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They came out of nowhere as Obi-Wan Kenobi flew his Faraway-class scout ship high above

the wi de expanse of checkered fields: three battle droids on STAPs, firing their twin
bl asters at himfor all they were worth, the droid socket behind Cbi-Wan, the scout’s R3

unit gave a electronic yelp. "I see them" bi-Wan soothed him throw ng power to the aft
shields and wishing fleet ing!y he had his usual Aethersprite starfighter instead of a
sensor-| oaded spotter ship. Still, two years of warfare had taught himhow to deal with

STAPs, and the scout ought to have enough power to puii this off. "Hang on," he warned the
droid and pull ed back hard on the control bar

The noi se of blaster inpacts cut off abruptly as he stood the scout on its tail and shot
upward, |eaving the STAPs far behi nd. Maneuverabl e though they were, the little droid
carriers didn't have nearly the clinbing capability to match a maneuver |ike this. Obi-Wn
continued starward for another few seconds, then shoved the control bar forward, flipping
the scout into a futi-power dive.

It was a stunt he'd first seen Anakin pull severai nonths ago, and he’'d taken the brash
young Padawan to task about it afterward. The younger man had countered with the
unassailable logic that, first, he'd survived and, second, the trick had worked. Since
then he’d used it at least three nore tinmes, with the same record of success.

Anaki n woul d be highly anused if he ever found out Ohi-Wan had tried it hinself.
Fortunately, Anakin was a dozen light-years away. Stretching out to the Force, bi-Wn
added power to the dive and closed in for the kill

The droi ds saw hi m com ng, of course. One of them|eaned his STAP backward, trying to
bring his blasters to bear on the ship screami ng down on himfromdirectly above, while
the other two shot off in opposite directions as they tried to get out fromunder the dive.

But no defensive programmng in the gal axy could conpensate for the STAP' s basic design
[imtations. The first droid wobbled violently, nearly toppling backward as its center of
mass noved too far away fromits antigravity projector. The other two, running now with
their blasters pointed the wong direction, were in equally fatal postures. And neither
programm ng nor design could take into account the accuracy of a Jedi gunner with the
Force as his ally. Three bursts fromthe scout’s |aser cannon, and the droids and their
STAPs had disintegrated into flamng rubble.

Pul i ng back on the control rod, Cbi-Wan |leveled out again, wincing a little as he watched
the snoking debris rain onto the ground below. Fromthe | arge neat patches of stubble he
could see all over the plain, it was clear the farmers were starting to bring in their
crops, and chunks of twisted netal and plastic were not sonething their nmassive harvesting
machi nes were designed to deal with. "At |east we now know for sure that the Separatists
have a base here," he commented to Arthree. Lifting his gaze fromthe ground bel ow, he

| ooked thoughtfully around the horizon

It was about as unspectacul ar a | andscape as he had ever seen. The farm and stretched as
far north and south as he could see, squares of tan and brown and dark yell ow dotted with
wi dely scattered clusters of farmbuildings. On the horizon to the west, a |low ridge of
gray mountains cut across the view, running north to south. Another, nuch cl oser set of
cliffs rose along the east, paralleling the first range. Alittle ways to the southeast,
the monotony of the second set of cliffs was broken by a gushing white-water river that
enmerged through a narrow gorge in the rock, washing violently into the valley and slowy



calmng as its banks w dened and it turned toward the north. An intricate network of
irrigation canals led away fromthe river, providing water for the entire valley. In the
di stance near the northern horizon, the towers and buil dings of a nodest city could be
seen nestled up against the riverbank

R3 gave a questioning warble. "No, | don't see anything, either," Obi-Wan said. "Let’'s see
if we can get themto faunch another attack." Taking a deep breath, he dropped the scout’s
nose downward, |leveling out barely thirty neters above the ground and slowing to a craw .

Alternating his attention between the horizon and his sensor displays, he stretched out to
t he Force.

He felt a warning flicker and twi sted the control rod hard. But it was too late. Wth a

t hunder ous concussi on and a screech of netal, the scout’s starboard wi ng expl oded, sending
shrapnel careening off the cockpit canopy and sending himinto a twi sting drop toward the
ground.

He pulled hard on the control rod, his free hand darting across the board as he tried to
key in the emergency backup systems. But he was too close to the ground, and there sinply
wasn’t enough tine. A forest of tan-colored stalks shot up in front of him and with a
violent jolt the scout slamred hard into the ground.

"What do you nmean he went on ahead?" Anakin Skywal ker demanded, glaring at Task Force
Conmander Fivvic as the tall Barabel stood beside the deck officer’s desk. The deck

of ficer, for his part, hunched diligently over his datapad and pretended he wasn’t there.
"Who told himhe could do that?"

