two most important overclans. Ferociousfighters
with reputations that extended the length and breadth of both hemispheres.

What werethey doinghere , in Cuipernam, interfering in acity brawl? He did not know and would not
imagine. He knew only that the sunny rooftop was no longer asafe placeto linger.

Ashefled, he saw that smilar scuffles were taking place on the roofs opposite, where other outriding
Alwari were overpowering hisremaining snipers. Without shooters on the rooftops to worry about, he
feared the Jedi and their Padawans would make short work of his surviving workforce. Then therewould
be nothing standing between them, the city of Cuipernam’smunicipa complex, and the Unity delegation.
Unexpectedly, he found himsdlf faced with the prospect of having to report yet another failureto his
Master. An especidly expengvefalure. Soergg would be lees than pleased and more than furious. He
would...

Cuipernam was not the only city on Ansion, and Soergg the Hutt not the only bossban worthy of the
maordomo’ sinimitable talents. Weary of having to report one failure after another, the redoubtable
Ogomoor wondered, as he descended the Sairsthree at atime, if today might not be the right day for
someone of hisability to think serioudy about seeking employment elsewhere.

No, hetold himsdf as he fumbled for the closed-frequency comlink. He might yet make his knowledge
and experience pay. Therewas ill one card |€eft to play.

Neither Luminaranor Obi-Wan quite understood what had happened to the potentialy lethal shooters
on the surrounding rooftops until afamiliar face appeared in the midst of the body-strewn Street. As soon
asthey recognized it, they and their Padawans were in equal measure surprised and relieved.

“Hello, Bayaar.” Placing one hand over her face and the other over her chest, Luminara greeted the
Borokii warrior in the accepted Alwari fashion. Behind him, Borokii and Januul fighters were mopping up
thelast of the hired assassins. Thiswouldn’t take long, she saw, since the remainder of their attackers
were now desperately scrambling to fleein any and every available direction. “Though | didn’t expect to
seeyou agan, | haveto admit that your timing for areunion is nothing short of admirable’

“What isthis?’ Obi-Wan gestured past him, in the direction of their other rescuers.

Bayaar’ s sharp teeth showed in abroad grin. “Y our honor guard, noble Obi-Wan. Don’t you remember
being promised a“present’ by the twinned Council of Alwari Elders? Thisisit. They didn’'t want anything
to happen to their new offworld friends.” Had he been physiologically capable of doing so, he would
have winked. “Especidly not before theformal treaty between the Alwari and the Unity isin place.

We ve been shadowing you ever since you left our camp; guarding your rear, looking for trouble,
watching out for you.” Histone and expression grew more serious. “We lingered dmost too far behind
you.”



“Wewould have managed,” Anakintold him. At astern ook from his Master, he added quickly,
“Though your help was certainly more than welcome.”

Bayaar bowed dightly in the Padawan’ s direction, and Anakin felt abashed. Would he ever learn to
think before speaking? Histraining was making him more than overconfident: it was making him brash.
Somehow, he was going to have to learn how to be as patient as Obi-Wan. Otherwise he would never
stand achance of equaling, much less surpassing, the skills of hisingtructor.

“WE re no less anxious than your eldersto conclude this matter.” Making sure her lightsaber was
resecured at her waist, Luminara started back up the street. Obi-Wan joined her, with the rest of their
party following behind.

They were flanked on both sides, on both the ground and the surrounding rooftops, by warriors of the
Situng Borokii and the Hovsgol Januul. Drawn from the best fighters of both clans, they presented an
intimidating yet captivating spectacle as they escorted the offworl ders through the city streets. Wide-eyed
locals stopped in their tracks or emerged from shops to behold the procession, and visiting diensfrom
even sophisticated worlds were suitably impressed. The Jedi were not chalenged again.

When they findly arrived, the municipa hal of the city of Cuipernam was asthey remembered it. While
Bayaar and hiswarriors stood guard outside, the visitors were announced and admitted. The makeup of
the Unity’ s delegation was somewhat different than it had been before. Delegate Ranjiyn wasthere, of
course, and Tolut, and five others Luminararecognized, but for the purposes of the vote the delegation
had been expanded to twelve members. In consideration, no doubt, of the importance of the decision
they wereto render. Of thetwelve, eight were natives of Ansion and the othersresident dienslikethe
humans V olune and Dameerd and the Armaat Tolut.

