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DARK SACRIFICE

By Cara & Quintus

Prologue

Planet of Sahmly II

One thousand years ago the people of Sahmly II lived in nomadic tribes scattered across the planet's viable surface. The mountain dwellers disdained the plains dwellers that in turn scorned the people of canyons. But where the stone mountains dwindled to craggy bluffs that in turn led to the fertile savannahs, stood a sheltered grove, a place of truce prized by the tribes. Here Sahmlians met to trade and compare the hunting skills of their companion felines, the Arrcats. Here was a place of peace, respected by all. 

The tribes met with outworlders under the spreading limbs of the Scree trees. The outsiders drew them in with presents and promises of wealth. When the majority of Sahmlians gathered, the dark strangers slaughtered them to a man, woman, and child. The outsiders then butchered the food Breeck, the rider Mastabas, the pet Ri birds, and slit the throats of those Arrcats that did not flee at the first splatter of blood. 

One thousand years later Sahmlians still avoid the site. The safari guides and trackers that escort off world hunters plot a path in the widest arc around the grove. They whisper the area is desecrated, that blood ran down the canyon and soaked the ground in a dark stain that cannot be removed. They murmur of evil that lurks in canyon shadows, watching with three hooded yellow eyes. They say even the very air is permeated with malevolence. There are no doubters among the Sahmlian, because those that go to see for themselves, never return.

Coruscant

Jedi Council Chambers

“A request of you we have, Ak’ra Dushiko,” Master Yoda said. He perched in his chair in the Council chambers and twitched one pointy green ear. 

“I serve the will of the Council,” Ak’ra said politely. “What is it you request?” Although his gaze swept across the seated Jedi of the Council, his eyes stopped on Master Yoda. He sensed the request to be Yoda’s doing more than the others. The master studied him in return. Yoda eventually closed his eyes and hmmmed to himself. It was Mace Windu who broke the silence when it became apparent Yoda was lost in thought. 

“We want you to take on a padawan learner.” 

Was that all? “I am always willing to instruct a learner in the mysteries of the Force, Master Windu.”

“A challenge this padawan will be, Ak’ra Dushiko,” Yoda said. His eyes remained closed and his ears swiveled as he traced unseen patterns in the Force. “A challenge for both of you.” He opened his eyes and looked at the Weapons Master. “A challenge for the Council also.”

Ak’ra got a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. “What is this challenge?”

“He is young,” Depa Billaba broke in. “Barely ready.” She leaned forward, concern on her dark face, forehead mark gleaming in the dim light of the Chambers. “We realize you are used to older padawans that only need fine tuning on their weapons skills.”

“I believe I am ready to assume the responsibility for a younger learner,” Ak’ra said cautiously. “I look forward to helping his weapons skills develop over time, instead of putting on the finishing touches.” 

The Council exchanged glances among themselves. Depa Billaba made as if to speak, and was stayed by the raise of a hand from Plo Koon.  

So the age of the learner was only one thing. Ak’ra fought the urge to take a deep breath.

“Learn to defend himself the boy must,” Yoda said. “Train him you will.”

Ak’ra gave a short bow. “Your bidding, my masters.”

“Served us well these years your weapons skills have,” Yoda said. “But remiss we were in your other skills to develop.” He tucked his hands inside his sleeves. “Learn you both will.”

“The boy has a rare talent, Ak’ra,” Oppo Rancicis said. “We don’t wish to lose it. However, keeping him in the Temple as he grows is not an option we wish to consider at this time. We can no longer do what is safe and convenient, the Council of First Knowledge has informed us of that.” Oppo looked to his fellow Council members before he faced Ak’ra again. “Cross-training is something we need to consider for the future of the Jedi Order.”

“We have been told advised by the Council of First Knowledge that the boy’s destiny does not lay inside the Temple walls,” Ki-Adi-Mundi rumbled. “We… concur with their findings on this." Looks were exchanged between the Council members, some pointed, and some resigned. "We must consider what is best for the Order,” Ki-Adi-Mundi concluded.

Ak’ra felt his head spin. If he understood correctly, the Council was considering radical changes in the way they trained their rare talents. He was deeply honored to be a part of it. Still, Ak’ra struggled to mask his discomfort. He was a modest man, a Weapons Master with a talent for solving problems with the business end of a light saber. He valued order and logic, and now he was being assigned the fate of an entire training program in the form of a young padawan? A padawan on whose destiny two Councils disagreed? Force preserve me.

Yoda slid off his chair, small hand clutched around the gimer stick. He made his way forward and peered up at Ak’ra Dushiko. “Your talent acquire he must,” Yoda said. 

Ak’ra looked into the eyes of the Council members. Depa Billaba gave him a small nod of encouragement.   

“There is a possible vergence in the Force,” Mace added. “A small thing, but small things can turn large without warning. There is not enough information to figure where and when it occurs, but the boy may be involved. Master Yoda has seen the departure of a young Jedi, whether through death or a turn to the Dark Side, it is not clear." 

A shiver ran up Ak’ra's spine. His brush with a Dark Sider years back left him with an un-Jedi-like loathing of anything tainted. He would kill a padawan himself before allowing Dark forces to take one. 

Mace steepled his fingers and looked at Ak'ra. "We can’t afford to lose this padawan. He is one of the Few.” 

Ak’ra put the thought aside to concentrate on what the Council wasn’t telling him. While Guardians and Councilors made up the majority of the Jedi Order, there were a few isolated talents so rare that padawans possessing the skills were guarded as precious commodities. That he was being tasked with training one of the Few was a great honor – and a tremendous responsibility.

“Discipline he needs to gain knowledge,” Yoda said. He tapped his stick twice against the polished floor. “Discipline he needs, to survive. Learn to defend himself he must.” Yoda closed his eyes. “Learn from each other you will. Discipline, is the key...”

Ak’ra bit back a frown. The emphasis on discipline told him the padawan had problems. Discipline was a cornerstone of Jedi everywhere. Undisciplined Jedi were redirected into areas where their defect could do no harm. Or they struck out into the galaxy on their own and were lost to the Order or went to the Dark Side. It was obvious the Council did not wish this padawan to suffer that fate. Rare talents were needed, even more so now than in previous generations. What the Council asked of him rapidly became larger than Ak’ra imagined. But what if... “What if we do not... bond?” he asked aloud. 

“The Council will ensure a training bond, one more binding than normal. This child must be made a Jedi, we cannot afford to lose his talent,” Saesee Tinn added. “The padawan is being prepared. We cannot wait and see if a bond strengthens over time. It did not previously."

“I do not approve of that manipulation,” Depa Billaba interrupted, "because of circumstances surrounding this particular padawan.  'When the padawan is ready, the master will appear.' That has been our way for many years. Perhaps this padawan is just not ready.  Perhaps the master is in transit." 

“We are well aware of your reservations, Master Billaba. You have made them clear,” Mace said, “but we also agreed in light of the previous failures, that this is our best chance for success. We cannot wait any longer. He may not be ready, but we are." Mace spread his hands. "There is little danger; he’ll merely bond to Master Dushiko more quickly. By the time our suggestion dissipates, he will have formed a long lasting attachment to his master. The padawan will not be harmed.”

Ak’ra felt undercurrents in the room he dared not examine. He could read Depa Billaba’s disapproval clearly, although the Chalactan said nothing more and her face remained serene. It was not his place to question the wisdom of the Council over one small padawan. “Your will, my masters.”

“Together you will be. Seen it I have,” Yoda responded. Still, a frown crossed his wrinkled face. 

“When do I meet this padawan?” Ak’ra asked.

“His former masters meet to make sure there are no lingering mental ties that could upset our plans,” Plo Koon said. “They will bring the boy before us when they have finished.”

“Former masters?” Ak’ra fought the urge to cross his arms over his chest. “There has been more than one?”

The Council exchanged glances again. Mace cleared his throat. “There were three masters before you. None of the pairings worked out.”

“Three? Three?” Ak’ra felt a flash of sympathy for the unknown padawan, and then a trace of annoyance. Why was he being granted the 'honor' of training this padawan? “So, the boy has been given to three masters and-"

“And returned by all three,” Mace said. He leaned forward, dark eyes intent. “We let the other bondings proceed on their own and they failed. We learn from our mistakes. We cannot afford another failure. We will guide this pairing, to ensure success."

“Needs a special master the padawan does,” Yoda said. His eyes bore into Ak’ra’s. “Need a special padawan you do. Work this time the pairing shall.”

“Your will, my masters,” Ak’ra repeated, hiding his unease. He gave a low bow. “I do your bidding.”

Diplomatic Residence

Sahmly City, Planet of Sahmly II
The rooms in the Diplomat Residence were obviously designed for a different kind of clientele than Jedi Knights. The furniture was too ornate, the surroundings too plush for travelers used to an austere lifestyle. A table next to the bed held a pile of tri-d brochures touting the diverse activities available to outworlders. Jedi Apprentice Obi-Wan Kenobi leafed through several brochures before he picked one and studied the colorful scenes that sprang to life when opened. Holo animals charged across the page and disappeared into the margin. After a moment Obi-Wan began to read out loud.

"The savannahs and plains of Sahmly II are ideal for varied wildlife, and make it a popular tourist and hunting destination."

"Several animals in particular are known throughout the galaxy for sport hunters: The rhino-like Mastaba, with immense horns and armor plates. Killing one requires an exceptional marksman, as the target area where the armor is weakest is only the span of a child's hand."

A ponderous Mastaba thundered across the words and melted into the page

"The regal Breeck is an omnivorous bird with stilt-like legs and saw blade notches on its beak, and is a basic food staple when properly domesticated. Wild Breeck will attack when provoked, and hunters must be wary of wounding one of the volatile birds. Wounded Breeck have been known to attack outlying villages, killing anyone in their path."

A flock of Breek silently took flight and plunged under the holo waterfall.

"The most formidable of Sahmlian predator animals is the Arrcat. A two meter tall feline, it is highly elusive, and capable of explosive bursts of speed. Their multi camouflaged tan pelts are in demand with the fashion conscious but obtaining one can prove tricky. Hunters would do well to kill an Arrcat on the first shot, because a wounded Arrcat will call for help from its clan. Arrcats will then band together and tenaciously hunt the threat until it is eliminated."

A ferocious looking Arrcat stalked across the page, turned to look at the reader with two bright yellow eyes, then melted into the background as though it had never been. Obi-Wan raised an eyebrow and kept reading.

"Arrcats may capture rather than kill their prey, then carry it back to its lair to train the

Arrkits. The Arrcat drops the prey and lets it try to escape, then encourages the Arrkit to stalk and bat it down. This play training can go on for hours until the prey is too exhausted, dazed, and weaken to defend itself. Then the Arrcat usually dispatches the prey by taking a throat hold and slowly suffocating it."

Obi-Wan finished reading the safari brochure and looked up. "I think I'll stay inside the city limits, Master."

Qui-Gon Jinn glanced over at his apprentice and gave a faint smile. "It is not the wildlife outside the walls we have to worry about, my young padawan. It is the wilderness within Sahmly City to which we address ourselves."

"It is curious how the city suffers so much unrest so suddenly, Master. This government has been in place for years without incident." 

"Curious indeed, my young apprentice. I sense an uneasiness in the Force, one which is difficult to account for."

"I have felt it also, Master. Ever since we set foot on this planet." Obi-Wan shrugged and closed the brochure, dropping it back on the table. "Although any planet that practices a watered down form of slavery- "

"Be mindful of your attitude, Obi-Wan. It is not our place to pass judgment, we were only asked to negotiate a peaceful settlement." Qui-Gon paused. "Although I do believe there is more to these negotiations than meets the eye."

"Yes, Master." The younger man jiggled his leg restlessly. "How many more caste leaders are we to interview, Master?"

