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FOREWORD

Star Wars: Episode I — The Phantom Menace has the lowest Rotten
Tomatoes score of any Star Wars film. It is the first part of the
Prequel Trilogy which, it is not unfair to say, has been reviled by
even the most forgiving Star Wars fans. It has been panned for
having flat performances by otherwise great actors, for being too
focused on politics and, of course, for Jar Jar Binks. Even George
Lucas himself said, “It’s a very hard movie to follow.”

While I can’t disagree with most of the critical opinions of
the film, I have always believed that there was “something in
there,” when 1 watched Episode I. To be fair, I am an unabashed
Star Wars fan boy and former writer for Lucasfilm fan
publications. However, in recent years, I’ve come to look at The
Phantom Menace as the film version of a good book that didn’t
quite get it right.

There are many film adaptations of books that had to leave
out important details, gloss over character development or make
changes to squeeze it under 150 minutes — all while trying to make
it visually appealing. Any Star Wars film is first and foremost a
space fantasy filled with laser swords, rocket ships, magic, and
adventure. However, the story of The Phantom Menace, at its core,



is one of political intrigue filled with backroom deals, deception
and personal ambitions. These elements are hard to reconcile in a
rollicking summer special-effects blockbuster.

So, for its twentieth birthday, I decided to visit an alternate
universe and write the book from which the film was adapted. As
opposed to a novelization of the finished film, I wanted to create
that “good book that the film didn’t get quite right.” This is one of
the reasons why [I’ve titled it Duel of the Fates and not The
Phantom Menace (but be on the lookout for its reference in the text
somewhere). In this novel, you will find most of the dialogue from
the movie, the same basic story flow and almost all of the
characters. But you will also find the parts the movie “had to leave
out.”

I spent time providing backstory and motivation for some
characters to explore why we rooted for or against them. For
example, | tried to make the most hated character in Star Wars lore
more of a Steinbeckian Lennie. I wanted to develop Darth Maul, in
my opinion, the most wasted villain in cinematic history, and make
his fate and future more meaningful. Additionally, I’ve introduced
concepts, characters and plot points that are explored in later Star
Wars films. In some cases, it’s done as a quick name drop and, in
others, I’ve developed characters mentioned in passing onscreen
that drive the plot of this version of the story. As a result, if you are
a student of Star Wars canon, you will find that I took some modest
liberties to build a more robust story. (Remember: in this world the
book was written before the Wookieepedia entries!)

This is where I thank some people who were instrumental in
bringing this passion project of mine to life:



Eric Montas was my editor, coach and plot hole finder. He
spent more hours than he probably expected he would reading and
re-reading this manuscript. It’s his fault, really. He encouraged me
to do it.

David Amelotti of the wonderful on-line Star Wars show,
Beyond the Blast Doors. Running into him on Facebook led to a
great connection, an outlet for me to share this with the world, and
the motivation I needed to finish the project.

My wife and kids for putting up with me spending hours
behind my laptop on some damn fool idealistic crusade.

And, my father, for kickstarting my love of writing and
giving me my first push into putting pen to paper (or is that pixels
to screen?).

I hope you enjoy my take on The Phantom Menace story. To
be clear: this is a work of fan fiction, it is not in any way affiliated
with Lucasfilm or Disney and I claim no ownership of George
Lucas’s intellectual property. Think of it as a love letter to galaxy
far, far away and a telling of the story from “a certain point of
view.”



PROLOGUE

"... And in the time of greatest
despair there shall come a savior,
and he shall be known as:
THE SON OF SUNS"

— Journal of the Whills, 3:127
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CHAPTER 1

Four Years Before

“Boy. Wake up.”
The grizzled, stumpy snout twitched with each word as Watto,
the blue-skinned Toydarian junk dealer, used a short stick to poke

"’

the human boy sleeping on his cot. “I said: wake up!” his voice
was as gruff as his face. Watto’s blue, leathery wings fluttered to
life on his back, raising his one-meter, pot-bellied body off the
floor to hover above his newly acquired slave. Watto had won the
boy and his mother from Gardulla the Hutt the evening before
betting on the pod races and was eager to put him to work.

The six-year old boy slowly opened his eyes and fixed a hard
stare on his new master. As he pushed himself up on the cot, his
light brown hair hung around his round cheeks, tanned from
spending his entire short life in the heat of twin suns of Tatooine.

“Where’s my mother?”” were his first words.



“She’s up already and working in the kitchen. You, boy,
should’ve been up already, too.”

The child harrumphed at that assumption. “I want to see her,”
he said with a defiance beyond his age.

“You get to work, you get to see her. I’ll send her in when
she’s done.” The boy pulled himself to the side of the cot and
placed his feet firmly on the dusty floor of his quarters. “Let’s get
going, boy.”

“My name is Anakin, not ‘boy,’” he told Watto, giving him a
look out of the side of his eye.

“Alright. Let’s get going, Anakin,” Watto said, and a smile
almost crossed his mouth. It was hard to see his expression with
the two tusks that protruded from his lower lip — one was broken,
they both were yellowed. Watto’s ability to maintain a straight
face helped him negotiate deals in his shop with the star pilots
that often walked through his door in desperate need of some part
he had laying around, allowing him to gain the “highest margin.”

Slave ownership was not rampant on the backwater, desert
world of Tatooine, but it wasn’t outlawed either. While slavery
(human or otherwise) was illegal on the core planets, this world
was far enough on the Outer Rim to have its own interpretation
of many of the commonly accepted laws of the Galactic Republic.
On a planet run by the gangster Hutt clans, the practice of slavery
was also a tradable commodity and a way to ensure debts were
paid. Typically, slaves were treated well in this part of the planet
— as well as someone who is a slave can be. Tales of physical



abuse were rare, but the work was hard, and the life was not one
that any being would choose.

“Gardulla...” Watto began in a leading tone. “She told me you
are pretty good at making repairs. Is that so?”” Watto prodded as
Anakin adjusted his tunic and pulled on his well-worn shoes.

“I do alright,” Anakin said with a tinge of pride.

Watto led the boy out of his hut toward the shop, and even
though only Tatoo I, the first of Tatooine’s suns, had risen in the
sky, the heat was already building. Anakin squinted and saw the
blue sky fade into orange as a rising Tatoo II peeked above the
yellow sand horizon.

“I sell broken junk for a fair price,” said Watto. “I can sell
working junk for even more.” The Toydarian laughed a little to
himself, and Anakin, who even at age six understood the value of
profit, gave a wry smile and nod back.

When he belonged to the Hutt, Anakin used to find pieces of
metal and electrical components strewn about her hangar bays left
from the many “visitors” that came through. Often, they would
try to buy her favor and beg her to overlook their debts with
droids, weapons, and other pieces of technology when they did
not have the credits. Gardulla rarely accepted them and forgot
them as quickly as those that left them. As aresult, if it kept young
Anakin occupied — regardless of how dangerous it may have been
— she let him play with the loot she did not care about. At an early
age, it became clear he had an uncanny knack for finding a way

to fix things that were broken and create new things by combining



parts. He became her unofficial court handy man and was often
called upon to fix mechanical and electrical equipment around her
palace.

Anakin’s eyes widened when he walked into the back door of
the workshop. For a boy who spent his spare time tinkering,
Watto’s collection of scrap and spare parts was a dream come
true. Piles of droid parts, mechanical lifts, tools, rifle butts, pilex
bit drivers, welders and more littered the shelves and the floor.

His eyes were drawn to a pile of wires that strung their way
into the neck joint of a human-shaped droid head. The
photoreceptors were missing, there was no metal shell and some
rust colored the metal braces that surrounded the skull. Anakin
picked it up and started to imagine what he could do with it. In
his mind he saw it come to life and could envision the parts
needed to put this 3PO unit back together.

“Anakin! Over here!” shouted Watto. The slave boy hadn’t
realized he had wandered away from his master and into the
middle of the shop, while Watto had bee-lined over to the work
bench at the far side of the shop. “I have a job for you.” The boy
snapped to attention and gently placed the droid head on a nearby
shelf and decided he’d get back to it later if Watto was a kind
enough owner to give him free time.

He walked over to the work bench and saw pieces of another
droid strewn across the surface. It was a pit droid, the cheap and
usually durable repair bot of choice for podracers. When they

weren’t in pieces on a work bench, they stood about a meter high



and folded into a squat little, portable size in sleep mode, making
them extremely useful for traveling race teams. Based on the
carbon scoring on the chest piece, Anakin could see that this one
was probably the object of some losing driver’s rage and took a
laser bolt in anger.

“Gardulla was kind enough to throw this in along with you
and your mother as part of the bet she lost. I could sell it for parts,
but I think I could use one of these if I ever get my own podracer.”
Watto’s three-fingered, clawed hand rose to his stubbled snout.
“Maybe one day, you will drive a pod for me. Of course, no
humans have ever won a pod race here.” The blue junk dealer
shrugged. “If I start you young enough, who knows?” He giggled
to himself at the prospect.

Podracing was an extremely dangerous spectator sport that
was also a source of gambling on planets like Malastare, Theron,
and Tatooine. Drivers would connect a single-man cockpit craft
to starship-ready engines and race at high speeds a few meters
above the ground around hazardous courses. Because of the
reflexes and skills needed to pilot these vehicles without droid
assistance, certain alien races, such as Glymphid and Dugs were
better suited than humans to run them. It was not uncommon for
many of the pod drivers to be killed in any given race.
Nevertheless, upon hearing Watto’s vision, Anakin immediately
believed he could do it. Fear of the mortal danger that came with

it never crossed his mind.



“I have some work to do myself,” Watto said. “I expect to see
this pit droid walking around by the time I get back.” And with
that, he flapped his wings and floated out the door, leaving
Anakin alone with his work.

He laid the parts out on the table and aligned them as closely
as possible to where they looked like they would go. The domed
head with the single large eye at the top, arms and torso in the
middle, and legs and feet at the bottom. He hopped up onto a stool
at the workbench and looked cautiously around the room.
Confirming he was alone, he closed his eyes and raised his hands
to chest level in front of him.

A feeling filled him that he had felt many times before. A
distant sort of warmth grew from his trunk, flowed up his spine
and then down his arms. When the sensation reached his
fingertips, he could almost see an invisible stream pour from his
hands. With the wave of energy that could only be seen in his
mind’s eye, he was able to effortlessly lift all the pieces of the
broken droid from the table and suspend them in the air in front
of him. Maintaining his concentration, he opened his eyes and
assessed the repair. Waving his hands gently, he moved the
headpiece into the torso, connecting wires more accurately than
an assembly line droid. He rolled it in the air to one side and
connected an arm into an open socket.

The droid parts seemed to be executing an elaborate dance to
silent music being conducted by the boy. Parts disconnected from

one another to join correctly with others. Unlike the mechanical



approach to putting a robot back together, there were no jerky
movements or rough connections; no hard inserts or scraping
metal. Everything flowed effortlessly together at Anakin’s
command.

Then, suddenly: “Anakin! Stop that!”

With his concentration shattered, all the pieces of the pit droid
dropped to the table and some fell on the floor with a
cacophonous clang. The call was from Anakin’s mother, Shmi.

“How many times have I told you not to do that?”

“But Mom — ” Anakin pleaded.

“There will be no discussion. We don’t know what Watto
would do if he knew you could do this. It will only lead to
trouble.” Shmi could see Anakin was upset. It was equal parts
shame for disobeying his mother and anger for not being able to
use this gift. She walked across the room and took him in her
arms.

“You were born to achieve greater things, Anakin. A slave’s
life is not for you.” A tear came to her eye. “Your power: it scares
me, but I know you will use it to find your way in the galaxy.”
Her tone shifted from caring to warning. She held his shoulders
and put him in front of her as she bent to one knee to look him in
the eye. “But, until then, you must be very careful. No one must
know that you can do these things. If the wrong people knew you
can do this, they might take you away from me. I’'m not sure I
could bear that.”



“I’ll never leave you, Mom,” Anakin said. He pulled himself

into her grasp and hugged her tightly. “I promise.”
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CHAPTER 2

Three Years Before

It was finally over. The selection, the election, the coronation and
the celebration had all finally come to an end, and for the first
time in what seemed like years, the young queen was finally
alone. She closed the door to her chambers and made her way to
a soft couch next to the giant glass window looking out across the
capital city of Theed. Padme Naberie Amidala was one hundred
days past her fourteenth birthday, and today she was crowned the
Arch Monarch, Queen of the planet Naboo.

To be fair, she was the leader of only the Auman population
that lived on the surface of the blue-green planet that spun on the
outer edge of the Mid Rim of the galaxy. Her people had been at
arm’s length with the amphibian race, known as the Gungans,
who lived below the surface for nearly fifty generations. A
thousand years before Padme was crowned, her people crash

landed on the surface of Naboo. Some twelve thousand peace-
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loving men, women and children left the planet Grizmalt en route
to a new world to colonize as their home world erupted in a
dangerous revolutionary war. In a desperate attempt to save their
clan, they left Grizmalt with under-fueled and under-supplied
ships to reach the neighboring system known as Naboo. The story
goes that they ran out of fuel just as they arrived at the planet and
before achieving a safe orbit. The crew fought to bring the ship to
a hard landing, ensuring the safety of all but a few hundred
passengers who perished in the crash. The vessel was beyond
repair, and they moved quickly into the mountain region by the
sea using building and farming supplies that were undamaged
aboard the ship to make their new home.

Within the first year, their leader, an old and wise man named
Kwilaan, had organized the settlers and they were living
comfortably off the land, albeit more primitively than when they
were on Grizmalt. One early morning, one of their scouts noticed
several hundred creatures emerge from the sea at the foot of the
hill they called Theed. The creatures were tall and thin with long
ears that hung off the back of their heads. Their snouts were more
like bills and their skin shimmered a pink-orange under the Naboo
sun. Some were dressed in ceremonial robes, some in rags, some
barely clothed at all. They were the Gungans, and they had come
ashore for their annual sun worshipping ritual.

The scout ran to the settlement and told Kwilaan what he saw.
Quickly, the wise old man, a former military strategist-turned-

pacificist and revered leader, raced to the edge of the encampment
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and watched silently as the Gungans began their worship.
Kwilaan, sworn to protect his colony, edged down the mountain
to get a closer look. Two Gungans, holding long staffs with
glowing orbs atop them, stood on the mountain side of the beach.
Their ears twitched as Kwilaan’s boot cracked a branch on the
forest floor. The Gungan guards turned, noticed the human and
each grabbed a horn from their sides. They brought the curved
instrument to their bills and blasted a warning sound. The entire
congregation of Gungans halted and froze in an instinctive,
animal-like way.

Kwilaan knew there was nowhere he could hide, and he was
dramatically outnumbered here. He raised his hands and
approached the Gungans. Some hissed at him, others held their
children closely, afraid of the odd-looking being who lived on the
land. Some shouted and some cowered. From the edge of the
ocean walked a shorter, rotund Gungan in ceremonial garb. He
looked hard at Kwilaan and finally raised an accusatory finger.
“Wesa been knowin’ your people be here on Naboo.” The
Gungan paused and squinted his eyes that sat on stalks at the top
of his bill. “Wesa stay away from you,” he offered. “If yousa stay
away fromma ussen.”

The human leader said nothing as three more people from his
patrol came down the mountain. The Gungans took defensive
positions. “My people have come to settle this planet and thrive
from the land,” the man replied. He then took a harder voice and

stepped toward the Gungan. “We have no use for the sea other
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than the food we harvest. If you stay there, and leave us alone,
you will be safe.” Kwilaan’s years of leadership as a military man
taught him to set the tone before the pleasantries. His men looked
on in stunned silence, having rarely seen Kwilaan act this sternly.
They knew that he was bluffing. The humans had only a handful
of weapons that survived the crash and not one was a trained
military man. If Kwilaan’s gambit failed, these hundreds of
Gungans could surely overtake the human settlement with the
most basic of armaments.

The Gungan leader stood silently for a moment. “Wesa gone
finish deesa sun worship. Den wesa return to the sea.”

And so, they did.

From that day forward, Kwilaan kept two men on guard at the
edge of the village to watch the sea for Gungan invaders and for
a full year, none returned.

In the year between Sun Worship days, the people of Naboo
formed differing opinions on the amphibian natives. Some of the
settlers wished to commune with the Gungans, while others
feared them. A dissenting group of colonists began to urge
Kwilaan to prepare to defend themselves from the “sea creatures”
as they called them. Kwilaan was wise and kind, but isolation and
protectionism had set into his mind. The human leader ordered
that what few weapon-wielding men he had would guard the edge
of the sea.

On the successive Sun Worship day, the Gungans emerged

from the sea yet again. This time they arrived with an armed
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contingency leading the way. Twelve armed humans (with the
only guns the colony owned) were on patrol as the Gungans
arrived. The Gungans brought their plasma-based weapons to the
surface for the first time in their race’s history and with no desire
to use them.

It was never clear who fired first. Some say the men panicked
and looked to send a message. Some say the Gungans opened fire
on the patrol that sat out in the open. While it never escalated
beyond a single death on both sides, the Gungans retreated below
the surface and were rarely heard from again outside of the
occasional sighting or legend. They never surfaced as a group
again — abandoning their sun season traditions on the Theed
shores.

Over the next dozen years, the human population on Naboo
nearly doubled. When Kwilaan died days after the thirteenth
anniversary of their crash landing, it was decided by the people
that his grandson, the twelve-year-old, Dilligaf, would be selected
to rule. The human citizens of Naboo believed that his child-like
innocence would give him the ability to lead without the influence
and bitterness of age that started to become evident in his
grandfather and led to the unsteady relationship with inhabitants
of the sea. They surrounded the boy-king with a Royal Council of
elders who advised him and ensured he did not make any poorly
considered decisions based on his immaturity, and he peacefully

ruled until he was twenty-one years old.
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Dilligat was a good leader. He led with the kindness of his
grandfather and showed none of Kwilaan’s paranoid leanings.
However, at twenty-one, he stepped down from office citing the
influence of his age and the echoes of his previous rulings as
reason to transfer power to another child monarch. He instated the
first selection of a new leader and began the tradition that saw
Padme Naberie Amidala elected Queen a millennium later. The
Royal Advisors went into the settlement and selected a thirteen-
year-old girl named C’lirly and presented her to the people of
Naboo. They were given the chance to elect her as their new
queen. They decided that if more than two-thirds of the people
voted in favor of her coronation, she would be crowned. And so
she was, as not one dissenting vote was cast. From that point
forward, every three and a half years, the Royal Advisory Council
consulted with the king or queen to determine if they wanted to
continue their rule — providing it was before their twentieth
birthday. Once the monarch reached twenty, they would be
deemed too old to be re-elected and a new child leader would be
selected by the Council and voted on by the people.

A thousand years later, the people of Naboo had built a
flourishing civilization, were part of the Galactic Senate, and had
become an important trade partner to the surrounding systems.
Theed became the capital city, and the survivors from Grizmalt
had extended their reach to most of the continents that adorned

the planet.
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Padme Naberie was ten-years old when the Council were
introduced to her as someone to watch. King Varuna was on his
way to his second and final term. It was not unusual to begin
searching for a successor as soon as it was realized that the current
king or queen would “age out” of office. Padme’s family were
artists who had been commissioned by the ranking senator
representing Naboo in the Galactic Senate when Padme was nine.
Senator Sheev Palpatine had stayed close to the family after the
piece was completed. He was a wise man who had kind eyes, a
gentle spirit, and took note of their youngest daughter’s
inquisitive nature.

Padme’s older sister (her only sibling), Sola, followed her
parents’ interests in art, but Padme was more “practical” and
interested in the logical side of the world she lived in. She
questioned everything, and Palpatine liked that about her.

Over the first year of their friendship, the senator offered
Padme opportunities to partake in political events in the capital
city. He introduced her to all the most important people and even
sponsored her application to the Junior Senator club where she
got her first taste of decision making and debating. She was a
natural leader, and it quickly became her greatest joy. Her artist
parents did not understand it, but they supported Padme. The
attention of a senator was welcomed as well. His references alone
made it easier for them to gain commissions from the wealthiest
people in Theed and allowed them to live comfortably while

pursuing their passion.
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On her eleventh birthday, Senator Palpatine arrived
unannounced at Padme’s home and insisted on taking the family
out for dinner to celebrate. The family piled into his limospeeder
and arrived at one of Theed’s most prestigious restaurants. After
the meal had ended, Senator Palpatine raised his glass and
proposed a toast. His voice was silky, and his cadence was
practiced. “I would like to take a moment to thank the Naberie
family for the fine art they have supplied both my office here on
Naboo and at the hideous old Galactic Senate building.” He
leaned toward Padme’s father, Ruwee, and poured on his patented
charm: “Your bust of King Dilligaf is the envy of the entire
senate!”

The family and the Senator’s staff who had joined them
laughed and he continued: “More importantly, I would like to
thank the Naberie family for introducing me to one of the
brightest minds I’ve ever had the honor of meeting.” He turned
slowly, deliberately and with royal deference to Padme who sat
to his right. “Your daughter, Padme, has shown such poise and
promise, I believe we could have a future senator on our hands.”
Sola broke out in laughter. Padme’s parents smiled but never
thought of it as more than a child’s hobby. “No, I am serious,” he
quickly continued. “That is why, as a gift to Padme on her
eleventh birthday, I would like to nominate her for Queen.” He
paused intentionally. “Although his last coronation was just a few

days ago, King Varuna will not be able to be elected in three years
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when his reign ends, and I cannot think of anyone on all of Naboo
who is more suited to serve this world as our young queen.”

Padme’s mother audibly gasped. Her father coughed loudly.
Padme smiled broadly, and her brown eyes opened wide.
Palpatine’s lips curled up, and he surveyed the table. His skill at
reading people was legendary, and what he saw told him that his
goal was achieved: he shocked her parents enough to put them off
guard and fueled Padme’s already stated interest. This
combination, he presumed, would make it near impossible for
Ruwee to deny his daughter the opportunity to at least explore the
process. And if she was elected, Palpatine would reinforce his
position of influence — something even the most well-intentioned
politician needed to be successful.

After a few weeks of pouring on the familial charm that
Senator Palpatine had become known for throughout the galaxy,
Padme Naberie was officially inserted into the three-year process
of nomination, campaigning, training, and election. The work was
exhausting and more involved than she had ever imagined.
However, she grew as a person, hardened her exterior, and was
ready to become Queen.

When the election came, she received virtually no opposing
votes and faced very little opposition. As she looked across the
glowing capital city on this Coronation Day, she reflected on her
journey. She was filled with pride but felt the pressure to lead.
The moment of reflection was short lived, however, as a knock

on the door broke the silence for which she so desperately longed.

18



It was Sheev Palpatine. He did not wait for her to give
permission to enter. He had become less like a mentor and more
like a favorite uncle to her. “My Queen,” he said, pausing to bow
almost ironically, and then briskly strode across the room to greet
her. He took her hands in his and looked at her with his adoring
smile.

“Senator,” she said.

“Come now, Padme. There is no one in here. We needn’t
stand on ceremony.” She smiled like the child she was back at
him. “I wanted to come by and tell you privately how proud I am
of you. You will be Naboo’s greatest leader. I have a good feeling
about this.”