Though they watched and listened attentively, neither Anakin nor Barriss paid any particular attention to
the welcoming formdlities. Kyakhtaand Bulgan sat proudly behind the visiting humans, while a bored
Tooqui spent histime searching the floor for vauables that might have been dropped by the esteemed
participants. So long as he stayed in the background and did not intrude upon the proceedings, everyone
ignored him.

Shocked apol ogies and genuine sympathy flowed from the del egates when they heard how unknown
forces had tried to have the city’ s guests executed in the streets. In return, concern was voiced by
Obi-Wan and Luminarafor the hedlth and resolution of the delegates. As some of them were new to the
Jedi, and vice versg, introductions were deemed in order.

Before they could begin, a panting, wild-eyed figure burst into the chamber. “Honored representatives of
the Ansionian Unity of citiesand townd | beg you to grant me amoment of your time. | haveinformation
that will be of great useto you in the rendering of your decison.” Thefigure reached for a pocket. “I
know whereof the—"

A burst of energy illuminated from the front of the chamber. Lightsaberswere drawn but not activated.
Theindividua who had fired at the intruder had not panicked, but had taken careful aim. Hisweapon
was efficient. Theintruder had died ingtantly.

Warily approaching the smoking corpse, Anakin bent over the shattered figure of the uninvited
Ansionian. Extending a hand toward the pocket the lifeless visitor had been reaching for, the Padawan
removed the single device that had reposed within. A quick glancereveded itsfunction. He held it up for
the othersto see.



“A recorder.” He gave the device a cursory ingpection. “It' sfried.”

The shooter returned the blaster he had employed with such precise aim to the pouch that hung from his
neck. “ So unfortunate. Burgting in uninvited, ranting and screaming like thet, there was no way of telling
what this one intended. When he reached for his pocket...” the spesker left the implication unsaid.

Next to him, Tolut the Armalat eyed the smoking corpse curioudy. “ That’s Ogomoor. | recognize him
despite the damage. Wasn't hein your employ?’

The shooter gestured nonchadantly. *He performed some occasiond functionsfor me, yes. Thoughl
gave him every opportunity and trested him well, | dwaysthought him abit unstable.” A hand gestured in
the direction of the dead body. “I am truly sorry to see my early judgment confirmed.”

Barrissal but bolted toward the delegation. So abrupt was her reaction that Anakin was tempted to
activate hislightsaber. Hafway toward the long, curving table behind which the Unity delegates were
seeted, she began gesturing heatedly at the individual who reposed dightly off to one side.

“Youl” shedeclamed inavoice S0 ringing it might aswell have been the Jedi Luminaradoing the
accusng. “Youwere the one!”

The object of her wrath gawked uncomprehendingly at the furious human, then soread hisarmswidein
innocent supplication as he regarded the assembled del egates.

Luminaragazed narrowly at her infuriated Padawan. “Barriss? Explain yoursdf.”

“Explanmysdf? Yes I'll explan mysdf, Master.” Her hand was steady as she held it pointed at the
individud in question. “I didn’t recognize him at first because | never saw him, but when | was preparing
to flee the room where | had been imprisoned, before we left Cuipernam, Bulgan let hisname dip.” She
indicated the still-smoking body on thefloor of the hal behind her. “1t dl comestogether now.” Her eyes
bored into larger, ditted ones. They stared back impolitely, masking the unpleasant thought thet roiled
behind them.

“Soergg the Huitt, | accuse you of ordering my kidnapping, of trying to obstruct any reconciliation
between the people of the cities and the Alwari of the plains, of directing at least one and probably two
attempts on our lives, of offering to pay the clan Qulun and anyone else who could manage it to abduct
and restrain us until after the vote that is to take place here today, and probably of being in the pay of the
Commerce Guild to boot.” Her other hand dropped to her lightsaber.

A glance from Luminarawas enough to stay the Padawan, but not to mute her anger. “Thisisan
important conference, Barriss. No matter how we may fedl about certain tangential matters, there are
protocolsto befollowed.”

“Tangentid! But he' sthe one who had me kidnapped!” Barriss protested vehemently. “And he samost
certainly behind al our troubles her on Ansion.”

“Thisisnot acourt of law, Padawan.” Luminaraspoke gently but firmly. “Words likealmost are even
lessadmissible here. Thisis neither the time nor the place for addressing such concerns. Redtrain
yoursdlf.” Her tone hardened. “Or | will haveto.”

Sowly, reluctantly, Barriss sat back down. But her eyes never |eft the distended, bloated object of her
resentment. Behind her and her friends, city attendants were removing the broken body of the Hutt's



former mgordomo.