"We will talk to the head of the Da Scree today, and bring our results to Master Negotiator Toock. After that, we close the information gathering and rely on negotiation to solve this problem. The government fears a drop in its tourist industry at the best, a planet wide rebellion at the worst." Qui-Gon wandered to the window of their assigned quarters. He gazed out over the city a long moment, then turned and flipped a data pad at his apprentice. "Study this again. It is what we know about the Sahmlians thus far. It may not be much, but I will take any input we can get." Qui-Gon paced, his tall frame stiff. "I cannot shake the feeling that the Scree leaders obfuscate their purpose."

"Obfuscate, Master?" Obi-Wan grinned. 

Qui-Gon turned to look at him and raised an eyebrow. "Have you a better term?"

"No, Master, I feel it also. The Scree leaders deceive us but I am not sure how." Obi-Wan frowned in thought. His restless leg stilled, and his gaze turned inward. 

Qui-Gon waited. 

"There is one thing " 

"What have you noticed?"

Obi-Wan frowned more fiercely, looked up at his master and sighed. "It may be nothing "

Qui-Gon tipped his head. "I would like to hear your observation." 

The younger man fingered the blond braid that hung by his right ear. "I noticed when we talk with the Scree leaders... when I feel them... obfuscate the most, they also flare their eye rills more." 

Qui-Gon's eyebrows rose. "Interesting. Very interesting. I shall expect you to observe more closely when we hold talks this morning. See if your theory holds true. I shall inform the other negotiating teams also, so they may watch."

"Yes, Master " Obi-Wan looked down, rubbed a hand over the light saber hung by his side, then glanced up at his master out of the corner of his eyes. "But what if I'm wrong?"

"Do not focus on the negative, Padawan." Qui-Gon picked up his brown cloak and slipped it on. "Relax and let the Force guide you to your conclusion." He came to stand in front of the other Jedi. "What if you are right?" He gave Obi-Wan a gentle smile. "Trust in yourself, Obi-Wan, as I trust in you." Qui-Gon waited until the young man nodded. "After we talk to the Scree leader, we are finished interviewing for the time being. Master Toock has set her deadlines."

"What will we do then, Master?"

"We'll wait." Qui-Gon stood with hands on hips. "Since I know how fond you are of waiting, I have arranged with another Jedi Master for you to take light saber practice with his padawan."

"I am happy practicing with you, Master."

"I am please with your progress, Obi-Wan, however you need a wide range of experience against other opponents. Master Dushiko has trained several Guardians and a Weapons Master. We should take advantage of the opportunity, his skill with a light saber is exceptional."

"Is he as skilled as Master Yoda?"

Qui-Gon smiled. "Master Dushiko has a different form. I think you can learn much from battling his padawan."  

"I look forward to it, Master." Obi-Wan bowed his head slightly.

"Good, let us attend to the Scree leader then. Be mindful of the rill flares. I will try to test him so you may check your theory."