"Two points, Padawan Skywal ker," the tall Barabel replied stiffly, and Anakin could sense
the reflexive anger of his species stirring beneath the surface. Barabels were highly
respectful of Jedi, pathologically so, in Anakin's opinion, But that respect didn't always
translate to Jedi-in-training, particularly not when the Jedi-in-training was criticizing
a full-fledged Jedi Knight. "One: As a conmand-rank officer, General Kenobi needs no one’s
perm ssion to carry out his duties as he sees fit. Two: Wth you and your wi ng of the
survey team del ayed, he thought his time would be best utilized by beginning the scouting."

Unfortunately, both points nade sense. "Fine," Anakin conceded. "How soon can we go after
hi "

Fivvic half turned to | ook at the scout ships scattered around the hangar deck, Anakin’s
Jedi starfighter off to one side looking Iike a strange cousin at a famly picnic. "You
took a beating out there," the Barabet said. "Sonme repairs can wait. Ot hers nust be nade
bef ore we can | eave."

Anakin took a deep breath, trying hard to cultivate the patience Cbi-Wan was al ways on his
case about. "How soon?"

"Three days. Possibly four."

Anakin felt his throat tighten as he watched the naintenance team noving purposefully
among t he danaged scouts. Three days. An eternity, particularly in the mddle of a war.

Still, Ghi-Wan was a Jedi Knight, and there were only runors that the Separatists had
noved into Dagro in the first place. There was a fair chance that the runobrs were wong
and that Obi-Wan was wasting his tine | ooking.

So why was Anakin getting an unconfortable tingle up his spine?

"I presune," Fivvic went on with only a trace of sarcasm "that four days will be
accept abl e?"

Gently, Anakin stroked his mechanical right hand. "Make it three," he said, "and you' ve
got a deal ."

Slowy, hi-Wan drifted back to consciousness, with a dark sense of disorientation and an
even darker sense of urgency. Carefully, not noving, he eased his eyes open ..

To find hinself gazing into the faces of a young boy and an even younger girl.

"There," the girl said, rather smugly. "See? | told you he wasn't dead."



"Ckay, fine," the boy grunped. "So he’'s not dead. Yet."

"Hopefully, not for a long tine," Obi-Wn agreed, |ooking past the two children and trying
to orient hinself. He was half sitting, half Iying in the mddle of a patch of broken and
flattened grain stal ks, his back partially propped up agai nst sonething hard and netallic.
Of to his left he could see the crunpled nose of his scout and could snell the acrid
scent of burning plastic. "Did you two get ne out of ny ship?" he asked the children

"Dad did that," the boy said, still sounding a little niffed that he’d been wong about
Qoi -Wan’s condition. "He went to get the cart to get you out of here."

"A cart?" Carefully, oi-Wan turned his head to | ook up over his shoul der, wincing at the
twi nges fromhis neck. He was | eaning against the side of one of the harvesters he' d seen
working the fields, one of the massive catches of the bin dunper sitting directly over his
head. "Coul dn’t he have used this?"

"He could if he’d wanted to weck all the sargheet between here and the house," the gir
said with exaggerated patience. "Are you a sol dier?"
"He’s not a soldier, he’s a Jedi," the boy put in before Obi-Wan coul d answer. "See? He's

got a lightsaber."

oi - Wan | ooked down to see the end of his |ightsaber peeking out frominside his tunic.
"Actually, I"mboth," he told them tucking the weapon back out of sight. Getting his
hands beneath him he started to push hinmself up

And stifled a grunt of pain as agony shot through his right leg. "I don't think you ought
to do that," the girl said. "Dad said you probably wouldn't be able to wal k."

"Dad was right," Obi-Wan said, easing hinmself back onto the ground. "My nane’s Cbi-Wan
Kenobi . Who are you?"

"I"'mKit Swens," the boy identified. "This is rny sister, Zizzy. This is our farmyou
crashed into."

"Sorry about that," Obi-Wan apol ogi zed, searching the sky within his field of view as he
stretched out with the Force. There was no sign yet of a foilowup attack, but it could
cone at any time. "If we don’t want to danage any nore of it, we need to get me out of
sight," he added, trying to | ook around the side of the harvester. "Arthree?"

There was no answer. "Dad said your droid | ooked dead," Kit offered.

Dead, or el se gone dormant. Republic scout droids were designed to do that, if capture
seened inevitable, to try to keep the Separatists frompulling anything useful out of
their data banks. "How does the rest of the ship | ook?" he asked.

"Pretty much the sanme." Kit craned his neck. "Here he cones."

oi -Wan frowned, listening. No hum of repulsorlifts, but he thought he could hear rhythmc
footsteps over the wind-rustle of the grain stalks. A noment |ater, a pair of slender

i op- horned zel es appeared around the side of the harvester, harnessed together and pulling
a wheel ed wooden cart. A |arge bearded man sat on a bench seat at the front of the cart
with a rein stick in his hand. He gave Obi-Wan an eval uating | ook as he brought the cart
to a halt. "Awake, | see," he said. "How bad is it?"