“Thank you, Sheev,” she said. “I am just glad that you are
here to help me. I still feel like there is so little I know, so much I
need to do, I -~

Palpatine gave her his trademark smile and held a finger up to
his lips. “Padme, you will do fine. I’ve asked Sio Bibble to be
your personal advisor when I am gone.”

“When you are gone? Where are you going?”” Suddenly, she
was terrified of the task that lay ahead of her.

“I must leave tonight for Coruscant. The Galactic Senate is
meeting, and I must introduce the Trade Federation Taxation
bill.”

“I’m still not sure I understand what that is all about,” she
said. She could tell Aim that, but never let on otherwise to the

Royal Advisors.

19



“It’s complicated, my dear. But ultimately, the Trade
Federation has been using our hyperspace trade routes,
transferring billions of credits worth of goods from ours and other
planets, and they have yet to have to compensate anyone. A tax
on them and their routes will be distributed appropriately, and we
will benefit from the additional funds, as will all the systems the
Trade Federation currently takes advantage of.”

Padme nodded and shrugged at once. “You have my full
confidence, Senator. If you believe it will help our people and
those of rest of the galaxy, then I trust you implicitly. Do what
you must, then return here as soon as possible.”

“I will, My Queen. I don’t care for the politics, but I must do
what is right.” He looked at her beaming with pride again. “As |
know you will do as our royal monarch.” Palpatine put his hands
on her shoulders, “I see great things for you, Padme. Great
things.” Then just as quickly, “But now I must go. I will be back
soon — you know how much I hate the bureaucracy and the
bickering. But that is a senator’s life.”

“Goodbye, Senator. And thank you.”

“The pleasure is all mine, Queen Amidala. Serving you will
be an honor.” He bowed, snapped his heels, and turned to leave
the room.

Just like that, she was alone again, but this time she felt the

weight of Naboo on her shoulders.
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CHAPTER 3

Two Years Before

“This seems like an awfully pedestrian mission for you, Master,”
said Obi-Wan Kenobi. He was a fresh-faced boy in his late teens
who had known his Jedi Master, Qui-Gon Jinn since he was
assigned to him eight years before. His hair was sandy in color,
spiky-short, and he wore a long single braid running down over
his right shoulder indicating that he was a Padawan learner — a
Jedi apprentice.

“After the cycle we spent on Mandalore, I almost welcome
these kinds of simple assignments,” Qui-Gon said.

“I can’t disagree with you there,” said Obi-Wan. “But this sort
of thing seems far too menial for a Jedi Knight.”

“And that, my young Padawan, is why you will be completing
the task.”

Their T-6 shuttle began to lower to the surface. It was
crescent-shaped, with its nose cone centered and set at the

rounded outside. As the craft came closer to the landing platform,
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its wings swung out to create a saucer shape as it settled safely on
solid ground.

The droid pilot alerted the two Jedi that they were cleared to
exit the craft and opened the ramp that extended from the side.
These Jedi were both humans, but the older man stood almost six
inches taller than his apprentice. He had long brown hair with
wisps of gray that shot through it and a full beard. The two dressed
in the traditional, simple Jedi garb: a loose-fitting white tunic and
shirt, knee-high brown boots, and a brown hooded robe. On their
utility belt were a few simple food rations, a communicator that
doubled as a medical device, and the traditional weapon of the
Jedi, a lightsaber.

As Jedi went through different stages of their training, they
built their own weapon when they were ready. The creation of the
lightsaber was an important rite of passage that included
discovering the crystal that created the blade which, when
switched on, created a bright energy beam emitted from the hilt.
The sword could easily cut through most materials, and it had the
strength, when wielded properly, to deflect laser bolts from
blasters. The Jedi never carried laser guns, citing the elegance of
wielding a more civilized, bladed weapon.

Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan exited the spaceship and were
welcomed by the cold dark night of one of Coruscant’s less
desirable neighborhoods. Although the planet was home to the
Galactic Senate and the political center of the known universe, it

had more than its fair share of slums and crime districts. The
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entire planet was covered in buildings with virtually no natural
surface left after millennia of lifeforms settling on the Core
World. Skyscrapers, domes, factories and every other type of
structure coated the planet in an unsorted cacophony of
architecture that referenced every civilization in the galaxy and
even some long forgotten.

This was an area of Coruscant known as Level 1313. A place
where bounty hunters would commonly meet their employers,
deathstick dealers called home, and from where many beings
never returned. There were some apartments that had seen better
days and were home to what the elite called “the
underprivileged.” People down on their luck could barely afford
to live anywhere else — and most could not afford to live here. It
was a sad and scary place that teemed with life and death.

But the Jedi Knight and his apprentice were not there to police
the area or solve a crime. They had come in response to a call
from the Force to save a child.

“Master, this seems an unlikely place to find a future Jedi
Knight,” said Obi-Wan.

“The living Force doesn’t choose where a child comes from.
It only serves to help lead them to where they must go.” Qui-Gon
pulled on his hood and Obi-Wan did the same. “Come, let’s go
find this boy.”

The shiny Jedi shuttle had attracted the attention of the
residents of Level 1313. Some scattered, afraid of being arrested

for a crime they may or may not have committed. Others came

23



closer to get a look at the fancy ship that had come to this dirty
place. The platform they landed on extended from the end of an
alleyway surrounded by tall dingy spires and cool darkness. As
the Jedi made their way toward the passage, they were given a
wide berth. In their cloaks, Qui-Gon Jinn and Obi-Wan Kenobi
looked mysterious, even among the filth that inhabited Level
1313. They arrived at the edge of the alleyway and paused.

“Obi-Wan, have you found him yet?” Qui-Gon asked.

“Not yet, Master.”

“You are distracted by your surroundings. There is darkness
here, but a Jedi must focus on the light.”

As a Jedi trainee, Obi-Wan was being trained to wield the
living energy that surrounded him, what the Jedi called “the
Force,” to master his environment. By concentrating, he could
feel things that those who were not attuned to the Force could not.
Those that mastered the Force could use it to sense things before
they happened, to manipulate the physical world around them,
and to even influence the thoughts of weaker-minded beings. The
Order of the Jedi believed it was their duty to master the Force as
a tool to help protect the Galaxy from evil — whatever form it
might take.

Obi-Wan crossed his arms and closed his eyes. He attempted
to quiet his mind and reach out through the Force. He felt swirls
of cold and black in this place. There were bad people and horrific
things happening all around him. The Padawan could feel the pain
of someone a platform above them, he sensed the fear of a young
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woman several meters down the alleyway, and he could see the
shadowy outline of a murder about to happen several floors below
them. Although these events all were happening simultaneously,
he was not there to engage with this suffering. He and his master
were on a mission to find light in this darkness, and Obi-Wan had
to filter out the rest.

“It’s too hard, Master,” he said. “There’s so much pain here.”

“That is why you cannot fail. You must stretch out with your
feelings and find this boy Master Yoda has sent us to retrieve.”

“Yes, Master.” Again, Obi-Wan closed his eyes, and as he had
a moment before, he began to feel the Force around him. Clouds
penetrated his thoughts, and he felt even more of the hurting
happening around him. He pushed back on it, and within the
darkness, he sensed a thin stream of invisible light.

An infant’s cry seemed to ride on the now growing beam and
reached a crescendo as it flowed into his mind. Obi-Wan winced.
Although no one around him could hear it, the sound was clear
and loud in his head. He opened his eyes and began to make his
way through the path. Qui-Gon followed. The bright line he saw
in his head was not visible to the physical plane, but he now felt
the tide of the world around him urging him toward the light the
Force had uncovered for him.

The master and apprentice made their way past beggars, wild
diseased vermin, and grimy discarded trash toward an apartment

at the end of the alleyway. Obi-Wan was focused but attentive to
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his surroundings, while Qui-Gon walked five steps behind
observing his student — and the locals who looked on.

“In here,” said Obi-Wan quietly as they approached the entry
that was partially opened. He reached out with his right hand and
used the Force to push the door. A light from the ceiling flickered
on and off as they entered. Directly in front of them was a
stairway that Obi-Wan felt drawn to climb. In the corner, he saw
a woman sitting awkwardly on the floor. The Padawan paused
and looked at her. The human woman’s clothes were torn, she
was bleeding from her forehead and sobbing uncontrollably.

“Help me. He took everything from me,” she said through
tears quietly but loud enough to be heard by the Jedi.
“Everything.” Obi-Wan moved toward her.

“Focus on the mission,” said Qui-Gon quickly and firmly to
draw him away from the woman.

“But she needs our help,” pleaded the younger Jedi. “If she’s
been robbed or attacked, we should do what we can —”

“We didn’t come here to help the helpless. Your compassion
serves you well, but beware it doesn’t cloud your thoughts and
put the mission, the child, or yourself at risk.”

This had always been a hard lesson for Obi-Wan. He was
immensely gifted in his use of the Force, but his ability to fully
embrace the Jedi Code often put him at odds with his purpose as
a future Knight. He and his master believed that that was one of
the reasons they were paired as master and apprentice. Qui-Gon

Jinn was one of the wisest Jedi Knights, but his occasional
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“untraditional” approaches kept him from being considered for a
seat on the Jedi Council. It was not unusual for Jinn to act on what
he called a gut feeling, as opposed to strictly adhering to the facts
he was given, citing guidance by the Force as reason to stray the
course. Every time he advised his Padawan to “follow the
mission” instead of his intuition, it pained him and reminded Qui-
Gon of his own commitment to the Jedi way.

“I understand, Master,” said Obi-Wan, and he focused again
on the light. In his mind’s eye, it led up the stairs before them,
and he ascended the steps to another door at the landing.

He heard the infant cry behind the door. “Master, in here.” He
looked behind him and realized Qui-Gon had not followed him
up the staircase. Qui-Gon looked up at his apprentice, arms
crossed, and nodded to him silently, urging him to continue the
mission himself.

Obi-Wan approached the door. Through the Force, he sensed
tension and a shroud of anger and fear surrounding the infant
behind the door. He pushed it open slowly with his right hand and
put his other hand on his lightsaber hilt at his belt. There, on the
other side of the room, was a man clothed in dark red pants and a
matching armored coat. His hair was matted to his head in a dark
unkempt nest. He stood sideways to the Jedi Padawan, cutting a
silhouette in the window, lighted only by the bright signs that
were on the other side of the alleyway. In his arms, he cradled a

squirming, crying baby.
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“Hello there,” said Obi-Wan calmly. “I assume you are the
man who alerted the Jedi Council about the baby you are
holding.”

The man squinted back at Obi-Wan and took a half step away
from him. “This is my son. Yes.” Obi-Wan took his hand off his
lightsaber and reached out in front of him, taking a step toward
the man.

“I will need to meet the child before we can decide if he is to
be a Jedi. Would you mind?”” He inched forward, cautiously. His
feelings through the Force were now squarely on the baby. The
dark clouds were there, but he was ignoring them as he reached
out to the fussing bundle in the man’s arms. The man pulled the
child closer to him and stepped away again.

It was not uncommon in the Core Worlds for parents to
identify that their children seemed different and expressed an
ability to respond to their surroundings in ways that were unusual.
Some would fear it and keep it to themselves. Others would see it
as a calling and alert the Jedi Council, who would decide through
their own means whether to respond. Other times, a child would
be so strong with the Force, the Council believed that the child
reached out to them his or herself. In those instances, the Jedi
would seek out younglings without a parent alerting them. The
uninvited arrival of Jedi Knights at their door to recruit a child
would be met by many different responses ranging from honor to
anger. And while the Jedi never forcibly conscripted a child or

took one without permission from the parents, they did make very
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appealing cases and strongly urged them to let their child serve
the galaxy in a way that no one else could. It was considered a
privilege throughout the Core Worlds to be a Jedi. It was very rare
that a child who was that strong in the Force would not be given
up by his or her parents.

This was the case for Obi-Wan. Born on the planet Stewjon,
he was discovered at six months old. A contingent of Jedi were
dispatched to escort a senator to a planet in the region when
Master Groontona sensed a light pull him off the mission.
Groontona alerted the Council and was granted permission to
recuse himself from the escort team to seek it out. All Obi-Wan
knew of what happened was that the Jedi Knight was able to take
Obi-Wan off-world and deliver him to the Jedi Temple for
training on Coruscant. Obi-Wan liked to believe his parents were
honored by the opportunity to have their child serve the Jedi and
would never allow himself to think otherwise. He had no memory
of his parents and while this occasionally pained him, the Jedi
were his family now.

“You did contact the Jedi?” asked Obi-Wan.

“I did,” he said. “But now, I’m not so sure.”

“I understand,” said the Padawan. “It is never easy to let go
of a child.” He stepped forward again. “If he does have some
power, then it may be that he is strong in the Force, and he would
serve the Jedi with honor as a guardian of peace and justice.”

“I’m familiar with the propaganda,” the man said. “I’m not

doing this for him,” he continued. “He’s just lucky he
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seems different. 1 can barely feed myself or my wife.” Suddenly
the child’s father shifted from slightly hostile to truly sad. Obi-
Wan physically felt the change in him.

“A life in hardship is not an easy road,” agreed Ob-Wan. “The
path of a Jedi is not an easy one either. But if it is his calling, then
you are doing what is best for him.” Again, he stepped forward.
The baby stopped crying and his father eased his posture, slid
down the wall, and sat somberly on the floor. Obi-Wan reached
out to feel the emotions of the baby’s father and felt sadness and
tension — like there was something he was hiding. Upon feeling
the darker emotion from the man, the Jedi unconsciously touched
his lightsaber hilt, sensing he would need to ignite it soon. But
doing so around this docile, now at ease, baby was conflicting.

Qui-Gon had told his apprentice about retrieving
“Younglings.” The children were taken from their homes, raised
by the nurses at the temple, and began training as soon as they
arrived. Qui-Gon had only been on retrieval missions like this a
few times and each time they came from a call to the Council. He
never had to convince a parent to let their children become Jedi.
Obi-Wan wondered if Qui-Gon knew something about this
mission he did not share.

Obi-Wan squatted to eye level with the child’s father. He
shook the long sleeves of his hooded robe to free his hands and
reached toward the infant. “May 1?”

He sensed fear and discomfort from the man holding the baby.

Obi-Wan blinked for a long moment and saw dark clouds
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surrounding the man but could not find a strong connection
between him and the child. He opened his eyes and took the baby
from the man, who released his hold. Obi-Wan quickly stood up
with the baby in his arms and took a step back. The man looked
up at the Jedi and squinted.

The baby had dark hair and pale skin. It was human, like his
father, and looked up at Obi-Wan with turquoise eyes. Holding a
baby was not something Obi-Wan had ever done before. He was
amazed at the glow that surrounded the infant when he reached
out with the Force. It clashed with the darkness that suddenly
surrounded his father. Obi-Wan cautiously pulled the comms
device from his belt, brought it to the child’s exposed thigh, and
in a flash, collected a blood sample.

“What was that?”” asked the boy’s father.

“I need to check his midichlorian count,” said Obi-Wan. “Just
a technicality.”

“Midi-what?” said the man confused and irritated,

“It’s a measure of how the Force reacts with his body
chemistry. Sort of a way to quantify an infant’s sensitivity to the
Force without being able to witness their ability to use it.”

“You don’t believe me? Can’t you just use your Jedi powers
to see his future or something?” the father barked.

“I can feel that this boy is strong in the Force just by holding
him.” Obi-Wan smiled. “Believe me, 1’d rather just trust the

living Force than apply some convoluted science to it.” The blood
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testing device beeped and showed that the boy’s blood had, in
fact, shown signs of regularly interacting with the Force.

Midichlorians were a natural mutation that was found in the
blood and was believed to be a result of opening one’s self to the
push and pull of the Force. The Jedi discovered it several hundred
years before and were able to use the readings to help parents
measure their child’s readiness to join the Jedi Order. There was
much controversy around the introduction of a scientific measure
thousands of years after the Force had been harnessed by living
beings. After some time, many dissenting voices had grown
louder and become more critical of the Jedi, their role in the
galaxy, and in the politics of the Republic. Applying a scientific
explanation satisfied some, but in general, became a detail
dismissed by most — especially those who trusted in the mystical
nature of the Force.

“Your boy will do amazing things. He will serve the galaxy.
And if he grows and passes the Trials, become a Jedi Knight.”
Obi-Wan bowed his head to the child’s father and turned to leave.
“The Republic and the Jedi offer their appreciation and promise
to raise him as their own.”

“Just a minute,” said the man as he stood up quickly. The light
that surrounded the baby in Obi-Wan’s arms was being eclipsed
by sudden darkness. The man strode over to the Padawan and
pulled on his shoulder to turn him around. “So, this is how it
works? You take my son, and all I get in return is a ‘thank you?’

Where’s my reparations?”
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“I’m sorry. I thought you realized that.” Obi-Wan was
flustered for a moment before regaining his composure. “The boy
is now a ward of the Jedi. Your reward is the gratitude of the
galaxy and the honor of the Republic.”

“That’s not good enough. Gratitude doesn’t put food in my
belly.” He pulled a blaster pistol from his side and aimed it at
young Obi-Wan, who, to the man’s surprise, had already ignited
his glowing blue-bladed lightsaber. The Padawan held the baby
in the crook of his left arm and his shimmering weapon hummed
with energy in his right hand. In his mind, Kenobi called out to
Qui-Gon for help, but not only did he not respond, he could not
sense him nearby.

The Jedi apprentice was unsure of what to do. He had always
assumed that once the parent turned the child over to a Jedi, it was
the end of the transaction. There was no negotiating, no
reimbursement. He imagined a tearful farewell and a
reconciliation of pride and loss from the parents, but he was
completely unprepared to have a weapon drawn on him —
especially while he held an infant.

Obi-Wan did what he believed was right: “Sir, I understand
your trepidation. There is no obligation to give up your boy.” He
tried to see into the man’s mind, but it was obscured by a haze of
anger, fear and confusion. Obi-Wan’s voice betrayed his illusion
of calm. “Please, for the sake of the baby, put your blaster down.”

“I don’t care about the baby. Are you kidding me? Would I

give it up to some crazy wizards if I did?”” Now the anger surfaced
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in his voice. “When that woman told me that we were going to
have a baby, I was already thinking of ways to get rid of it.” He
shook the barrel of the blaster dangerously and carelessly at Obi-
Wan and the infant. “All I want is some credits, and you can take
the bastard.”

“I’m afraid that’s not how it’s done, my friend,” said Obi-
Wan in the most calming tone he could muster. “And even if it
was, as a Jedi, I don’t carry any money. I’m afraid I have nothing
of value.”

The man stood and pondered the situation. “That fancy laser
sword should fetch a hefty price.” The man stepped closer to the
Jedi. His entire demeanor had devolved into harsh aggression.
“Hand it over, keep the baby, and get out of here.” The Padawan
turned off his lightsaber and put the hilt into his left hand where
he held the baby.

Obi-Wan stood statue still. The baby started to squirm and
began to whimper. The Jedi closed his eyes, and the boy’s father
was stunned by the Jedi’s peaceful change of character. Obi-Wan
then spoke steadily and fully composed, waved his free hand
almost unperceptively and said, “You will put the blaster down.”
The man suddenly straightened his posture and slowly put the gun
on the floor, unable to remember why he was holding it in the first
place. Obi-Wan, again, waved his hand and said, “I am free to
leave.”

“You are free to leave,” the man said without emotion.
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Obi-Wan turned again to exit while the man stood at the
window looking slightly bewildered. As he reached the doorway,
Kenobi decided there was one more thing he needed the child to
hear. He paused and turned to the boy’s father once again. He
waved his hand and whispered, “I love you, son.”

The man staggered forward a few steps and a tear formed in
his eye and trickled down his cheek. “I love you, son,” he said.
Obi-Wan felt the light grow around the baby as he walked swiftly
out the door after the father’s final farewell. He quickly closed
the door and moved hurriedly down the steps. Qui-Gon was
waiting for him at the bottom of the staircase.

“Quickly,” said Obi-Wan. “We may not have much time.”

Qui-Gon patted Obi-Wan heartily between his shoulder
blades. “I sense that was not as easy as you’d hoped,” he said.

The woman, who was crying on the floor when Obi-Wan
passed her, was now smiling but clearly continued to feel sadness.
She was eating Jedi food rations that Qui-Gon had given her off
his belt. She reached up toward the baby with trembling hands.
“Be good, Caleb,” she said in a whisper. “Do good.” With a
glimmer of hope in her eye — which was not there when they
arrived — she looked at Obi-Wan, who was holding her baby.
“Please take good care of him.”

Obi-Wan simply nodded as he and Qui-Gon made their way
through the alleyway and uneventfully back to their ship. The
door closed behind them, and the shuttle lifted off the landing

platform before it was shut.
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The two Jedi, one an apprentice, one a Knight, looked at the
sleeping infant in Obi-Wan’s arms. “What will happen next for
him?” asked Kenobi.

“We’ll take him across the planet to the Temple. The Council
will decide where he will be weaned and then assign him a Master
— assuming he continues to show progress. Did you check his
midichlorians?”

“I did, Master. They were in range.”

“You know I don’t care for having to check that,” said Qui-
Gon.

“I know you don’t,” said Obi-Wan. “I don’t think I do either.
I wouldn’t rely on it, anyway. I do believe the child is strong in
the Force.”

“I believe that too, my Padawan. And I believe you’ve just
taken a large step toward becoming a Jedi Knight. Now, let’s get
this child to the Temple and see what the Council has lined up for

us next.”
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CHAPTER 4

One Year Before

On the far side of Coruscant in an area known as The Flats, a
matte black ship was coming in for a landing. Ball-shaped in the
cockpit with a triangular beak and curved wings like ears on the
side of the globe, the Scimitar settled onto a docking surface near
a steaming factory tower.

The Flats were where most of the energy supplied to the
massive city structures on the planet was created. The loud
unmanned generators churned for hundreds of years and very
rarely required maintenance. The air surrounding the area, which
spread out nearly a hundred kilometers across the planet surface,
was polluted, metallic, and acrid. As a result, it was the perfect
place to conduct business without being noticed.

A door yawned open on the back of the Scimitar, and out of
it walked a dark, hooded figure. He was humanoid but not human.
He was part of a race known as the Zabrak, easily identified by

and generally feared for the set of ten short yellow horns that
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jutted angrily from their hairless heads. This Zabrak had crimson
red skin with black warrior tattoos given at birth covering him
from head to toe symmetrically in patterns made of triangles,
squares and swirls. His yellow eyes almost glowed as he took note
of his surroundings. The Zabrak cut a strong, fit figure underneath
his black tunic and hooded robe, and it was fueled by an
unrelenting desire to exact revenge on the Jedi.

As a child, the Zabrak was raised by his mother, Talzin, on
the planet Dathomir. Talzin and many of the other Zabraki
women were witches and members of a dying coven known as
the Night Sisters. Similar to the Jedi in the way they mastered the
living Force — a magick they called the Ichor — they controlled the
world around them, but in shadowy, mysterious ways. They used
these powers to control their male Zabrak mates and keep them
submissive. One hundred years before his birth, the Jedi had come
to Dathomir to confront the Night Sisters for using the Force in
what they called the ways of the Dark Side. A battle ensued
between over a thousand Jedi and a few hundred Night Sisters.
They were overpowered quickly, and the Jedi slaughtered them,
forcing them into the shadows of Dathomir to practice their dark
magick in hiding and begin to plot their retaliation.