"Do not provoke him too much, Master. He may keep one of those Arrcats for a pet." Obi-Wan followed his master out the door, slinging his cloak around him as he went.

~~~~
Later that afternoon the two Jedi returned from their assignment, compiled their reports and gave them to Master Toock’s Twi’lek assistant, Saa Duut, then headed for the secluded courtyards of the Diplomat Residence. Four-meter tall sapphire hedges surrounded a myriad of garden and meditation areas. The garden complex enclosed the diplomatic area on three sides, and provided a tranquil buffer between the diplomatic quartering and Sahmly City. By contrast, the front gates opened onto a wide boulevard that housed sprawling embassy and trade sections. The Diplomatic Section squatted on a hill overlooking Sahmly City, above the squalor that surrounded it. Half a city away, the spaceport sat on the other hill overseeing the city. Now and then a sleek cruiser or boxy transport rose from the landing complex and, made a leisurely departure into turquoise skies.

Qui-Gon checked the 3D map of the gardens hung near the side doors. After close examination, he gave a grunt of satisfaction, and motioned for Obi-Wan to follow. Outside, green flagstone paths led off in all directions, turning beneath conservative Scree trees, dodging around flaxen shrubs, and running alongside the massive sapphire hedges that divided the gardens. The Jedi strolled down a path; the area was too peaceful for them to want to make haste. Small white Ri birds marked their passage with questioning three tone notes that hung liquid in the tranquil air. Qui-Gon unerringly led them to the correct opening in the hedges and into a grassy training area. 

Another Jedi, a tall young Knight by appearance but unknown to Obi-Wan stood by the boundary shrubs, brown hood pulled half over his head, arms tucked in his robe sleeves, as unobtrusive as possible in the hedge shadows. His bright blue eyes watched the center ring intently. Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan turned to look also.

Two Jedi struggled in the marked off area, shirtless in the hot afternoon sun, light sabers crackling as they locked in battle. The juvenile was an awkward youth, all arms and legs and driven intensity.  The older Jedi had the demeanor of a Master at home with his place in the world. He was well built, muscular without being overweight, and much too solid for the young Jedi to have any hope of displacing. The boy kept trying, however, ignoring the warning sizzle of stressed light sabers. His strained expression turned to one of surprise as the older man struck out with a foot and tumbled him to the ground. Before he could move, the older man's light saber lashed out and scored a trail across the youth's bare chest. 

Obi-Wan winced in sympathy as the younger Jedi yelped at the sudden sting. Light sabers in practice were capable of inflicting a substantial bite, depending on the setting and the skill of those wielding it. 

"Pah, you were not concentrating!" The older man snapped at his companion. 

"I'm sorry, Master!" 

The man sighed and looked down at the sprawled youth. "Jedi need not feel pain. Be mindful of your reactions, Padawan. They betray you. Get up, get up…" The man turned away and walked to a bench, picked up a cloth and wiped his face and the hilt of his light saber. His eyes found Qui-Gon. "Master Jinn."

"Master Dushiko," Qui-Gon inclined his head. "I trust your negotiations went well?"

The young padawan got up from the ground, wincing, and rubbed a hand over the mark on his chest. His master raised an eyebrow at him, and the youth stopped, crossed his arms in front of him, and stood, feet apart, one hand clutching the light saber.  He watched them with wide-eyed curiosity. 

Dushiko ignored his apprentice and picked up his shirt. "My negotiations went well as they could, Master Jinn. I talked with several Screes today, but I had little success in getting them to agree to anything. They claim they cannot make the decisions we wish them to make. When I ask them who can make the decisions, they hedge and change the topic."

"Perhaps Master Toock will get it sorted out," Qui-Gon said. He indicated Obi-Wan with a hand. "Weapons Master Dushiko, this is my padawan learner, Obi-Wan Kenobi."

Obi-Wan stepped forward and bowed. "Master Dushiko. I am pleased to meet you." He straightened, and found himself wanting to take a step backwards as the older man fixed him with a penetrating gaze. 

Taller than he looked in the practice ring, the Jedi Master wore his long hair neatly pulled up in a topknot, and a manner of studied aloofness. The black hair showed silver at the temples and forehead.  Grooves etched around his mouth gave the man a solemn dignity, and black eyes sparked with interest as they looked at Qui-Gon's apprentice.

Dushiko nodded. "Obi-Wan Kenobi... I have heard of you." His eyes cut to the youth still in the battle ring. "That is my padawan learner, Remii Hajradurama. Perhaps you will have better luck in getting him to defend himself. I do not think he takes me seriously."

Obi-Wan doubted how anyone could not take the stern master seriously. He glanced at Remii. The padawan's cheeks held patches of red.

Dushiko’s eyes measured Obi-Wan. “You will fight with practice sabers.  My padawan does not yet have the control I require to use a real saber in practice, except with me.”

Obi-Wan felt Qui-Gon's faint surprise and looked back at his master. 

Qui-Gon hesitated a fraction then nodded.
"Yes, Master,” Obi-Wan said. He resisted the urge to glance at Dushiko’s apprentice. He could feel the boy’s mortification from here.  To have one’s master disparage your saber ability to other Jedi.... well, it was not good. 
"We practice on Setting Five," Dushiko said as he turned the dial and locked it in before handing the saber to Obi-Wan. "Even if it is only practice, better to imitate a real saber. That way you will not be in battle expecting a gentle sting when a killing blow comes your way."   

Obi-Wan accepted the saber and resisted the urge to turn and look again at Qui-Gon. Level Five would account for the yelp from the other apprentice. Five was the equivalent of being side swiped by an electric jolt from a Chandrillan needlefish. But better than the burn of the real thing. Obi-Wan suddenly wanted very much to win these matches. "Yes, Master." His gaze cut to his padawan counterpart.

The youth stared straight ahead, but his eyes flicked to the side in an attempt to study the newcomers. Light brown skin shone with the sheen of sweat and his dark hair lay matted against his head. Remii's torso displayed a profusion of red marks, some faded, some fresh, which indicated the two Jedi had already practiced for some time. At power Level Five. 

"We will go three rounds," Dushiko announced. "Although you are padawans I expect you to adhere to Temple guidelines on dueling."  

"Yes, Master," Remii replied instantly, Obi-Wan chiming in a beat behind.

"I expect you to fight honorably. But be aware of what you would do in a real battle situation." Dushiko gave them both a stern look. "The closer we train to real life situations, the more equipped you will be when called upon to defend yourselves."

"Yes, Master," Obi-Wan chorused with Remii.

"Prepare yourself, Apprentice Kenobi."

Obi-Wan bowed his head in respect to the Weapons Master, walked over to Qui-Gon, who led him to a bench, placed a hand on his shoulder, and gave a gentle squeeze. "You will do fine, Obi-Wan. You are extremely competent with a light saber. Just concentrate, and do not turn your back after a strike." 

Obi-Wan turned so his back was to Dushiko and Remii, and then spoke softly. "Master, his padawan is but a child! I cannot duel him. Not fairly."

Qui-Gon looked across the grass to where Dushiko talked with his student. "Master Dushiko normally schools apprentices preparing for their Trials. The boy could be older than he looks, or Master Dushiko may have finally taken on a younger learner. No matter, it would not due to underestimate your opponent, however immature he appears."

"I understand, but… I do not wish to hurt him, Master."

"He is the apprentice of a Weapons Master, Obi-Wan. Injury should not be a consideration."

"Yes, Master." Obi-Wan removed his cloak and stripped off his tunic, tabards and belt in preparation. He took off his tan under tunic and laid it neatly on the pile of clothing, then began to stretch out his arm and leg muscles. The Sahmlian sun shone hot and bright, and the gentle breeze from the surrounding trees felt pleasant on Obi-Wan's bare skin.  

Qui-Gon moved over to speak with Dushiko while Obi-Wan used the opportunity to study Remii more closely. The youth stood at a loose attention in the center of the circle and waited, unmoving, displaying a discipline Obi-Wan envied. He sized up the other apprentice as an opponent. 

Remii was smaller than Obi-Wan and slightly built. His chest and arms gave promise that he would someday match Obi-Wan in muscle, but right now he looked unfinished in that awkward way young teens do. Largish hands rubbed the practice saber with nervous gestures, and he paused to flick the dark padawan braid back behind one ear. There was a dusting of freckles across Remii's nose and cheeks, almost unnoticeable against the tanned skin. Wide brown eyes shifted and met Obi-Wan's. They held a resignation rather than excitement. Remii studied Obi-Wan a short moment, then dropped his eyes to examine the ground. 

Obi-Wan walked up to him and extended a hand. "Hi, I'm Obi-Wan Kenobi."

The return grip was firm, but gentle. "Remii Hajradurama." The smile the youth flashed Obi-Wan held genuine warmth. "I am pleased to meet you." He gave Obi-Wan a courteous bow, but continued to hold onto Obi-Wan's hand and study him closely. 

There was a ripple in the Force as energy moved between the two padawans. "Listen," Obi-Wan said, "do you really-"

"Remii. Prepare yourself."

At his master's reprimand, the warmth in the youth's face faded, replaced by distance as he dropped Obi-Wan's hand. "I am ready, Master."

"You better be." The Jedi walked over to take up position between the two apprentices and told them the rules. "Finally, stepping out of the second ring means you lose the point. Is that understood?"

"Yes, Master."

Obi-Wan nodded, and looked behind him to measure the distance to the second ring. About ten meters. Tight, he would have to control. It was a test of ability. 

"There will be three rounds. First to three points wins the round. We'll go three even if someone wins the first two rounds. Agreed?"

Obi-Wan glanced over at his master. Qui-Gon stood, arms crossed over his chest, the picture of composure. He gave Obi-Wan a minute nod.

"Do you agree, Apprentice Kenobi?"

"Yes, Master Dushiko."

"Good. Let us begin." 

Obi-Wan took his place on the start mark, and glanced up. Obi noticed the man didn't ask if the other apprentice understood the rules. Remii didn't look like he was allowed to forget much. The youth facing him was nervous, he held his saber in a tight grip and stared across the ring without seeing. 

"Ready? Hai!" Dushiko called. He dropped his hand and jumped back out of the way. 

Obi-Wan leapt in to attack, and almost immediately caught Remii off guard. The youth backed up, on the defensive, he blocked and parried desperately. Obi-Wan faked, reversed, and caught the other apprentice cleanly across the ribs, leaving a bright red mark where the blade of the light saber stung. Remii started to yelp, then pressed his lips together and stood, breathing hard. 

"One for Kenobi," Dushiko announced. "Score is Kenobi one, Hajradurama zero." Dushiko walked by his apprentice, smacked him lightly in the back of the head with an open hand, and growled. "Do not back up, Remii, it puts you off balance. You know better. Have you learned nothing? Use a proper defensive stance." 

"Yes, Master," Remii replied through gritted teeth. 

Obi-Wan glanced over at Qui-Gon. Qui-Gon gave him another nod, then returned his gaze to Dushiko. Obi-Wan toed the start mark and swung his light saber in an arc, loosening up. That had to have been a fluke; the other apprentice must have been caught off guard. 

"Ready? Hai!"

At Dushiko's signal, Obi-Wan propelled himself up with a leap and flipped, landing behind where the other apprentice should have been. But Remii executed the same maneuver, landing opposite Obi-Wan. The two leapt again, sabers clashing as they met in mid air. The next minute was a fury of leaps and slashes. Obi-Wan jumped to the side, rolled, and managed to come up behind Remii, tagging the padawan in the back before he turned. Remii closed his eyes a minute, absorbing the pain before he moved to take his place in the center circle. Obi-Wan stood opposite, feeling the exhilaration of battle course through him. This was more like it.

"Score is Kenobi two, Hajradurama zero. Ready? Hai!"

Obi-Wan attacked, blocking the defense from the other apprentice easily, sparring a minute before Force leaping out of his reach. He took a breath, rolled, and leapt to his feet, drove the youth back with a furious volley of slashes. Remii rallied and returned Obi-Wan's strikes blow for blow. After executing a flip, Remii stumbled back. Obi-Wan gave him a slight Force push, and the youth tripped, and fell out of the ring. Obi-Wan stopped his attack.

"You used a Force push, Apprentice Kenobi," Dushiko said. 

"You did not forbid them in your rules, Master Dushiko, so I assumed they were allowed," Obi-Wan answered politely.

Dushiko nodded. "You are correct, Apprentice Kenobi. I did not forbid them, so I will continue to allow it. My apprentice knows only elementary Force combat maneuvers. This will be a good challenge for him." He eyed the apprentice. "Despite your Force leaps, you could have taken Remii on your first attack. We do not play. Do not give your opponent a break, you may not live to regret it." Dushiko stepped over to Remii and pulled the youth to his feet by one arm. "You are disqualified from the point. Kenobi wins." Dushiko looked at Obi-Wan. "There is a five minute break between rounds." The Jedi Master turned his back and walked away, lecturing his apprentice as he went. 

Obi-Wan went to the fountain and got a drink, then came back to the bench where Qui-Gon stood. 

"You fight well, Obi-Wan. But Master Dushiko is correct, against a stronger opponent, your fancier Force leaps could get you into trouble." He smiled to take the sting from his criticism. "You have mastered them, though, from the looks of things.  And I am glad to see you enjoy yourself."

"Yes, Master..." Obi-Wan chewed his lower lip. "Although things are going a bit differently than I anticipated."

"Do not anticipate," Qui-Gon replied softly. “The Force is a guide, Obi-Wan. It cannot be coerced to your will."

"I know, Master." Obi-Wan glanced up, and saw Remii standing in the center ring as he had before the match. "Is it time already?"

"No." Qui-Gon pursed his lips. "You still have three minutes."

Obi-Wan frowned. Remii had wiped the sweat away, and the recent saber slashes showed bright red against his skin. Obi-Wan took deep breaths, cleansing his mind in preparation for the next round. He watched Remii from under lowered eyelashes as the boy waited in the center ring, alternately tightening and loosening his grip on the practice saber. Obi-Wan threw his senses out toward Remii and frowned at the anxiety emanating from the youth. This match was important to him. Far more important than the friendly contest Qui-Gon envisioned for the padawans. Obi-Wan felt disquiet nibble at his mind and shook his head to clear it. 

"Fighters ready."

At Dushiko's call, Obi-Wan walked to the center ring. "Relax," he whispered to Remii, "this is supposed to be fun..."

Remii just shook his head, and placed both hands tighter on his light saber. 

Obi-Wan scored two points in short order. He puzzled over the Remii's awkwardness; - no, Obi-Wan corrected himself, not awkwardness. Lack of skill. Remii was far below Obi-Wan in terms of skill. This was not the duel he expected when Qui-Gon told him he'd battle the student of a Weapons Master. Remii showed flashes of outstanding light saber technique, then promptly lost it to hesitation. Obi-Wan reached out with his mind again toward the other apprentice. He sensed that great nervousness, and underlying apprehension. This padawan lacks confidence. Is it because he is a child? Or are there other things at play? Puzzled, Obi-Wan took his place at the mark. 

"Score is Kenobi two, Hajradurama..." Dushiko paused a long moment, staring at his padawan. "Zero. Next point wins. Ready? Hai!"

Obi-Wan was surprised by the sudden ferocity of the other apprentice's onslaught. He was forced to leap time and again to escape Remii's flashing saber. The funny part was Obi-Wan enjoyed himself, despite the near misses. This was more like it. A leap and a twist and Obi-Wan found himself saber to saber with Remii. They grunted and pushed each other. Obi-Wan began to apply Force pressure. To his surprise, Remii countered immediately, adapting to the tactic, and Obi-Wan found himself Force blocked at every turn. He learns quickly… There was strength in this apprentice, but it was not centered on battle techniques. His fighting strength seemed based in desperation. 

The intensity in Remii's brown eyes unnerved Obi-Wan. He felt the Force grow in the other boy, a wild flicker that threatened to flare out of control. I'd better end this… Obi-Wan recalled one of Qui-Gon's tricks, and released his Force block suddenly, throwing himself backward as Remii came on. Somehow Remii executed a twist in midair and slashed downward with his saber as he fell. The strike caught Obi-Wan across the throat. With a gasp, Obi-Wan went down in a heap, hand pressed tightly over the mark. 

Remii leapt to his feet and raced to Obi-Wan's side. "I'm sorry!" The youth dropped his light saber to the grass and pulled Obi-Wan's fist away to look at the mark. Remii put his own hand over the area and closed his eyes, lips moving silently.

"Remii." Dushiko said in warning. "Remii! Stop!" he repeated more sharply when the padawan ignored him. 

His tone caused the boy to look up. Obi-Wan could feel the undercurrents that flowed between master and padawan, most prevalent was the outright defiance emanating from Remii. 

Dushiko strode over and yanked Remii to his feet. "I told you …"

The padawan stared back at his master, rebelliousness etched all over his young face. It faded, replaced by a rigid mask. "I'm sorry, Master," he responded in a tone that indicated he wasn't sorry in the least. 

Obi-Wan watched the interplay, wide eyed. If he hadn't been so attuned to Dushiko, he might have missed the dull flush that colored the Weapons Master's neck. Dushiko took a deep breath, and then another before speaking.

"Striking him in the throat was an accident. Do not… apologize." Dushiko gave Remii a small shake, then dropped his hand off the boy's arm. He turned and gave Obi-Wan a level stare. "Are you injured, Apprentice Kenobi?"

"No, Master." The words rang out automatically from Obi-Wan. The blow hurt like crazy when it landed, but the pain had vanished. Obi-Wan touched his throat. He'd expected the sting of a practice saber to linger in the area he was hit. Curious…
"Do you feel okay, Obi-Wan?" an anxious voice asked, accompanied by a wave of mental regret. Remii stared at him, face reflecting pain, as if he had been the one hit by the blow. Obi-Wan came to his feet, picked up his light saber, and held out a hand. Remii took it, and Obi-Wan gave the youth a grin, and projected confidence towards the other boy. He tried to send reassurance through their physical touch, and saw Remii's tenseness ease some. Obi-Wan dropped his hand and clapped the boy on the shoulder. "Good move, Hajradurama. You caught me unprepared."

The incredulous look Remii shot him almost made Obi-Wan laugh, until he considered the implications. 

 "Fighters return to your marks." Master Dushiko looked at his apprentice. "Well, you gained a point, Padawan. Finish the match."

"Yes, Master." The youth sounded resigned, and took his mark with little enthusiasm. 

Obi-Wan turned to look at Qui-Gon. His master stood with arms crossed. There was no expression on his face. Beyond Qui-Gon, the Knight still watched, lost in the shadows, hood thrown back as he studied everyone. 

After touching his neck, Obi dropped his hand. There was no pain from the saber strike on his throat. It felt as normal as ever. Somehow, that bothered him. He shrugged and walked to center to take his position. Obi-Wan wiped his face with the back of his arm and regripped the light saber. He could feel Remii's worry from across the ring. The youth was unduly concerned about Obi-Wan's injury and the odds of it happening again. His mind was not on the match. 

"The score is Kenobi two, Hajradurama one," Dushiko said. "Ready? Hai!"

Obi-Wan parried on instinct, but his heart was no longer in it. He saw an opening under Remii's right arm, and revered his thrust, barely touching the area before pulling the saber back. It was enough. Dushiko stopped the match. "Winner is Kenobi. Five minute break before the last round." 

Remii endured a heated lecture from his master and returned to center ring as Obi-Wan walked over to the bench, and accepted the towel Qui-Gon handed him. 

"How do you feel, Padawan?"

"I'm fine, Master. The strike surprised me, that is all."

"The boy has much untapped potential, my young apprentice. You will not be able to predict his actions as you would an older student. This is a good lesson," Qui-Gon commented. "Let the Force guide your hand, and do not anticipate the boy's movements."

Obi-Wan nodded, glanced at Remii, then back to Qui-Gon. "Do we have to fight a third round, Master? I've already beaten him twice..." Obi-Wan mopped the sweat from his face.

Qui-Gon looked across the courtyard to the other Jedi. "You must finish what you started,

Obi-Wan."

"I don't want to hurt him, Master. Or him to hurt me. He does not appear to have much control."

"That is not a concern, Obi-Wan. You must give Hajradurama the dignity of an honest contest. You agreed to three rounds, so three rounds you will fight." Qui-Gon looked at his apprentice, started to speak, then stopped. "You should get a drink, and prepare."

"Yes, Master." 

Obi-Wan drank from the fountain and returned to center ring where Remii and Dushiko waited. 

"Last round. Are you ready, Apprentice Kenobi?"

"Yes," Obi-Wan said, tensing. 

"Ready, Hai!"

Obi-Wan jumped at the start word, executing a back flip. He saw Remii charge in, and brought his saber up as he landed, blocking a slash. The other apprentice was tired, Obi-Wan could see it in his eyes, feel it in his saber blows, but Remii matched him Force leap for leap. Obi-Wan knew it exhausted the youth further, but the youngster did not give up. In mid leap, Obi-Wan made a decision. Landing, he parried a cross slash, and drew his saber back and slashed wide, holding it a beat longer than normal. Remii took immediate advantage, reversing his blade and drawing it against Obi-Wan's ribs.

Obi-Wan felt his eyes widen as the sting bit into his flesh. He refrained from rubbing his side and returned to the center. Remii stared at him from across the ring. Sweat poured from both as the padawans faced off. 

"Score is Hajradurama one, Kenobi zero," Master Dushiko announced. "Ready? Hai!"

Again Obi-Wan timed his swordplay and left a minute opening. Remii's light saber unerringly found the vulnerable spot. The youth was not unskilled with the light saber. Something else stayed his hand. 

Again Remii's brown eyes met Obi-Wan's across the ring. They were puzzled. 

"Score is Hajradurama two, Kenobi zero," Dushiko said. "Fighters ready? Hai!"

Obi-Wan figured he better make it look good. He put a lot of effort into leaps and side parries, keeping Remii at bay. The problem was the youth couldn't seem to take advantage of the small openings Obi-Wan left. His strikes came a second too late, his thrusts lacked the power of his earlier blows. The apprentice was drained, Obi-Wan could understand that. But if it didn't end soon, Obi-Wan would be forced to score points, and perhaps take the match. He did a Force leap, doubled it, and deliberately stumbled on landing, sprawled back, and scrambled to his feet. As soon as he regained his footing, the tip of Remii's light saber found his chest. He let himself give a small grunt this time. It really stung. 

Obi-Wan walked back to center ring. Master Dushiko gave him a hard look. Obi-Wan dropped his eyes to the ground and panted for breath, dashing the sweat from his face with the back of one hand.  

"Final score, Hajradurama three, Kenobi zero. Hajradurama winds the round. Kenobi wins the match. Thank you, Apprentice Kenobi." 

"Thank you for the match, Apprentice Kenobi," Remii echoed in a soft voice.

Dushiko gave Obi-Wan a curt nod, then walked away. Remii looked across the ring. He gave Obi-Wan a tentative smile before following his master to the far bench. 

Obi-Wan walked back to Qui-Gon, and set the practice saber down on the bench. He picked up a towel and wiped himself off as he steadied his breathing. 

"You did well, Obi-Wan," Qui-Gon commented. 

"Thank you, Master." Obi-Wan waited a beat. "However...?" 

Qui-Gon gave him a faint smile in return. "However, I did observe several things we will need to work on."

Obi-Wan gave a theatrical groan, then grinned. Although this had been a good workout, and a lesson, Obi-Wan loved best the saber play he did with his Master. He picked up his under tunic and slipped it over his head, added the over tunic and belt, then draped the brown Jedi cloak over an arm. He reached for the practice saber, but Qui-Gon beat him to it. 

"I've got it." Qui-Gon handed him his real light saber, then took the practice one and set the safety. "Let me go thank Master Dushiko, and we'll return to our room and get cleaned up before mealtime." 

"Good, I'm starved."

"Of course you are." With a smile, Qui-Gon turned, looked up, and stopped. 

"Odd…"

When Obi-Wan turned around, he noticed Dushiko and Remii were gone.