"Not hi ng serious, but i will need transport,” Obi-Wan told him "And a place to hide."

"I can supply the first," the nman said, setting the rein stick onto the seat beside him
and junmping down to the ground. "I'mnot so sure about the second."

"One’'s not going to do much good without the other,"” Cbi-Wan pointed out as the nan took
his armand pulled himupright. "The Separatist forces could be back at any minute to
finish the job."

"Your best bet’s going to be Vale City," the man said as he wal ked themto the cart,
taki ng nost of Obi-Wan's weight onto hinmself. "I can try to get you there."

"is that the city way to the north?" Obi-Wan asked. "!f so, we’'ll never nake it that far."



"You rather hide in the fields?" the man countered. "That's about all there is between
here and Vale."

"How about one of your outbuildings?" Obi-Wan suggested, nodding at the zeles. "in wth
your ani mals, maybe, where they' |l help nask ny |ifeformreadi ngs"

"Forget it," the man grunted as he heaved Obi-Wan up over the side and into the back of

the cart. "I'’mnot risking nmy famly and farmfor you. |I'"msure not going to help you drag
your war here to Dagro. Kit, Zizzy - into the cart."
"Listen to nme," Obi-Wan said quietly, propping hinseif up on one arm "l was attacked by

Trade Federation battle droids. Battle droids don’t travel in small groups. That neans the
Separatists are here. If they're here, so is the war."

"Not if we don’t let you fight them" the man said, giving his daughter a boost up onto
the bench seat beside her brother and then clinbing up hinself. "And spare nme the |line
about how the Republic wants to protect us fromthe forces of evii. Coruscant never paid a
crippled droid’s worth of attention to us before all this blew up." He picked up the rein
stick and twitched it, and with a jerk the cart started forward. "W’ Il drop the kids at
the house and head for Vale."

Qoi - Wan | ooked at the sky. It was only noon, but even at the speed zel es coul d nmake,
getting to the city would take the rest of the day and then sonme. "I don’t suppose you
have anything a little faster,"

"Look around you," the other grow ed. "Seventy percent of our crop is sargheet. In case
you hadn’t noticed - and you probably hadn’t -the bottomfell out of the sargheet narket
hal f a year ago." He gestured toward the zeles. "Stripe and Trotter eat crop stubble and
excrete fertilizer. Landspeeders eat noney and excrete debt."

"1 understand,"” Obi-Wan said, grinacing. It was all too easy sonetines for a Jedi to
forget what the life of the ordinary Republic citizen was like. "My apologies. My nane’s
Qoi - WAn Kenobi, by the way,"

"Kirlan Swens," the nan said reluctantly. "Jedi, right?"
"Yes."
"Figures."

Ten minutes |ater they reached the Swens honestead, an old but well-kept two-story house
besi de a |l arge barn and surrounded by a half dozen snaller storage sheds. Kirlan had
pul l ed the cart up to the barn and the children were getting out when Cbi-Wan finally
heard the sound he’d been expecting ever since that sudden expl osion had crippled his
scout ship. "STAPs," he said, glancing up at the sky. There was nothing in sight, which
neant they were comng fromthe west, the direction currently blocked by the barn. "A | ot
of them"

"Blast it," Kirlan snarled under his breath, his eyes darting around the sky. "You kids -
get in the house. Tell your nother to play dunb. Cone on, Jedi, nove it."

Wth the harvester still out in the field, nost of the barn’s huge expanse was enpty.
"Over here," Kirlan grunted as he half carried Obi-Wan toward a | arge, escape-pod-sized
object in the corner. A harvester’s cab/engine nodule, bi-Wan tentatively identified it.
"I keep it for parts,” Kirlan went on. "There should be enough roomfor you in the engine
conpartnent. Can you get that ventilated access panel open?”

"Yes," Ohi-Wan said, stretching out to the Force and pulling open the panel. The enpty
space behind it looked 3 little tight, but with a little squeezing it should do. Reaching
up to the lip, he pulled hinmself up and inside, trying to keep his |l eg from bangi ng

agai nst the side as he did so. Wiggling his way into a nore or |ess confortable position
he reached out with the Force and pulled the panel closed. "How does it |ook?" he called.

"Shoul d work if you keep your nouth closed,"” Kirlan called back. "H bring the zetes in
and tether them beside you. Don’t budge until | conme get you."

It took the Separatist forces over an hour to make their way fromthe crash site to the
Swens homestead. From the noises coming faintly through the ventilation grille, it sounded



like the searchers started with the house, then noved to the smaller buildings, and
finally came to the barn. There was the usual anount of clanging around, the usua
mechani cal orders and responses, and a single bad nmonent when one of the battle droids
pul | ed hinmself up and actually pressed a photore-ceptor against the grille.