As the Zabrak male made his way across the platform to meet
his mentor, he recounted his first meeting with the man he now
called Master. Talzin had reached out through the Ichor to find an
ally in her vengeful plot on the Jedi and mystically connected with

this being in meditation. He arrived on Dathomir and recounted
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tales of an ancient order called The Sith. Once powerful monarchs
of the galaxy and strong in the Force, they had been defeated by
the righteous Jedi a millennium ago, but he promised her the Sith
would once again rule the galaxy. This human, known to them
only as Darth Sidious, promised to teach Talzin in the ways of the
Sith, and together they would defeat the Jedi and restore order
while executing her mission of revenge. As a boy aged fifteen, he
would watch his mother train with Sidious, and he would practice
what he saw her learn on his own from the shadows. He was
determined to help his mother defeat the Jedi and would prepare
himself to fight by her side when the time was right.

One evening, Sidious visited him in his sleep chamber.

“Rise, my boy,” Sidious hissed to him through a whisper. “I
know you’ve been watching and learning. I’'m quite impressed
with your progress. I imagine, if you had my undivided attention,
you could become quite powerful.” He paused. “More powerful
than your mother.”

The Zabrak boy felt an unfamiliar feeling of pride at this
recognition. His mother never gave him the satisfaction of praise
— it was the Zabraki way to keep the male in his place and never
raise him to the level of the female. Male Zabrak were considered
only good for siring children and maintaining the home while the
Night Sisters would protect the family through the use of the Ichor
and nurture her clan. From his birth, Talzin could sense her son
was different, powerful in the living Force, but would never allow

herself to give him the avenue to unleash it.
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“Y our mother has told me she fears you,” said Sidious. “Fear
leads to hatred and hatred gives her power. What do you fear, my
boy?”

The Zabrak teen looked at Sidious. The Sith Lord was old and
wrinkled but oddly gentle in appearance behind the aged skin on
his face. His elderly facade belied his power and the mastery of
the Force he displayed. “I fear nothing. I have no need to fear. |
already have harnessed my hatred,” he said.

Sidious cackled loudly, and it echoed through the silent
village. “Good,” he said. “Good. Then use your hatred. I know
you and your mother wish to gain your revenge on the Jedi. Did
you know it has been written that the Sith will return to overthrow
the Jedi Order and bring balance to the Force?”” The boy looked
eagerly at Sidious who leaned back and sighed. “But by the order
of the Sith, there can be only two — the master to hold the power
and impart it to his apprentice who craves it.” The boy pondered
what that meant for him. “It seems I already have an apprentice
in your mother. Your hatred of the Jedi is powerful, but as long
as your mother stands in your way, you will never be able to use
it.”

With that, Sidious stood up and turned to leave the room. He
looked over his shoulder and into the boy’s eyes. “Unless... she’s
not really as strong as she seems.” He pulled on his hood and left
the chambers into the evening air.

For the next several months, the boy continued to study all the

teachings Sidious gave his mother. He learned to use the Force to
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choke the animals in the forest to painful deaths, to harness the
energy of the Ichor to create fire and lightning with his hands and
command the trees around him to crash to the ground. Sidious
would discreetly signal to him that he knew he was watching and
would occasionally let him know, when his mother wasn’t
around, that he was impressed with his progression — but also that
his mother was still more powerful than he was.

One morning, Sidious found the boy practicing his skills in a
forest clearing a few kilometers from the village. “My boy,” he
called. “Tomorrow is the day I must leave. And I am taking my
apprentice with me.”

The boy was stunned. All this work and now he would be left
on his own. No more lessons in secret. No more growth in his use
of the Ichor. And his mother would be gone as well.

“Y our mother is strong and will make a powerful Sith Lord.”
Sidious waited for a reaction from the boy. “As are you.”

“But there can be only two. You’ve told me many times.”

“You are correct. Your mother is willing to abandon you to
join me. She’s told me that her hatred for the Jedi is more
powerful than her feelings of obligation to you.” The Sith’s tone
turned mockingly sympathetic. “I told her you were training in
secret, and do you know what she did?”” He waited for a reaction
from the Zabrak. “She laughed. She pities you, boy. She scoffs at
your power and doesn’t recognize you as the powerful Force user
that I do.”
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Sidious stayed still and listened for a response. The Zabrak
boy seethed. All his life he had heard of the terror of the Jedi and
had spent every moment of his life envisioning destroying them
at his mother’s side. But she would leave him behind to do it
herself. His mind swirled in a darkness of confusion and anger
while he felt the cold swell of the Ichor, the dark Force, filling his
body. Tired of waiting, Sidious spoke once again: “I am leaving
tomorrow with my apprentice. Together we will rid the galaxy of
the Jedi.” The Sith Lord walked unceremoniously away from the
boy.

The Zabrak inhaled and exhaled deeply, his muscles strained
under his tattooed skin and his eyes gleamed yellow. He regained
his composure through pacing the open forest floor deliberately
like an Ithorian Panther. He knew what he had to do, and he
searched within himself for the strength to make it happen.

Night fell and the Dathomir sky was black and starless. The
Zabrak boy feigned sleep and when the village fell silent, he rose
from his bed. He slipped out of his cabin and across the rocky
alley to where his mother called home. He slid open the door of
Talzin’s quarters and saw her sleeping soundly. She was alone.
Night Sisters drew strength from solitude and never shared their
rooms with a mate or others from their coven. The boy drew a
long metal blade from his side and moved quietly toward his
mother’s bed. He raised it over her sleeping body and prepared to

plunge it into her chest.
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Talzin’s eyes flared open and in an instant, she harnessed the
power of the Force and threw her son across the room through a
powerful unseen push of the Ichor. He crashed against the wall,
the blade clanging on the floor. He pulled himself up and glared
at her. “You are too weak to become a Sith,” she hissed at him.
“And our revenge is too important to be left in the hands of a
boy.”

He was infuriated. He felt the darkness fill his body as he
summoned a bolt of lightning from his right hand and fired it at
is mother. Blue shock covered her body momentarily, and she fell
to the ground. The boy advanced on her as she struggled to get
up. With his left hand, he pulled on the Ichor and wrapped an
invisible energy around her throat, leaving her gasping for air.
Talzin pulled at her neck as if trying to remove an unseen noose.
Her eyes widened, and she began to panic.

“There can be only two,” said the boy. “I am stronger than
you. I will fulfill your pledge and destroy the Jedi as a Sith Lord.
You, mother, are the one who is weak.”

No one had ever overpowered her. As the head of Night Sister
clan, she had never been challenged. As she looked at her child,
she realized she was right to suppress his use of the Ichor and that
her visions of him using it against her were coming true. “Son,
save me,” she pleaded. His whole life he waited to hear
compassion in her voice, to sense love from her and now, as he

was choking the life from her, he heard it for the first time.

43



“Finish her,” said a voice from outside the doorway still open
behind him. Darth Sidious looked sternly at the boy as he held his
mother’s life in his hands. “Join me as my apprentice, and
together we will destroy the Jedi.” The boy looked from his
mother to the Sith Lord. He knew his fate was sealed. If he did
not complete what he had come to do, Sidious would surely
destroy him. Talzin continued to struggle to pull air into her lungs.

The Zabrak turned, walked out the door, and let his mother
suffer. He stood outside and released the choke hold on his
mother as she gasped and tried to gain control of her
surroundings. Talzin pushed herself onto her hands and knees and
looked at her son. He had given her an opening. “You are weak,”
she hissed and raised her hand toward him.

He stared back at her coldly. “And you are a fool,” he said.
With those words, he clenched both his hands into fists and pulled
on all the dark magick he could reach. He raised his arms in the
air, then slammed them down to his side. The roof and walls of
Talzin’s cabin followed the motion of his limbs and crashed down
upon her. The loud crash fell silent quickly, and all that remained
was the crowing laugh of Darth Sidious.

“Good,” Sidious said and turned toward his ship in the distant
clearing. “Come, my young apprentice. There is much work to be
done.”

When they arrived at the shuttle, Sidious paused and turned
to the young Zabrak. “Bow before me, boy.”
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He did as he was told and said, “I pledge myself to your
teachings.”

Darth Sidious closed his eyes and held his hand over his
apprentice’s lowered horned head. “The Force is strong with you.
A powerful Sith you will become.” Opening his eyes, he stared
hard at the humanoid kneeling before him. Sidious searched the
Zabrak’s mind and felt him resisting the exploration with
darkness. The Zabrak defended his thoughts with visions of
death; the animals he cruelly choked while training alone and
visions of maliciously striking down Jedi masters in fulfillment
of his destiny. These images brought a dark smile to Darth
Sidious’s lips. “Henceforth, you shall be known as Darth Maul.”

The first step to fulfilling his purpose had been completed.
Lord Sidious had bestowed upon him the coveted title of “Darth.”
He was now a Sith. He bowed his head further and spoke: “Thank

you, my Master.”

The memory of that day had not left him in the ten years since it
happened. When he needed to find a deeper wellspring of
darkness, he would recall the time his mother called him weak
and he brought her house down upon her. With the vision clear in
his mind, he walked across the Flats to greet Darth Sidious who
waited for him that evening, his training still ongoing a decade

later.
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Darth Sidious did not look any different than the day Darth
Maul had met him. His aged face, grim smile, and dark, deep-set
eyes portrayed every emotion he felt. When he was angry, the
wickedness creased his forehead and cheeks. When he was
pleased, his mouth revealed a malevolent grin. Tonight, Sidious
was eagerly awaiting the report from his minion.

The Zabrak man approached Sidious, bowed down, and
leaned on one knee. “It is finished, my master,” he growled. “The
Trade Federation is in disarray. All that remains are the
Neimoidians. I told the Viceroy he can expect to be contacted by
you.”

“You have done all that I have asked of you, my apprentice.
You continue to demonstrate your loyalty. Everything is
proceeding as I have foreseen. Now. Rise. There is still much to
be done,” said Sidious. Darth Maul stood up and crossed his arms.
“For now, leave for the planet Mustafar and await my orders.”

“When will we reveal ourselves to the Jedi, Master?”

“Patience, my apprentice. Patience. When the time is right,
you will have your revenge. For now, trust in me and steel
yourself for the coming change. For a thousand years, the Sith
have eluded the Jedi, giving them a false sense of security and
leading them to believe we are no more. The time is upon us, but
our actions must be wise. Tempered.”

Maul was already frustrated, but he nodded in agreement.
What made Darth Maul strong was his violent nature and his

lightning reactions. These times of meditative waiting created a
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simmering hatred, which Sidious masterfully unleashed at the
right time against the right targets. The Sith apprentice trusted his
master even as it caused him mental anguish. “Yes, my Master.”
Darth Maul turned on his heels and moved swiftly to his ship to

leave for Mustafar and wait.
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PART ONE:
CRISIS ON NABOO

"First comes the day
Then comes the night.
After the darkness
Shines through the light.
The difference, they say,

Is only made right
By the resolving of gray
Through refined Jedi sight."
— Journal of the Whills, 7:477
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CHAPTER 1

“What’s that, Mother?” asked a young girl with light hair as she
pointed to a shiny twinkle in the deep blue Naboo midday sky.
The five year-old human often played ball with her mother on the
streets of the capital city of Theed after her lessons, and today was
like every other day.

The child’s mother thought nothing of it. “Probably just
another star cruiser. Or maybe it’s a lucky star for you to wish
on.” This brought a smile to the girl’s lips.

A moment later: “There’s more,” said the girl. “Look!”

One by one, a silver sparkle materialized in the sky, spaced
almost mathematically equidistant from one another across the
horizon. Nearly twenty-five in all by the time they stopped
appearing. “They’re beautiful,” said the little girl with innocence
and wonder.

Suddenly, a dozen men dressed in maroon leather coats, royal
blue tunics and matching pentagonal hats charged down the street

near where the girl and her mother played. They were the Royal
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Naboo Security Force, and they rarely appeared on the street
outside of parades or other events celebrating the rich history of
the one thousand year-old colony. But these men were in a hurry.
They were on a mission, and their guns were drawn. The child
cowered next to her mother as the guards ran past and made their
way into the Royal Palace, a few hundred meters up the
thoroughfare.

The Palace was in chaos. Advisors, politicians, and aides ran
through the cavernous halls into beautiful conference rooms and
luxurious offices. In her receiving chamber, Queen Amidala sat
in her oversized throne in silence. She was dressed in full regalia;
her face painted stark white with rich black eye liner and a small
red dot painted on each cheek. As part of the traditional
ornamental pageantry, she wore a gold and cerise headdress with
a single large gem that lay on the top of her forehead. The queen’s
robe was a matching crimson and gold, and the sleeves ran past
her hands. In this attire, she did not portray her meager sixteen
plus years of age. She was regal and stone-still as she watched the
hurried pace of the people who supported her. The royal staff
carried data pads and flipped their fingers through information
and content. Some shouted to others across the room with newly
arriving intelligence. Others hurriedly made holo and radio
contact with people around the planet monitoring the situation.

Her Highness sat in silence observing it all. Governor Sio

Bibble, her lead Advisor, approached her. He was in his seventies,
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had a receding hairline, a pointed beard and, to Amidala, what
appeared to be a perpetual worried look on his face.

“We are trying to make contact with Senator Palpatine on
Coruscant,” he said. “Until we speak to him, I advise we not make
any rash moves.”

She turned slowly and deliberately to him, arms still resting
on the wings of her throne, and cocked an eyebrow toward him.
“What would we do, Governor?” she asked. Her voice steady and
trained. “We don’t have a military, and those are more than likely
battleships in orbit.”

Naboo maintained an army of a mere few thousand volunteers
and owned only fifty starfighters — used exclusively for
ceremonies and escorting royal and Republic missions. The
people of Naboo were peaceful to a fault.

The only thing the Naboo government officials buzzing about
the room knew for sure at this moment was that two dozen space
cruisers, each one measuring three kilometers in width, had
dropped out of hyperspace and surrounded the planet. Up to this
point, the officials were barely able to confirm from where the
ships originated. The best they could discern from the satellite
images was that the ships looked like Neimoidian Lucrehulk-
class modified cruisers. If they were, in fact, Neimoidian, then
there was a good chance they were associated with the Trade
Federation.

Then images of the ships began to appear on screens around

the chamber. They were unimaginably massive with a globe in
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the center that acted as both a control center and power generator
surrounded by circular arms in a “C” shape. In the open gape of
the “C” were wide maws at the tips with two massive hanger bay
openings. Originally used as enormous cargo ships, some had
been converted to bear heavy laser cannon batteries and carried
thousands of white, almost skeletal shaped droids over the past
several years since the passing of the Trade Route Taxation
Legislation. Originally, the Trade Federation contended that
armaments were for defense from space pirates, and the droids
were for managing inventory and carrying out the tasks related to
freight management. But when some of the droids began carrying
blaster rifles it raised questions about the intentions of their
masters.

When the Trade Route Taxation bill was introduced by
Naboo’s Senator Sheev Palpatine, it was initially met with mostly
positive support. Designed to impose a tariff on the Trade
Federation, who had exclusive jurisdiction to hyperspace routes
between over four hundred planetary systems, the law would
force a payment to the worlds through which they traveled. It was
a miniscule percentage that would more than likely be passed
onto their import and export partners, but it would benefit systems
that were essentially blocked from managing their own commerce
due to the presence of the Trade Federation. The bill passed by a
two-thirds majority and went into effect shortly after the deciding
session concluded. Politically, it was considered by many to be a

massive victory for Senator Palpatine.
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The Trade Federation, which was made up of a council of
seven representatives from multiple systems and several species,
demanded the opportunity to debate what they called “an unfair
burden.” As a collective group, they had no formal voice in the
Galactic Senate and requested a better way to debate their
concerns about the fees being imposed on the trade routes they
had profited from for hundreds of years. Supreme Chancellor
Finis Valorum, the democratically selected leader of the Senate,
controversially granted the Trade Federation an official seat
among the  one-thousand-twenty-four  systems  with
representation, granting them the same single vote on all
measures but, more importantly, a process to be heard in session.
Several senators expressed concern that this action would
embolden the Federation to act as if they were a full and
independent planetary system and the simple act of a unified
voice gave them an undeserved entitlement.

The Trade Federation itself was managed through a board
ordinarily made up of representatives from species from an array
of systems. It was always a contentious group who struggled for
power among themselves to ensure that not only was the
Federation profitable, but the systems they represented benefitted
most. Somehow, the Neimoidian contingent managed to wrangle
two seats on the board shortly after the taxation bill was
introduced. Two years later at a Trade Federation meeting on the
third moon of Jkai’la, representatives from the five other species

were murdered by an unseen assassin. While hundreds of planets
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were reliant on the smooth operation of the Federation, their
Viceroy, Nute Gunray, took quick advantage of the tragedy and
filled the open seats with fellow Neimoidians claiming an urgent
need to restore leadership. From that point forward, the Trade
Federation had been, for all intents and purposes, a Neimoidian
organization.

“We’ve raised the senator!” shouted a voice from across
Amidala’s chambers. On a squat table in front of the Queen, a
blue holographic image of her old friend, advisor, and
representative on the galactic capital world of Coruscant, Senator
Palpatine appeared.

“My Queen,” he said. His voice slightly over modulated from
the transmission. “First things first. Are you alright?”

“I’m fine, Senator. And for the moment, our people are too.”

“I’'m relieved to say the least. Word traveled fast,” he said.
“This 1s a very forward play for the Trade Federation.”

“So, it is the Federation,” said Sio Bibble. “They have not
made contact yet, and we could only identify the cruisers as
Lucrehulks.”

“Yes,” started Palpatine. “There was word through various
channels that a few dozen ships had left Trade Federation
headquarters on Cato Neimoidia. The only reason it raised any
eyebrows was because, as you may know, they had never moved
this many ships at once from their home world. A scout ship was
sent from Alderaan, and they reported that the Trade Federation
had dropped twenty-five ships out of hyperspace around Naboo.
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They contacted me immediately. As you can imagine, it was very
difficult for me to get a moment alone to reach out to you.”

“I appreciate your concern for our citizens, Senator.” Amidala
was unsure how to respond about not being informed more
immediately but still trusted that Sheev Palpatine would be able
to advise her from across the galaxy. This was the only conflict
she had faced since taking office. In fact, it was the first
interaction with any military warships in Naboo’s history. “Have
they made this move on any other systems?”

“There are no other reports,” said Palpatine. “Unfortunately,
it appears to be only us.”

“I see,” she said. “What can we expect?”

“Well, I am not quite sure, Your Highness. From what I can
tell, they have placed a blockade around the planet. I am not sure
that any ships will be able to get in or out.”

“Why would they do this, Senator? Do they not realize we are
peaceful, we are complicit with the Trade Federation
requirements and we are an important import and export partner?
Our plasma reserves alone make up nearly ten percent of their
shipping.”

“I do not know,” he said. He seemed appropriately flustered
by the situation while maintaining the regal air he was famous for.
“However, Your Highness, you mustn’t open communication
with them. They are shrewd negotiators and will twist every word
we say to them in an effort to manipulate the laws. I will handle

things from here on Coruscant.” Palpatine had witnessed
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occasions when a simple mispronounced word or incorrect phrase
opened a loophole in the laws giving the Federation an advantage
and often led to the exploitation of entire systems on the trade
routes. “I can’t be strong enough with this advice, Highness. Nute
Gunray is notorious for trapping his opponents in technicalities.”

“I understand, Senator,” she said. “Thank you for the advice.
Are we at risk for any sort of military action?”

“I would not think so, Your Highness, but I cannot say for
certain. A blockade is quite an out-of-character move.”

“Then I need you to act swiftly,” Amidala said. “This is not a
situation I wish to be in for a moment longer than necessary. I
want the Trade Federation evicted from the Naboo system as
quickly as possible and dealt with accordingly.”

“Yes, My Queen. I am heading to the Senate immediately to
arrive at a solution.” The hologram fizzled out, and Senator
Palpatine was gone.

The Queen stood up and took a deep breath. She walked to
the window that overlooked the courtyard. People had begun
congregating in the beautiful city plaza, adorned with statues of
leaders before her, and were fixated on the lights in the sky.
Amidala did not know if word had made it to them that Trade
Federation battleships loomed just above the atmosphere. She
knew she had to move quickly to ensure the safety of her people,
and even though it had been less than an hour since the
Neimoidian ships arrived, it was taking too long in her mind for

resolution.
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“Your Highness,” came a call from another advisor. “Viceroy

Nute Gunray of the Trade Federation requests to speak with you.”

57



KA\
+

CHAPTER 2

“Ready my shuttle,” Senator Palpatine barked at his attendant
droid as he rushed out of his office in the Galactic Senate building
on a mission to speak to directly to Supreme Chancellor Valorum.
He strode down the hallway while the robot tried to keep pace.
Whispers were spreading and the news was out that the Trade
Federation had taken an unexpected and drastic action in an effort
to protest the taxation laws imposed on them by enforcing a
blockade around Palpatine’s home world. Senators from around
the galaxy were waiting for him at his office door and in the
gleaming hallway that led to his private shuttle and on the
platform where his craft awaited him. He spoke to no one. He
simply smiled in a way the portrayed, “thank you, we are fine, I
will make this alright.”

His shuttle was stubby, two rows deep with four total seats,
and was open air with no roof. It was designed to simply carry
him between his office and the senate floor. In a matter of

minutes, he had arrived and, again, senators and other officials
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were waiting for him. Some were there as a show of support,
some to ask what he planned to do, and others to urge him to
acquiesce to the Trade Federation. Again, he was regal and
professional as he made his way past the crowds and into the great
domed Senate Hall.

The gates opened, and he worked his way across the building
to the Chancellor’s office. Galactic Republic Guards in rich blue
robes and centurion helmets flanked the office entrance. Palpatine
approached the closed doors, and the guards stepped politely but
firmly in front of him.

“I demand to see the Chancellor,” he grunted, pressed his way
past the guards fearlessly and stormed into the chamber. He saw
Supreme Chancellor Finis Valorum sitting in his tall chair behind
a wide metal desk, his back to the window that overlooked
Coruscant’s political district. His Vice Chairman was seated
across from him. Mas Amedda was from the planet Chagria and
was typical of the species that called it home with two long horns
atop his head, a pair of fleshy tentacles that hung at the side of his
face and sky-blue thick hide. Valorum, a human man born and
raised on Coruscant, looked even more pale when he stood next
to Amedda, with short white hair and almost colorless skin.

“Senator Palpatine, welcome,” said Mas in a deep voice that
bubbled from his throat. “We were just discussing your...
situation.”

“What is there to discuss, gentlemen? The Trade Federation

has illegally blockaded my planet with two dozen Lucrehulk-
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class ships, and we know at least one of which is a modified
battleship. I want them sanctioned and forced to leave the system
immediately.”

