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oi - Wn Kenobi and Anaki n Skywal ker were returning froma mssion, heading back to the
Templ e by way of the LIon Nebul ae. As they approached the Kronex spaceport, they had to
reduce speed to mnimumlevels. Anakin drunmed his fingers on the pilot seat. There was
not hi ng worse than piloting an ultra-tweaked starfighter and having to go sl ow.

Ahead, three stray asteroi ds bounced on a wave of atnospheric disturbance.

Anaki n pushed the throttle. He had only seconds before the asteroids were suddenly in
front of him careening crazily. He cut to the left, avoiding the first one, then zoomed
right, just mssing the second. Then he flipped over for a scream ng dive and nade a hard
right for open space, missing the |ast asteroid by a confortable twenty neters.

Wthin seconds his Master had drawn his own starfighter |level with Anakin’s.

oi -Wan had given the asteroids a wi de berth-exactly what he was supposed to do.

The communit crackled with his Master’'s dry tone. "You could have gone around them"
"I't was faster to go through them"

"Ah. And what do you know about the Llon Nebul ae, ny young apprentice?" Cbi-Wan prodded.

"Smal | er cruisers are advised to proceed at mninmumvelocity. Atnospheric waves can appear
wi t hout warning," Anakin said dutifully.

"And yet you decided to play 'chase the asteroid,’" Obi-Wan said sternly. "You' re too old
for these childish ganes."” Anakin pressed his |lips together. He couldn’t explain to his
Master that for him testing his skills wasn’t a childish gane. It was a necessary rel ease.
There was a wall between them now. He had done things he could not tell Obi-Wan. He knew
things he could not say. The C one Wars had ripped the gal axy apart. Tines were difficult
for all the Jedi, but Anakin knew he felt the darkness nore than nost. It was like a

physi cal presence. It was as though he carried the weight of it in his body.

And so he pushed the darkness away with what had al ways hel ped himforget in the past.
Speed. Physical training. Hi s Jedi path

Anaki n gl anced at his instruments and was suddenly alert. Ships were approaching fromthe
rear. The skirm shes of the C one Wars had reached every corner of the galaxy. It was

al ways wi se to check out your neighbors.

"Looks like large transports behind us," Anakin said.

"Unusual for such a large fleet to be traveling in such close formation," Cbi-Wan observed.

Anakin flipped over in a fast roll, and Ooi-Wan followed. They split up and paced the
three asteroids, keeping them between their starships and the fleet.

Anaki n watched the first |line of ships approach. They were huge, sheathed in dull black
durast eel and advanced weaponry. That wasn't unusual these days.

Even bul k freighters had to armthensel ves now.
But these transports were too well designed to be bulk freighters, Anakin realized.

It wasn’t obvious unless you studied the lines of the ship and the quality of the fittings.



"They |l ook like they could be fromthe Kuat Drive Yards," Anakin said. "The proportions
and the lines of the design..."

"Look at the plating on the underside," Cbi-Wan said. "Sonmething is odd about it." Anakin
followed the lines of the plating. H's Master was right. Sonmething was off. It took him
several seconds to figure it out.

The Kuat Drive Yards...

"It must be the Storm Fleet," Anakin said.

The Jedi had recently |earned that the Separatists had secretly put in an order for a
heavily arnored fleet of attack ships. Disguised as freighters so that they could trave
secretly through the gal axy, they were actually outfitted with so nuch firepower that

smal l er planets were conpl etely defensel ess agai nst them

The Jedi hung back while the transports | anded at the spaceport. Then they conmed for
cl earance and docked at a | andi ng bay close by.

"W’ || never get in to investigate without a battle,"” Obi-Wan said, surveying the area
quickly. "1’ve been to this spaceport with Qui-CGon, |ong ago. He has a friend who works
here. A nmechanic. He ended up here after a brilliant career on the Senate elite security
team He'll be able to help us."

"Shoul d we head to the nechani c shop, then?" Anakin asked.

A small smle flickered on Obi-Wan’s face as he shook his head. "The cantina."” Kronex was
so large that it had a variety of cantinas. Obi-Wan chose the darkest and noisiest. A

| arge hol osign outside with mssing letters proclaimed: CHEC WEAP NS AT DO R, but Anakin
could see with one glance at the hol stered bl asters and vi broshivs tucked in belts that
the directive was ignored by the clientele.

In a corner a tall being sat, an ale in front of himon the table. He wore a grimy scarf
around his head, and his ten-fingered hands were permanently stained with grease. Large

pouches underneath his hooded eyes gave hima sad air. He was so still he appeared to be
al nost asl eep.

"That’ s your contact?" Anakin asked dubi ously.

oi -WAn and Anakin sat down at his table. "Can | buy you another?" Obi-Wan asked,
i ndicating his nug of ale.