Fortunately, Obi-Wan had had the foresight to spend nost of his first hour stealthily
unfastening a large radiator coil and propping it up in front of the grille. The droid saw
what appeared to be a conpartnent full of nmachinery and hopped back down agai n.

A few mnutes |ater, the whole squad trooped out of the barn. A few mnutes after that, he
heard the sounds of the STAPs lifting into the sky to continue the search.

And then, as he'd suspected it would, the real wait began

It was after dark before Kirlan finally returned to the barn. "Jedi ?" he called softly
from bel ow t he access panel

"Still here," Obi-Wan assured him noving the canoufl aging radiator coil out of the way.
" Thi ngs qui et out there?"

"Qui et enough,” the other grunted. There was a creak of netal, and Obi-Wan felt a rush of
cool air as the panel was pulled open. "Cone on -we need to talk."

They crossed the enpty floor of the barn and enmerged into the night air. Cbi-Wan had taken
the tinme since the droids’ departure to do a series of short healing trances, and although
his leg wasn’t conpletely healed it was good enough for himto walk without Kirlan' s
assistance. He could sense the farmer’s surprise at that, but he made no comment.

It was as he led the way across the yard that oi-Wan first sensed the other presences
ahead of himin the house. "You have conpany?' he asked mldly,

Kirlan gave him a sideways | ook as he clinbed the steps to the back porch. "I invited a
few nei ghbors," he said. Pulling open the door, he gestured down a hallway stretching in
front of them "After you."

Stifling a grimce, Obi-Wan wai ked down the hallway. At the end, a |arge but honey
conversation roomopened off to the left.

And in the conversation roomwere Kirlan's guests. An entire packed roomfull of them

"Hello," he said, stopping in the entryway and nodding to the group. There were nen and
woren both, he saw, all with the hardened, sunburned skin that seemed to be the comon
| ook of farmers ai! across the galaxy. For their part, the people iooked himover in
silence, their emotions roiling with suspicion and fear. "I’m General bi-Wan Kenobi of
the arny of the Republic."”

A low nmurmur ran through the crowd, the nobod darkening even further. "A general yet,"
soneone nuttered, and Obi-Wan sitentiy berated hinmself for his thoughtl essness. The title,
whi ch had sounded so foreign to his ears when !t had first been bestowed upon htm now
rolled a little too easily off his tongue.

"I was right,"” one of the men growl ed, glaring accusingly at Cbi-Wan. 'The war’s here. And
he’s the one who brought it."

"Easy, Hanco," Kirlan cautioned.

"Easy, ny foot," Hanco shot back, his eyes still on Obi-Wan. "Well, Jedi ? You have an
answer for that?"

"I't depends on what you nmean by 'the war,"’ Obi-Wan said evenly. "If you nmean the struggle
for the Republic's survival, then the war is everywhere." He | ooked around the room "If
what you mean is battles and death and destruction, Dagro might stilf be able to avoid
that."

"Why are you here?" a worman asked.

"W heard runors that the Separatists had set up a presence on your world," Cbi-Wan told
her. "I cane to see if the reports were true. Apparently, they were."



"Maybe; maybe not," Hanco countered. "W never saw anything |ike those battle droids unti
you showed up. Maybe they followed you in, hey?"

"Possi ble, but unlikely," oi-Wn said. "And, actually, the fact that you haven’'t seen
them before now is a good sign. That nmight nean they're still in the process of nmoving in
and can hopefully be chased away with a mni num of trouble."

"I's that what you’'re going to do?" a youthful voice spoke up

oi -Wan blinked as he focused for the first tine on the far right of the room Kit and
Zizzy were sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of a seated worman, presunmably their
not her, both children gazing up at himwith w de eyes. "Excuse nme?"

"I said, Are you going to chase them away?" Zizzy repeated.

oi -Wan gl anced up at their nother’s stony expression, then | ooked down at the children
again. "Even a Jedi wouldn't be so bold as to tackle an eneny base by hinself," he told
them solemmly. "No, at this point all I'"'mplanning is to wait for the rest of ny survey
teamto cone get rne."

There was a subtle but definite lowering of the tension in the room Cearly, there had
been sone fear that he was here to draft themall into Republic mlitary service. "So what
do you want fromus?" one of the nen asked.

"Only that you don't betray ne to the Separatists." Obi-Wan | ooked at Kirlan. "And perhaps
that Kirlan will allow nme to help around the farm™

Kirlan's eyes narrowed. "What kind of hel p?"

"What ever needs doing," Obi-Wan said. "You toid me that Coruscant never paid a crippled
droid' s worth of attention to you. Maybe | can make up a little for that neglect."

"You couid start by raising the price of sargheet,” soneone suggested.