Shaking his head regretfully, Soergg addressed the curious delegates. “Our offworld friends have clearly
been under enormous strain. Thisis quite understandable. Spending so much time among the savage,
uncivilized nomads of the plainswould takeitstoll on any civilized person.” At thisinsult, Bulgan started
forward, and had to be restrained by Kyakhta. “| take no umbrage at the child’ s outburst. | can only
imagine the deprivations she and her companions have been forced to suffer these past weeks out on the
empty prairie”

“At least we didn’t have to worry about ‘ savage nomads' trying to murder us from ambush,” Barriss
shot back. Luminarathrew her a cautioning glance, but for once the Padawan ignored it. She was that

agry.

One of the new Ansionian delegates peered down the ceremonial table at the well-known and highly
respected member of Cuipernam’ s diverse business community. The delegation had alowed the Huitt to
be present as a courtesy, to observe the vote on behdf of dl the city’ sbusinessinterests. “This
offworlder’ swords trouble me, Soergg. Could she be so mistaken?’

The Hutt spread hisarmswide. “Y ou dl know me here. | am only an ordinary businessperson trying,
like the rest of you, to survive on aworld where | was not born. Thanks to the warmth and openness of
Ansion’s people, | have prospered here. Think now: would | redlly do anything to jeopardize dl that |
have e accomplished, everything that | have built?” Casting akindly gazein the direction of the barely
controlled Padawan, he dl but wept openly. “Isthisthe kind of understanding we can expect from
envoys of the Senate if we consent to accept this concordance the Jedi bring before us?’

Oh, but hewas clever! Barrisssaw. Thefa dug was an expert a twisting wordsto fit the Stuation. He
might be lacking in minutiae like a conscience, or scruples, or legs, but words he had in abundance. She
understood now why Master Luminara had warned her to keep silent. One of thefirgt things atrue Jedi
must do, she remembered reluctantly, waslearn to control her temper. At critical moments such asthis
mesting, persona fedings and individua emotions could not be dlowed to intrude.

So shehdd in the fury she wasfeding, did not try to employ the Force to wrench the smug, bloated
Hutt’s eyes out of hisswollen head, and sat till as a sculpture chiseled in stone while del egates and Jedi
discussed the terms of the proposed agreement between the city and town folk and the Alwari of the

open plains.

Shetook some smdll satisfaction in Soergg’ s obvious tight-lipped displeasure when the final vote went
nineto two in favor of adopting the concordance, with Kandah and an Ansionian from the southern
communitiesvoting againg it. She also drew some edification from observing how effortlesdy and
smoothly Soergg subsequently lied, blandly conceding the fairness of the vote and vowing to uphold the
terms of the treaty.

Taking her cue from her training, aswell asfrom what she had just observed, she made her way
unchallenged through the congratul atory post-vote crowd to confront him directly. He loomed above her,
massve but dow moving. Though she did not show it, it did her heart good to sense the first stirrings of
fear within him.

“I hope to meet you again some day, Soergg.” She amiled flatly. “ Perhgpsin surroundings and under
circumstances where diplomacy isirrdevant.” She nodded tersely to where Luminaraand Obi-Wan
were conversng with severd of the other delegates. “ And where the expresson of my inner fedingsis
not subject to externd congraints.”



His response was a shrug that sent repulsive ripples through hislumbering body dl the way down to his
limp terminus of apogterior. “I bear you noill will, little Padawan. Businessisonly business” But his
tone, she noted, belied hiswords. In redity, he was furious and upset.

“Who hired you to try to stop us?’ she couldn’t keep from blurting. “I know whoyou paid, but who's
paying you?’

He laughed, a deep and thoroughly unpleasantho-ho-ho . “Ah, little one, you may know much of Jedi
secrets, but nothing of business or palitics. Paying mefor what? | do whatever | do because it isgood for
my trade. Alwaysthe Jedi seek whedswithin wheedls, complicationsin matterssmple.”

“There s nothing smple about an entire world voting to join amovement that would seeit seceding from
the Republic.”

“Secesson? Why, that isa dead issue. Wasit not just voted down, in your very presence?’ he boomed
Softly.

“Thenyou'll abide by the new treaty between the city folk of the Unity and the people of the plains? You
won't try to subvert it?” She glance suggestively back in the direction of the entrance, toward the spot
where the frantic, shouting intruder had been cut down by the very being she astaking to. “1 don't
supposetheindividua you shot could have been carrying any incriminating evidence with him, could he?’