“It’s not that simple, Sheev,” said Chancellor Valorum a little
too informally. He had known Palpatine for twenty years, and
they had come up through the Senate together. “It seems that their
occupation is perfectly legal.”

Palpatine stood silently for a moment as he collected his
thoughts. His eyebrows pulled down, and he turned his head
slightly. “Legal?” was all he could come up with to say. “Please
explain to me how.”

“In your haste to enact the Taxation Laws, there were some
concessions made,” began Mas Amedda. “One of the clauses in
the bill gave the Trade Federation the leeway to, in certain
circumstances, stop the flow of goods to a planetary system based
on a supply and demand algorithm they alone maintain. It seems
they’ve decided that Naboo’s flow of plasma has reached a quota
of some sort.”

“That’s simply ridiculous,” said Palpatine. “Y ou know as well
as [ do that the Trade Federation is pulling this stunt on my planet
to send a signal; to punish my constituents for the introduction
and subsequent passing of the Taxation bill. This is a disgrace,
and it cannot be tolerated.”

Valorum stood up, walked around his desk, and leaned against
the front edge. “I don’t know that, Sheev. And neither do you.

Look, you know how this works. You’ve been here as long as |
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have. I am going before the Senate floor tomorrow afternoon, and
we will make a motion to create a committee to investigate the
action taken. That committee will look into the algorithm and the
operating procedure by which they arrived at the decision to
blockade Naboo, and then decide if it is, in fact, a legal course of
action. From there we will then have to decide what recourse, if
any, the Senate has in the name of the Republic.” The Chancellor
pinched the skin between his eyes in exasperation. “It’s all very
cumbersome.”

“By that time, Finis, who knows what kind of damage they
will inflict on my people financially or worse. Naboo is reliant on
fuel to be imported to run the power stations of Theed, and the
economy is driven by the plasma export.”

“I understand, my old friend. I really do. But my hands are
tied. The bureaucracy of the Senate is the only way to ensure
decisions are made in the best interest of the Galactic Republic.
I’m sorry, but that’s all I can promise you right now.”

Palpatine knew he was right, of course. Nothing moved
quickly in the massive government by design. The checks and
balances gave an equal voice to the smallest and the largest of the
planetary systems in the great Senate Chamber. His home world,
Naboo, fell into the smaller category, and it was through that very
system, which was now putting his planet at risk, that Palpatine
was able to leverage and propose the Taxation of the Federation

three years ago.
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The senator took a step forward. He had an idea. “What about
the Jedi?” he said.

“What about them?” replied Mas Amedda.

“Could we send them to negotiate on behalf of the Republic?
To work behind the scenes, unknown to the Senate, to reach some
sort of agreement? They are allegedly impartial.”

“They are also not at our disposal to use for such missions,”
said Valorum. “The Jedi lead diplomatic and even conflict
resolution missions for the Republic, but they do not engage in
the politics of the Senate. They are guardians of peace and justice,
not a taskforce for us to use when the system is slowed by
process.”

“What if I could get them to agree to do this in secret?” asked
Palpatine.

Mas Amedda now stood up. He was very tall and wide,
towering over both the humans. “Senator Palpatine, I am appalled
by your suggestion!” Sheev braced himself, and then Amedda
chuckled. “But I am impressed with your ingenuity.” Palpatine
grinned, and Finis furled his brow. “As a special envoy to the
Chancellor, it could be easily reconciled as an advanced
reconnaissance mission, at the very least, to allow us insight to
this unprecedented chain of events.”

“If it could speed up the process, it could improve your
appearance to the public,” said Palpatine to the Supreme
Chancellor. “And if it were to minimize the damage to Naboo’s

people, you would be a hero to the smaller systems.”
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Valorum harrumphed and pondered the option. “There is no
guarantee the Jedi would even agree to such a thing,” he said.
“And if they refused, it would reflect poorly on the office of the
Chancellor.”

“Let me speak to them,” Palpatine offered. “If they deny me
and word got out, it would appear that I was only acting in the
best interest of my home. No one could begrudge me that.”

The Chancellor let out a long sigh through his nose and finally
relented. “As long as I can distance myself from the request
should it backfire, I reluctantly agree. If this fails, I will disavow
all knowledge — the same goes for you, Vice Chairman.”

“Knowledge of what, Chancellor?”” said Amedda with a broad
smirk.

“Thank you, Finis,” said Palpatine with a hint of relief in his

tone. “I will reach out to one of the Jedi Masters at once.”

When Senator Palpatine arrived back at his office, there was still
a mob of fellow politicians waiting for his return. Among the
crowd was a medium stature man with dark hair and a beard that
ran thinly on the border of his jaw. He wore brown robes, a hood,
a white shirt and tunic, and simple brown boots. Palpatine pushed
his way past the throngs waiting to speak to him and perhaps
influence how he would handle the Federation blockade, but he

invited only the Jedi Master among them to follow him into his
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office. When both men were inside, Palpatine hurriedly shut the
door behind them.

“Master Sifo-Dyas, how fortunate that you were here. I was
just about to reach out to you,” the Senator said.

“The Force works in mysterious ways, Senator.” Sifo-Dyas
was one of twelve members on the High Jedi Council. He pulled
back his hood exposing his long black hair drawn into a slick
pony tail.

“Am I right to assume you are familiar with the current
situation on my home planet?”

“I am. And I believe it could be much more than a simple
blockade,” said the Jedi. “I have foreseen a coming war, and this
act of aggression does not bode well for the current state of peace
in the galaxy.”

Sifo-Dyas was among the most tenured members of the Jedi
Council, but over the last several years, tensions had risen among
the assemblage of Masters over prophetic images he had seen and
shared with them. Blessed and cursed with an unusually strong
ability to see vivid, but brief, visions of events yet to come
through meditation in the Force, he had seen violent battles
erupting in space above peaceful planets, vicious ground battles
among vast armies, and even a vision so vague in detail that he
believed it could be the end of the Jedi Order.

Even the most venerable of the Jedi, like Master Yoda, could
not see the future as clearly as Sifo-Dyas claimed he was able.

This led to strong disagreements among the Council when Sifo-
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Dyas made overtures of recommendation to the creation of an
army to protect the Republic.

The Republic was dependent on local systems to police
themselves and to manage their own armies. There was no
military force representing the Republic. Jedi Knights numbered
in the thousands but were designated to find peaceful resolution
wherever possible and only draw on their great skills in battle as
a form of defense. Sifo-Dyas argued that an Army of the Republic
would add credulity and authority to the Jedi if the time came to
engage in a war. A war that the rest of the Jedi Council believed
was not as imminent as Master Sifo-Dyas did.

“Well, Master Jedi, while I appreciate the severity you apply
to this course of action by the Federation, I am not so sure that I
would call it an act of war.”

“I do hope you are right, Senator. I am well aware that Naboo
is a neutral world with no military defense to speak of.” Palpatine
swallowed hard and nodded in agreement. “The Republic has no
peace keeping force, and the Jedi are but protectors of the
principals of the law, not an army.”

“I understand,” said Palpatine. “And I thank you. I would
never dream of asking the Jedi to fight on behalf of Naboo.
However, I might ask that you negotiate on behalf of the Republic
you are sworn to protect to peacefully put an end to this
blockade.”

Sifo-Dyas brought his hand to his chin and considered it. “A

swift, peaceful resolution is, of course, the best outcome.”

65



“And should the Jedi be the first to understand if there are
larger, more devious forces at work, well, it might give the
Council an upper hand in how to address a threat.”

“But the Chancellor would never allow it. Not without the
approval of the Senate.”

“I have already spoken to the Chancellor. Let’s just say, he
hasn’t approved it.” Palpatine paused. “But he hasn’t made a
move to stop a single Senator from doing what he thinks is in the
best interest of his planet.”

Sifo-Dyas cocked an eyebrow at Palpatine. “Politics is not my
arena, Senator. But I will bring your request to the Council.”

“I expect you will do so with the greatest care to respect the
Chancellor’s wishes to remain officially uninvolved.”

“Of course,” said Sifo-Dyas as he bowed shallowly to Sheev
Palpatine. The Senator returned the courtesy, and the Jedi Master
left his office.
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CHAPTER 3

Jar Jar Binks splashed his way out of Lake Paonga on the far side
of Naboo. He was a Gungan, and he was alone.

Binks shook his head, and his long ears flapped spraying
water on the leaves of the kalaki trees on the lake shore. His eyes
swiveled on the stalks at the top of his head as he surveyed his
surroundings. His clothes made of Hiberian Whale hide had aged
and torn in the two years since he was banished from the Gungan
city below the lake’s surface.

The Gungans lived in the city of Otoh Gunga, an underwater
metropolis that consisted of a thousand different sized glass and
plasma globes, each creating individual bubbles that served a
purpose. Some were small and only large enough for a few
Gungans to fit into. Others were large enough to hold homes,
shops and government institutions within them. Still more were
as large as half a kilometer in diameter and were open common
areas. The underwater city was legendary among the humans who

lived on land, but none had ever seen it. The lake itself was over
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one hundred kilometers from shore to shore and connected to the
oceans the encircled the planet. Construction on Otoh Gunga had
begun long before the humans had crash landed a millennium ago,
and after their encounter with the newcomers, it became the only
home the Gungans had come to know. Originally designed to be
a home for their royal family, the tight knit culture of their species
agreed to expand it to house the entire race in an effort to insulate
themselves from the land dwellers who threatened their lifestyle.

Jar Jar was the son of a whaler, as was his father before him,
who served the royal Boss Nass by hunting Opee sea killers and
other behemoths that roamed the surrounding sea floor and the
dreaded Naboo Abyss. The bounty hauled in by Jar Jar’s father
and his crew would supply food and fuel for the Boss and the
entire city. When his father was killed by a Colo Claw Fish on an
expedition, the incident left Jar Jar an orphan, as his mother had
died giving birth to him. Boss Nass felt pity for the child and
begrudgingly took him into his home as his family.

Jar Jar did not learn to speak until he was almost twice the age
that average Gungans began to talk. Once he did learn to use his
verbal skills, he rarely did. His voice was higher pitched than the
other male Gungans and cracked when he got excited or scared.
He was dramatically stronger than most of the children and stood
a head taller than them all. But Jar Jar was clumsy and had trouble
with fine motor skills. As a result, he was an outcast who longed
to make friends. Even living in Boss Nass’s palace, he never

connected to other children. If he had not been part of Boss Nass’s
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home, he more than likely would have ended up on the streets of
Otoh Gunga or dead by the time he reached his maturity.

Two years earlier, on the first evening of the Otoh holiday,
Totga, the head of the Boss’s imperial guard, Captain Tarpals,
was drinking Jaia Ale with some of his men in the royal distillery
long after it had closed for the night. They were drunk and clearly
overstepping their position as royal guards when Jar Jar, who
often walked alone at night throughout the Boss’s castle, heard
the commotion they made and found the guards atop a barrel of
ale.

“Wassa you doin’ here?” called Binks.

“Nonna you bidness, Jar Jar,” Tarpals slurred. His voice was
gravelly and was naturally authoritative. “Wassa you doin’ down
here?”

“Meesa just goin’ bout meesa way,” he said. “But yousa not
supposa being in da ale housen.”

Tarpals clamored to his feet and stumbled over to Jar Jar.
Binks was taller than the captain but that didn’t stop him from
poking him in the chest. ““Yousa gone get in bombad trouble for
being in da big Boss Nass’s private stashen. Not me.” said
Tarpals. Jar Jar had not thought of that, but now he was worried
he was in an area for which Boss Nass would reprimand him.
“Now, meesa not needing to tell da big boss weesa find you in
here. But yousa needen to be helpin me and da boyos out.”

The one thing Jar Jar feared more than anything was getting

in trouble from Boss Nass. Even though Nass took Jar Jar into his
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home, he never felt welcome. He was disciplined regularly and
reminded time and again that he was only there because his father
was a great Gungan. Tarpals’s threat chilled Binks to the bone.

“Howsa can meesa help?” Jar Jar said eager to put this
incident behind him.

Tarpals swirled around to his compatriots and smiled. As an
older Gungan, the captain’s skin had a deeper orange tint, and he
had grown fleshy whiskers on his bill that twitched while he held
back a laugh. “Weesa like to go for a bongo ride in da big boss’s
Heyblibber.”

The Heyblibber was a luxury submarine built just for Boss
Nass and named for his grandmother. It was fast and stylish and
was one of the monarch’s prized possessions. Jar Jar stood up
straight as an arrow and shook his head. “No.” His voice cracked.
“No, meesa can’t.”

“OK, Jar Jar. Meesa understand. Yousa afraid, and meesa has
to do my duty and tell Boss Nass dat yousa visiting his private ale
reserve. Meesa sure that heesa gone be fine wit dat.”

Jar Jar looked around scared. He brought his hands together
in a ball and writhed his fingers together nervously. “Oh, no,
Captain Tarpals!” He paced the floor and tried to speak, but just
as when he was a child, undiscernible gibberish came from his
beak. The soldiers and Captain Tarpals burst out laughing.

“Wassa dat, Jar Jar?” one of the guards asked. “Yousa not
making any sense, boyo.” They continued to heckle him and

laughed at each other’s jokes.
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Jar Jar was nearly in tears when he finally gathered the
strength to force out a sentence: “Meesa gone do it for you.” He
stepped forward and looked down into Tarpals’ eyes. “Please,
promise you longo no tello what happened.”

“Of course, Jar Jar,” he said. “Now go and getten dat bongo.”

Jar Jar turned left and then did a complete circle right to
quickly make his way out of the ale reserve. “Weesa meet you at
da dock!” shouted Tarpals. The other drunken guards swigged
their tankards and laughed again loudly.

Binks ran up the stairs and out of the basement. He sprinted
down the hallway of the castle’s main section and out to the royal
garage where all of the Boss’s vehicles were stored. He looked
around the large cavern and found the Heyblibber on the far side.
Jar Jar made his way down the catwalk to where it was attached
to the dock. Quickly, he untied it, lifted open the door, and
crawled into the cockpit. He mumbled worriedly to himself as he
started the engines.

As they whirred to life, the bongo began to slide away from
its moorings and backwards toward the opening of the garage. He
squeaked in fear as he nearly side swiped a wall. Once the
submarine was out of the hold, he reached for the stick to push it
into gear. The engine sputtered and then came back on line with
a screech. “No again!” said Jar Jar.

When Jar Jar was a child at sea with his father, there were
inexplicable times when he was able to expertly drive huge sea

vehicles. As the son of the royal whaler, he had come to learn the
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various sea lanes and short cuts by traveling with his father. There
were moments when he could guide a large hunting vessel
through the narrowest parts of the Abyss, but as was his curse,
sometimes his motor skills eluded him, and he was unable to
make the intricate moves needed to safely navigate the seas. This
usually happened when there was stress. When his father let him
take the wheel and there was no pressure, Jar Jar could have
passed as a seasoned sailor. But when they were pursued by a Sea
Goliath or the weather drove down into the ocean causing
difficult conditions, he would falter, and his father would have to
take over.

The stress of stealing Boss Nass’s prized Heyblibber was
causing him to stutter to himself, and he felt his muscles turn to
mush.

Jar Jar brought the submarine into the open water and drove
it around the floating castle to the other side where the palace
dock protruded. In the distance, he could see Tarpals and his
Gungan guards waiting at the end of the longest pier. Binks
pushed the speed regulator down to accelerate and get the illegal
delivery over with. As he approached the dock, he reached for the
throttle and pulled back. But instead of the throttle, he had pulled
the gear shift and dropped it into reverse while at top speed. The
Heyblibber’s engine cried out in a metallic squeal and, instead of
going backwards, it was driven to the side by the sudden change
of direction.
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Binks panicked. He spun the control wheel wildly in both
directions and the craft began to circle in reverse in the open
water. Finally, Jar Jar found the accelerator stick and began to
slow the engine. He tried to right the direction of the vehicle, but
it continued its seemingly random trajectory. Tarpals and his pals
jumped off the dock into the water just as the Heyblibber crashed
into it, splintering it into a hundred planks of plasticrete.

Lights flooded the area. Alarms sounded and fifteen
additional Gungan guards ran down what was left of the pier to
see what had happened. Jar Jar opened the cockpit and sat silently
at the controls. Two guards came to pull him out and all he could
do was hold his hands up to be arrested and mumble
unintelligibly.

He was frightened to the point of uncontrollable shaking the
next morning when he was taken before his foster father for
deposition.

“Yousa been found guilty of stealin® meesa bongo
Heyblibber,” said Boss Nass in a remarkably formal hearing. He
was squat, round and often spit when he spoke. “Issa da anyone
here who can speak otherwise on meesa decision?” Tarpals and
the two guards who were brought in as witnesses to the crash
remained silent.

Jar Jar was literally paralyzed in fear. Whenever he attempted
to speak or note that he was coerced by Tarpals, his words failed
him, and he stuttered incoherently. Boss Nass stood up to deliver

his sentence.
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“Jar Jar Binks,” he began. “Itsa not too strong to say dat yousa
showin’ me no respect as your Boss and, worsen, yousa caregiver.
For dat, meesa gone do what I shoulda done longo many years
begone: banish you forever from Otoh Gunga.” The court gasped.

Binks gathered himself and was able to put together one clear
question in a whisper, “Wheresa meesa go?”

“Anywhere but here,” said Boss Nass. He waved a dismissive
hand at him and stood up. His attendants put a cloak on the Boss’s
back, and he walked out of the court. As he reached the door to
his chambers, Nass called back, “Tarpals, you and yousa men
escortin him to the Great Gate.”

Within the hour, Captain Tarpals had led Jar Jar to the grand
entrance of Otoh Gunga and unceremoniously pushed him toward
the malleable plasma field door that kept the sea from entering
the enormous bubble.

“Yousa bombad,” said Jar Jar. “Yousa no a good Gungan.”
Tarpals felt a tinge of guilt as he looked down and refused eye
contact with Binks. “But meesa be back, Captain Tarpals,” said
Binks positively and with a lilt of happiness in his voice. “And
maybe then, yousa beein’ my friend.”

Jar Jar swam to the surface and lived off fish and leaves on
the shores of Lake Paonga for the next two years. He made a
shelter for sleeping at night and spent most of his days just below
the surface of the lagoon hunting for his next meal.

On this morning, he sat on a rock on the shore, chewed on a
Cottle fish he had nabbed from the mud, and looked up into the
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sky. Twenty-five stars ran across the dawn horizon in a straight
line. “Meesa got a bad feeling about dis,” he mumbled and took

another bite of his morning meal.
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CHAPTER 4

“Twenty-five warships surround the peaceful planet of Naboo,
the Senate 1s undecided how to respond, and the Republic doesn’t
have a peacekeeping force to send even if they wanted to,” said
Jedi Master Sifo-Dyas. The Jedi High Council had gathered in
response to the blockade at Naboo. There had been relative peace
in the galaxy since the Tholothian incursion nearly a generation
before and no recent inter-system conflicts.

In the top of the fourth spire of the Temple on Coruscant,
eleven of the twelve Jedi Masters on the High Council sat in a
large circle of the windowed chamber. They represented various
races and systems around the galaxy, but there was no quota or
species distinction. The Council selection process was an ancient
and guarded ceremony, to which only sitting members were
privy. Grand Master Yoda, a one meter high, eight hundred fifty
year-old being with green skin, long pointy ears that jutted from
his balding head, and deep blue eyes, sat at the center of the ring

of simple, unadorned thrones. He was the oldest and wisest of all
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the Jedi Masters and the overseer of the Jedi Council. Yoda sat
with his clawed hands on his lap and looked hard at Master Sifo-
Dyas.

“Use this blockade as motivation to build your army, we will
not,” Yoda said. “A peaceful solution, we must find.”

“Master Yoda, we are in uncertain times. You have even
admitted you have felt it, and I have seen it through my visions,”
Sifo-Dyas pleaded. “If this blockade turns violent, the people of
Naboo are defenseless. With all due respect, this is exactly the
kind of incident that makes the case for a Republic army.” This
was not the first time Sifo-Dyas suggested the council urge the
Senate to authorize the creation of a military. He was outspoken
in his opinion that a great war was coming and concerned for the
future of the Galactic Republic. And if they were being true to
themselves, most of the other members of the Council would
acknowledge they had felt some indescribable disturbance in the
Force over the last several years, but most refused to address it
due to it being a vague and fleeting feeling. “However, Master, I
am not pressing that today. I believe there is another step we can
and should take.”

“I am happy to hear that,” said Ki-Adi-Mundi. “Now is not
the time. There is the crisis at hand that must be dealt with.” With
a long, cone shaped head and a white beard that extended from
his chin, Ki-Adi-Mundi spoke in a quiet calming voice. He was a
humanoid from the planet Cerea and had only served on the

Council for less than a year.
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“Guided by the Force are we to protect the interests of the
Republic? Warriors, we are not.” Yoda blinked slowly and then
turned to address the rest of the Council. “What action do you
recommend?”’

“I have spoken to Senator Palpatine of Naboo, and after our
conversation, I recommend we offer the Chancellor our services
to negotiate a settlement while the Senate takes on committee
after committee to reach a resolution,” replied Sifo-Dyas.

“Do you think this is wise for us to bypass the politics of the
system?” asked Mace Windu. Born on Harun Kal, he came
through the Jedi trials alongside Sifo-Dyas. The two were friendly
with one another, but Mace sensed occasional conflict in Sifo-
Dyas and felt obligated to question his motives — even if he at first
agreed with it.

“While it is not our place to interfere with the work of the
Senate, we can be seen as a neutral party to find a middle ground
between the Trade Federation and Naboo.”

“And should the Chancellor not accept our offer?” asked
Windu, the bright purple pupils of his eyes glared at Sifo-Dyas
from across the chamber. Mace Windu was an imposing human
Jedi. He was muscular and had dark skin. Unlike his other human
Jedi counterparts, he opted to shave the hair from his head and
wore no facial hair.

“He already has, in a way. Palpatine suggested it, and he

didn’t deny it as an option.”
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Yoda squinted in thought. “A difficult position, we are now
in, Master Dyas. Asked us to assist his people, Senator Palpatine
has. Made a request of our services to the Chancellor, he has. Yet,
no clear path from the Republic nor Chancellor Valorum, have
we received.”

“Then we dispatch an envoy in secret,” said Sifo-Dyas. This
drew looks of disdain from some members of the Council while
others leaned in to hear more. “We cannot wait to see what next
move the Trade Federation might make while the Senate argues
what should be done.”

“We cannot undermine the authority of the Republic
government,” said Depa Billaba, one of four women on the
Council. “Sending an undisclosed negotiator would give voice to
those that already feel the Jedi have too much influence on the
Senate,” The Jedi began talking among themselves and soon
order had left the discussion.

“Silence,” barked Yoda as he tapped his wooden cane on the
arm of his throne. “Always in motion, the future is. An outcome
to this blockade, no one has seen. But cloud our vision, chaos can.
Have order among the Council, we will.”