A snmali but genuine ripple of laughter twittered around the room "i was thinking nore
along the lines of helping get the crops in," Cbi-Wan said with a sniie. They weren't

opposed to the Republic, he realized now, or even to Obi-Wan hinself. They were sinmply
har dwor ki ng peopl e who didn’'t want their |ives nmade any harder than they already were.

"Actual ly, what 1 need nobst right nowis soneone to strip nmy crop stubble,” Kirlan said.
“I"1'l show you how in the norning. Everyone else, thanks for coming. And if sonethi ng nmade
of metal and carrying a blaster conmes around aski ng questions, play dunb."”

Wth a rustle of chairs and a | ow buzz of conversation, the crowd got to its feet and
began to drift out, a few people lingering behind to talk to Kirlan or his wife. Obi-Wn
stayed at the door, exchanging silent nods with the farmers as they filed past, unti
finally only he and the Swens fam|ly were left. "You nmust be Kirlan's wife," Obi-Wn said,
st eppi ng back into the roomand nodding to the woman still seated with the children

“I"m Trissa Swens," she confirned, noddi ng back at him her face marginally | ess stony but
still unsmling. "I wish 1 could say it was an honor to have you here, Ceneral Kenobi."

"But with Separatist forces hunting ne, all you can see is the threat | pose to your
fam | y?" bi-Wan suggested,

Kirlan took a step toward him "Stay out of ny wife’'s mnd, Jedi," he warned.

"1 wasn't init," Ooi-Wan said tiredly, a ripple of frustration and sadness pouring
through him "It's just that |'ve been fighting this war |ong enough to know how peopl e
react to ne."

Trissa’s lip twitched, and Obi -Wan caught her flicker of guilt. "I"msorry," she said. "I
didn’t nean it to sound that way."

"No apol ogy needed," noi-Wan said, rubbing his tenples. "Unless you' ve got other
qguestions, though, I'd Iike to go back to the barn and get sone sleep."

Tri ssa | ooked at her husband. "There’'s no need to go to the barn,"” Kirlan said, a bit

gruffly. "We have plenty of roomhere in the house."



" Thank you," Obi-Wan said. "But tonight, at least, |I'd rather stay outside. The droids
m ght conme back; and if there’s going to be a fight I don’t want it to be here in the
house. "

Kirlan's lips puckered. "I appreciate that," he said, a little grudgingly. "I'll bring you
some bl ankets and a field mattress. Sone food, too - | guess you missed dinner." He | ooked
oi -Wan up and down. "And |1’d better get you some clothes," he added. ’'That outfit night
blend in okay in town, but there’s no way anyone out here would wear anything that flinsy.

" Thank you," Obi-Wan said again, taking a step down the hallway. "Good night, everyone.
"1l see you in the norning."

If the battle droids did indeed pass through the area again that night, they were
consi derate enough to be quiet about it. Obi-Wan slept soundly, not waking up until Kit
arrived a little after sunrise to bring himin to breakfast.

The nmeal was quick but pleasant, with [ittle of the underlying tension he'd sensed the
eveni ng before. Apparently, a good night’s sleep - perhaps, nore inportantly, an
uneventful night’'s sleep - had hel ped cal msome of their fears.

After breakfast, Kirlan took Cbi-Wan back to the barn to a huge stack of

ten-centinmeter-long grain stalks piled beside a bin made of wire mesh. "Crop stubble,” he
identified it. "The |l ower sections of the sargheet stalks. By the tine we’'ve finished the
harvest, we’'ll hopefully have enough of this to feed the zeles for the rest of the year."

He picked up one of the stalks and pointed at a dozen fine blue bristles attached to the
base and sticking up about half the stalk’s length. "But only if we pull these bristles
off first," he went on. "If the animals eat them they accunulate in their digestive
systens and you end up with a dead animal."

oi - Wan picked up a stalk and experinentally tugged at one of the bristles. It came off in
his fingers with far less effort than he’' d expected. "Yeah, they conme off real easy,"
Kirlan agreed. "Wiich is why they' Il cone off in a zete’'s gut, too. Anyway. That pai

right there is for the bristles - Tn’ssa nakes a nice soup stock out of them The clean
stubbl e goes into that wire bin. Got it?"

"CGot it," Obi-Wan said, suppressing the reflexive urge to suggest that a droid mght do
the job nore efficiently. Cbviously it could. Just as obviously, Kirlan couldn't afford to
buy one.

"Great," Kirlan said, noving toward the door. 'The kids and | will be out in the fields
all day, but Trissa will bring you some lunch when it’s tinme."

"WIl you be taking your lunch out with you?"

Kirlan hesitated. "I'Il have sonething for the kids,
bother with nmore than two neals a day,"

he said. 'Trissa and | usually don’t

Clearly another cost-cutting nove. "Sounds very Jedi," Ohi-Wan told him keeping his voice
casual. "Please tell her not to bother with any lunch for me either."