Soergg looked away, an action that was suggestive in itsdf. “Aningdious notion, little Padawan. One
unworthy of one asatractive asyoursdf.” Emerging from between rubbery lipsafat, mollusk-like tongue
thrust briefly in her direction.

“It' stimeweweredl of uson our way,” Luminaraobserved. Turning, she waited while Obi-Wan
thanked the representatives for their consideration, and commended them on their wise decision to
remain within the Republic.

Once outside, Barrisstried to put aside her anger as she sidled up next to her fellow Padawan. “How
areyou feding, Angkin?’

He was studying the sky, clearly anxiousto leave. “Much better, now that our work hereisdone.”
Seeing that shewas il staring at him, he added, “|s something the matter.”

“No. It'sjust that | think | may have migudged you. I’ ve come to know, and to understand you, alittle
better in the time we ve been thrown together, Anakin. | redize now that you' re searching for something.
Searching harder than most of us, | think.” Reaching out, she put ahand on hisarm. “1 just want to say
that | hope you find whatever it isyou' relooking for.”

He glanced over a her in surprise. “I’'m looking to become a Jedi, Barriss. That'sal.”

“Isit?’ she chdlenged him. When he chose not to respond, she added, “Well, if you ever fed the need
to talk to someone besides Obi-Wan about it, you' re welcome to confidein me. If nothing ese, maybel|
can provide adifferent perspective on certain things.”

He hegitated, then replied gratefully, “1 appreciate that, Barriss. | redly do. | know it would be easier to
talk to you about—certain things—than to Master Obi-Wan.” He nodded in the direction of the two
conversing Jedi.



Shelaughed softly. “Anyoneiseasier to talk to than a Jedi Master.”

In agreement on that much, they began chatting in earnest, conversing for thefirgt time with the
sraightforwardness and ease of old friends.

Luminaraeyed them approvingly. It wasimportant for Padawansto get along, because one day they
would haveto get dong as Jedi, sometimes under the most difficult circumstances. Like Anakin, shetoo
took a moment to glance skyward. Beyond the pure blue sky of Ansion, the Republic wasin ferment. To
the ordinary citizen al would appear normal, but those who were privy to the larger picture knew that
vast forceswere stirring—and not al of them benign. Therewas evil afoot. It was the task of the Jedi to
root it out and render it harmless. But how was that to be done, when not even the Jedi Council was sure
of the source or pogtive of itsintent?

Not for someone like her to decide, she knew. All | can doismy job.

No, there was something else she could do. For alittlewhile, a least. Lengthening her stride, she moved
to catch up with Obi-Wan Kenobi; to seek his opinion on certain matters of sgnificance, to congratulate
him one moretime on ajob well done, and last but hardly least, to delight in the pleasure of his company.

There were some small pleasures not even agdaxy full of contentious factions and rising conflict could
take away.

The three had arrived a Bror Tower Three one a atime, as not to attract attention. Turbolifts had
carried them to the 166thfloor. While not as secure as an aerid transport, neither were the rooms holding
the exhibition of the work of the severa of Coruscant’s most prominent luminos artists the place where
onewould expect atrio of the capital’ s élite to be planning sedition.

Shu Mai watched the Ansionian and the Cordllian approach. Except for the three of them, the exhibition
roomswere empty. The expression on the Senator’ s face reflected concern. Asfor Tam Uliss, he made
no atempt to disguise his displeasure.

“You've heard” wasal the president of the Commerce Guild murmured. She aready knew the answer.

It didn't stop theindudtridist from nodding emphatically. “ Ansion has voted to remain in the Republic.”
He glanced sharply to hisright. “You didn’'t ddiver, Senator.”

Running along-fingered hand through his mane, Mousul replied stiffly. “1 did everything | could. The
decision was not up to me. | vote here, in the Senate—not on the Unity Council. My ahility to influence
themislimited.”

“Thiswas not the Senator’ sfault,” Shu Mal put in quietly. “If those Jedi had not made a peace between
the town dwellers and the nomads, the Unity would have voted for secesson.”

“It doesn't matter.” Theindusdtridist’ stone was curt, his manner impeatient. “Y ou’ ve both aready agreed.
We move forwardnow —with or without Ansion’ swithdrawal.”

“What about the Mdarians and the Kaitumites?’



Tam Ulisswas unyidding. “Without their withdrawa aswell.”