Adi Gallia spoke up. She was born on Coruscant but was
Tholothian in descent. Her parents proudly gave their daughter to
the Jedi when they realized she was Force sensitive near her third
birthday as they had been refugees and escaped their home world,
Tholoth, when it came under attack by invaders from its inhabited

moon. While not Force users themselves, they believed in its will
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and were convinced they escaped by its divine intervention. Adi
had this message instilled in her by her parents and her Master,
and as a member of the Council, she was acutely aware of the
plight of invaded peoples. “Sifo-Dyas is right. If there is more to
this blockade, we must become aware of it as quickly as we can.
If it is truly a decision of economics, then we will let the Senate
battle it out. If there is something more sinister at play, then we
have an obligation to protect the rule of the Republic.”

Mace Windu surveyed the Council with a sweeping run of his
eyes before breathing deeply and pulling up his posture in his
chair. “I suggest we send Master Dooku. His years in the private
sector may serve him well on this mission.”

“Master Dooku will not return in time from his mission to
Sullust,” said Master Plo Koon nodding his head toward the open
chair. “Perhaps his former apprentice would be a suitable
substitute,” he offered.

“Master Qui-Gon and his apprentice we shall send,” said
Yoda. “A wise man, Master Jinn is. And the trials, his Padawan
Obi-Wan are nearing. A good test for both, this will be.”

“All in favor of the recommendation?” said Mace Windu.
Around the circle each Jedi Master gave their approval until the
vote reached Sifo-Dyas.

“Diplomacy is a virtue that I admire in all of you,” he said.
“And while I will give my vote in favor, I ask that we watch this
matter, be mindful of the disturbance in the Force you all have

felt and consider reopening the conversation about militarizing
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our Grand Republic. I cannot help but feel we are on the brink
of... something.”

“Understand the Council does, your interpretation of your
visions,” said Yoda. “But darkness battled by darkness is a path
of which we must be mindful.”

Yoda pushed himself up from his throne and began to walk
across the chamber floor. “Meet with the Chancellor, I will.
Master Windu, dispatch Master Jinn and his apprentice.” He
paused to look hard at Sifo-Dyas. “Escort Senator Palpatine to the
Chancellor’s office, you will. This mission must never be spoken
of outside this room. Only those who must know, must know.”
He continued his slow limp across the room. “Uncomfortable |
am with this course of action. But trust the Council I do. May the

Force be with us.”
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CHAPTER 5

Qui-Gon Jinn’s quarters, like most Jedi Masters’, was simple. It
consisted of a bed to sleep on, a chest of drawers in which to keep
his clothing and limited personal affects, and two tuffets — one to
meditate alone on and another for his apprentice when he was
teaching. He opened the top drawer of his dresser and placed a
golden and steelglass cube in the back corner, under one of his
robes. Since he came into possession of the ancient holocron on
a mission to Jedha with his Padawan several years before, he
committed to study and learn all he could from the artifact, for the
warning it came with sent a shiver down his spine.

When Obi-Wan Kenobi was around twelve years old, he was
deemed ready to build his own lightsaber. As was the tradition,
he would be escorted by his master to one of two worlds that were
known to produce a substance called kyber that acted as the
focusing source of the energy that created the blade of the Jedi’s
weapon. Kyber was a living crystal that grew in caves on the

planet [lum and a desert moon known as Jedha.
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The moon was believed to have been the home of one of the
first civilizations to harness the Force and was a holy site for the
Jedi. While no one knew for sure and it was commonly contested,
some scholars believed the first Jedi Order was born on Jedha.

The kyber crystal caves on Jedha were hidden in the mountain
range of Sittah and protected by warrior monks known as the
Guardians of the Whills. These protectors were sensitive to the
Force, but not trained in the ways of the Jedi. Born into service,
they believed their sole purpose was to protect the mystical kyber
and maintain the history of the wielders of the Force.

Upon arrival on the desert world, Qui-Gon advised Obi-Wan
that he was to seek out the caves and find the crystal that called
to him alone. It was a sacred journey that each Jedi Knight
underwent and included no guidance from their master. Kenobi
bid his mentor farewell and wandered into the desert mountain
range to find the crystal that would complete his ceremonial yet
extremely functional weapon.

Qui-Gon followed tradition as well and visited the great Jedi
temple on Jedha where he would meditate, while his Padawan
learner completed his quest. This could take days and often weeks
to accomplish. The beautiful stone structure of the shrine was
perfectly square with four towering statues of the first Jedi
Knights on each corner rising one hundred meters into the sky.
Here, the Guardians of the Whills studied, prayed, and maintained
the vast history of the Force on mysterious boxes that fit in the

palm of a human’s hand called holocrons. These cubes were
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metallic and had panes of steelglass intricately etched and
embedded into the golden frames. A unique combination of
technology and organic material, holocrons were only able to be
opened through the use of the Force. They would float between
the open palms of the user who would manipulate the unique lock
to access these containers where holographic beings would tell
the tales and impart the knowledge inside. Holocrons could only
be manipulated by the focus of a trained Force user, and thus their
secrets were maintained exclusively for the Jedi.

The Jedi master arrived at the temple gate and was greeted by
two Guardians. They said nothing but forbade him from entering
by stepping silently in his path. Qui-Gon waved his hand and
attempted to plant thoughts in their minds to honor his request for
entrance. They were strong-willed enough to resist but
recognized his ability to use the Force in this way and stepped
aside to allow him passage. He nodded his head in thanks and
pushed open the six-meter tall door.

When he entered, there were a dozen monks seated on the
floor and one of the lead monks, known as a Shaman, was
lecturing. He was a Bothan; one and a half meters tall, had pointed
ears and was covered in brown hair from his snout to his feet. The
Shaman wore a long, deep green robe with golden piping. Qui-
Gon arrived in time to listen to him imparting a story of the Great
Sith War to his students, each a different species, who sat in their
simple robes in rapt attention. The walls of the temple were

adorned with paintings that depicted key milestone tales in the
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history of the Force. From legendary battles to the wisest of Force
users, over a hundred scenes adorned the stone ramparts. At the
front of the temple, filling the space from bottom to top of the
fifteen-meter wall, was a massive painting of the mystical Father,
Daughter and Son. The Jedi were taught that the Father
represented the balance of the Force, the Daughter represented the
Light and the Son the Dark aspects of the preternatural energy.
The Guardians of the Whills believed that these mythical
humanoids existed on an ethereal plane as living beings. Qui-Gon
could not fully bring himself to consider that they were real but
fully believed in what they symbolized. As a Youngling and
Padawan, he enjoyed the tales of the battles between brother and
sister, good and evil, light and dark, and all that they represented.

Jinn stood arms crossed, at the back of the stone temple,
listening to the sermon.

“And the Sith have not been heard form for nearly a thousand
years,” concluded the Shaman. His voice was deep, and each
word was animated. There was utter silence in the chamber as his
last word echoed off the walls. After what seemed an eternity, the
Shaman spoke again. “Isn’t that right, Master Jedi?” he asked
calling on Qui-Gon.

“It is true,” he said. “Fifty generations of Jedi have come and
gone since the fall of the Sith.”

“But that won’t last forever, my friend. The Father has kept
the Son and Daughter in harmony for many a lifetime. In the great

scheme of time and space, however, those thousand years are but
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a mere snap of the finger.” He clicked his fingers together in a
crack to drive the instance home. “The Son will return, and the
Daughter will exit. The Father will wither and, in his place, a new
Child will bring balance. But not before chaos and darkness
reigns.”

“Sounds rather bleak, oh Shaman,” said Qui-Gon with a smile
and a light heart.

The Shaman waved to his students and the monks stood,
bowed, and dispersed from the temple. The Bothan walked slowly
toward the Jedi.

“It does sound austere, doesn’t it, Master Jedi? But the Whills,
we have seen it.”

“I hope the Son waits at least another generation before it
happens,” quipped Qui-Gon.

The Shaman studied Qui-Gon’s face, pulled his lips tight and
nodded his head. “Come with me. I have something for you.” The
Jedi raised an eyebrow. This was his first pilgrimage to the Jedha
temple, and he was not expecting gifts.

Qui-Gon followed the Shaman to the back wall where the
image of the Father, Son and Daughter was, and they entered
through a two-meter door hidden in the painting. They walked
down a dimly lit hallway that started away from the building, but
twisted as it turned back toward the temple to another entry below
the surface. The Shaman placed his hand on the door, and it eased
quietly open revealing a chamber even larger than the temple

above it.
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“Welcome to the Journal of the Whills, Master Jedi,” said the
Shaman proudly. It was the library of the monastery, lined with
hundreds of half walls, which extended in rows a few meters apart
from each other for as far as Qui-Gon could see. On each half
wall were dozens of compartments and in each compartment, a
holocron. On the far-right side of the room, Guardians were
digging out a wall to build more storage for future holocrons. The
legend of the library was that it grew with the Journal, and that
was why it was built underground: so that it could expand as
much as needed to accommodate entry after entry.

The Shaman started down one of the rows and Qui-Gon
followed silently, in awe of the countless holocrons that held
millennia of history.

“There is a famous passage from the Journal,” started the
Shaman. “A part of The Prophecy. It says:

‘SON comes before darkness falls
Wise and foolish ignore the calls
For when revealed the seer is blind
The LIGHT ahead is left behind’”

Qui-Gon had heard this from his days as a Padawan, but it had
become something to memorize versus a passage that held
meaning. The Prophecy was an ancient story about a being who
would bring balance to the Force. “It’s been a thousand years
since the Jedi destroyed the Sith. Their fire has gone out of the
galaxy. The Prophecy is but a tale to keep the Jedi attentive and
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focused on our mission,” Jinn said. “We, Jedi, maintain balance
in the Force.”

The Shaman smiled. “When the Jedi defeated the Sith, Light
shone on the galaxy, to be sure.” He drew a breath. “Another
passage from the Journal says, ‘Darkness rises and Light to meet
it.” How can you have balance if the opposite isn’t also true? I
don’t mean to speak in riddles, Master Jedi, I just wish to remind
you that for every day there is a night, and it’s been a long time
since the dawn.”

Qui-Gon felt cold. He wondered if the Shaman reminded
every Jedi who visited the temple to be vigilant or if the Force
had spoken to him and given the Shaman sight into something
imminent. “Why are you telling me this, oh Shaman?”

“Because | have been waiting for you,” he said. “Well, not
you. But for the Jedi who would enter the temple at the right
time.” He halted his walk and turned to Qui-Gon. “I have
something for you. A lesson. A mission. A holocron.”

They walked several hundred meters from the door when they
arrived at another seemingly common looking row of holocrons.
The Bothan reached for one and pulled it from its socket. There
was nothing out of the ordinary about it. It was similar to all the
other holocrons he had seen and that were on the rows and rows
of walls. He placed it in Qui-Gon’s hands.

“There has been a great disturbance in the Force, Master Jedi.

I feel the darkness will emerge again soon. The Force has brought
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forth the Child. I have felt it. That can only mean the Son is rising
and balance will be lost.”

“I will bring the message to the Council when I return with
my Padawan,” said Qui-Gon.

“They will not listen. That is why I have given you this
holocron.”

Assuming the information needed to convince the Council
was in the holocron he now held, he nodded to the Shaman. “I
understand.”

“With all due respect, Master Jedi. I do not believe you do.”
He tugged at Jinn’s arm and led him back toward the entry of the
library. “There will be darkness. When the Sith rise, a generation
will be lost. If the Sith are in control, the Jedi are not. And like
Light and Dark, one erases the other. And like the Sith, the Jedi
must survive... for balance. Do not be fooled. Balance is where
we exist. Not in one side or the other.”

“You are right, oh Shaman,” said Qui-Gon. “I am afraid I
don’t understand.”

The Bothan stopped again in his path and waved to Qui-Gon
to come down to eye level with him. “Listen to me. If the Light is
destroyed by the Dark, how can there be balance? You have been
selected by the Force to be here today, now. You must outlive
your line. You must grow beyond what you are.” The Shaman
drew a breath. “There are pathways in the Force that some
consider to be ‘unnatural.” The Jedi and the Sith are disciples of

the Daughter and the Son, and as such do not accept all of the
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teachings of the Whills. They have selected the Light or the Dark
as their guide. They accept what they want to and what serves
their order. What is in this holocron will not be welcomed by the
Jedi and must never fall into the hands of the Sith. The Force has
chosen you, Master Jedi.” Qui-Gon stood up in silence, absorbing
the words of the Shaman.

“I am honored to -

“Do not confuse honor with burden,” said the Shaman.

The Jedi Master closed the drawer as the door to his living
quarters opened. Mace Windu stood in the entry and waited to be
invited to enter.

“Of course, Master. Please, come in,” Qui-Gon said offering
him a seat on one of the tuffets.

Mace shook his head at the offer. “I won’t be here long,
Master Jinn,” he said. “I’ve come to inform you that the Council
has a mission for you.”

“Excellent. How can we serve?”

“You and your Padawan are to go to Naboo and negotiate a
settlement with the Trade Federation now blockading the planet.
This mission is not sanctioned by the Senate, so this operation
must be handled with extreme care.”

“Won’t the Trade Federation report back to the Senate that
the Jedi are involved?”
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“The Trade Federation are cowards, but they are loyal to their
obligations. If you negotiate a settlement that benefits them with
the condition that they keep your meeting confidential, they will
not break their end of the deal.”

“It’s a big risk to take, Master Windu,” said Qui-Gon.

“And that is why you must be successful. The Chancellor will
disavow all knowledge of the meeting, and Senator Palpatine will
take the fall if you fail. The Council has complete faith in you.”

“That’s a phrase I don’t hear that often,” said Qui-Gon.

“Now is not the time to discuss your disagreements with the
Council,” Windu replied. “You should be honored that Master
Yoda selected you for this mission.”

“I will not take it lightly, Master. I assume Obi-Wan and I will
leave at once?”

“Correct. We are preparing a Consular ship, and you can be
on your way by nightfall. You will be briefed while on the journey
there. May the Force be with you, Master Jinn.”
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CHAPTER 6

The blockade had been in place for two days. Viceroy Nute
Gunray had tried to open communications with Queen Amidala —
or anyone in the Naboo monarchy for that matter — every hour
since they had arrived, and each time he was rebuffed. Her
advisors were weary, Sio Bibble was tiring, and the Queen herself
was beginning to consider taking matters into her own hands. The
Neimoidian ships hadn’t done anything other than orbit the
planet. There was no act of aggression but there was no indication
that they were moving out any time soon. Following the advice
of Senator Palpatine and not opening a dialogue with the
Federation only served to add to the uncertainty of the situation.
The Trade Federation had blocked the space lanes and
disrupted communications from the Theed spaceport to incoming
ships, advising they have no clearance to land and were told to
return to where they came from or a nearby system. Word had
reached the citizens that Neimoidian starships had encircled the

planet and no one was allowed to leave or enter the system. The
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Office of the Queen had already received dozens of requests from
families who had loved ones returning to the planet from off-
world journeys wondering what would happen. Queen Amidala
assured them this was a temporary situation and that all would
return to normal shortly.

She hoped she was right. But she hadn’t heard a word from
Senator Palpatine since she spoke to him at the beginning of the
crisis.

Again, the signal came to the throne room that someone was
trying to make contact. Queen Amidala had grown numb to the
sound as it was an hourly reminder that nothing had been done to
help her people.

“Queen Amidala, it’s Senator Palpatine,” one of her advisors
said. The relief was clear in his voice and for the first time since
the Lucrehulk cruisers arrived, she felt a moment of calm.

“Patch him through,” she said.

A blueish hologram of her mentor and friend, Senator
Palpatine, flickered to life. “My Queen,” he started. “I need to
speak to you in private. Please take my communique in your
chambers.” With the final word, it faded out.

She nodded and stood from her throne. She walked across the
hall and entered her private office as Sio Bibble attempted to
follow her. “I must follow the Senator’s wishes,” she said. “Please
wait for me outside.”

Amidala closed the door as Bibble began to protest, until it

clicked shut. She walked around her room to her desk, pressed
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some buttons on the glassteel surface and a holovid of Palpatine
appeared.

“My Queen, I regret that I am unable to converse with you
directly, but, as you can imagine, I am bogged down in meetings
and this recorded message is all I can send.” Amidala sat down
heavily in her chair and sighed. She had not expected an
impersonal pre-recorded communication. “I have spoken to the
Chancellor and his hands are tied. Not surprisingly, the
bureaucracy of the Senate has made it impossible for our case to
be presented and acted upon in a timely manner. I expressed that
this is unacceptable.” His face turned from dour to his famous
smile. “However, he has decided to send an envoy in secret to
negotiate a settlement while we go through the machinations of
the political morass the Republic has become. Y ou must keep this
information among only Governor Bibble, your security advisor,
Captain Panaka, and few other key advisors. He has asked that it
remains a secret. I would recommend that you keep your staff to
a bare minimum to ensure word of this does not extend beyond
your Office. You will be notified when the Chancellor’s
ambassadors arrive. In the meantime, please wait for me to
contact you directly before you speak to the Trade Federation.”
And then the hologram disappeared.

She was frozen in her chair, unsure of what to do next. Queen
Amidala had so many questions for the Senator and, even though
his words were encouraging, there were still answers that she felt

she needed. Worse, there was no clear indication of when this
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predicament might end. She inhaled, filled her lungs, and let the
breath out slowly through her mouth. She pressed another button
on the console.

“Governor Bibble. Captain Panaka. I need you in my

2

chambers immediately.” Amidala sat straight in her chair,
adopted her most confident pose and stared at the door, waiting

for the two men to come in.
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CHAPTER 7

Yoda pulled his diminutive self up onto a chair on the other side
of the desk from Chancellor Finis Valorum. Mas Amedda
remained seated as the leader of the Senate stood out of respect
for the Jedi.

“I am pleased to see you, Master Yoda. Though not at all
surprised,” said Valorum.

“Under better circumstances, I wish we were meeting,” said
the Jedi.

“I assume you are speaking about the crisis on Naboo.”

“And the request for Jedi intervention Senator Palpatine has
made,” added Yoda.

“I cannot play politics with you, Master Jedi. I have a great
deal of respect for Senator Palpatine, and I, too, am concerned for
the people of his home world. However, the Senate is what it is,
and we cannot make the clock tick faster. I don’t like Sheev’s

recommendation, but I understand what it might do.”
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Yoda perked up. “What it might do? Cast the Jedi in a
negative light, it may. If backfire Senator Palpatine’s plan does,
then give ammunition to those that say the Jedi are unchecked, it
will. Risky this is. For over a thousand generations, the Jedi have
served the Republic. Only recently, questioned our intentions,
some have. But for the people of Naboo, act we must.”

“I agree completely, Master Yoda. That is why this must not
fail. To be clear, it would also reflect poorly on me, as I am sure
you understand. Either I will be condemned for allowing the Jedi
to act independently on behalf of Naboo without my ‘permission’
or I will be denounced for not acting more swiftly in the Senate
to support the people of Naboo. As you can see, [ am in a no-win
situation. My only choice would have been to shut Palpatine
down —”

“Which of course you couldn’t do in good conscience,” called
Senator Palpatine as he entered the Chancellor’s office in
grandiose style with Jedi Master Sifo-Dyas a step behind him.

“As if we had a choice,” said Mas Amedda, finally coming to
his feet. Valorum glared at the big blue Chagrian as he shook
Palpatine’s hand.

“You must do what you feel is right, of course. I am just
pleased to see that although the Senate is mired in process and
unable to perform its duties in the most obvious of situations, the
five of us are able to have the vision to serve the greater good of

the galaxy.” Palpatine flashed his grin.
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“Still uncertain are we what the Trade Federation’s objective
1s,” harrumphed Y oda.

“Master Yoda is right,” said the Chancellor. “We are yet to
communicate with the Federation directly, and Queen Amidala
has not contacted us either. We must assume no ill will until we
are given reason to believe otherwise.”

“And what if this is something more hostile?” asked Sifo-
Dyas. “What if this is the beginning of what I have foreseen?”

“We are all familiar with your visions, Master Jedi. Do you
really believe a trade dispute could be the start of some great
war?” asked Mas Amedda dismissively. “Look, the worst that
will happen here is that the Trade Federation will be effective in
their blockade, Naboo will suffer an inconvenient fuel shortage,
and their economy will take a hit while they are banned from
exporting plasma. The Senate will be discussing the Taxation of
Travel Routes again, and with a voice in the Republic, the Trade
Federation may be able to get the tariffs removed. It’s a political
ploy, Master Jedi. Not some phantom menace you seem to believe
n.”

“While I agree with you, Mister Vice Chancellor,” began
Palpatine. “I do worry about the rumored militarization of the
Trade Federation droids and ships. I understand at least one of the
Lucrehulks in the blockade has been modified as a battleship.
Why would the Trade Federation send an armed ship to an

allegedly peaceful blockade?”
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“Again,” started Valorum, “We know nothing about the
motivations of the Neimoidians or the Trade Federation. The Jedi
ambassadors will play a significant role in helping us understand
what is at stake here. I don’t like going around the Senate, but, as
we’ve gone this far, it is in the best interest of the Republic that
we wait to hear from them.”

“Uncertain times we are living in,” said Yoda. “A disturbance
in the Force, I have felt.” He looked at his fellow Jedi Master,
Sifo-Dyas. “Hope we must that sending the ambassadors to

Naboo, the right decision is.”
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CHAPTER &8

Maoi Madakor heard the signal come from the navicomputer
alerting her that they were moments away from dropping out of
hyperspace in the Naboo system. She felt the familiar and almost
welcomed clench in her stomach. She was not a battle pilot but
had been in these situations before.

“Lieutenant Williams,” she said without taking her eyes off
the controls. “Lock in coordinates for Coruscant and be prepared
to jump on my mark.”

The Radiant VII, being a consular ship, had only deflector
shields and no weapons. If they were met with a hostile welcome
upon their arrival, she had to be prepared to get clear of the
blockade that was awaiting them, jump back into hyperspace and
escape as quickly as they arrived. A move she had executed
before.

Antidar Williams was a young man on his first interstellar
mission for the Republic and was promoted to lieutenant for this

assignment. His family lived on the planet Barkhesh, where he
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had been a cargo aviator since he was old enough to fly, like his
father before him. He joined the Republic Pilot Corps on
Coruscant when he left home and was certified to fly small craft
for government officials within months of his acceptance. With
no Republic military, it was a civilian job that only used
militaristic titles as a familiar hierarchy, but among pilots in the
Core Worlds, it was a good career and it made his family proud.

His captain, Maoi Madakor, was born and raised on
Coruscant. She was abandoned by her parents at a young age and
adopted by wealthy diplomats unable to have children of their
own in the Gem Sector of the capital planet. She rebelled against
her adoptive parents’ wishes to join the family jewelry business
and left home to pursue her passion for flying. She became a
trusted member of the Pilot Corps, known for her flight skill, and
Maoi often flew diplomatic missions for Master Yoda himself.
Although not her property, the Radiant VII was her ship.

The Radiant VII was a standard Galactic Republic transport
vessel often used on diplomatic missions for Republic or Jedi
Order ambassadors. A little over one hundred fifteen meters in
length, driven by three barrel-shaped engines across the tail, and
painted a brilliant red to signify its neutrality, the Consular-Class
ships were easily recognized around the galaxy. When fully
staffed, it had eight crew members and enough room for sixteen
passengers. As it was top-secret, this mission flew with a skeleton
crew: two pilots and two Jedi.