~~~~
A tall female Twi’lek walked into the small anteroom, eyes fixed on Adin.  “I am Saa Duut, aide to Master Toock.” 

Adin bowed his head slightly. “Adin-Duanath Yeriamman. My presence was requested.”

“It is as you say, Explorer,” Saa Duut said, bowing her head slightly in reply. “Master Toock expects you. Please come with me.”

Adin rose from his seat and followed Saa Duut into a luxurious apartment. His eyebrow rose.  I wonder if Toock is taken aback by this extravagance on her behalf, none of it to Kushiban scale. She must love traveling across these rooms by hopping furniture-to-furniture, paws never having to touch the floor. 

Adin followed Saa Duut into a bedroom dominated by a human-sized bed large enough to keep a rancor comfortable. Long fur-covered ears were visible from a high-backed desk chair. The ears twitched and swiveled back as they approached. 

“Master Toock,” Saa Duut said, “Jedi Explorer Yeriamman, as you requested.”

The chair turned. A creature with white-blue fur and innocent black eyes hopped down from the chair and stood upright. Whiskers and nose twitched, examining Adin’s scent. Toock might have looked a cute pet to a Human, but in reality she was a formidable fighter with an equally formidable mind. 

“Master Toock,” Adin said, bowing deeply.

“Explorer Yeriamman,” Toock said in acknowledgement. She looked at her aide. “Saa Duut, I have revised our counterproposal to the Ga’Scree delegation. Please present the document to the Ga’Scree representative and convey to me word of their reply.”

Saa Duut bowed. “As you instruct, Master.” The Twi’lek silently departed the room, closing the door.

“Please join me on the balcony, Explorer,” Toock said.

Adin followed Toock through a set of open double-doors. It was still morning, and pleasantly cool outdoors. The scent of fragrant flowers wafted from the residence gardens. Comfortable-looking furniture stood on the balcony, all of it much larger than the petite Kushiban.  Adin grinned.

“I agree,” Toock said. “The Sahmlians overdid their hospitality a bit,” she said, nose twitching, teeth bared and chittering in what Adin supposed was a Kushiban smile. “You should have seen their faces when they saw me.”

“That must have been interesting.”

“Very,” Toock said, hopping onto a chair.  “How was your journey to Sahmly?”

“Uneventful. I think that is about the best that can be said of any journey, Master.” Adin shrugged.
Toock smiled again. “Often true, Explorer,” she replied. As her humor faded, white fur slowly turned light blue. “Did you receive the briefing materials about the mission? Do you know why you are here?”

“I’ve studied the briefing materials for the past few days, Master Toock,” Adin replied. “I gather that something interesting is afoot?”

“You could say that. Have you felt the pall that covers this world?” 

 “Yes.”

“What is your impression of it?”

“It feels unnatural,” Adin replied. “I have had visions of carnage, but I cannot determine its source or locale at this time.”

Toock frowned. “Describe these visions.”

“I’ve had three in the last five days,” Adin said. “The impression I get is that these visions are different views of the same event. A Sahmlian village exterminated by off-worlders. One of the off-worlders is clearly a Jedi of some power. I also get the impression that this incident occurred in the past. A long time in the past.”

“Do you suspect Sith?” 

“Sith Adept or Warrior is a possibility. I sense that the Sith timeframe would be about right…a thousand years ago give or take, and Sahmly Two is located between historical Sith space and the borders of the Old Republic. There were no distinctive markings or identification though. This particular Jedi could have simply been a Fallen Jedi or Master with no connection to the Sith. He had followers, so he is at least a Dark Jedi of considerable powers. I do have a face and will query the Jedi Temple to see if this Jedi was known to the Order.”

“Excellent,” Toock replied. She rubbed her nose with a furry paw. “I want you to investigate what lies behind that pall. I sense that you may already be on the trail of the cause. The Jedi here feel it, although most do not know what they feel.  I believe it will make our diplomatic mission all the more difficult, this underlying sense of unease. It makes tempers short, even among Jedi who should know better. To be that powerful from that long ago… must mean an incident of some significance, although I found nothing in the Archives." Toock paused, twitched her nose, then hopped off the chair. "If there is a deeper issue, we may have to resolve it before the diplomatic mission can proceed. Do you require any resources?”

“I understand your concerns, Master Toock,” Adin said. “I will need the use of a speeder. I have two exploration droids, and will keep one in the residence. He has a personality module and might be of some use within the Residence if required. The other droid will remain aboard my ship as a guard. I think an assignment that puts me into regular daily contact with the Sahmlians would be useful. Do Sahmlians work inside the Residence? Housekeeping, or the kitchens perhaps?”

“Yes, Sahmlians work as domestic and kitchen staff,” Toock said. “You would work among them?”

“If it’s the only way I can talk to the locals and get them to trust me. There are far worse places to work than the kitchens.”

“I suppose,” Toock conceded. “Very well. Do as you see fit. You will report directly to me, Adin-Duanath. You will be authorized to leave the Residence at your discretion, but I do ask for the courtesy of a note detailing your route and notice of any ranking Sahmlians you intend to meet.”

“Understood, although I doubt I’ll encounter any ranking locals,” Adin said. “They usually feel like they have something to prove or outright decline to cooperate which collectively makes their information either colored or unreliable. A caste or family headwoman or equivalent would be ideal.”

“I understand. Still, I want to know who you meet with, Explorer. They may be of use to the Jedi in the future.”

“Understood, Master,” Adin said.