Shu Mai let out along sigh. “Y ou know my opinion, and that of the rest of the guild. Without the impetus
that would have been given to our movement by Ansion’s secession, we cannot declare ourselves and
our intentions openly. Without the provocation the withdrawa of Anson and itsallieswould have
provided, we cannot count on sufficient support for our actions.”

Mousul nodded confirmation. “With Ansion, the Maarians, and the Keitumites till in the Senate, we
have insufficient groundsfor presenting our demands.”

“That’snot what you said last week.” Clearly, Tam Ulisswas not to be denied. *“Y ou remember what
you agreed to?’

“Yes, | remember.” Shu Mai started to her left toward acorridor. 1 am not comfortable discussing this
matter further here. Others may arriveto view thisart exhibition. I’ ve taken the liberty of arranging for a
secure conference room in Bror Tower Four. Precautions have been put in place and personally checked
by my staff. Security droids are now active on station. If youwill follow me?” shesmiled. “I'm surewe
can resolve our differences.”

“There snothing to resolve.” Ulisswas adamant. “We decided this last week, during the conferencein
thearcar.”

Thefdlow issofull of himsdf, Shu Mai thought disapprovingly asthey moved out of the exhibition area
and down the wide corridor.

Uliss spoke as they waked. “There comes atime when sentiment will no longer be denied. The others
have been ready to declare the movement publicly for nearly ayear now.” He searched the Guild
president’ sface.

“They would continue to wait, if you had not thrown your support to them.” Therewas no anger in Shu
Mai's voice, no rancor. Only asmple statement of fact.

Ulissshrugged diffidently. “I’'m sorry for this disagreement, but it can’t be avoided. 'Y ou would have had
uswait indefinitdy.”

“Not indefinitely,” Shu Mai corrected him as she turned and led her companions toward the skyway that
led to the next tower. “Only until thetimeisright.”

“And when isthat to be? After another year of waiting? Two years? Three?’

“Whatever should prove necessary, my friend.” Their footgear clicked on the smooth floor. Removing a
control unit from her waistband, she used it to scan the skyway ahead to make certain it was clear. It
wouldn’t do to have some wandering office functionary ssumbleinto them. “I would hope it wouldn't be
that long, but whatever itis, itis”

Next to him, Mousul was nodding. “What you and your friendsfail to understand, Ulissisthat when it
comesto palitics, patienceis one of the most powerful weapons one canyield.”

Theindustridist shook his head regretfully. “ Thereistimefor patience, and then there isatime to move.
Y ou're not going to win this argument, you know.”



“If we reved oursavestoo soon, no onewill win any arguments,” Shu Mai replied with conviction. “I'm
sorry we disagree on this, Uliss”

Theindudridis smiled. “No hard fedings, Shu Mai. Not even you can win every battle.”

They turned into the skyway. Beyond the transparent walls and roof of the pedestrian walkway that
connected Bror Towers Three and Four, Coruscant shone resplendent in the scrubbed light of day.
Strings of vehiclestracked traffic lines of force through the soaring buildings on preprogrammed missons.,
A fine place, Coruscant. The center of modern civilization. Sooner or later any who sought power, be it
politicd, financid, or artigtic, came to Coruscant. Those who sought to influence the affairs of worlds
eventualy found themsalves residing within or stlanding before the Senate itsdlf, the greatest and most
important deliberative body in the gaaxy. Each sought to sway its membersin hisor her ownway. A little
guidance, Shu Mai knew, was al that was needed. A few appropriate suggestions.

But they must be made at the right time, and under the proper circumstances. She lengthened her tride.
Alongside her, Mousul did the same. Idly observing the city outside, Ulissfell afew steps behind.

Reaching thefar end of the skyway, the president of the Commerce Guild whirled. Beside her, Mousul
did the same. Raising the unprepossessing device she carried, Shu Mai touched a control.

Tam Ulisslooked understandably surprised when be bumped up against thefield. It wasquiteinvishble,
and quiteimpenetrable. Theindudtridist’ s face sped through aremarkable range of expressionsin avery
short time. Hiswords, which to judge from his appearance were rapidly growing increasingly irate, did
not penetrate the barrier that had unexpectedly materidized between him and his companions. Neither
did his hands and body.

The president of the Commerce Guild and the Senator from Ansion contemplated their fuming colleague
unblinkingly. The Ansionian’ s expression was blank, that of the Guild president thoughtful. A look of
dawning darm came over Uliss face. Turning abruptly, he tried to retrace his steps back to Bror Tower
Three—only to find himself blocked by a second barrier identical to the one that had materiaized in front.