“Shields on double front, Lieutenant,” she said sternly.
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“No shields,” said Qui-Gon Jinn as he entered the cockpit
with his Padawan. “Defense begets offense. We are here in
peace.”

Madakor squinted her eyes in disagreement but relented.
“Yes, sir. Lieutenant, strike that order.”

The conical swirl of stars that was the pilot’s view from the
cockpit while in hyperspace abruptly stopped as they dropped into
the Naboo system. The planet was beautiful. Blue oceans, white
swirls of clouds and green land masses covered the surface.
However, their eyes were quickly drawn to the twenty-five
spacecraft which hovered around it ominously and obviously out
of place. Madakor assessed the situation. No swirling starfighters.
No alarms on her ship’s display about charging weapons or
incoming attacks. She dropped the speed controls to minimum,
eased the Radiant VII very slowly toward the blockade and waited
for her Jedi passengers to give the next command.

“Sending our arrival signal to Coruscant,” said Lieutenant
Williams.

“Captain,” said Qui-Gon. “Tell them we wish to board at
once.”

“Yes, sir.” She tapped some controls on the panel in front of
her with her right hand, opening communications channels, while
keeping her left hand on the flight yoke.

A screen above the transparisteele cockpit window flickered
to life, and on it appeared a Neimoidian representative from the

Trade Federation. He was taller than the average human, had
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green glistening skin, no pronounced nose and oval, crimson eyes
with thin wavy slits for pupils. He was wearing the traditional
Neimoidian headdress with three spikes on the top and two fabric
flaps that lay across his shoulders. It was very likely the Trade
Federation Viceroy himself.

Captain Madakor swallowed hard and opened the channel.
She was fully debriefed on the appropriate way to deal with the
Trade Federation: show respect, consider every word, and limit
engagement to the least possible communication. “This is Captain
Maoi Madakor of the Radiant VII on a diplomatic mission for the
Galactic Republic. With all due respect, the Ambassadors from
the Chancellor request to board immediately.”

Trained in the legal details that the Trade Federation used as
a weapon, and aware that any and all communications may be
being recorded, the Neimoidian replied with carefully guarded
but purposeful words. “Yes. Of course. We are surprised and
honored by your arrival.” He spoke in the thick accent of his home
world. “As you know, our blockade is perfectly legal, and we’d
be happy to receive the ambassadors.”

Equally aware that any communication could be used to
impact negotiations, the crew and passengers of the Radian VII
said nothing in response.

“We welcome you to dock on our flagship, the Saak’ak, in
docking bay two. Prepare for tractor beam to guide your landing.”
Madakor looked to Qui-Gon for approval, and he nodded silently
toward her.
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“Confirmed,” was all Captain Madakor said as she flipped the
communications channel off and the screen went to black.

She turned to her passengers. “You Jedi are very trusting. Did
you see the turbolaser cannons installed on that ship? That’s not
a trade vessel. That’s a battle cruiser.”

Obi-Wan looked to his master who stoically stood, arms
crossed and focused. “I did, Captain,” said Jinn. “However, did
you notice that the other twenty-four ships are unarmed? In fact,
I would guess if you ran a scan you would find them to be
completely empty of cargo, and perhaps life forms. This is a show
for the Senate. I do not sense an act of aggression here.”

“Well, I hope you are right,” she said. “The tractor beam is
locked on, and we’re going in.”

The ship lurched forward and began to be pulled toward the
three-kilometer wide behemoth. Madakor shut down the thrusters
and rested her hands on the flight controls. The enormity of
Lucrehulk battleship became more evident as they were drawn
into the open maw of the docking bay. Anti-fighter weapons lined
the top and bottom of the curved arms of the vessel on swiveling
turrets. The globe at the center of the C-shaped cruiser filled their
viewport entirely as the Radiant VII rotated to enter the ship.
Lieutenant Williams carefully adjusted the landing repulsor jets
while Captain Madakor worked the landing gear, and the consular
ship settled onto the shiny metal floor of the landing bay.

Through the cockpit, they saw fifty or so white Trade
Federation B1 droids make their way toward the ship. The go-to
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freight robots stood nearly two meters tall and were built in a
skeletal humanoid shape with a downturned snout-style head
swiveling on a long thin neck joint. Lanky arms that ended in
claws designed to clamp onto cargo extended from the box-
shaped torso, as did sturdy yet slender legs. The B1 droids
vaguely resembled their insectoid makers from the planet
Geonosis. A sensory array dangled from the back of their heads
like a solid lock of hair, and their built-in backpacks acted as
communications controls. All of the B1 model droids were
controlled from a programmed central location, in this case the
Federation ship the Radiant VII had just landed on. Designed to
work independently based on a core set of objectives issued from
the command unit, the B1s didn’t have the free will of most droids
without restraining bolts, but they were built with enough
intelligence to complete tasks without requiring an order for each
action.

Behind them were a dozen four-legged walking droids about
twice the height of the B1s and about five meters wide. With two
scissor-like legs, a saucer in the middle and a head similarly
shaped to the B1, but with a flat bottom, they occupied along the
back wall of the hangar, seeming to peer at the newly landed ship
with red “eyes.” A door slid open on the side of the docking bay,
and a silver protocol droid walked out and toward the ship.

“I guess that’s our welcoming committee,” said Obi-Wan in

a dry monotone.
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Protocol droids were among the most common type of robot
in the galaxy. Humanoid in shape with friendly round glowing
photoreceptors for eyes, a soothing vocal tone, and usually a
polished gold, silver or bronze shell, the Cybot Galactica 3PO
units were a luxury item owned by diplomats, dictators, crime
lords, and military leaders. Their fluency in millions of forms of
communication made them valuable and versatile translators, and
their programmed demeanor was based on the etiquette of the
cultures with which they interfaced.

“Open the door, Captain,” said Qui-Gon. “And don’t get too
comfortable. We won’t be here long.”

A long panel separated from the side of the red consular ship
doubling as a gangway. Obi-Wan and Qui-Gon pulled on their
hoods and walked down the plank as B1 droids watched their
every step.

“I am TC-14 at your service,” said the protocol droid in a
soothing feminine voice. Its arms held in a crook at its side like
dancer, the droid bowed ever so slightly. As a protocol droid, the
first step in performing their duties was to visually assess its
guests to determine which cultural algorithms to run, making
them most comfortable. “This way please.” The human-shaped
robot turned toward the round opening in the hangar bay and
began to lead them down a hallway with curved walls emulating
the lines of the Lucrehulk design. “I do hope your journey was
pleasant,” it said idly as they made the one hundred meter journey

to the meeting room. The Jedi said nothing.
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The door to the conference room slid open, revealing a
window to space and a long shimmering table with several chairs.
Otherwise, the room was empty. No one was waiting for them.
Obi-Wan and Qui-Gon followed TC-14 into the room. “We are
greatly honored by your visit, Ambassadors,” it said pausing at
the doorway as the Jedi continued across to the window. “Make
yourselves comfortable. My master will be with you shortly.” The
droid bowed again, tried to get a reading on how the guests were
responding, and walked out of the room as the door closed behind
it.

“I have a bad feeling about this,” said Obi-Wan pulling back
his hood.

“I don’t sense anything,” said his master furrowing his brow
and shaking his head slightly.

“It’s not about the mission, Master. It’s something elsewhere.
Elusive.” This was the first time in his training that Obi-Wan
expressed a concern about a disturbance in the Force. As a
Padawan, he was very in tune with his traditional Jedi skills, but
he was feeling something beyond himself and more connected to
things beyond his immediate surroundings. Qui-Gon wondered if
his apprentice was showing signs of harnessing the skill of
foresight, like Master Sifo-Dyas who was able to latch onto these
feelings and draw in clear visions.

There were many feats all Jedi Knights could perform, but
each of them tended to latch onto certain skills more than others.

Obi-Wan had learned the “mind trick,” as it was known among
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the common citizens of the galaxy. This was the ability to plant
thoughts into the heads of the weaker minded and urge them to
take certain actions without consciously being aware of it. All
Jedi could use the Force to push or pull objects, but their training
and skill often determined how large the items they could move
would be. There was also the ability to run at great speed for a
moment to escape danger or to jump beyond the typical heights
and distances of members of their species by connecting to the
living Force.

It was this sudden mention of feeling “something” beyond
himself that gave Qui-Gon Jinn pause. Perhaps it was because he
himself felt nothing out of the ordinary. “Perhaps it’s the stress of
this mission. Don’t center on your anxieties, Obi-Wan. Keep your
concentration here and now where it belongs.”

“But Master Yoda says I should be mindful of the future -

Qui-Gon turned to him. “But not at the expense of the
moment. Be mindful of the living Force, my young Padawan.”

“Yes, Master.” Another lesson learned, but Obi-Wan
continued to notice an underlying current in the Force that he
could not identify.

They stood at the window together staring at Naboo silently
for a few long moments. Obi-Wan spoke up again, changing the
subject to the mission at hand. “How do you think the Viceroy
will deal with the Chancellor’s demands?”

“We are to understand their method for deciding on a

blockade. Then we will offer a small discount on the tariff for the
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Naboo space lanes and a promise from the Chancellor to raise the
matter of taxation once again in the senate in exchange for them
reopening trade through this system. It is quite simple. If there
truly is nothing more to this facade of force, they will quickly
agree, and we will be back to Coruscant before you know it.” Qui-
Gon went to the table and sat down. “The Federation has too
much at stake and won’t be willing to risk a trade license or
anything else that will impact their business. These Federation

types are cowards. The negotiations will be short.”
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CHAPTER 9

Queen Amidala paced the floor in her chambers, Sio Bibble sat
quietly in the tall, ornate office chair and Captain Quarsh Panaka
stood at attention near the door. It had been almost three days
since Palpatine sent his recorded message, and since then, not a
single word from anyone else other than the attempts by the Trade
Federation to make contact. She had barely slept, and her patience
was wearing thin. The Queen started to feel as if Governor Bibble
was getting a little paranoid, which did not help her outlook.
Every hour that nothing happened, he would say things like, “The
Republic has abandoned us,” or “Something rotten is afoot, I just
know it.” While this did not help her fragile mindset, it did give
her more resolve to remain more focused on how she could handle
this crisis alone. As her second closest advisor, she wondered if
this was the Governor’s intent.

Panaka rarely spoke. Occasionally he would communicate
with other members of the Royal Guard over his commlink to

ensure the citizenry was remaining calm. They were. As a
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peaceful society, very few of them gave into the worry that there
was something more to the blockade other than a necessary part
of being a trading partner in the Galactic Republic. In fact, most
did not even realize there was a blockade at all.

A light flashed on Amidala’s desk. She nearly ran to it and
read the console to see who was trying to reach her. The Trade
Federation had reduced the frequency of which they tried to make
contact, and this communication was coming in on a direct
channel from Senator Palpatine’s office on Coruscant. When she
was sure it was not the Neimoidians, she pressed the button. A
hologram of Senator Palpatine appeared on her desk.

“My Queen, I bring encouraging news,” he said. “Are you
alone?”

Sio Bibble stood up and came to her side at the desk as did
Captain Panaka. “I am here with my closest advisors. You may
speak freely.”

“As you wish.” On Coruscant from his office, the hologram
that returned to him showed the Queen, the Captain and the
Governor huddled together viewing his image. “I’ve just received
word that the Chancellor’s ambassadors have arrived in the
Naboo system. Negotiations should begin shortly, and if all goes
well, a settlement will be reached that will end the blockade.”

“That is encouraging, Senator. What are the terms they are
authorized to offer?” asked the Queen.

“Well, I am not certain of the details,” said Palpatine. “I

believe they are willing to reduce the tariff.”
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“Reduce the tax on the Federation?” said Bibble
incredulously. “The Chancellor is rewarding them for this act
of...” he struggled for the right word. “Aggression?”

“With all due respect, Governor,” said Palpatine. “The
matters of galactic taxation and Republic politics are best settled
from here on the Capital. The primary objective is to free up the
hyperspace routes as quickly as possible and return life to normal
on Naboo.”

The Queen spoke up. “I must agree with Governor Bibble,
Senator. There must be recompense for this unprecedented
blockade. At the very least, I would expect some sort of fine to be
assessed or revisiting of the limits on their actions in situations
like this.”

“I don’t disagree, Your Highness. I am sure the topic of
taxation will be back in front of the senate in short order. Please
take comfort in knowing that the ambassadors are there to
negotiate the best possible agreement for the situation. We must
do what we must do to end the blockade. Once we make it through
the first milestone — getting them to leave — we can discuss the
damages.”

“Can we speak to the diplomats?” Amidala asked. “Can we
influence them to ensure they negotiate in the best interest of
Naboo?”

“This is a highly sensitive and top-secret mission, Your
Highness,” Palpatine explained. “We cannot do anything to put
the identity of the arbiters at risk should something go wrong. |
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do hope you understand.” He paused and pursed his lips in smile.
“And I ask for your faith that I have done all I can to put Naboo’s
welfare first.”

The Queen was visibly exasperated. “Thank you for doing
what you can for us in the Senate,” said Amidala. “I expect now
that the diplomats have arrived, this will end quickly and
satisfactorily.”

“I will keep you informed from here, My Queen. In the
meantime, please remain patient. I believe that this will be over
soon enough.” And with that, the Senator’s hologram faded and
disappeared.

“I don’t like it,” said Sio Bibble. “I don’t like it at all. The
Senate is backing down to the Trade Federation, and we are
footing the bill.”

“I agree,” said Panaka. “It doesn’t seem right that the
Chancellor would act on Senator Palpatine’s wishes only to give
in to the best interests of the Federation.”

The Queen fell silent and into deep thought. “What I don’t
like is that we can’t even express our minimally acceptable terms
with the delegates. If we could add an extra push to the
negotiations, perhaps we could ensure as little impact on Naboo
as possible. A settlement without our involvement is not
something we need to abide by. If [ understand policy, I will need
to sign a treaty to ratify it and accept the terms of ending the

blockade. We need to ensure our voice is heard.”
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“What are you suggesting, Your Highness?” asked the
Governor.

“I am suggesting, at the very least, we make the Trade
Federation aware that we know about the negotiations and that
we will expect a hand in the outcome.”

“But Senator Palpatine has urged you to not make contact
with the Neimoidians,” said Panaka.

“Senator Palpatine is not here, Captain. I must do what is best

for my people.”
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CHAPTER 10

“What?” barked Viceroy Nute Gunray. The protocol droid had
returned to the bridge of the Saak’ak to report to its master. He
was angry, shocked and shaken by the assessment. “What did you
say?”

“The Ambassadors are Jedi Knights, I believe,” TC-14
repeated. The protocol droid circuitry recognized the typical
attire, the braid in the younger one’s hair and, of course, the
lightsabers dangling from their belts.

“I knew it,” said the Viceroy’s Neimoidian captain, Daultay
Dofine. “They are here to force a settlement.”

Several years after the ratification of the Taxation bill, Nute
Gunray was contacted by a mysterious human being who
requested a meeting with the Viceroy and his Representative, Lott
Dod. Gunray agreed that they would join him on Mustafar, a
planet that circled its sun so closely that its surface was almost
entirely covered in lava flows, dotted by tall craggy mountainous

islands. It was a planet which fell outside of the Trade Federation
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space routes in the Outer Rim territories but was rich in natural
ore and minerals used to create transparisteel, plastisteel and a
large percentage of the outer casings on intergalactic vessels. It
had long been an acquisition target of Nute Gunray as the Mining
Guild had been able to make immense profit from Mustafar’s
exports without interference from the Trade Federation.

In a castle high above the surface in the middle of a molten
ocean, Gunray and Dod met with the man who offered the
promise of brokering a deal with the Mining Guild and Banking
Clan that would incorporate the use of Trade Federation
hyperspace routes and give them a percentage of the take. This
would more than make up for the lost revenue as a result of the
newly imposed tax and would broaden the reach of the
Federation. In return, the stranger asked that Gunray allow him
anonymous influence on Trade Federation tactics in the Senate
and beyond. Nute was dubious about accepting the offer. With
unspecified consideration, it was impossible to estimate the return
on investment from the bankers and the miners. As an expert
negotiator, the Viceroy agreed in principal but asked for one more
condition added to the deal. In return for influence on the actions
taken by the Federation, Gunray pointed out it would be easier for
him to influence fellow Neimoidians than the other species’
representatives on the seven-person leadership committee. He
asked the stranger to help “fortify” their presence on the

Federation Board.
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Within weeks of the meeting, a mysterious assassin arrived at
a congregation of Trade Federation leadership and murdered the
members who were not Neimoidian. With the Board in disarray,
Viceroy Nute Gunray replaced the five deceased members with
his Neimoidian cronies. He already had Lott Dod representing the
Federation in their recently appointed Senate seat and he elevated
his cousin and hive-mate Rune Haako to his number one
lieutenant. Other Neimoidians filling seats on the board included
Tal Tassa as finance coordinator, Bomma Brokk as lead legal
counsel and Klinn Hil as interspecies relations. Daultay Dofine,
the reliable leader of shipping operations, was promoted to
Captain of the Trade Federation Fleet and given the final seat on
the board. His vessel was the flagship for the mission to blockade
Naboo — a tactic demanded by the stranger who Nute Gunray had
met on Mustafar.

The Viceroy brought his pointy fingered hands together and
walked the length of the Saak ’ak’s bridge considering his options.
The flagship of the Trade Federation fleet was once an enormous
cargo vessel like the other nearly three hundred Lucrehulk-class
ships in their armada. When pirates began disrupting some of the
space lanes decades before, two of the ships were modified to
include turrets with anti-fighter laser canons along the ridge of
the ships spine. Then soon after the Taxation dispute, it was
reported, but never confirmed, that upwards of fifteen percent of
the fleet had been weaponized. It was also rumored that some of

the B1 cargo robots had been seen carrying blasters on occasion
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when delivering freight. The response from the Trade Federation,
when confronted about gun-toting droids, was inconsistent
ranging from claiming an outrageous miscarriage of truth to
assertions that the space trade had gotten rougher in recent times
which called for greater protection of goods.

Nute Gunray had been secretly informed that the Chancellor
was sending an envoy to discuss a settlement. However, he had
never imagined that Finis Valorum would involve the Jedi. As a
master negotiator, he was not at all worried about gaining an
upper hand in a discussion of policy and demands with a diplomat
from some neutral world. But negotiating with the Jedi was
something else entirely. The Viceroy turned to his Captain. “I
need to make contact with our benefactor.”

Captain Dofine bristled at the mention of the sponsor who had
helped Viceroy Gunray hatch this plan to blockade Naboo even if
its outcome was designed to once again raise the issue of the
unfair tax to the Senate. Dofine was outspoken in his distrust of
the voice in Gunray’s ear and agitated by what the human, who
seemed to be plotting the Federation’s most recent and important
moves, was gaining in return for the perilous circumstance in
which he was putting the Neimoidians.

“I need you to distract them,” said Gunray to the Captain.

Dofine’s jaw dropped. “Have you lost your mind? I’'m not
going in there with two Jedi,” he said. “Send the droid.”

“What are you afraid of, Captain Dofine?”

118



“The same thing you are, Viceroy.” While the Neimoidians
were experts in bully tactics, negotiations, and fluency in the
language of trade law, they were also known to be susceptible to
the Jedi ability to infiltrate the minds of others. And while he had
never met a Jedi, Dofine knew this was not the time to see how
strong he was against their “mind trick.”

Gunray turned to TC-14 who was patiently awaiting the next
orders. “Keep them occupied.”

“As you wish,” it said and left the bridge of the Saakak.

“Captain, I want you and Chief Haako with me in my
chamber. Now!”

A door slid open at the back of the bridge where Nute Gunray
held command meetings. Daultay Dofine and Rune Haako
followed him and the door sealed shut behind them. Gunray
opened up the communication channel. The hologram projector
came silently to life and in front of the three Neimoidians
appeared the blue-hued image of a man in black robes, his face
obscured by a hood.

“What is 1t?” hissed the man.

Captain Dofine quickly spoke before Gunray could offer a
proper greeting. “This scheme of yours has failed, Lord Sidious.
The blockade is finished! We dare not go against the Jedi.”

Darth Sidious was furious but maintained calm. “Viceroy, |
don’t want this stunted slime in my sight again.” Gunray gave the

Captain a stern look and Dofine skulked backwards so as not to
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be in the communication field of the hologram. Sidious
continued. “What is he talking about?”

“My Lord, the ambassadors from the Chancellor. I had no
idea they would be Jedi Knights,” said the Viceroy.

“Valorum sent the Jedi to do his bidding. This is
unprecedented and unfortunate.” The Sith Master paused in
contemplation. “We must accelerate our plans. Activate the droid
army and begin landing your troops.”

Gunray and Haako looked at one another in disbelief. The
plan to blockade the planet Naboo did not include a full invasion.
If events escalated, they had been prepared to engage in a
defensive battle but making the first act of aggression was not part
of the strategy, and it was something Neimoidians — as a people
— tended to avoid. To the Trade Federation leaders, this seemed
like a rather rash next step.

Trying to find a way to diffuse the order, the Viceroy asked
nervously, “My Lord, is that ... legal?”

“I will make it legal,” spat Sidious.

“And what of the Jedi?” asked Haako.

“The Chancellor should never have gotten them involved.
Kill them and their escort. Immediately.”

Viceroy Gunray suddenly felt trapped. If he ignored Darth
Sidious’s orders, he would surely meet the same fate as the
assassinated non-Neimoidian Trade Federation leaders. Only
now did he consider the consequences of opening the door for

Sidious without an avenue to close it. If Gunray followed his
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commands, the trade dispute would explode into something he
was not sure he was prepared to undertake. He was not a military
leader; he was trained in procurement law and financial models.

Recently, at the recommendation of Sidious, the B1 droids
were coded to respond to armed commands and drop ships were
ordered and stowed on board the Saak’ak, prepared to dispatch
thousands of them onto any planet quickly and efficiently.
Gunray had no choice. And if Sidious felt this was the best way
to achieve the goal of eliminating the taxation of the trade routes,
while it may seem extreme, it was his best and only option.

“Yes,” Gunray said reluctantly. “Yes, my Lord. As you wish.”
Nute and Rune bowed ever so slightly to the hologram as it
disappeared.

“This is a mistake, Viceroy,” said Dofine from the corner in
which he stood.

“What choice do we have?” shot back Gunray. He tugged at
his robe and regained what composure he had lost in the presence
of Darth Sidious. “Besides, it is for the betterment of the
Federation. Our investment in the B1 Battle Droid protocols will
pay out more quickly than expected. This will make our position
clear to the Senate and once again, the Federation will take full
control of our trade routes.”

“I hope you know what you are doing,” said Rune Haako.

“Now is not the time to question my decisions, Cousin,” said

Gunray. The door to his chamber opened up and he assumed
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command on the bridge again. “Ensign How, destroy the consular
ship.”

The young Neimoidian officer was not sure what he had just
heard. “Sir?”

“Destroy the ship the ambassadors arrived on.” He had
converted his lack of confidence to zealousness. “And seal off the
room where the Jedi are waiting. Flood it with dioxin.”