For a nmonent Kirlan's eyes seened to search Ghi-Wan's face. "In that case, I'll send the
kids to bring you in when it’'s dinnertine," he said. "Have fun."

Rather to Obi-Wan's surprise, he did. It seened sonmetines like his whole Iife since the
Battl e of Geonosis had been nothing but conmbat, |ife-or-death decisions, and | ong days of
hyperspace travel. To do work that was useful yet took little nental effort was a wel cone
change of pace, soothing and satisfying. By the tine Kit and Zizzy cane to get him he had
the bucket half full of blue bristles and the kind of inner contentrment and peace he
usually got only froma period of Jedi neditation

"How d it go?" Kirlan asked as the children I ed their guest toward a | arge wooden table on
one side of the kitchen

“"Very well," Qoi-Wan told him "I finished about a quarter of the pile."

Kirlan | ooked at the children with lifted eyebrows. "He did," Kit confirmed.



"I"minpressed,” Kirlan said. "Actually, I'm..." He hesitated, then gave a nicroscopic
shrug. "To be honest, |I'msurprised you were willing to take the job. It’s usually the
sort of work the children end up with."

"I was doing it before you got here,"
boring, "

Zizzy said, crinkling her nose. "It gets pretty

"Boring or not, there's nothing wong with honest work," Obi-Wan told her

"You woul dn’t know it from sone of the officials who ve occasionally visited the valley,"
Trissa said scornfully frombeside the stove. "Particularly the wonen. They seem horrified
that people actually live this way."

"1 know a few officials tike that myself," Obi-Wan agreed with a smle. "How d the field
wor k go?"

"W're getting there," Kirlan said, gesturing himtoward one of the chairs at the table.
“I"ve been trying to figure a way to sneak you out of here and up to the city. But those
bl asted battle droids have been zi pping around overhead all day."

"Real ly," Obi-Wan said as he sat down. He hadn’t heard any STAPs fromthe barn. "How high
were they?"

"Pretty high," Kirlan said, sitting down at the head of the table. "You had to | ook close
to tell they weren’t birds."

"Did they ever cone | ower?"
"Not that | saw," Kirlan said. "You think they're worried about an attack fromthe ground?"

"Doesn’t seemlikely," Obi-Wan said, frowning. "Al mny |ong-range weapons are still with
nmy scout ship. They' ve surely scooped up the weckage and taken it away by now. "

"Unl ess they think you're not the only one here," Kit suggested as he maneuvered a bow of
veget abl es onto the table. "Maybe they think you're trying to sucker theminto a trap."

"We can hope so," Cbi-Wan told him "There’'s nothing |I'd like better right now than for
themto keep their distance."

"When will your survey teamarrive?" Trissa asked as she set a platter containing a snal
roasted avian in front of her husband.

oi - Wan shook his head. "I don’t know. My Padawan was hel d up bringing his part of the
group, which is why | went on ahead."

"That wasn't very smart," Zizzy said primy as she set a glass of water beside Obi-Wan's
plate. "Even | know better than to go to a strange place al one.™

"I can’t argue with you there," Cbi-Wan said ruefully, taking a welcone sip of the water.
"He was due in at the rendezvous yesterday, but fromhis report I know some of the ships
had been damaged. Trouble is, 1 don't know how badly. It’ ||l probably be several nore days
before they get here.™

Kirlan hissed between his teeth. "That’s a long tinme to keep sonmeone hidden in a barn."

"At least, in the sane barn," Obi-Wan agreed. "But if enough of your neighbors are wilting
to help, maybe | can barn-hop my way to Vale City."

"You nmean like traveling to one honestead at a tine?" Kit asked.

"Exactly," Obi-Wan said. "lI'd go at night, maybe slung underneath one of your zeles to
hel p di sqguise nmy infrared signature.”

"Sounds risky," Kirlan runbled. He picked up a knife and fork and started to carve the
neat off the avian. "Not just for you, either."

“I't couldn’t hurt to ask them" Trissa said firmy, sitting down besi de her husband.

"f suppose not," Kirian said. "Probably not a good idea to use the cominks, but 111 be



seeing Pickers and Jurvi out in their fields tomorrow, ['Il talk to themthen."

Kirian and the children returned the next evening with the news that Pickers and Jurvi
were indeed willing, if not exactly enthusiastic. Trissa had made a thick and tangy stew
for dinner, and as the Swenses ate they discussed plans for Obi-Wan's departure.