Stepping up to the barrier, Shu Mal studied the now panicky individua trapped within the skywalk. All
theindudridist’ smoney, al hisimportant contacts, were of no useto him now. It was too bad. Whileshe
had not particularly like Tam Uliss, she had respected him. Not a hand-length from her face, afurious
and frightened Ulisswas now screaming threats and imprecations at hisfellow conspirators. The barrier
continued to block theindugtridist’ swords aswell ashisfigs.

For along moment, Shu Mai gazed into the face of her former associate. “Petience, my friend, isone
weapon we cannot afford to waste,” she whispered softly, even thought he object of her admonition
could not hear her. Turning away, she walked back to stand alongside Mousul, who had retreated dightly
into the halway behind them. The Senator |ooked on as Shu Mai touched several small controlsin quick,
practiced succession.

A dight creaking noisefilled the end of the hdlway, quickly rising to agroaning. Uliss stopped pounding
on theunyidding barrier. Hisrage turned to uncertainty, then to surprise. Metd failed, composite
dissolved. Both pams seemed pressed againgt the barrier, theindustriaist was ill looking at Shu Mai
and the Senator asthe entire skywak broke away first from Bror Tower Three, then from Tower Four,
and plunged toward the surface 166 floors below.

Walking right to the edge of the opening that had been torn in the sde of the building, Shu Mai leaned
over and looked down. Even amid the noise of the great city and given the distance to the ground, the



skywak gtill made avery loud splintering, shattering sound when it struck. The president of the
Commerce Guild gazed thoughtfully down at the wreckage for long moment before turning and moving
back into the hallway that was now exposed to the air outside. Acrosstheintervening gap, anidentical
hole had been torn in the side of Bror Tower Three.

“Structurd fatigue,” she murmured to Mousul. *Uncommon in thisday and age, but not unheard of.”
“Indeed,” the Senator from Ansion replied noncommittally.

“Such an important person. A terribletragedy. Terrible. | will deliver the eulogy for Tam Ulissmysdf.”
Long-fingered hands folded behind her back, she started down the hal lway.

“That' sthoughtful of you, ShuMa.” The Senator took a deep breath. “When they learn what happened
to Tam Uliss, after what happened to Nemrileo of Tanjay, | don't think any of the otherswill give usany
moretrouble.”

“I agree. Our support should be more manageable once again.”

The Senator gestured down the hallway. “1f you don't mind, | think | will leave now, as| have work of
my own to do this afternoon.”

The president of the Commerce Guild gestured understandingly. “1 understand. | have work of my own
todo aswell.”

They parted amiably; Mousul to return to his Senatoria duties, Shu Mai to her private office. There she
locked hersdf in so tightly that nothing short of asmall nova could interrupt her. Only when shewas sure
that everything was secure did she activate the special code sequence that put her in contact with the
remarkable individual whom she was charged with reporting the progress of the conspiracy on
Coruscant.

When afamiliar face appeared before her, she began speaking without hesitation. “ There have been
some—problems. The Jedi succeeded in making peace between the urban and nomad factions on
Angon. Asaresult, the Unity delegates on Ansion voted to keep their world in the Republic.”

The voice on the other end was firm, confident. “That istoo bad. 1t will force usto scale back our
immediate plans” Theface smiled. “1 wouldn't have thought the Jedi could accomplishit. Not in so short
atime”

“Something dse. While Senator Mousul remains firmly committed to the cause, anumber of our
supporters were preparing to move forward despite Anson’ sdecision. It was necessary to deliver
an—object lesson,” she proceeded to explain.

Theindividuad on the other end of the secure communication listened quietly until Shu Mai had finished.
“Whilel regret theloss of theindugtridist Tam Uliss, | understand the reasoning behind your actions.”
Without knowing why, the president of the Commerce Guild fet much relieved. “It doesn’t matter.
Events advance, designs move forward. We can swalow theloss.”

“Theresolve of the Guild remains strong,” Shu Mai told him.

Count Dooku smiled. “ Asdoesthat of our other backers. | consder this nothing more than atemporary
setback. The eventua outcomeisinevitable, no matter what the irksome Jedi do. Great changes are at



hand. Degtiny awaits us, my friend. 1t comes, and soon. Those who are ready will be the onesto profit
gredtly.”

It was agood thought to cling to, Shu Ma mused as the transmission was terminated. Deectivating the
privacy shidding, sherose and left the room.

There was much to be done.
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