“But that will kill them, sir” said How.

“Why else would I do it, Ensign?” Gunray was committed to

this plan of action. “Now obey my command!”
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CHAPTER 11

Captain Madakor was pouring through the ship’s log and entering
information about their journey to Naboo. It was the same
protocol she had done on a hundred missions before. As every
action of a diplomatic mission was recorded and maintained, she
had to confirm and certify time and date of arrival, the exact
position where they dropped out of hyperspace, who the crew
communicated with and what was said, and dozens of other pieces
of minutiae. It was all very tedious and her least favorite part of
the job.

To Lieutenant Williams, even this most basic record keeping
task was exciting. As a short-range cargo pilot back home, he had
to clear manifests, report stock discrepancies and gain delivery
approvals, but marking down details for a mission with
implications of potentially galactic proportions was electrifying.
“So, this information gets sent back to the Republic data

computers?” asked Williams.
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“Ordinarily, yes,” said the Captain. “But, as of right now, this
mission didn’t happen, if you understand what I mean.” Williams
nodded. “All information from this assignment will be encrypted
in the onboard data system until such time that someone at the
highest levels decides it needs to be uploaded. If things go
sideways, no one will ever know we were here.” She spoke from
experience. Maoi Madakor had run “silent missions,” as they
were called, for Jedi Knights investigating strange disturbances
on far-off worlds, diplomatic deals with details she would never
know, or want to for that matter, and runs for senators to liaise
with beings their families and constituents would not approve.
And on occasion, things did not go as planned and data was
“never recovered.”

“I see,” he said. His excitement quickly turned to unease as a
wave of nerves flooded his body. His face felt hot and his palms
became moist at the realization that they were in the middle of a
contested piece of space on a ship with no weapons inside a
potentially unfriendly battle cruiser. “What do you mean, ‘if
things go sideways?’” he hesitantly asked.

She began to tell a story of a certain senator when, out of the
corner of his eye, Antidar Williams noticed all the cargo droids
stop their busy work in unison and turn to look toward the Radiant
VII. The walking droids scissored up their legs as their limbs
collapsed to wings transforming into hovercrafts pointing at their

ship. From the ceiling of the hangar bay dropped a large, twin
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cannon laser turret that swung swiftly and took aim at them. The
young lieutenant panicked.

“Captain! Look!” he shouted. Maoi Madakor looked up from
her data entry in time to see the gun open fire.

Her last words were, “Shields —”

Laser bolts lanced out from both barrels of the cannon and, in
a single salvo, the Radiant VII was completely destroyed along

with the two crew members who brought her there.

* ok ok ok 3k

Obi-Wan Kenobi and Qui-Gon Jinn were seated at the table
patiently waiting to meet with the Viceroy. The apprentice sat
focusing his mind on feeling the waves of the Force around him
while the master was silently trying to reconcile what Obi-Wan
had said when they arrived about the “elusive” disturbance he felt.
Jinn was a powerful Jedi, but he wondered why his command of
foresight was obscured.

The apprentice broke the silence. “Is it in their nature to make
us wait this long?”” asked Obi-Wan of his master.

“No,” said Qui-Gon. “I sense an unusual amount of fear for
something as trivial as a trade dispute.”

Their attention was seized by the door to the room as it slid
open allowing TC-14 to enter, holding a silver tray with silver
cups and a silver decanter that matched its silver shell. “My

master offers a sample of his favorite libation,” the droid said.
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“Devaronian spiced wine.” The Jedi politely took the cups, smiled
and tipped them toward the protocol droid in a “thank you”
gesture as the robot moved to stand unobtrusively at the side of
the room. Feigning a sip, the ambassadors placed their cups of
untasted wine on the table.

Both Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan suddenly felt an intangible, not
physical, pressure in their chests — the feeling a Jedi would often
feel through the Force at the demise of a living being they had
some connection to. Someone near them had died or was about
to. Then, before they had the chance to process the feeling, an
explosion rocked the hangar bay they had entered from, one
hundred meters down the hallway. The two Jedi jumped from
their seats and ignited their lightsabers instinctively taking a
defensive position, back to back. TC-14, startled, dropped the
silver tray.

A hissing sound came from the floor, and from the ventilation
grates on the bottom of the walls, white smoke poured into the
room. Qui-Gon caught a faint whiff of the gas and identified it
immediately. “Dioxin!” The two Jedi flicked off their lightsabers
and inhaled deeply to capture as much oxygen in their lungs as
possible.

Outside of the room filling with poison, nine B1 cargo droids
marched to the door awaiting their next orders. They were
carrying blaster rifles that had been fitted into their hands and
connected directly to their logic circuits. As part of a

“precaution,” Darth Sidious had recommended that all B1 droids
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be modified to be able to carry weapons as the new military
strategy protocol was installed in the command ship databanks,
effectively giving the Trade Federation an army of battle droids
numbering in the thousands instantaneously.

After a few minutes, Viceroy Gunray issued a command to
the lead B1. A hologram of the Neimoidian appeared in the palm
of the droid’s hand. “They must be dead by now. Destroy what’s
left of them.”

The droid, called OWO-1, had a red stripe painted through the
middle of his torso indicating a command rank. What was once a
freight management role had instantly become an infantry
captain’s position. Military hierarchy was built into the new
artificial intelligence that drove the now-former cargo robots to
activate the same built-in “thinking” that allowed them to finish
tasks without constant communication and be able to respond in
the field to changing conditions. OWO-1’s head swiveled to
another battle droid beside him. “Check it out, corporal. We’ll
cover you.” All Bls had the same mechanical voice that
modulated at a timbre that was audible simultaneously to both
Neimoidians, who tended to hear lower frequencies better, and
most other beings in the known galaxy, giving them a buzzy
overtone.

OWO-1’s underling responded with the Neimoidian code for
affirmative: “Roger, roger.” The droid stepped toward the door
controls and unsealed the meeting room. A white cloudy haze
poured out and into the hallway where the battle droids waited. A
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shadowy figure appeared in the mist and began to inch cautiously
from the chamber.

“Fire!” said OWO-1. The battle droids pulled their triggers
and riddled their target with laser bolts. There was an electronic,
high pitched squeal as TC-14 fell forward in shiny silver pieces
on the hallway floor.

“Whoops,” said OWO-1.

The B1 droids were built with slightly whimsical personalities
in their original order from the Trade Federation seventy years
before. At the time, the labor leader for the Federation was a
Sullustan named Tya Nuuv and she suggested that, “If we are
going to be on long journeys with only a handful of sentients and
thousands of droids, they may as well have some sort of
personality.” As was the case on the Saak’ak, most Lucrehulk
cargo ships ran on about twenty-five sentients and had a work
crew of upwards of a thousand droids. Since it did not cost any
more to build this personality feature into the vocoder and
communications protocol, the randomization of responses was
designed to, on occasion, be somewhat irreverent.

“Viceroy,” started OWO-1 via audio channel. “You are going
to need a new protocol droid. Otherwise, there is nothing to --”
One blue and one green blade ignited in the fog that continued to
roll out of the meeting room. “Wait. Open fire!”

Nute Gunray heard laser blasts and the whirring of lightsabers
over the communicator channel left open by OWO-1. “What is

going on down there?” he shouted.
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B1 rifles pummeled the Jedi with laser fire and each bolt was
deflected by their lightsabers as Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan leapt from
the fog and into battle. Both the master and apprentice were
experts in lightsaber combat, having trained vigorously through
the years. Qui-Gon was the Padawan under Master Dooku, an
expert swordsman who was sought after by Jedi throughout the
galaxy for his mentorship. Qui-Gon was committed to ensuring
his own Padawan was as masterful with his laser sword.

Obi-Wan swung his blade, knocked away a shot from a droid
rifle back into its shooter’s chest, while finishing his move with a
thrust through another B1. Qui-Gon reached out through the
Force and pushed three droids down. He deflected a shot from
behind by swinging his green blade at his back and then sliced
through the ones he had knocked over as they attempted to stand
up from the ground.

“Viewscreen on!” shouted Captain Haako. The Neimoidian
flight crew and a handful of battle droids watched as the younger
Jedi sliced through one of his attackers, jumped into the air
kicking over OWO-1. The older Jedi Knight sliced left, taking out
one droid, then fluidly right, taking out another. Finally, Obi-Wan
thrusted his lightsaber straight down through the chest of OWO-
1. In an instant, all nine battle droids were eliminated by the Jedi.

The screen went dark. Ensign How frantically tapped
controls. “We’ve lost the transmission, sir.”

Rune Haako, maintaining his poise as best he could, placed

his hand on Nute Gunray’s shoulder and urged him to the side of
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the bridge away from the alarms and the frenetic pace that had
taken over the relative calm of the control center. “Viceroy,” he
started. “Have you ever encountered a Jedi Knight before, sir?”

“Well, no, but I don’t -

“You saw how easily they handled those droids.”

A hint of panic crept into Gunray’s voice as he ordered, “Seal
off the bridge!”

“Yes, sir!” called one of the crew members as doors on all
sides of the bridge slid shut.

“That won’t be enough,” said Haako. “I’ve heard stories of
the Jedi being outnumbered one hundred to one by the greatest
armies in the galaxy and not only surviving ... but defeating
them.”

Gunray again shouted an order: “I want destroyer droids up
here at once!”

“We will not survive this,” said the Captain.

* %k ok ok ok

Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan made their way to the hangar where they
had landed earlier. The smoldering remains of the Radiant VII
were being extinguished by maintenance droids and from where
they were standing they could see the walking droids
transforming into fighters, exit the battle cruiser and begin a

patrol-like pattern outside the opening of the landing bay.
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“We must make contact with the Chancellor,” said Qui-Gon.
“And we have to take the Viceroy into custody. It’s safe to assume
our crew didn’t survive. This has gone from a trade dispute to the
premeditated murder of two innocent pilots and an act of
aggression against the Republic.”

“You were right about one thing, Master,” said Obi-Wan.
“The negotiations were short.”

“Nice,” said Qui-Gon. “Come on. We have to get to the
bridge.”

They made their way back up the hallway from whence they
came, slaying another handful of battle droids along the way. The
Saak’ak architecture was very intuitive and the two Jedi had
studied the layout of the Lucrehulks en route to Naboo, which
helped them to quickly find a way to what they assumed was the
bridge. They were also helped by the fact that through the Force
they could only find energy from life forms in one location on the
ship.

“Master, the doors are closed, and the controls are on the
inside,” said Obi-Wan.

“Stand back,” said the master as he ignited his lightsaber and
stabbed into the center of the large, round metal door.

The Neimoidian crew looked on anxiously as a red dot of
molten metal appeared on their side of the entrance to the bridge;
the lightsaber’s intense energy melting their line of defense.

“Close the blast doors!” shouted Nute Gunray. With that, a

second set of thicker doors shuttered on either side of Qui-Gon’s
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lightsaber blade. The Jedi Master didn’t flinch as his laser sword
continued liquefying the thick metal gates.

Six more battle droids marched quickly from the opposite
hallway and opened fire. Obi-Wan effortlessly deflected the bolts
back at their attackers, eliminating three before they were close
enough for him to strike them down with his lightsaber.

Smelted metal continued to drip through on the bridge-side of
the door. Rune stated the obvious in terror: “They are still coming
through!”

“This 1s impossible,” mumbled Gunray.

“Where are the destroyer droids?”” Haako shouted urgently at
any Neimoidian crewmember who would listen.

The doors to the bridge were weakening and light from the
hallway beyond began to become visible. Qui-Gon began to push
the lightsaber up, down and in a slightly circular motion in an
attempt to make the hole large enough for them to enter. Just as
he started to feel as though he was getting close to gaining access,
his Padawan shouted, “Master! Destroyers!”

Two metal wheels, two and half meters tall rolled loudly
down the hallway. The spinning steady tone of terasteel on the
shiny metal floors of the Lucrehulk was a mesmerizing tipoff to
the presence of destroyer droids, also known as Droidekas. Unlike
the B-1 droids that came from Geonosis, the Droidekas — so
known due to a local dialect on the world from which they were
built — were specially ordered from the droid manufacturing plant

on Colla I'V. The B-1s heads had a similar shape and appearance
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to their Geonosian makers, while the Droidekas were almost
identical robotic versions of their Collicoid designers. The
insectoid race would travel vast distances by curling their legs
into their abdomens and rolling up into a ball shape, spinning
toward their destination. When ready to attack, the Droidekas
would deploy by opening up, resting on three claw shaped legs
positioned as a tripod and drop blaster arms from their side to
engage their opponents.

Qui-Gon pulled his lightsaber from the door and readied
himself to defend against the droids. When the Droidekas were
within twenty meters they came to an abrupt stop by rolling into
their attack form. Unlike B-1s, they projected a laser defense
shield as they opened fire. The blaster arms poked through the
shield perfectly in sync with each blast, allowing the laser bolt to
break through the plasma defense.

Obi-Wan and Qui-Gon stood in a defensive posture and
swirled their lightsabers, deflecting each shot that came from the
destroyers. The barrage of laser fire made it impossible for the
Jedi to advance on their attackers and attempt to slice them
through the shields while each bolt returned was absorbed by the
Droidekas’ shields.

“It’s a standoff,” said Qui-Gon to his apprentice. “Let’s go.
This way.” Obi-Wan nodded. Both Jedi continued to protect
themselves from the hail of laser fire while they drew on the Force
around them to find a current they could harness and dash away.

The Jedi had been known to be able to move faster than the eye
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could see if they allowed themselves to be pulled by the Force to
a destination a short distance away. In an instant, Obi-Wan and
Qui-Gon dashed away and the Droideka laser fire blew through
the weakened blast door to the bridge of the Saak ‘ak.

Fifty meters down the hall, the Jedi were away from their
attackers for the moment. They looked around for their next move
when Obi-Wan looked above them. “It’s not my favorite, but we
could move through the ventilation shafts,” he said pointing to an
entry point overhead.

“We forget about the Viceroy for now. We have to find a way
off the ship and get a message to the Chancellor. Let’s find our
way back to any one of the hangar bays.” They pushed open the
trap door and made their way into the ship’s duct system.

“Sir, they’ve gone up the ventilation shaft,” said the
Neimoidian lieutenant.

“They won’t survive long in there,” Gunray said.

“You continue to underestimate them,” said Haako.
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CHAPTER 12

Queen Amidala finished reapplying her ceremonial white
makeup. She had made a decision that could define her as a leader
for generations to come or prove to be the biggest mistake in her
world’s history. She left her office and entered the throne room
followed by Quarsh Panaka and Sio Bibble. Her advisors and
handmaidens stood up in reverence and slight surprise as she had
not left her office chamber in days. The Queen made her way to
the throne, turned and sat down.

“I understand from Senator Palpatine that the Chancellor has
sent a diplomatic mission to meet with the Trade Federation on
the flagship that currently orbits our planet,” she said in her
deepest, most royal voice. When she spoke in official capacity
outside of the closed doors of advisors and in matters in private,
she lowered her voice and adopted a regal accent common among
the galactic leaders throughout the Core worlds. “They arrived a
short time ago and the time has come to show our resolve. I will

make contact with the Federation’s Viceroy and alert him that we
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are aware that a settlement is imminent. More importantly, we
will not accept anything less than their complete evacuation of
the Naboo system and that we will be making a case in the Senate
for punitive damages to be paid to our people.”

“I must ask,” started Tang Hagen, one of her royal advisors
and one of her father’s classmates from years ago, “What do you
hope to gain from breaking the communication embargo? What
will your voice add to the negotiations?”

She was silent for a moment. The child Queen was well aware
there was great risk to opening a line to the Trade Federation, and
she worried that she was acting on instinct. Governor Bibble
stepped forward in the space offered by Amidala’s delayed
response. “We expect to impart additional pressure on the
Federation by showing them the negotiations are not being
performed in a vacuum by the Republic, but with the full support
of the Naboo government. As such, we will ensure that our
minimum demands are met. In addition to them simply being
forced to leave, we will demand compensation for the hardship
caused to our people.”

Tang shook his head slowly. “The Trade Federation are
hardened, experienced negotiators. With all due respect, Your
Highness, you have very little practice in this area.” He looked
her in the eye from across the throne room. “You are taking a
gamble that I can only advise against.”

“I appreciate your perspective, Counselor Hagen,” said

Amidala. “But this is a pivotal moment in our history. I cannot sit
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idly by while our fate is decided by anonymous negotiators and a
corrupt trade syndicate.”

The room fell silent.

“Are there any other words of advice from my Counselors?”
she said sternly. The six advisors remained seated in a semi-circle
around the throne in silence, and Sio Bibble took his chair to her
right. “Thank you. Now raise the Viceroy.”

Panaka nodded and opened the communication channel to the
Federation.

“This 1s Captain Panaka of the Royal Naboo Guard,” he said.
“Her Royal Highness, Queen Padme Amidala, requests to speak
with the Viceroy.”

On the Saak’ak, the comms indicator on Tey How’s
instrument panel blinked on. The trebly message beacon from
Captain Panaka played in his headpiece. “Sir, a transmission from
the planet.”

Rune Haako leaned in to hear the repeat of the hailing signal.
“It’s Queen Amidala herself.”

Nute Gunray put his hands together and moved across the
bridge to a large viewscreen that was slightly damaged by the
Jedi’s attempt to gain access. “At last, we are getting results,” he
said. In his mind, he held out hope that she would accept an
increased Trade service fee in exchange for the end of the
blockade and be willing to take a position in the Senate opposing

the taxation of the trade routes. However, he believed she would
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not be so easily inclined to accept that outcome and the invasion
of her planet would be necessary to reach a settlement.

The viewscreen flickered on and her image rippled onto the
display. “At last you come before me, Your Highness,” Gunray
said.

“You will not be pleased when you hear what I have to say,
Viceroy,” said the Queen. Inside, she was terrified. Outside, she
was solidly regal and in full control of her faculties. She would
not fail her people. “Your blockade of our planet has failed and
will be coming to an end.”

Nute looked at his advisor and captain and a smile nearly
crossed his mouth. “I was not aware of such failure,” he said.

She sat resolute and looked hard into the communications
screen. “I am aware the Chancellor’s Ambassadors are with you
now and that you have been commanded to reach a settlement.”

“I know nothing of any ambassadors,” said the Viceroy
selling each and every word. “My young Queen, you must be
mistaken.”

As the words poured from his mouth, she felt heat fill her face,
the flush it caused disguised by the traditional thick white makeup
she wore to cover it. Surprised by what he was saying, she
remained calm and did not move a muscle as she stared back at
him from her throne. “Beware, Viceroy,” she said, electing to
portray a belief that she knew he was lying to her. “The Federation

has gone too far this time.”

138



Gunray’s forehead furrowed in an expression of innocence.
“Your Highness, we would never do anything without approval
of the Senate. You assume too much.”

“We will see,” was all she could think to say as she finished
the sentence with a push of a button to abruptly end the
transmission. Her gambit was refuted. The screen went black on
the bridge of the Saak ak.

“She’s right,” said Haako. “The Senate will never —

Gunray turned on his captain sharply, “It’s too late now. Do
as Lord Sidious says and begin the invasion.”

“Do you think she expects an attack?”” asked Rune.

“I don’t know,” said the Viceroy. “But we must disrupt all
communications down there. Lieutenant jam all signals coming

in or out of the system.”

Queen Amidala sat stunned and stone silent on her throne. The
room around her looked on and eagerly awaited her next move.
Amidala’s thoughts raced as she weighed the consequences of all
the possible events that could have taken place. She considered
everything: did she tip the Chancellor’s hand in her haste? Was it
a negotiation ploy by the Federation to portray that the diplomats
had not arrived? Was her own Senator given incorrect intelligence
or was he outright lied to? She even let her mind entertain that

Palpatine had lied to ker. Finally, she snapped to action.
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“I need to make contact with Senator Palpatine,
immediately.”

Panaka quickly worked the communications table. Suddenly
Palpatine could be heard from speakers overhead but not seen on
the holoprojector. “Please give me one moment, Your Highness,”
he said. A moment later his holographic image appeared, and he
was straightening his cloak. “I apologize,” he said, “I was just
settling down for the evening. Please tell me you have good
news!” His voice was cheerful and expectant.

“Senator Palpatine, it appears the negotiations with the Trade
Federation haven’t begun. According to the Viceroy, the
Ambassadors haven’t yet arrived, and he claims to be completely
unaware of any such meeting.”

“Well, how did you come to know this? Did you speak to
him?”

“I did -

“I specifically asked you not to speak with the Federation
directly.”

“Senator, did you not hear me?” The tone in her voice
wavered ever so slightly. Beneath her regal intonation, a sixteen-
year-old child could be heard. “The ambassadors have not
arrived. You informed me they were there, but the Viceroy has
no knowledge of them.”

“How could that be true?” said Palpatine. “I have assurances
from the Chancellor...” His hologram began to flicker, and the

audio transmission became spotty.
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“Get...negotiate... Ambassador...” Then the holographic image
sputtered and flashed off.

“Captain, what’s happening?” demanded Amidala.

“Check the transmission generators,” Panaka called to an
assistant nearby.

Governor Bibble drew a deep breath. “A communications
disruption can only mean one thing: invasion.”

“The Federation would not dare go that far,” said the Queen.

Tang Hagen snorted a sarcastic harrumph. “Communications
disruptions can mean many things, Governor. The only thing we
can assume for certain is that they do not want us in contact with
the Republic. For what reason remains to be seen.”

“Counselor Hagen is right,” said Panaka. “The Senate would
revoke their trade franchise, and they’d be finished.” Panaka,
although the head of the Royal Security Force, had no interest in
events turning violent, knowing the Naboo forces were woefully
unprepared for combat.

“We must rely on negotiation,” said Amidala.

“Negotiation?”  scoffed Bibble. “We’ve lost all
communications! And where are the Chancellor’s ambassadors?”

“This is a dangerous situation, Your Highness,” offered
Panaka. “Our security volunteers are no match for any sort of
invasion army.”

The Queen stood up and surveyed her advisors. “The very

thought of putting our people in harm’s way is not one I am
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willing to consider. We will take the high road. I will not condone

a course of action that will lead us to war.”
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CHAPTER 13

The Jedi followed the ventilation ducts until they arrived in one
of the hangar bays. The gravity that drove the operation of the
shafts made it difficult to breathe and harder to move, but within
several minutes they reached a hatch and pushed it open. They
were twenty meters off the floor and jumped onto cargo boxes
piled high just below them. Qui-Gon and Kenobi climbed down
to the floor and hid behind a few crates to see if they could find
some sort of craft to “acquire” and travel down to the planet’s
surface.

Several large brown shuttles with rounded corners filled most
of their vision as they began to yawn open across the hanger bay.
Over a dozen meters tall and thirty meters long, the ships were
designed to move mass amounts of cargo. At the front of the
massive ship was an enormous circular hatch, more than half the
height of the vehicle, which was open and flipped upward while
multiple metal tracks slid out and rotated to meet the ground

below. Obi-Wan was the first to notice what appeared to be
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several hundred B1 droids with guns in hand marching toward the
craft along with Droidekas and several heavily armored tanks.
The battle droids, who formed a perfectly spaced line of about
twenty, approached the shuttle and turned on their heels, as one
of the metal arms swooped down and latched onto their backs.
Immediately after connecting to the track, the Bls folded in their
arms and legs to become half their height. The arm lifted and
pulled them into the carrier, while another row of robot troops
moved into place behind them to be loaded. The automated
orchestration of military droids being onboarded into what
seemed to be a cargo ship-turned-troop transport was almost a
thing of beauty, if its implications were not so terrifying. There
were at least ten other transports following the same precision
loading operation across the platform.