"Thank you, stranger, but two is ny limt," the being said. H's tone was friendly, but his
sl eepy eyes exam ned the two Jedi suspiciously.

"I don’t remenber you ever having limts, Fizz," Obi-Wan said.

Shaggy gray eyebrows rose. The novenent seened to cost the being a great deal of effort.
"Everyt hi ng changes. Everything goes. Including nmy nenory. Do | know you?"

"W’ ve net," bi-Wan said. "Perhaps you remenber ny Master, Qui-Gon Jinn." The being

bl i nked twi ce, which for himwas a substantial reaction. "Qui-Gon Jinn," he said slowy.
"The best of the best." He heaved a sigh. "Gone now, |ike the best of them are. You nust
be i -Wan. You've grown up, | see. And you need a favor, no doubt."

"Alarge fleet just |anded in docking bays 1211 through 1222," bi-Wan sai d.

"W'd like to know where they' re going. And we don’t want it known the Jedi are asking
guestions. "

"I like that kind of favor. | don't even need to nove." He took a snall datapad fromhis
pocket, checked it, and frowned. "No data. That means they have special clearance. But if
you can’t go in the front door, try the back." He pushed away his glass and stood. "Cone
with ne." Fizz used his security card to get theminto the service area. There, nmssive
tanks punped fuel to the receiving stations. Wth a wave at a fell ow nechanic, Fizz used
his card to access the control board. Quickly he punched in several nunbers.

"That should do it." Fizz anbled toward the door that opened onto the hangar



"The fuel gauge will tell them sonmething’s wong, and they’' Il call a mechanic." The Jed
wat ched as Fizz grabbed a hydrospanner and approached the guard standing by the ramp. Fizz
waved his arms. The guard checked a datapad at his waist belt. Fizz pointed to the ship
but the guard shook his head.

"He won’t let himboard," Anakin said. "Let's go."

"Wait," ni-Wan ordered.

The guard reached for a comink. Fizz began to argue and, in a gesture so graceful it

al nost | ooked tender, reached out and tapped the guard behind the ear with the
hydrospanner. The guard sl unped to the floor

Fizz didn’t hesitate. Wth a surprising display of speed and strength, he | eaped over the
guard and raced up the ranp. They counted off the seconds, and Fizz reappeared. He
streaked down the ranp, |eaped over the guard again, accessed the service door, and
grinned at them

"The fleet is headed for the Cyphar system" Fizz said. "But | don’t know why."

"I do," Ohi-Wan said grimy.

"So why are the Jedi so interested in bulk freighters?" Fizz asked. Then he held up a
hand. "Don’t tell ne."

"Perhaps one day we will need your help again," Obi-Wan said.

"No offense, young Cbi-Wan," Fizz said. "But | hope you do not ask. | intend to wait out
the Clone Wars in the cantina." They left Fizz at the entrance to the cantina and headed
back to their starfighters.

"What is Cyphar, Master?" Anakin asked.

"A small but strategically located planet in the Md-Rim" GCbi-Wan answer ed.

"A coalition of Separatists is there right now, negotiating to establish a base. At |east
the Separatists are calling it negotiation. Threats are nore like it."

"So the fleet will orbit Cyphar during the talks in order to intimdate them" Anakin
said. "Cyphar will fear an invasion if they don't comply."

“"I"'mafraid that |ooks Iike the plan," Obi-Wan said.
"We must follow the Storm Fl eet, " Anakin decl ared.
Obi - Wn shook his head. "And do what ?"

"We can’t just let themgo!"

"W will notify the Tenple of what we have | earned,” Cbi-Wan said. "They' Il alert the
Republic and try to send ships."”

"You know we are stretched thin," Anakin said. "Mdst likely there won't be ships to send.
And we are here, now "

"This is one small battle in a very large war, Anakin," Cbi-Wan said. "The Council needs
us for other things." Anakin set his jaw stubbornly. "And that is all right with you?"

"No," Cbi-Wan said. "But | can’t see another way at the noment."

A roar filled the air. "They' re taking off!" Anakin cried, then raced to his starfighter’s
docki ng bay and | eaped into the cockpit. He saw Obi -Wan dashing to his own starfighter.
Anakin took off and was foll owed by Cbi-Wan into the stratosphere.

Qoi -WAn’ s voice came over the communit. "l hope you have a plan."

"Just contact the Tenple," Anakin said. "I'lIl do the rest." Wthin mnutes, the Storm

Fl eet was in sight. Anakin zigzagged in and out of the formation. He was so close he could
count the rivets on the front panels.



"Identify yourself," a voice came over the comm

Anakin did a quick roll, then zooned under the belly of a ship to cone up next to another
He flew between the two massive ships, darting in and out.