 “Very well then. Welcome to Sahmly Two, Knight Yeriamman. If you have any questions, contact myself directly, or Saa Duut in my absence. Let me know what you find out.”

~~~~
The next morning Obi-Wan awoke early to find Qui-Gon gathering data pads. Obi-Wan slid out of bed and stretched, voicing a slight groan as sore muscles from yesterday's duel made themselves known. A good warmup and some katas would quiet them in a hurry. He watched Qui-Gon purse his lips as he looked through the information on a pad. 

"Master Toock summoned me, Obi-Wan. I may be there all day. I'd say come along, but it will be a tedious session. No use both of us having to be there. Unless you have a burning desire to apply your diplomatic lessons?" He turned and raised an eyebrow.

Obi-Wan hesitated.

Qui-Gon gave him a smile. "Do not worry about it, my padawan. We will have many other opportunities to sit in meetings together. Carry your comlink in case I need you, however." Qui-Gon turned and placed his hands on his hips, looked around the room, then gave a small nod to himself and turned his attention back to his apprentice. "Please do not leave the diplomat grounds without informing me, Obi-Wan. Or let someone among the team know where you will be and when you are expected back. It is not safe, especially with unrest in the city."

"Are the other masters going to be in the negotiations?"

Qui-Gon stored a data pad in his belt pouch then paused. "All the masters will be there. You padawans will have to entertain yourselves." He looked at his apprentice. "If that is what you are asking." 

Obi-Wan nodded. "I thought I would go talk with Hajradurama. I didn't get much of a chance yesterday, and I'd like to get to know him better."

"I know nothing of the boy, but Master Dushiko is a fine and capable Weapons Master." Qui-Gon pursed his lips. "Yet I sensed Remii was… lonely. It might be helpful for you two to get together." Qui-Gon studied the younger man. "I really would prefer you to stay in the compound, Obi-Wan, however, I trust your judgment. Just don't wander alone. There are plenty of Sahmlian natives on the Grounds. Learn what you can from them."

"Yes, Master."

Qui-Gon buckled his utility belt on, checked his light saber, and picked up the dark brown cloak. He paused and looked at his apprentice. "I neglected to tell you something yesterday, Obi-Wan, that I was proud of you."

"For the battles I won, Master?"

"No, my young padawan. For the one that you lost." Qui-Gon laid a hand on Obi-Wan's shoulder, gave it a squeeze, then turned and headed out the door. 

Obi-Wan pondered his master's parting words while getting dressed. Apparently, Qui-Gon knew he'd thrown the last match to help Remii's confidence. He didn't think he'd been obvious about it, although his light saber skills were far enough above the other apprentice's to make him wonder. He hoped Master Dushiko hadn't noticed his deliberate target openings. The Weapons Master made Obi-Wan uneasy, he was very intense.

After eating some fruit, Obi-Wan paced the rooms. The day stretched before him. He grabbed his light saber and hung it on his utility belt, then picked up his robes, replaying yesterday's light saber battle in his mind as he settled the brown cloak around his shoulders. The other padawan showed flashes of ability that came and went with an inconsistency that puzzled Obi-Wan. At times Remii's skill almost equaled Obi-Wan's; at other times it fell to an embarrassing level. Perhaps Remii would be open to some further saber practice, without the masters around to intimidate him.

Obi-Wan exited the rooms, paused to palm the door lock, then moved through the corridors and up the stairs. He knew all Jedi were quartered on this wing. The quartering building was immense, and his footsteps echoed on the stone floors. He slowed, and reached out with his senses, feeling for the other apprentice, and that curious mix of resignation and defiance he'd noticed in the practice courtyard. The impression of music came to him, simultaneously lilting and haunting, it colored the Force with droplets of color, sunlit gold and pure, deep-sea blues. Obi-Wan traced the music to one door. He paused to press his hand to the announcing panel. "Obi-Wan Kenobi." The notes in his head stopped, hung shimmering, then slowly faded like drops of rain after a storm. 

The door slid back and Obi-Wan saw he'd guessed right. Remii Hajradurama stood in the entry, shirtless, wooden flutepipe in one hand. The shuttered look on his face changed to warmth as he saw who it was. 

"Obi-Wan Kenobi. I am pleased to see you again." The youth bowed in formal greeting. He wore loose, cream-colored pants tucked into tan leather boots, and a cloth belt wrapped several times around his thin waist. Remii's brown chest showed several new saber marks. "I was doing morning meditation."

"Should I come back?"

"No. Please. I have plenty of time to meditate today. Come in. Please." The apprentice stood aside and motioned to Obi-Wan. 

Obi-Wan gestured to the marks on Remii's chest. "What happened? I thought laser stings faded after a few hours."

Remii looked down at himself, then back up quickly. "They do. I just had two hours of light saber practice with my master before he went to negotiations. He does not believe in going easy." 

"I see," Obi-Wan said. He filed the information away for later thought. Dushiko pressed this apprentice hard.

"We practice every morning. It used to be three hours, but I've gotten better. " Remii shrugged and fiddled with the flute in his hand "How much do you practice? What kind of practice do you do? Hey, how did you find our room?" he asked in rapid-fire order. 

"I followed your music through the Force," Obi-Wan replied.
Remii looked at the flute in his hand like he'd forgotten it was there. "You heard me through the Force? I didn't know... I shouldn't use it to meditate-"

"Whatever brings us closer to the Living Force is proper meditation," Obi-Wan said, quoting Qui-Gon Jinn. 

Remii looked at him in surprise, then smiled. "Sometimes music is the only way I can connect to the Force properly," he said, then ducked his head, turned, and stowed the flute in a hide case and hung it on his belt. He shoved his carry bag under the bed with a toe in an apparent attempt to straighten the room. "My master says meditation is the route to a disciplined mind... and that I need all the discipline I can get." 

Obi-Wan looked around. The room was a twin to the one he and Qui-Gon occupied, Jedi neat, the only difference being the lesson pads strewn across a nearby tabletop. He picked two up and felt his eyebrows rise in surprise. "Introduction to Political Economy? Basic Starship Mechanics?"

"I am a bit behind in my studies... My master is not pleased."

"Years behind," Obi-Wan said, then shook his head. "I'm sorry, I didn't intend to imply anything."

"What do you mean?" Remii asked. He came forward and took the pads from Obi-Wan. "I am doing all right. Well, except for the tests I haven't taken because my master has been on missions."

"I just remember these classes from years ago..." Obi-Wan paused as a thought came to him. "I would think you through them by now... but I realize people learn at different speeds,” he added hastily. 

"I am a slow learner,” Remii replied with a hint of bitterness. “My master tells me this often. You may have noticed from our light saber practice, I don’t ‘grasp’ the fundamentals.” After a second he shrugged. “No matter. I am Ashokian," he said, as if that explained everything.

"I thought you to be Chalactan from your appearance."

"Ashokia is a settlement of Chalacta."  

Remii did not seem inclined to elaborate, so Obi-Wan left it alone and went back to the thing that had been bothering him. "How old are you? You do not look that old."

"Really?” Remii frowned. "Well, I'm small for my age. I finally grew this year. Now if I can only get some muscle."  

"It will come. Be patient." Obi-Wan felt an unusual surge of big brotherliness. "And study, your schoolwork is just going to get more fun as you go. Sector politics, hyperspace navigation..." 

"Oh, thanks. I didn't need to know that." Remii smiled as he tossed the lesson pad back on the table. "I'd rather fix people than starships, and I loath politics."

Obi-Wan grinned. "So do I. Anyway, I came by to see if you wanted to do some more light saber practice."

"Uh..." Remii ducked his head, all serious again. "No offense, Kenobi... but why would you want to practice with me? I'm terrible and you know it. You’re almost a Knight, and I’m just..."Remii’s voice trailed off and he shook his head.
"Because I think you're better than I saw yesterday. I think you were just nervous," Obi-Wan said. At least I hope that’s all it was.
"Yes, well..." Remii looked at the apprentice. "I should thank you for letting me win that last round."

"Hey, we padawans have to stick together," Obi-Wan replied. "You did have some good moves, and I tried not to be obvious about leaving openings though. Did Master Dushiko notice?"

"Yes, he noticed. He's too good a Weapons Master not to notice. He notices everything," Remii said softly. "He was not pleased with me, or my incompetence." 

"I'm sorry," Obi-Wan said. After a moment he added, "Master Qui-Gon noticed also."

Remii looked at him. "And what did he do?"

"Do? Nothing. He just noticed, that's all." Obi-Wan reached out with his senses and found the youth apprehensive, and ...sad? It bothered Obi-Wan. "So, you want to go practice a bit? I'm sure everyone will be with Master Toock until at least mid meal." He watched Remii chew his lower lip. Remii's gold-brown eyes finally lifted to meet his. 

"Sure. Let's go." Remii pulled on his over tunic and tabards, neglecting the under tunic in favor of speed, and grabbed his utility belt. He buckled it and hung the light saber on it after checking to see where Obi-Wan wore his. He snatched his cloak on the way out, waiting until Obi-Wan exited before placing his hand on the lock. He followed Obi-Wan, until they headed for the main staircase.

"Uh, Obi? Can we go the back way? Through the kitchens?" Remii evaded his gaze.

"Why?"

"Um..." Remii scuffed a booted foot across the polished brick. He looked up. "I'm supposed to do four hours of meditation today. I've only done two. I don't want Master Dushiko to see me. The conference room overlooks the front."

"Maybe we better not go then-"

"I want to," Remii interrupted. He lifted his chin. "I want to..."

Obi-Wan again sensed that curious insolence that contrasted with the padawan's outward demeanor. 

Remii turned and darted back the way they came, taking a side staircase Obi-Wan hadn't even noticed. Obi-Wan grinned to himself, recalling he did much the same thing while Qui-Gon sat through interminable meetings on Durossit Seven. If all he had to look forward to on a new planet was his lessons, he might just rebel too. Of course, that was a few years ago… when I was still a kid. Obi-Wan followed the other padawan's trail through the building at a more leisurely pace. After one wrong turn in the immense hallways, Obi-Wan made his way to the side door of the Residence kitchens and pushed it open.

~~~~
Obi-Wan found Remii just inside the kitchen with one of the servers. The Sahmlian looked nervous, with good cause. People of his caste were not supposed to address the guests, just silently serve. Of course, to refuse to answer a direct question would have been impolite; Obi-Wan had no doubt Remii questioned the server the minute he walked in the door. The boy seemed insatiably curious.

The Sahmlian's eye rills fluttered alarmingly as Obi-Wan walked up. 

Remii glanced around and gave the Sahmlian a look and a nod. There was a familiarity to the gesture that intrigued Obi.

"Obi-Wan, this is Ga-Ree, he said we can go through the kitchen back door and reach the courtyards if we want. No one but caste servants work in the kitchens."

"Thank you, Ga-Ree," Obi-Wan said politely. 

To Obi-Wan's surprise, the man smiled and replied in Basic. "My pleasure, Master Jedi." The Sahmlians rills flared impressively. "Have you hunger? My caste mate is… cook. She wishes to meet these Jedi she has heard about." 

"If it wouldn't harm anything, I am hungry," Remii answered quickly. "I would like to meet your caste mate. I haven't met many of your people." He looked at Obi-Wan and shrugged. "I didn't get First Meal, we were practicing." Remii followed the caste server back through the labyrinth kitchen, Obi-Wan trailing.

Obi-Wan was bemused by this side of the apprentice. Gone was the shy, indecisive youth from saber practice. 

"Master Jedis, this is Ga-Ree-Jen," the caste server announced proudly. The female Sahmlian was impressively built, verdant skin stretched tight across an ample frame, she was also taller than her mate. Her presence held none of the subservient quality the other kitchen workers seemed to wear like clothing. Her rills flapped quickly at her mate. Ga-Ree's rills flared in return. When he finished, she turned to look at Remii. Ga-Ree let out a gasp as the woman felt Remii's arm through his shirt. 

"What are you doing?" he squealed. "Oh, we'll all be lowered!"

"Nonsense," Ga-Ree-Jen replied. "He is Master Jedi. Jedi have treated the Ga Scree with credit thus far. This one does not scorn us." She smiled down at the padawan. "But you are far too thin. You would not make a good snack even for an Arrcat." She made a clucking sound with her tongue, and reached for items on her workstation. In short order she handed Remii and Obi-Wan two plates with mountainous slabs of what she said was grilled Breeck, green bread, and a purple, gelatinous substance called Pak. "There is a table in the back for us. You may sit there if you wish." The faceted emerald eyes studied them. "If you wish," she repeated. 

"Thank you," Remii said. "We will sit." He gave a polite bow, led the way to the table at the back and hooked a leg over a stool. 

Obi-Wan again was impressed by the youth's confidence and manners. He followed, juggling the full plate, then glanced up, suddenly nervous. The gaze of every server in the kitchens was on him. Eye rills worked overtime, but nobody said a word. Ga-Ree-Jen appeared and plunked down a pitcher of jade liquid and two mugs. 

"Masta milk. It will make you strong." She glided away. 

Obi-Wan eyed the steaming mix doubtfully, but Remii just grinned and poured it into the mugs. "All this smells much better than that food they had at the welcome banquet," he said. 

"That was awful," Obi-Wan agreed. "I had to eat some of the appetizers because my master handed me a plate. The blue ones tasted like speeder bike parts." 

"One of the servers took my plate away before I could try it," Remii said with an innocent look. 

"Let me guess... Ga-Ree?"

Remii just grinned and scooped up some Pak with the greenbread and shoved it into his mouth.

Obi-Wan took a big bite of the Breeck sandwich on his plate. It was chewy, and spicy, and tender, all at the same time. Before he realized it, he had finished and licking his fingers. He jumped as a silent server appeared at his elbow, ready to take the plate. "I can get it," he protested. The server just tugged the plate out of his hand and disappeared. The same thing happened when he finished the milk. 

Remii spoke softly to the silent serving man, but had no better luck. He looked at Obi-Wan, and shrugged. "I guess we better go..." As they stood, there was a crash from another part of the kitchen, and a shriek of pain. Both apprentices darted in that direction. They found a group of Sahmlians around a female server who thrashed on the floor clutching her arm. A pot of oily liquid lay on its side nearby, still smoking. Remii dropped to his knees beside the woman and spoke soothingly.

"Let me see your arm."

He got frightened trills in response.

"I can help, please, let me see!" He reached for her arm.

The woman held a hand up in fright, trying not to be touched by him. She tried to get to her feet, only to fall back, groaning.

A signal over the door toned, and several of the Sahmlians squealed nervously. They returned to their stations, scooping food onto plates while they tried to watch Remii and the woman at the same time. 

Remii looked up. "Ga-Ree, tell her to let me see her arm!"

Ga-Ree wrung his hands. "I can't. She doesn't want you to touch her, she's frightened. If we do not do our jobs, we will be replaced. Then we will fall to a lower caste!"

"I can help!" Remii said sharply. "But only if I do it soon. If it is not fixed, gangrene will set in as the burned flesh dies, and her arm may have to be amputated. What caste will she be then?"

Several of the remaining Sahmlians gasped. The old, disfigured, and infirm roamed the streets of Sahmly City, lower than even the Ro Scree. 

"The young one speaks true. Maybe he can help. I say we let him," Ga-Ree-Jen said. She ignored the bell toning over her workstation and spoke to the woman in Sahmlian. Eyes wide, the woman nodded. 

"He will touch her," one of the Sahmlians protested. "They will caste lower her anyhow."

"They won't find out from me," Remii said. He looked behind him. "Obi-Wan, find some clean clothes. Ga-Ree, I need some water."