“It’s an invasion army,” muttered Kenobi.

“This is an odd play for the Federation,” said Jinn. “We’ve
got to warn Naboo before we contact Chancellor Valorum.”

“It doesn’t appear that there are any pilotable ships here,
master.”

Qui-Gon nodded toward the troop transports. “We’ll need to
split up, stow aboard separate ships, and meet down on the
planet.”

“Split up?”

“We can’t risk the mission,” said Qui-Gon. “If one of us is
captured, the other must complete it. Let’s make our way into

separate transports and make our way to the surface. We’ll find
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our way to Theed, the capital, warn the Queen of this invasion,
and then send a message back to Coruscant.”

“Understood,” said Obi-Wan.

“Reach out with the Force when you arrive. You’ll know if
I’ve made it, and you’ll know where to find me.” Qui-Gon looked
at his Padawan. “May the Force be with you,” he said. Obi-Wan
hunched down below the line of crates and made his way closer
to one of the huge transport ships. His master turned the opposite
direction and looked for a way to board one of the other ones.

Obi-Wan came around the corner of a stack of containers
piled to the ceiling and got a closer look at the transport. From
what he could tell, they were newly minted vessels. No carbon
scoring or entry burns could be seen, and there was a sheen on
any exposed chrome. From his vantage point, he saw side doors
open along the bottom of the craft where tanks — that also
appeared to be new — hovered into hatches to be brought to the
surface. That was where he would stow away. Eight bays were
open. He closed his eyes, felt the Force around him and used it to
dash across the floor and into an open compartment. He hoped
that it would stay empty of any Federation tanks as he knelt down
in the darkness and waited.

Qui-Gon made his way to a transport on the opposite side of
the hangar. The vessel was sealing all its doors as he thoughtfully
surveyed his options. It was too late to board one of the transports
as they began to roll toward the large opening into space where
they would be deployed. He noticed an even larger craft than the
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troop transport spinning slowly toward the landing bay maw
outside the Lucrehulk. It was clearly made by the same designer,
as it had rounded corners and was the same earthy tone, however
this was a space-faring vessel and much larger. It was easily
twenty times the length of the transports and was T-shaped with
a large platform across the top of the large boot structure at the
center.

He watched as transport vessels slid out of the hangar bay
mouth, connected themselves to the underside of the T on a rail
and then pushed their way into the middle column of the craft,
disappearing inside. The T-shaped lander was collecting the troop
transports to bring them to the surface in bulk.

The last of the transports sealed up and started making its way
towards the exit. As the bay emptied, Qui-Gon frantically looked
for another ship to fly in to the surface, but there was nothing to
be found. He had only one chance to make it to the planet. He
sprinted across the hangar floor as fast as his legs would carry
him alongside the transport vessel as it headed toward the carrier,
and just as it reached the invisible energy barrier that maintained
safety from the vacuum of space in the hangar, he pressed himself
hard against the brown behemoth.

Intense energy from the landing bay shielding sent a
shockwave through his body followed by penetrating, deep cold
as he entered the darkness of space. Qui-Gon closed his eyes and
felt his way through the Force to the opening on the T-shaped

lander that the transport was headed to. He reached his hand out
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toward the large entry hatch that the transport was aiming for and
worked his way through the emptiness of space toward the gap.

Many Jedi had been trained to survive in the cold void of
space for several minutes but not for much longer. On Tonari I,
he put his training to the test to rescue a Senator who had been
pushed from an airlock in an assassination attempt. He was able
to survive by pulling on the Force to seal his mouth, eyes and nose
giving him a virtual airlock for a short period of time. But he had
no idea how long his current journey into space might last.

The transport was moving slowly, and his awareness was
fading as Qui-Gon, focused on staying safe in the vacuum of
space. He also urged the Force to push him toward his target. He
felt ice forming on his hair and beard, while his robes stiffened in
the absence of gravity and warmth. Jinn was drifting slowly
toward unconsciousness, which would mean certain death at the
loss of concentration, when, abruptly, a wave of heat wrapped
around his body. He involuntarily regained all his faculties,
feeling the pain that the deep freeze had brought to his skin, as he
realized he had made it to his objective: the opening of the large
T-shaped ship.

Gravity wells inside forced him to refocus quickly as he felt
the rush of hot air around him. His body was plunging to the
bottom of the boot at the center of the craft. Qui-Gon could make
out maybe two dozen troop transports stacked top of on one
another along metallic tracks awaiting deployment on the planet’s

surface. He reached out with both hands and felt the rungs of the
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maintenance ladder that ran up the inside of the ship. His fingers
grasped and missed the first few metal bars, stinging him to the
bone. Jinn quickly turned his focus to grasping the Force and
pushed straight down with both hands. An invisible field slowed
his fall just enough to give him a moment to take hold of a rung
on the ladder and swing his body, so his feet could stop his
descent on the bars below. He was safe, for the moment.

Qui-Gon looked up. He realized he had fallen quite a distance,
and he watched as the door that allowed the troop transports in
sealed shut.
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CHAPTER 14

A loud whirring sound caught Jar Jar’s attention as he spit the tail
of his breakfast Cottle fish out onto the ground. His long ear
pulled up and he cocked his head trying to find the source of the
noise that was increasing in volume. He stood up and slowly
turned as his feet sloshed in the mud on the edge of the lagoon.
He looked into the sky and saw a dozen black dots growing
larger as they approached the surface. They appeared to be
coming from a central location somewhat near one of the twenty-
five stars that appeared on the horizon when he first rose from the
water that morning. A moment later, he realized he had been
frozen in the same position for about a minute and his mouth was
dry from hanging agape watching the specks turn to blobs and
then to more clearly defined T-shaped somethings as they came
closer and closer. Jar Jar Binks may not have been the most
intelligent Gungan on Naboo, but he knew these were spacecraft
and they were landing all around him and his adopted home on

the shore of Lake Paonga.
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When he gathered his faculties, he panicked. The T-shaped
ships were enormous — larger than anything he had ever seen here
on the surface or under water in Otoh Gunga. As they began to
set down in the forest that surrounded the Ilake, they
indiscriminately crashed through towering trees, sending the local
wildlife scurrying in fear. Herds of Ikopi scattered, adding to the
mayhem as their tall, four-legged muscular bodies crashed
through low lying vegetation. Quadducks making their nests in
surrounding trees flocked violently from their homes screeching
in fear.

The slamming sound of the boot-shaped centers of the bulky
brown space ships echoed around the forest floor. Jar Jar made a
move back toward the lake to get under the surface when six large
Tuskcats fleeing the chaos broke between the Gungan and the
shoreline. They stopped and skidded in the mud, long teeth
revealed behind their pulled back black lips. The feline predators
were as tall as Jar Jar and, as fierce hunters, were known to attack
when scared.

“Oh no,” said Binks as he halted his flight to the water. He
turned back and ran toward the center of the forest. BAM! BAM!
More of the ships landed within the area. He could no longer tell
how many there were, but he could clearly make out that a line of
three had landed to the south. He made his way into a clearing
and froze again in fear as he stared at the base of the ship nearest

him.
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The landing of the ships seemed to have stopped, but that
didn’t end the bedlam happening around him. Animals of all sorts
scurried hurriedly to the north, away from where the landing craft
had settled. The woods were full of screaming animals, cracking
wood and the ominous hum of alien spacecraft. Jar Jar stood still
and watched the doors at the base of the landers begin to yawn
open and slam hard on the forest floor. Then ominous vehicles
began to roll out of the hangar bays that had appeared in the
gaping openings. Hovering heavy craft with blaster canons,
followed by even larger bronze-brown vehicles, and then
platforms with handle bars piloted by white robots flew out like
Takka flies around a Gulama, buzzing out into a patrolling
pattern. The hovering blaster canons — which Jar Jar thought
looked much like the things called “tanks” that the Naboo police
force allegedly had — turned to their left, and he realized were
joining up with several dozen exactly like it before continuing
to... somewhere. But the large bronze-brown vehicles continued
in a straight line — directly toward Jar Jar.

Binks’s flat, bare feet felt like they were soldered to the
ground as he felt the warmth of fear envelop his body. His arms
were raised at his side in utter distress, his head swiveling from
side to side, and his ears flapped on the back of his skull. A tear
found a way to creep into one of his stalked eyes as he tried to get
comfortable with the fact that this was where he would die. Even
if he could find a way to run, he could never outrun these

machines. Or worse, he’d be trampled by another Ikopi herd or
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eaten by a frightened Tuskcat. Jar Jar was scared, his hearts
pounding in his chest and back.

Then he heard a gruff voice. “Quick! Get out of here!” it
shouted. Jar Jar believed it was only in his head or perhaps it was
the warning of a Gungan god. Again, he heard it, only slightly
louder and coming from the direction of the enormous brown-
bronze vehicle. “Move! Move!”

Jar Jar was able to shift his feet and spin around to face the
voice and the terrifying vehicle. He was surprised to see a human
man running directly toward him. He had a beard, was wearing
brown robes and seemed to be trying to outrun the vehicle which
was even bigger now that it was just a hundred meters away from
him.

The Gungan moved to his left to make some sort of attempt
to flee at the same moment the shouting human moved to his
right, putting them in each other’s path of escape. The man
instinctively opened his arms and hit Jar Jar at top speed, tackling
him to the ground just as the huge, alien hovercraft reached them
and drove directly over the two beings entwined on the forest

floor.

Obi-Wan pressed his back against the wall of the hangar bay and
waited for his moment to escape. The landing was rather rough as

he was on the cold, metal ground level of a spacecraft cargo hold
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as it landed and was not fortunate enough to have a harness or any
sort of equipment to prepare him for impact. He was jostled and
bruised, but he survived.

Shortly after they touched ground, and Obi-Wan Kenobi
regained his footing, the door of the bay where he had stowed
away slid open. The tank, with which he had shared the short
journey from the Lucrehulk starship, whirred to life and followed
its automated orders to hover out of the transport ship and meet
up with others like it somewhere on this planet. He was certain he
was on Naboo, but he was surprised to be able to make out only
trees surrounding the landing area. They weren’t in the capital
city as he had expected. The only thing clear was chaos.

As the noise of the tank dissipated and became part of the
cacophony outside, Obi-Wan marveled for a moment at the mix
of sounds he heard: crackling trees, the machine hum of a hundred
battle-ready vehicles gathering, screeching animals and shouting
of orders from the mechanical droid army. His next thought was
how he was going to find his master. The young Jedi stayed
behind in the hangar for a moment to reach out through the Force
and determine if he could sense Qui-Gon’s presence nearby.
Kenobi could only hope — and was fairly certain — that the always
resourceful Jedi Knight had found a way off the Trade Federation
ship and that they landed somewhat near each other on the planet
surface. He sensed something that he hoped was his master
coming from the north, but where the T-Shaped ships had landed

was teeming with lifeforms who were now surrounded by war
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machines causing a dissonance of information from the Force.
Regardless of his teacher’s location, he knew his number one
priority was to reach the Queen to warn her ahead of this invasion
— if that was even possible — and to make sure communication
reached the Republic about this military action by the Trade
Federation.

In the brief moment he took to focus on finding his master,
the door to the hangar began to slowly close. He had one
opportunity to escape the ship but as a result of his momentary
lack of urgency, it would not be able to be done as stealthily as he
had hoped. Obi-Wan darted toward the door that was closing
more rapidly than he had expected and leapt to the top lip as it
was nearing the overhead opening. As he reached the top, he
thrust his feet forward and slid on his side, barely making it
through the door just as it slammed shut. He landed hard on the
leaf covered forest floor and immediately sprung up into an
athletic position.

Kenobi noted the tanks heading west to gather in their muster
zone and the large droid-carrying vehicles were heading north,
where he felt what could have been Qui-Gon Jinn. While none of
the container ships seemed to have opened up to let the battle
droids out, he did notice what would be his biggest challenge:
patrolling single-droid speeders. Dozens of them buzzed around
the forming convoys and encircled the large ship on which he had
been a stowaway moments ago. He ducked low and alongside the

transport ship and surveyed the situation.
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Obi-Wan heard the nasal electronic voice of one of the battle
droids on a commlink just around the corner from where he was
standing still.

“Viceroy, we’ve arrived at the muster point. The caravan has
begun moving out and we should be in Theed by tomorrow
morning,” it said.

“Excellent, Captain,” came the response. Obi-Wan could
barely make out the Neimoidian accented voice that returned on
a commlink. “We searched the ship and there is no trace of the
Jedi. Be aware, they may have gotten onto one of your landing
craft.”

“If they are down here, sir, we will find them,” returned the
droid.

“Use caution,” said the Neimoidian. “These Jedi are not to be
underestimated.” Obi-Wan heard the familiar electronic beep
signaling the end of the transmission. The Padawan smiled at the
warning to the droid about himself and his master. Kenobi
decided to make sure the message could not be shared with the
droid captain’s troops. He jumped around the corner where he
heard the conversation, ignited his lightsaber, and instantly
chopped the droid leader in half. He switched off his weapon and
looked down at the ground for a brief moment to admire his
handiwork. Kenobi reattached the hilt to his belt and began to jog
behind a monstrous droid troop transport headed north and took

cover alongside some large brown beasts, who were native to the
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forest in which they had landed, as they were going the same
direction.

Out of nowhere, the enormous beast howled and flopped
lifelessly to the ground with a laser blasted hole opened up on its
side. Obi-Wan looked behind to see where it came from to find
half a dozen of the patrolling droid army’s one-man speeders
bearing down behind him. Once again, Kenobi pulled the
lightsaber from his belt and began deflecting laser bolts as they
rained down on him. A shot ricocheted back and hit one of his
attackers sending him spinning off formation and into one of its
counterparts. They both swirled wildly out of control and
exploded when they hit trees they could not avoid. The remaining
four split off as they flew over Kenobi’s head and began to
regroup for a second attack.

The Padawan broke to his right toward a lake he could make
out several hundred meters away. The beasts had already
dissipated and broke in every other direction. The four battle
droids had circled around and, based on their programming,
opened fire. They blasted along the direction in which Obi-Wan
was headed before they realized he had changed course. Another
local animal was killed in the fire, and the patrolling droids
banked right and toward Obi-Wan. They flew low and over his
head, too close to fire on him, then out over the lake before
turning around for another attack run.

Kenobi was on the lake’s edge when the droids came back at

him. Again, he deflected the bolts taking out one more and then
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swinging his blade at the one closest to him as they came in on
their vector. He caught the bottom of the single-droid craft, and it
crashed hard behind him on the rocky shore. As the final two
speeders zoomed away to turn back around, Obi-Wan dove into
the lake for cover, forgetting in the moment to switch off his
lightsaber. The droids sped by on their next pass and, after
waiting for a moment, they seemed to have been satisfied that he
was gone and didn’t return for a third attempt. The young Jedi
slowly crawled from the water and sat behind a rock and waited
another few minutes to make sure the bulk of the droid army had
moved on before reaching out again to find a trace of his master.

His eyes were squeezed shut when he felt Qui-Gon’s presence
just north of his current position. He began to jog toward it when
the two droid speeders returned. Obi-Wan tried to switch on his
lightsaber, but it had been momentarily discharged by being
submerged in the water when it was still lit. He panicked and
picked up speed into a sprint. He was exhausted within moments,
and the pain of the landing was still present in his legs. With all
he had, he found a current in the Force and was able to dart
forward for a few moments, getting just ahead of the latest droid
attack. Kenobi leaned on his knees, caught his breath and, a
moment later, began again to jog toward where he felt Jinn’s

presence, while hearing the speeders behind him.
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The sound of the monstrous troop transport ship was deafening,
and the heat of the repulsor lift hover engines was intense. Searing
air whooshed around Qui-Gon Jinn and the native creature which
had gotten directly into his exit path, as they laid tightly together
on the ground. As the back end of the vehicle crossed over the
two of them, there was a brief moment before he felt he could
move and was safe to stand. Qui-Gon pushed himself up and
away from the long-eared pink creature and dusted himself off as
he stood. The being, dressed in a leather vest, and long disheveled
pants, laid motionless on the ground, seemingly still stunned by
what had just happened.

Finally, Jar Jar Binks stood up and tilted his head to look at
the human who had just saved his life. Qui-Gon had begun to
casually walk away when the Gungan walked to his side and
tapped him on the shoulder. “Mooyie mooyie,” he said in a native
greeting. The Jedi stopped in his tracks and turned to Binks, who
was a head taller than him. “Mesa loves you,” said the being, his
eyes blinking.

Qui-Gon pursed his lips and rolled his eyes. “That won’t be
necessary,” he said, nonplused by the alien creature speaking a
variation on Basic, the universal language of the galaxy, and
started again walking into the forest.

“Yousa saved me,” said Jar Jar. All Binks could register in his
somewhat simple mind was that his life was about to end, and this
human being arrived from nowhere to stop that from happening.

His hearts were genuinely filled with admiration for the bearded
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man and the steps he seemed to have taken to keep him alive.
“Yousa come from da heavens, and yousa stopped bombad
machineek from killing Jar Jar.” The Gungan put his hand on his
own chest and smiled a large tooth-filled grin. “Dassa me. Mesa
called Jar Jar Binks.”

“You’re welcome, Jar Jar Binks. But if you’ll excuse me, I
have some very important business to attend to.”

“Mesa come with you,” Binks insisted.

“Are you paying attention?” chided Qui-Gon. “I said I have
important things to do. A moment ago, you almost got us both
killed. I appreciate it, but I need to move along. Alone.”

“But — I — mesa ...” Jar Jar stammered, still walking behind
the Jedi.

“I know you are intelligent enough to speak,” said Qui-Gon.
“So, you must be intelligent enough to know when you are not
needed. Now, please, get out of here.”

The Gungan stopped and looked at the ground dejected, while
the human continued to make his way through the trees. Suddenly
undeterred, Jar Jar continued to follow, only at a slightly further
distance. Qui-Gon could feel his presence but decided to pretend
he was not there. His only objective now was to find his way to
Theed, the capital city of Naboo, and the best way to find it, he
figured, was to follow the path of the invasion army that had just
deployed.

“Esqueeze me,” Jar Jar whispered loudly toward Qui-Gon.
“Mesa still witchoo,” he said.
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Qui-Gon continued to ignore the creature who, by virtue of
his long legs, was silently catching up to the Jedi. Once again, the
Gungan tapped the Jedi on the shoulder. This time, Jinn could no
longer be polite. “What could you possibly want?”” he shouted.

Jar Jar raised his hands to his chest and cowered back a half
step. “Mesa sorry,” he started sheepishly. “But, mesa your
humble servant.”

Qui-Gon blinked hard and shook his head as if he did not hear
Jar Jar. “Now that is really not necessary,” he said.

“Oh, but it is,” continued Jar Jar. “Tis demanded by da gods,
it is. Issa a life dett. Yousa save mesa life, mesa give you mine.”
He bowed toward Qui-Gon and again shared the silly wide smile.

Qui-Gon was about to respond about how ridiculous the
concept of owing someone their life for saving them was when
the air around them was shattered by two quick laser bolt blasts.
The Jedi shouted, “get down!” to Jar Jar and pushed him to the
ground. Just as quickly, he ignited his lightsaber. Two more shots
came from the droid speeders bearing down on him, and he spun
his weapon to knock them both back at the incoming attackers,
hitting them precisely and incinerating them before they hit the
ground.

A drenched Obi-Wan Kenobi emerged from behind the fiery
wreckage and made his way quickly to his master. Out of breath,
he said, “Sorry, Master. The water fried my weapon.” Kenobi
pulled his lightsaber off his belt. “I had to make a quick escape
into the lake.”
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“Y ou forgot to turn off your power again?”’ said Qui-Gon with
the tone of a father Kenobi could not recall. With a guilty nod,
Obi-Wan admitted his mistake. “It won’t take long to recharge,”
Jinn continued. “But this is a lesson you must learn.”

Before Obi-Wan could acknowledge the teaching, Jar Jar rose
from the ground.

“Yousa saved my again,” said Jar Jar looking at Jinn with
veneration.

“What’s this?” asked Kenobi.

“A local,” spat Qui-Gon. Jar Jar turned his head and smirked
at Obi-Wan. “Let’s get out of here before more droids show up.”
Obi-Wan followed his master on a path toward the army in the
distance, disregarding the Gungan who continued to keep pace
behind them.

“Mure?” said Jar Jar feeling dread fill his body. “Mure did
you spake?” He could not possibly face those machines again,
and he suddenly had an idea to please his new master. “Esqueeze
me,” he called, picking up the pace to catch the two men. “But da
mosto safest place is da Gungan city. Otoh Gunga. Tis a hidden
city!” Qui-Gon stopped short and so quickly that Obi-Wan nearly
walked into him.

Jinn turned to face Jar Jar. “A hidden city?” Binks nodded so
hard his ears flapped on his back. “Can you take us there?”

Jar Jar, in his haste to please the human, had momentarily
forgotten that he was told never to return to Otoh Gunga at the

decree of Boss Nass. The punishment for returning could be as

161



severe as execution. A different sort of panic set in. “Uh,” the
Gungan stalled. “On second tawt, no. Not really. No.”

“No?” insisted Qui-Gon. “No? You are my humble servant
are you not?”

Jar Jar looked at Qui-Gon, then at Obi-Wan, then back to Jinn.
He brought his fingers to his mouth and spoke silently: “Iss
embarrassing, but my afraid my have been banished. Mesa
forgotten. The Boss’ll do terrible things to me.” He looked at Obi-
Wan. “Terrible things if mya goin’ back dere.”

The grumbling splintering of trees in the distance echoed in
the valley where the three beings stood still. “Do you hear that?”
asked Qui-Gon sternly. Jar Jar angled his head and lifted a floppy
ear to the air, listened and nodded. “That is the sound of a
thousand terrible things heading this way,” the Jedi said.

Obi-Wan followed his master’s lead. “If they find us,” the
Padawan continued. “They will crush us, grind us into tiny pieces,
and blast us into oblivion.” Kenobi could tell the local was
terrified and naive. While he was not lying, he did feel a tinge of
guilt for scaring Jar Jar.

“Ah,” said Jar Jar. He weighed the pros and cons of the
options in front of him. Binks did owe his life to the bearded man,
and he didn’t want to disappoint the gods. He also faced possible
execution if he returned to Otoh Gunga. But the younger man’s
argument about being torturously killed was the most clear and
present danger, and the only way to avoid it was to get away fast.

“Yousa point issa well seen,” said Jar Jar. “Diss way.” The local
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creature turned and jaunted into the forest toward where, not long
ago, he was enjoying a quiet morning and a Cottle fish for

breakfast. “Diss way!”
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CHAPTER 15

The Scimitar touc