Suddenly, the fleet changed direction slightly. That was a good sign. He was getting to
them Anakin dropped back and sl owed his speed.

Three of the ships peeled off fromthe formation. They executed a surprisingly sharp turn
considering their size. Anakin took a noment to adnmire their maneuverability before he
noticed that the armor plating was rolling back

"Anything to say now?" Obi-Wan asked.
"Qops?" Anakin said.

The first fire fromthe |aser cannons hit enpty space as Anakin and Cbi-Wan si nmul t aneously
went into a steep dive. The ships foll owed. The shock waves of the weapons fire caused his
starfighter to dance.

Anakin turned sharply to the left. Ooi-Wan turned to the right. The | aser cannons bl asted
again, nmssing themby a few neters.

"Proton torpedoes com ng up,” Obi-Wan said tersely.

The torpedoes | ocked onto the starfighters. Anakin pushed the ship into a steep dive, then
veered left. The torpedoes m ssed himby two neters. C ose.

"More torpedoes on the left! Anakin, watch out!" Anakin kept the starfighter in the sane
arc but pushed the nose down. He could feel the controls shudder. He was really pushing
the engi nes now.

The blast alnpbst threw himto the floor. Anakin grabbed the controls. He checked his
warning lights. Al clear... then a red Iight began to blink

"l1’ve been hit. They got ny stabilizer," he told Obi-Wan. They both knew what that neant.
Wthout a horizontal stabilizer, he wouldn’t be able to maneuver. A series of chirps cane
through commas his astromech droid tried to fix the problem

Anaki n pulled up. Laser cannon fire thundered past his flank. Obi-Wan darted ahead of him
trying to draw the fire, giving the droid tine to finish. Anakin called on the Force,
reaching out for it to nake his decisions fluid.

"Anakin, you're pushing it," Obi-Wan shouted. "I can see your stabilizers shaking.” His
droi d beeped. The warning |lights blinked off, and Anakin felt the ship’s novenent snooth
under neat h hi s hands.

"W’ ve got to get out of here," Cbi-Wan said. "We can’t outrun them And firing at them
woul d be like pelting themw th pebbles." Anakin studied his nav screen. "There’'s an
asteroid stormup ahead, coming up fast. | say we fly right intoit. Wth any luck it wll
be too late for themto avoid it." If Anakin had |onged for a chance to put his
starfighter through its paces, he'd found it. Asteroids careened crazily around him

Engi nes screani ng, he shaved off centinmeters fromclose encounters, pushing the ship to
its limt. He could not use his instruments. He could only use the Force. Sweat beaded up
on his forehead.

It was too late for the StormFleet to turn. They blundered into the storm
Ast eroi ds bounced off the surfaces of the ships harm essly. But even a capital ship
woul dn’t be able to survive an inpact with a large asteroid. Anakin saw the first ship

begin to turn to retreat.

He changed direction and cane directly at the disguised freighter, firing his |aser
cannons. The ship stopped its slow turn and reversed, firing at Anakin

Anaki n di ved, heading straight for the nmassive asteroid ahead of him The Force humred
around himas he swerved at the |ast possible second.



The enemny ship behind himhit the asteroid head-on

Chunks of debris flew his way. Mre obstacles. He could see hi-Wn spinning away, diving
away fromthe weckage. Anakin was too far to nake the same maneuver. He pushed his nose
up and clinbed. He felt debris knock the ship, but with a quick glance at the instrunents
he saw that it hadn't been danmaged.

Anot her expl osi on sent shock waves against the starfighter. The second frei ghter had been
caught by the debris. Snoking and flamng, it spiraled down out of sight.

Anaki n saw cl ear space ahead. Wth a |ast surge of speed, he avoided the |ast asteroid and
sailed into the open atnosphere.

A nonment | ater, he saw Obi -Wan over to his left.
"Wuldn't want to do that again," Obi-Wn said.

"At | east we knocked out two of the freighters,” Anakin said. "That will slow them down in
time for the Republic Fleet to get to Cyphar."

"We were lucky." This time Anakin didn’t argue. "Yes."

"Let's set our course for the Tenple," Obi-Wan said. "And hope for a dull trip." Their
starfighters noved gracefully toward their waiting hyperspace rings.

Had it been |uck? he wondered. Or the Force?

Qoi -WAn was so good at so many things. He could inspire loyalty. Shift strategies in a
heartbeat. Fight harder than any Jedi Anakin had seen

Yet did he trust the Force enough? If they were truly able to use the Force at its maxi num
potential, opposition would be nothing. They could destroy enem es.

They could claimthe gal axy for peace.
"You can’'t do everything, Anakin," Obi-Wan said suddenly, as if he was reading his

apprentice’s mnd. "You nust choose the battles to fight." Anakin wanted to fight them
all. He wanted to do everything. And he knew he coul d.