Ga-Ree and Ga-Ree-Jen looked at each other as their station bells chimed again. "We cannot help you anymore, young one," Ga-Ree-Jen said regretfully. "I will lose my place here if I do not hurry. Many outside depend on me." She hurried to her workstation. Ga-Ree shot off for the dining room. 

"Obi-Wan," Remii pleaded. "Please?"

"I'm not sure, Remii…"

"I know what I'm doing. I have to help, Obi-Wan. I have to. Please?"

Obi-Wan looked into the earnest brown eyes of his fellow padawan and weakened. Remii seemed supremely confident that he could help the woman. "Cloths and water," Obi-Wan repeated. "Right." He ran around the huge kitchens looking, and snatched several cloths from the hands of caste servants, grabbed an empty bowl, filled it with water from a hand fountain, and took it back to Remii. 

The apprentice crouched by the woman and spoke to her in soothing tones. He turned at Obi-Wan's approach, grabbed the cloths, and tore them into strips. Remii washed his hands in the water, then set it aside. He soaked off the worst of the oily liquid before he wrapped the cloths around the woman's raw, blistering arm. Remii placed his fingertips over the bandaged arm and closed his eyes. His lips moved, silently chanting to himself. The cloths steamed and began to tinge a faint green as the oil was drawn from the wound.

Obi-Wan could feel tremors in the Force, minute eddies that swirled and flowed. In his mind's eye he saw colors churn and form into a vortex. Pieces were plucked out, and rearranged, replaced into the matrix. Fascinated, he watched Remii concentrate for long minutes and felt the youth channel the Force through himself into the woman. Other channels existed in the Force, centered around Remii and the woman. Suddenly, Obi-Wan became aware of a shadow, strands of black that snuck in and wound around the vortex, an eddy of darkness. Nervous, his head shot up and he looked around the kitchen wondering what, or who could have caused it. The Sahmlians hurried by, carrying out the mid morning meal to the guests. They shot glances at Remii and the moaning woman as they passed. 

The taint of the Dark Side grew stronger, enough so Obi-Wan circled the kitchen and looked for it, fingering the light saber by his side. It seemed to flow towards the concentrating padawan, and Obi-Wan wanted to deflect any danger before it could break Remii's intent touch. The fragments of dark grew discordant, jarring Obi-Wan's senses. He pushed at the dark thread with the Force, instinctively seeking to drive it away. It resisted, so Obi-Wan gave it a shove.

As suddenly as it blossomed, it vanished. Still wary, Obi-Wan returned to Remii. The apprentice sat on his heels by the woman, face flushed, padawan braid dripping sweat.  He removed the cloths, dipped them in water, and wrapped them around the arm, and placed his hand over them. After a minute, Remii opened his eyes. "I can't do it... I can't finish...her anatomy is different than I am used to. I lost it, I can't find the key..." His voice was soaked with exhaustion and he looked about to cry. 

Obi-Wan knelt next to him, and lifted up one of the cloths. The woman's arm was bright green, but it was not the deep, debilitating wound it had been many minutes ago. "It's better, Remii. Look..."

The boy nodded tiredly. "Perhaps she can get through the days work with it like that. Burns are some of the hardest things to heal; you have to repair them layer-by-layer on the cellular level. I don't have the ability yet." He wiped his arm over his forehead and sighed heavily as he unwrapped the discolored cloths and discarded them for fresh ones he treated with an ointment from his belt pouch.  Remii bandaged the woman’s arm and tucked the ends neatly.
The woman opened her eyes, and said something in a Sahmlian dialect. Her eye rills were wide, and fluttered slowly. 

"I'm sorry, I don't understand..." Remii looked around for help. Obi-Wan shrugged.
Just then a Sahmlian rushed in from the dining room, dropped his tray with a clatter on a table, and darted to the woman's side. Trilling urgently, he pulled the woman to her feet and pushed her toward her workstation. The others in the kitchen set up a general trill of panic and began to rush around.

Obi-Wan and Remii looked at each other. "What's going on?" Remii asked.

"I don't know, but I don't think we should here. It could only make things worse for them." Even as Obi-Wan spoke, several of the Ga cleaned up around them and made shooing motions. They were careful not to touch either of the young men. Their motions became more frantic as the padawans hesitated.

"I can take a hint," Obi-Wan said. He reached down and tugged Remii to his feet, and guided the other youth toward the back door they had been told about earlier. Outside in the bright sun, Obi-Wan blinked. The sapphire hedges towered around him, no longer friendly. The winding stone paths looked like a maze. He reached out with his senses, cautiously. He found no darkness. All was quiet on the path to their right. He tugged Remii in that direction. The youth staggered alongside, face chalky. Several turns into the hedges Obi-Wan began to relax. Remii looked at him, and his eyes began to roll back in his head. He swayed on his feet and would have fallen if Obi-Wan hadn't grabbed his arm.
"Remii?"  

"I need to find a meditation garden, Obi-Wan... Some place quiet… " Remii's voice sounded strained, and there was an underlying tinge of panic. His face was very pale and he looked as if he were about to be sick.

Worried, Obi-Wan turned his senses to locating the oasis of calm that marked the small, private retreat areas. One was nearby. He headed in that direction, tugging Remii along with him. Two turns inside more landscaped hedges and they were in another world. Green, blue and peach colored plants waved quietly in an unfelt breeze, while water trickled over a small decorative fall. Obi-Wan tipped his head, and heard tiny Ri birds, and small bells. The Force was strong in this place, and serene. He turned to his companion. "Is this okay?"

Remii staggered towards one of the small fishponds, shed his cloak, utility belt, and tabard as he went. He struggled to remove the over tunic, fought it and finally yanked it over his head and tossed it aside. He pulled off his boots, and dropped them in the azure grass. Remii sank to his knees, and tipped his head to the sky, eyes closed. His hands went out from his sides in a pleading gesture, he stayed that way for several long minutes before his expression calmed, and he slid into a more normal meditation position. 

Obi-Wan gave the youth his privacy, found a patch of grass on the opposite side of the garden, and sank into his own meditation. When he opened his eyes sometime later, Remii lay sprawled on his side in the grass. Alarmed, Obi-Wan jumped to his feet and went over. When he noticed the steady rise and fall of Remii's chest, Obi-Wan heaved a sigh. The boy was just exhausted. 

The sun highlighted Remii's bare back. Frowning, Obi-Wan studied it. Fading bruises and saber strike lines. Two hours of dueling was bound to leave some marks. Dushiko's morning training must be intense. It seemed particularly brutal considering the youth of the padawan. Qui-Gon did not push Obi-Wan that hard, not without reason.

Obi-Wan wondered why Remii hadn't healed himself, since he obviously had the talent. He reached out with his mind, not quite intending to invade the other apprentice's thoughts, but curious about everything that didn't add up. 

Even at rest, Remii's thoughts roiled with emotion. Anxiety predominated, then concern for the injured woman, and worry about his master. There were flashes of color, browns mainly, and some blues. When something darker tinged in color and thought rose, Obi-Wan withdrew. He retreated across the garden, and sat, watching, until Remii awakened with a start an hour later. The apprentice rolled over, sat up, and groaned, clutching his head. 

"Are you okay?" Obi-Wan asked.

"Yes, I just have a splitting headache." Remii rubbed his face and looked at Obi-Wan. "I think when I get better at it, the headaches will lessen. It just hurts to Force direct that long. It's very tiring…"

"Force direct?"

"Yes... The Force must be channeled in order to heal."

"Qui-Gon told me the Force can not be coerced." 

Remii came to his knees and looked steadily at Obi-Wan. "Master Qui-Gon is correct. Coerced the Force cannot be... but it can be guided," he said in an unconscious imitation of Obi-Wan's master. "I could not heal if I could not direct the Force to repair the damage."

Obi-Wan frowned as he tried to wrap his head around what Remii was telling him. He got up and paced the garden a moment before coming to sit opposite the other apprentice. "I think I understand." He frowned again. "Master Qui-Gon said we must strive to live in balance with the Force..."

"That's what healing is," Remii broke in, "balancing the Force! Surely you felt it?"

"I felt... many things. I felt the Force power you gathered. I felt you direct it through yourself to the woman. I could almost feel you moving it around the wound." Obi-Wan looked into Remii's serious brown eyes. "But I think what you did is dangerous. I felt darkness. I am unsure if it is an overtone of the danger we all feel on this planet, or if what you were doing attracted it to you."

Remii looked away, as if Obi-Wan's gaze hurt, took a breath and forced his eyes back up.

"I don't think the planet has anything to do with what you felt. You felt the darkness because of what I was doing. I brought it to me."

"That's dangerous, Remii! Very dangerous. If you know that what you do attracts the Dark Side, why do you do it? Surely there is another way?"

"I had to do it. I had no choice." Remii tugged on his braid a few times. "Healing does not attract the darkness... anymore than healing attracts the Light Side." He stared intently into Obi-Wan's eyes. "I brought the darkness to me," he repeated.

Obi-Wan fought the urge to jump up. "I...I don't think I know what you are saying..." He took a deep breath. Then another. “I don't understand what you are trying to tell me," he stated more firmly. 

"Healing is not solely a function of the Light Side, Obi-Wan Kenobi. Just as life is not pure light or pure darkness. Surely you understand that." Remii leaned forward, intent. "Pieces of darkness can be woven into the healing process. Tiny, infinitesimal strands of Dark are needed to strengthen the Light, and speed healing. The opposition is what binds the wound together..."

"What you do is dangerous! I can't believe you." Obi-Wan did jump up this time. He glared down at the other padawan, hands on his hips.

Remii looked up at him, hurt in his eyes "What I do is necessary, Obi-Wan. Surely you can see that?"

"I do not see it at all." Obi-Wan turned his back and walked over to a small water fountain, reaching for the serenity of the Force that trickled over the rocks and pebbles. He bade the tranquility to wash through him, but it didn't come. He tried to pick out a water path and follow the flow over the rocks, but that didn't work either. Finally, he settled for just being in the moment, one with the water. 

Into the silence floated the liquid notes of Remii's flutepipe. Obi-Wan closed his eyes as the notes soared and trembled, dissolving one into another until their colors painted the way to the Force. Calmed, he turned. Remii sat cross-legged in the grass, eyes closed. He played a few notes, slowly, stretching them, spacing them further and further apart, until the last one hung in the air, translucent. It shimmered and danced, then faded away, leaving profound silence in its wake. Remii's face had a faraway look on it.

"Did you see it, Obi-Wan? Did you feel it?" Remii asked softly.

Obi-Wan came and knelt in the grass beside the young apprentice. “I saw the notes. They floated in the Force. They made it beautiful."

"Did you not see the dark that floated with it?"

Confused, Obi-Wan sat back. "I saw only beauty," he repeated. 

Remii gave a contemplative smile, lifted the flutepipe, and played one long, continuous note that started out amber, reflecting the Light. It turned to gold and yellow, then white, shining overly bright. 

It went on and on, until Obi-Wan gave in to the urge to clamp his hands over his ears. "Enough!"

"Do you not see the difference?" Remii moved forward until his intense gaze was the only thing in Obi-Wan's vision. "The spaces in-between the notes are the dark... without the dark ... you cannot have music. You cannot have the light."

Obi-Wan fell back into the grass, mind whirling. What Remii said made sense. But surely to draw on the Dark Side, no matter how minutely, was dangerous? "Does Master Dushiko know you do this?"

Remii gave a short laugh. "No." He fell back in the grass beside Obi-Wan. "It would not be allowed. Master Dushiko says I must first achieve discipline. That using the Force in swordplay is the same as welding the Force in other ways. That if I strive for excellence in training, I will understand. I am not supposed to heal without his supervision… but it was an emergency. I had to help that woman. She needed me." Remii looked over at Obi-Wan. "Master Dushiko says that if I am not careful, I could take a life. I would never knowingly hurt someone, Obi-Wan." Remii held the flutepipe up towards the sky, and contemplated it. "I am not a warrior. I want to save lives, not take them. I will never be a Weapons Master like him. Why can he not see that?"