But for that night, at least, all their plans came to nothing. The battle droids resuned
their patrols as the stars appeared overhead, dropping lower in the sky as if anticipating
an escape attenpt on the part of their quarry. Sitting in the barn |istening to the sounds
of the STAPs, Cbi-Wan finally gave up and settled down to get sone sl eep

He was up before sunrise the next norning and had already put in half an hour of work
before Zizzy called himto breakfast. A quick nmeal and he was back at work, determined to
trimthe pile of crop stubble down to half its size before dinner. By the tine the others
returned he had very nearly achieved his goal, with a warm glow of victory that |asted
only as long as it took Kit to back the zeles and cart up to the stack and unl oad the
addi ti onal stubble they'd collected during the day.

They all ate dinner together, and Cbi-Wan returned to the barn to prepare to | eave. Once
again, by mdnight it was clear that the droids’ vigilance would make that inmpossible, and
he reluctantly returned to his field mattress to sl eep

It was on the fourth norning, just as he finished getting dressed, that the droids finally
cane.

Wth his ear pressed against a cracked panel in the barn wall, he listened intently to the
telltale sound of five nore STAPs coming to rest out in the yard. If he’ d counted
correctly, that nade twelve on the ground, with twelve or thirteen nore runni ng high
patrol overhead.

Twenty-five to one. Terrible odds, nade even worse by the presence of civilians on the
scene.

Especially when they were civilians he’d grown to consider friends.

He stepped away fromthe wall and took a deep breath-"A Jedi knows only cairn," he
murmmured to hinmsel f. Tucking his |lightsaber inside the farmer’s shirt Trissa had given
him he started toward the door

He was nearly there when the panel was flung open and a battle droid strode inside. "You -
halt," he snapped, swiveling his blaster to point at bi-Wn's chest.

"Hey, i didn't hurt anything," Obi-Wan said, holding up his hands in feigned surprise.
"Really, | didn't."

The droid' s head sw vel ed as he | ooked around the rest of the barn, then cane back to gaze
at Gobi -Wan. "Cone," he ordered.

The rest of the family was gathered together in a tight knot in the mddle of the yard
when Cbi-Wan and his escort arrived, Kirian with his armtightly around Trissa’s shoul ders
as she in turn pressed the two children close to her sides. Behind them the house | oomed
dark and om nous agai nst the pinks and reds of the sunrise coloring the sky behind it.
Arrayed in a semcircle around them a group of battle droids kept wary watch. "Ah," said
a droid with officer markings as Obi-Wan was marched toward the group. 'The other, as
expected. You - identify."

"Hey, | didn't take anything,"” Obi-Wan protested. "I just slept there, okay? That's all
did."

"ldentify," the officer repeated, nore sharply this tine.

"I"m Marsh Fixter," Obi-Wan said. "I just - look, | didn't take anything, okay? | just
slept there.™

To Cbi-Wan's mild surprise, Kirian caught the cue. "He's nothing but a rotten tranp," the
farmer grow ed. "I nust have kicked himoff my land a dozen tines."

"W shall see," the officer repeated.



Carefully, Obi-Wan stretched out with the Force, reaching to the droid s optical sensors
and giving thema gentle vibration. H's face was certainly in the eneny-agents listing
that was undoubtedly now being transmitted to the officer, but fluttering the droid s

vi sion should blur his inage just enough to make a positive identification inpossible.

Apparently, it worked. "No matter," the droid said with an electronic snort. "You are a
[iar. You have been working in the barn for two days. O herw se, both children woul d not
have been free to work the fields with their father."

Qoi -Wan felt his throat tighten. So that was what the high-flying droids had been | ooking
for: an anonaly in the farners’ normal routines. He shoul d have thought of that.

"So you are a spy," the officer concluded. "Bring themall."

oi - Wan | ooked at the Swenses, standing silently gazing back at him People who had fed

and clothed him who had risked their lives to help him He could sense their fear, both
for thensel ves and for him

And then he focused on the children's faces and saw the trust and cal m addi ng a sheen of
hope to the fear in their eyes. He was a Jedi, one of those who claimed to be guardians of
the people; and for all the cynicismof their elders, they still believed in him Stil
bel i eved that he could and woul d save them

There was a flicker in the Force ... and suddenly he knew what he had to do.

"No," he said, taking a step forward as the droids started to close in on the famly.
"Leave them al one."

"O?" the officer countered.

Smiling tightly, Oobi-Wan lifted a hand, stretched out to the Force, and threw the droid
backward to sl am hard agai nst the ground.

The yard exploded in instant consternation. Swiveling in unison, the entire group of
droids turned its blasters away fromthe famly and toward this sudden new t hreat.

But they were too |ate. bi-Wan snatched out his |ightsaber and with a snap-hiss ignited
it, the glow ng blue blade throw ng shadows agai nst the darkened house. He took a step
toward the Swenses, then pretended to think better of it and began backi ng up again

The droids reacted exactly as he’'d hoped. Their circle shifted in response, tightening in
toward hi mand bypassing the other four humans. Cbi-Wan caught Kirlan's eye and gave a
fractional nod; the other nodded back and began backing slowy toward the relative safety
of the house, pulling his wife and children with him

Overhead, the STAPs were closing in as well, tightening their part of the deadly ring
around him Obi-Wan kept backing up, shifting his |ightsaber back and forth. If he could
keep their full attention on himfor just a few nore seconds....