"Sometimes the path we take is not the path we want to be on," Obi-Wan said slowly, "But it gets us where we are going all the same. Many times Master Qui-Gon does things I do not understand. Sometimes Master Qui-Gon requires things of me that I don't want to do." He sat up and heaved a sigh. "I trust in Qui-Gon's judgment. So I do all he asks."

Remii sat up also. "At least your master asks..." He looked over at Obi-Wan. "I try to do what Master Dushiko requires, but nothing I do is good enough. I will never please him. I can never be what he wants me to be." Remii wrapped his arms around his knees, flutepipe still clutched in one hand. "He hates me."

"You're wrong, Remii," Obi-Wan stared at the other apprentice, aghast. "Dushiko is a Jedi Master. He does not hate."

Remii glanced up at Obi-Wan from under half-lowered eyelids. 

"But he does not love me. I am an assignment, nothing more."

"I'm sorry you feel like that, Remii." Obi-Wan tore his hand through his hair, unsure of what else to say. 

"He just cannot stand my incompetence in the defensive arts! I am not disciplined enough. He teaches me obedience. I have to be good, so he'll keep me." Remii leapt to his feet and went to the water fountain, dipped his hand in the water and splashed handfuls on his face. He turned around. "Someday, I will make him proud of me. When I am a Knight he will tell others I was his padawan."

Obi-Wan bit his lower lip. "Some cannot say things easily as others can. Maybe if you better your swordplay, he will start to listen to what you want. It is worth a try."

Remii nodded. "Anything is worth a try. Maybe then he'll want me." He put the flutepipe away and pulled on his boots, fastened his belt, and picked up the over tunic and brown cloak. "Would you like to try and teach me some of the Force Katas you do?"

"Sure," Obi-Wan said. He got up and started for the hedge opening, then turned. "You know, I didn't learn those Force Katas until a couple years ago. You're actually right on the level you should be."

"It's not good enough," Remii said simply. He walked out past Obi-Wan and headed for the practice garden they'd used the previous day.

Time passed quickly as Obi-Wan-Wan demonstrated movements to Remii. Strike, leap, turn, slash, turn, slide… they went over the rituals step by step and practiced until Remii showed some basic competence. The katas were enough above his level that Remii had to struggle to learn the complicated sequences. Obi-Wan worked patiently, turning the youth's wrist to demonstrate a cleaner technique, showing him how the move worked against an opponent. Remii was much more at ease then he had been around his master, drinking in Obi-Wan's explanations with an eagerness that bordered on awe. If it weren't so obvious that the youth hungered for attention, Obi-Wan would have been uncomfortable. 

"Also, if you add a Force push against your opponent while you leap, it can give you an advantage..." Obi-Wan demonstrated. "Add it to the first kata I showed you… one, two, three… and jump!"

"That's a neat trick," Remii said. "Let's do a round, I want to try." He pulled the light saber off his belt and ignited it. Obi-Wan did the same and they faced off across the circle. Soon the two engaged in a controlled display of Force touched leaps and pushes. This turned to a series of slow slashes and parries as they grew tired. Remii tried one of the katas by himself, eyes closed as he strove to twist his body and weapon into the proper form.

"I think you have the idea. Now run through the whole thing, don't worry about mistakes. I'll do it alongside you. From the start position… Go!" Remii finished many minutes behind Obi-Wan, and stood panting in the middle of the garden. 

"Not bad for a beginner," Obi-Wan commented. "Just practice, it will give you confidence."

Remii smiled at Obi-Wan, started to reply when suddenly a look of dread came over his face. He glanced to his left. 

Obi-Wan did the same, and froze.

Leaning against the entry hedge, arms crossed over his chest, was Ak'ra Dushiko.  
Dushiko unfolded himself from his position, which indicated to Obi-Wan the man had been there a while. 

The two youths turned off their sabers and hung them on their belts. Obi-Wan could feel Remii's apprehension. Obi-Wan looked into Dushiko's piercing black eyes; the master seemed frustrated and worried, nothing more, although the Jedi robes did little to disguise the Force power that radiated from the man. 

"Leave us, Obi-Wan," Dushiko said quietly.

"Yes, Master," Obi-Wan replied with a short bow. He gathered up his things. Before leaving he turned to face the older man. "I asked Remii to come practice with me, Master Dushiko. I meant no harm."

"I understand, but this matter does not concern you, Apprentice Kenobi. Leave us."

Obi-Wan nodded. He tried to catch Remii's eye as he walked by, but the youth had his gaze fixed on the ground in front of him. Obi-Wan fully intended to walk away as he had been told, but a crushing sense of foreboding caused him to change his plans. The minute he stepped outside the entry hedge, he stopped, and leaned against it. Closing his eyes, he used the Force to enhance his hearing.

"I am very disappointed in you, Remii," Dushiko said.

"Yes, Master."

"I gave you explicit orders to stay in our rooms, did I not?"

"Yes, Master."

"This world is dangerous! The Dark Side taints it. I have enough to worry about without wondering where my padawan is and what trouble stalks him. Do you want to jeopardize this mission?"

"No, Master."

"They why did you not stay in our rooms as I instructed?"

"I only wanted to do some light saber practice with Obi-Wan, Master! So I could get better!"

"I am not a good enough teacher that you must seek out a mere apprentice to train you?"

"No, Master... I mean... It's not like that!"

"Why do you insist on defying me, Padawan?"

"I don't defy you, Master!"

"You do. You defy me at every turn."

"I don't!"

"You do! What of the saber practice yesterday? And the scene in the spaceport when we arrived? The minute I leave you on your own, you get into trouble." Dushiko sighed heavily. "You've defied me since the day I got you. Why, Remii? Why?"

There was a long silence, finally broken by Dushiko's angry rumble. "I asked you a question, Padawan. Answer me! Why must you continually defy me?"

"I don't!" Remii shouted. "You just hate me!"

"I don't hate you!"

"You hate me! You wish I were dead so you can be free of me!" 

Obi-Wan heard the sound of something solid meeting flesh. 

"Never say that! I would never wish you to die. I do not hate you, Remii. I only hate your persistent defiance. You can die without control. You must learn discipline! You will learn discipline!" 

"Master…please…" 

"You will learn to obey!"

"Y-Yes, Master."

"You were told not to heal without my supervision, were you not?"

"Yes, Master."

"Then why did you do it, Remii? Why? Is our relationship that unimportant to you? Did you think I would not notice?"

"I had to do it! I had no choice. I had to!" 

"No, you did not have to do it. You had a choice. You chose to disobey me yet again. When will it end, Remii-san? Haven't the returns taught you anything? Do you want to go back to the Temple?"

"Please don't send me back, Master, please!"

Obi-Wan could hear Remii sob, and felt some of the boy's panic hit him in the pit of the stomach. 

"Please, Master… I'll try harder."

"You will not try! You will do! No… more… healing. Until you prove to me you can discipline yourself, healing is not allowed. Do you understand me?"

There was silence. Obi-Wan reached out again with his senses toward Remii, and found pain, and fear.... and defiance. Obi-Wan could feel tendrils of Darkness gather. Emotions in a whirl, he peered around the entry hedge.

Ak'ra Dushiko stood over Remii, hands on hips. Blood trickled from Remii's nose and lip, and a red handprint was visible on his face. 

"I asked you a question, Padawan," Dushiko said in a dangerously calm voice.

"Yes, Master..." Remii choked out. 

"Are you going to defy me again, Padawan?"

Remii looked up, agonized expression on his face, and whispered so quietly Obi-Wan almost didn't catch it. "Probably, Master..."

As if Remii's answer released a demon, Dushiko proceeded to beat the apprentice with his fists until Remii cowered on the ground, arms covering his head, pleading. 

"Please, Master, stop... Please. I'll try harder! I'll listen! I will! Please... don't send me away!"

Obi-Wan could take no more. He fled down the stone paths, getting hopelessly lost until he stumbled on an exit. He made his way to the front doors of the Residence and ran up the stairs to his room. He palmed the door lock, burst inside, and hurled himself on one of the beds. His thoughts were so confused it took him many long minutes to seek comfort in meditation. Obi-Wan pulled at the Force like a lifeline, desperate to control his turmoil. It didn't work. He could still hear the sound of fist hitting flesh, and feel the despair as Remii pleaded with his master. Please don't send me away… Obi-Wan nearly jumped out of his skin at the touch of a hand on the back of his neck. He rolled over and sat up.

Qui-Gon stood over Obi-Wan, concern on his lined face. "What has got you so upset that I could feel your distress three floors away, my young padawan?"

"I'm sorry, Master, I didn't mean to disturb your concentration."

"That is neither here nor there. What is wrong?"

Obi-Wan opened his mouth to speak, then stopped, unsure. "I am not sure how to say."

"Do not get caught up in the details. Simply tell me what upset you, to start." Qui-Gon waited patiently.

"I... I saw Master Dushiko strike Remii."

Qui-Gon nodded slowly. "I see."

"He did it more than once. He beat Remii. With his fists."

"And this upsets you?"

Obi-Wan stared at his mentor. "Yes, of course it does!"

"What did Remii do to provoke his master?"

Thoroughly confused, Obi-Wan lifted his hands. "He disobeyed."

"Does disobeying your master not deserve punishment, Obi-Wan?"

"It does not deserve punishment like that!" Obi-Wan stared at Qui-Gon defiantly. "Remii did not deserve to be beaten."

"Are you privilege to what previous actions Master Dushiko has taken to correct his padawan?" 

"No, Master." 

"Then how do you know what was appropriate in this instance?"

Obi-Wan stopped his reply and thought a moment, before saying slowly. "I don't. But I do know that it's wrong, Master. I feel it inside."

"Whether I agree with you, or not, Obi-Wan," Qui-Gon said, "It is not my place to correct another master concerning his padawan."

"Why not? Aren't we Jedi supposed to be protectors?"

"Calm yourself, Obi-Wan. Think about what you are saying." 

"But-"

Qui-Gon held up a hand. "Calm," he repeated. He shrugged off his cloak and draped it over a chair, then sank cross-legged to the floor and closed his eyes. 

Obi-Wan slid off the bed and mirrored his master's position. He felt the wave of composure Qui-Gon sent his way, and wrapped it around him like a blanket. After a few minutes, he felt better. He opened his eyes and met Qui-Gon's smile.

"Now. While I admire your willingness to fight injustice, my young padawan, you must never let your passion get in the way of your responsibilities. Do you understand?" Qui-Gon stared at him intently. 

"Yes, Master, but-"

"But you still disagree," Qui-Gon finished for him. He sighed. "Obi-Wan, do you think I'm perfect?" At the look on Obi-Wan's face, Qui-Gon chuckled. "Answer honestly, Padawan. You will not offend me." He paused. "Am I perfect, Obi-Wan?"

Obi-Wan fought the urge to wiggle. "No, Master, you are not," he finally answered. "But-"

Qui-Gon held up a hand. “No, I am not perfect, despite the fact perfection is what we Jedi strive for. The important thing is that we never stop striving. What I am trying to tell you, my young apprentice, is that Jedi Masters... are... not... perfect. But most of us have reached a state where we take things in stride. That is why we are allowed to train padawans, because we have demonstrated our reliability over the years." Qui-Gon paused.

"But-"

"Master Dushiko has trained other apprentices into fine Guardians and Weapons Masters also. Do you not think he knows how to handle things?"

"Remii does not want to be a Weapons Master-"

"If padawans were allowed to only do what they want, then they would play with light sabers all day and race speeders all night. Sometimes others know what is best for us, Obi-Wan. The Masters are Masters because of their years of wisdom. Do I not follow the will of the Council? Even though I might disagree with their decision?"

"Usually, Master..." Obi-Wan chewed his bottom lip. 

Qui-Gon watched him silently, slight smile on his face. "I can almost hear you thinking, padawan. Ask. An answer, even if it is one you do not like, is better than not knowing."