Abruptly, he heard the STAPs behind himtwi tch their drives to full power. A droid voice
shouted a raspy warning -

And, |ike an avengi ng angel, a Jedi starfighter shot over the house out of the rising sun
its laser cannon spitting destruction as it tore through the niddle of the 5TAP fornmation

oi -WAn was already in notion. He | eaped to one edge of the droid circle, slashing with
his |ightsaber, then spinning around to deflect the blaster shots belatedly com ng his
direction fromthe nore distant droids. Qut of the corner of his eye he saw the Swens
fam ly running full speed toward the house, safely out of the battle area. Overhead, the
rest of the survey team shot past in the starfighter’'s wake, its |aser cannon
systematically dealing with the STAPs Anaki n had mi ssed.

Smiling grimy, Obi-Wan stretched out to the Force, settling his mnd and body into Jed
conmbat node.

Three mnutes later, it was over.

"I"ve heard all the stories,"” Kirlan said, shaking his head in anazenment as he fingered
the steam ng nug of misti in front of him "But |1’d never actually seen a Jedi in action.”



"It was cool,"
t hat ?"

Kit said with barely contained excitenment. "Can you teach me how to do

"Kit," Trissa said reprovingly as she set nugs in front of Obi-Wan and Anakin
"Actually, 1 can’'t," nhi-Wan told him "Not unless you were born with the ability."

Hi s comink beeped, and he pulled it out. "Yes?"
"Al'l clear," Conmander Fivvic's voice came. "W got nost of the backups, except for a few
who managed to escape into that big gorge to the east."

"So that's it?" Trissa asked,

"It is for now," Anakin told her. "W' ||l alert Coruscant that there's definitely a
Separati st presence here, and when they can free up a task force they'Il send it here to
clear themout." He |ooked at Kit and Zizzy, 'That is, if they don't give up and run away
before that."

"But you'll be |eaving?" Zizzy asked.
"No," Cbi-Wan said. "Not just yet."
Anaki n | ooked at him and he could sense the Padawan’s surprise. "Wy not?"

"Because there’s something wong here,” Cbi-Wan said, trying to put his thoughts and

i npressions into words. "That droid comander said that they'd seen Kit and Zizzy in the
fields when at |east one of them should have been working on the crop stubble. But that
ki nd of reasoning is way beyond conbat droids. That neans there nust be sonme Nei noidi ans
or other living beings here as well."

"Doesn’t sound right for a small garrison,” Anakin said, his voice suddenly thoughtful.

"It isn't," Obi-Wan agreed. "But it’'s exactly right for a research or devel opnent facility
and ny scout was taken out by an attack | didn't see comng."

"A new weapon, " Anakin murmured, gazing out into space. "Looks like it," nhi-Wan agreed.
"And Fivvic said that the surviving droids just now fled into the gorge. How woul d they
know t here was enough roomfor themto fly in there unless they'd already checked it out?"
"That could be where their base is," Kirlan suggested. "Those cliffs go back ten
kiloneters. Plenty of roomin there for any kind of facility they want."

"I agree,” Obi-Wan said. "But when they first came searching for me, they didn’'t cone from
that direction. They canme fromthe west. 1 renenber that because the barn was bl ocking
their view"

"That’s right, they did," Kirlan nurnured thoughtfully-"Huh."
"So what does that nmean?" Kit asked.

"It neans they took the tinme to circle way around so that no one woul d guess where their
base was," oi-Wan told him

"But they just showed us where it is," Zizzy objected.

"Exactly," Obi-Wan said. "Wiich inplies that whoever's in charge decided it didn't matter
anynore if we knew. Which inplies in turn that whatever they' re doing in there is about
finished."

He | ooked at Anakin. "Wiich inplies that we’'d better take a | ook while we still can."

"I don’t know," Anakin said doubtfully. "The survey teanis on a pretty tight schedule, and
there aren’t any attack teans anywhere in the sector."

"So we'll let the survey teamgo," Obi-Wan told him "They can | eave us your starfighter
and one of the scout ships, and we'll rejoin them when we’re done."



"Wait a second," Trissa put in, starting to sound alarned. "You' re the one who told us a
Jedi couldn’t take on a whol e eneny base."

"I said a Jedi couldn't take on a base alone," hi-Wan corrected, snmling tightly. "Now,
there are two of us."

Kirlan shook his head. "Wy," he said, "do | suddenly have a bad feeling about this?"

To Be Concl uded ...