Obi-Wan nodded and looked into Qui-Gon's calm blue eyes. "Master, has anything I've ever done made you want to hit me?" 

"Yes."

"Why didn't you?"

Qui-Gon sighed. "Because I am older, Obi-Wan. I understand things now that I didn't years ago. This is why one is not given a padawan learner as soon as they complete their trials. Jedi Knights need time to mature, to understand themselves before we ask them to understand others."

"Master Dushiko is older."

Qui-Gon sighed again, and unfolded himself from his sitting position. He stood, and looked down. "Your stubbornness is both an asset, and a burden, Obi-Wan. While I commend your willingness to defend your friend, Master Dushiko is still a Jedi Master, and has earned the benefit of the doubt." Qui-Gon rubbed a hand across his face. "I wonder how much our short tempers are being caused by this planet. We are all testy, even in negotiations. I cannot shake the feeling that the Dark Side has much to do with this."

"You think Master Dushiko was influenced by the Dark Side?"

"Ak'ra Dushiko abhors the Dark Side." Qui-Gon looked pensive. "Even more than most. He should be well aware of its effects on his thoughts and actions." 

"What if he doesn't realize it?"

"I'm sure he does."

"But what if-"

Qui-Gon held up a hand. "Enough. Do not question another Master in my presence, Padawan. Not now."

"Then may I ask another question, Master?"

"Yes."

"Did you ever want to send me back to the Temple when I became your padawan, Master?"

Qui-Gon raised an eyebrow. "No, Obi-Wan. The Force paired us for a reason; it would be arrogant of me to reject its wisdom because of some initial problems in our relationship." He gave Obi-Wan a curious look. "Did you ever wish that I had returned you to the Temple, my young padawan?"

"No, Master! Never!"

Qui-Gon nodded, slight frown still on his face. He rubbed a hand over his beard and gave Obi-Wan a quiet smile. "I am happy to hear that."

Obi-Wan came to his feet. "So what about Remii, Master?"

"I will not lecture another Master on his apprentice, Obi-Wan. But if the opportunity presents itself, I will discuss the subject of padawans." He crossed his arms over his chest. 

Obi-Wan bowed his head. "Yes, Master..."

Savannah

Southwest of Sahmlian City

“We cannot do as you ask Master Jedi!” Kahiri’Gho wailed. “We will get lowered if anything happens to you!” 

“I can take care of myself, but I’ll be happy to give you a note absolving the Scree of any and all responsibility before I head out,” Adin countered. “But, I will go.”

Kahiri’ shook his head. “No! Master Jedi, you do not understand! Animals here are dangerous! We invented towns to protect ourselves from them! You don’t want to go into the wilderness alone. You will die!”

“Were the animals always so dangerous?” Adin asked. “Ga’Scree says that they weren’t. She said that, once upon a time, Arrcats were your companions and Breeck didn’t hunt Sahmlians. Ga’Scree said that something bad happened that changed the animals on this world. Is she wrong?”

Kahiri' exchanged a frightened glance with his companions. 

There is obviously a story here. My allusion to it frightens them beyond what is normal. Adin waited patiently.
“Ga’Scree is right,” Kahiri' said, rills flaring, “but it is forbidden to speak of the matter.” 

The other Sahmlians murmured agreement.

"Forbidden by whom?"

The Sahmlians remained silent, but rills flared.

“Forbidden by caste leaders?” Adin asked.

More rills flared before the lead Sahmlian finally nodded. "Yes."

Adin cocked his head, feeling vibrations emanating through the Force. He concentrated, and let the vision sweep over him. His breathing quickened and he swayed on his feet as the vision played out in his mind's eye.

“Master Jedi? Are you unwell?” Kahiri' asked.

Adin took a deep breath and came back to himself, then shook his head.  “I am fine. I have a question for you, Kahiri' - a serious question.”

Kahiri’ looked at his fellow Sahmlians and flared his eye rills. Rills flared in reply. “I will answer as best I can, Master Jedi.”

“I sense that something happened on Sahmly Two a long time ago,” Adin said, clasping his hands behind his back. “I have seen in my mind a vision – the death of many Sahmlians, by off-worlders. Do you know what I am talking about?”

Two Sahmlians hissed at Kahiri’; judging by their flared rills and pensiveness, Adin figured the instructions were to deceive him. Kahiri’ appeared torn. 

“If I were looking to do you harm, I would have already done it,” Adin said. “I think you are Force-sensitive, but I am extending the courtesy of telling what I know about these deaths having occurred. What I am looking for is someone who can relate the lore behind this event, and then direct me to where it happened.”

The Sahmlians sucked in breath as one.

Kahiri’ looked absolutely stricken. “No, Master Jedi! You cannot go. The place is forbidden. We do not remember it. People go there…never come back!”

“I am an Explorer,” Adin repeated, enforcing calm with a wave of a hand, “I go where no other Jedi go. I listen to stories that no other Jedi would listen to. Since you obviously do not trust me, let me tell you what I know.” He rubbed his temple. “I see a beautiful blue valley inhabited by Sahmlians. Breek dries on racks. Pet Arrcats lounge in the shade of the huts, sometimes tussling with each other, sometimes playing with the children. They guard the children from danger.”

Adin’s commentary was greeted by silence. He sensed great curiosity, so he continued. 

“I see a ship landing in this valley, a starship. Instead of being frightened, the people aree curious, even so far as to walk towards it. This…thing came from the air like the gods did, and it didn’t throw spears or shoot arrows. What is there to be afraid of?”

“Then lightning came from the ship." Adin closed his eyes to better visualize. "Man people were killed, and those left were slaughtered by the ones that came off the ship. Blood ran in the grasses and pooled in the dirt When it is done, it is not done.  Someone steps off the ship and wields energy against the land itself. This Evil One poisons the land and its animals. Sahmly was changed, forever. ”

Adin opened his eyes and lowered his hand. Sahmlians congregated, standing next to the buildings or sitting on the ferrocrete pavement. They stared at him, rills flat and still.

“This is why Breek are vicious and Arrcats hate you as they hate no other. They were changed; warped and mutated. Your home was violated by those who corrupt for no reason, your consent was hardly required. If you wish to start reclaiming your world, then you can start by trusting.”

The congregation of Sahmlians looked at each other. Rill flares were minute, but noticeable. It pleased Adin that they were subdued and calm, as if carefully considering how to proceed.

“Jedi – true Jedi may not return to Sahmly Two for a very long time,” Adin cajoled, “and we can help each other – now – by pointing me toward this place. That is all you need to do. I can find it on my own. If there is a way to fix it, I will try and find it.”

Dark-skinned green arms lifted and pointed south-southwest.

“One hundred twenty kilometers,” Kahiri' said, lowering his arm. "You will know when you are there. It still smells of… death."

~~~~
The speeder slowed to a stop at a dusty, barren crossroads.  Adin checked the sensor display inside the enclosed cockpit – the better to ward off Breeck or Arrcat attacks.

Adin read everything about Sahmly Two that was commonly available while en-route to the planet. There was much that had not been recorded about the Sahmlians themselves or their culture, so much so that Adin found himself believing that Republic sociologists had been entirely deceived in their assessment of the Sahmlians as “lethargic…culturally retarded, if hospitable beings”. The Sahmlians were affable, but they were also usually skittish around non-Sahmlians. 

That skittishness, observed by Adin firsthand in recent hours, confirmed the germ of an idea he’d had after exiting subspace and entering planetary orbit; the Dark Side cast a pall over the planet. It was hardly the first such Dark touched planet Adin encountered, but it was the first that still had its sentient lifeforms. The Sahmlians did not seem to have been physically affected by the power of the Dark Side as so many lesser Sahmlian creatures had. Sahmly Two is testament to the power of the Light Side, that the necessities of nature cannot be completely dominated by the Dark. 

The theory became a project when Adin studied accounts regarding Breeck, and Arrcats, the top two predators on Sahmly. Local tales still recalled a time when Arrcats were companions to Sahmlians, and Breeck were little more than domesticated food-birds, once filling a role now dominated by Mastaba.  It was only with the development of steel weapons that the Sahmlians were able to penetrate Mastaba hide. Domestication and hunting of Mastabas became practical shortly thereafter. The Sahmlians regarded this dramatic change of nature as a punishment from “the Gods”, but to Adin it suggested something far more sinister. 

It is not enough to say that a locale is ‘strong in the Dark Side’; Adin recalled his master's teachings, because the Dark Side is a function of nature. As Jedi, we must always remain cognizant that nature generates the Force in both Light and Dark aspects. This having been said, nature is always in the process of creation and destruction; there is no way to separate the two. It is these unnatural circumstances that can be ascribed to the Dark Side of the Force.
And here I am, on the trail of some unnatural circumstances. 
Adin checked his map again. He opened the cockpit, and climbed out of the speeder. No other vehicles were around; the junction was quite rural. He hadn't seen another person for the last 100 kilometers. The crossroad had once been a 4-way north-south, east-west junction. The road was still used north, south, and east. But, the western road had fallen into disuse some half a century earlier. Tall grass grew through the cracked, weather-beaten roadbed, and flash flood ruts turned the road into a torturous path.. 

Adin glanced around, keeping an eye out for predators. 

“I do not know if this is a particularly wise idea,” a dog-like droid said from behind Adin. “I am somewhat more durable than you are. If there is something that requires exploration, I am a logical choice for such a mission.”

“Thank you for your vote of confidence, Bellicus,” Adin remarked, "but I am quite capable, you know. For a Jedi."  He reached down and scooping a handful of soil with a hand. The soil was rich around the capital, but there was no such thing as an open-access farm on Sahmly Two. The hostility of local animals made large-scale farming operations hazardous. Sahmlian ‘farms’ were more like armed camps, all designed to keep Arrcats and Breeck at bay. “I am sorry, my friend, but there are some things that you are not equipped for.”

“Such as?” Bellicus asked as he hopped from the speeder to scout around. 
“Something happened on this world long ago,” Adin replied as he trailed the droid dog. “Something of that incident remains on Sahmly Two, and I do not speak of ruins. I speak of the Force.”

“I see,” Bellicus replied. “I have no experience of the ‘Force’.”

 “My point exactly.”
“Even so, I fail to see what this journey will accomplish,” Bellicus said, as he looked at his master. “You put yourself into danger.” He stopped and turned rearward, metallic eyes whirling. “Seven creatures between us and the speeder. Bio-readings indicate Arrcats. Small ones.”

Adin nodded. “Thank you. I felt their presence.” Unmistakably hostile presence I should have said.

The felines strode into view. Muscles bunched under sleek black hides and the bright yellow eyes burned with interest. Malice was plain in the animals as they stopped and stood poised, ready to attack. The small heads and long limbs gave the impression of deadly speed. 

These are not ordinary animals looking for lunch. Very interesting. They are massing for an attack.

“Arrcats ahead of us and on the left,” Bellicus said. “They are looking to harm you.”

“Indeed they are,” Adin said, as he drew his light saber from underneath his robes and ignited it.

Bellicus’ eyes glowed red as he entered attack mode. Sharp durasteel claws extended from all four paws and a small head-mounted blaster popped out of concealment.

An idea came into Adin’s mind. He lowered a hand to waist level, palm up. A sphere of green energy and light began forming, and grew in size and intensity. The Arrcats’ stance changed from attack to confusion; hair on their backs lay down, as did ears and tails. The sphere grew in size, encompassing Adin and Bellicus, and moved toward the Arrcats. The big felines backpedaled slowly. Several cats yowled and ran as the sphere touched them. Others hissed and backed away from the green glow.

“My sensors show an energy field radiating from you, Adin,” Bellicus said. “I find it difficult to fathom how you can radiate an energy field with no circuitry or energy source.” Bellicus continued to track the cats, head cannon at the ready.

Adin grinned, pleased that his trick seemed to have at least delayed the imminent attack. He eased back on the intensity of the field he’d created, until it fit into the palm of his hand, then disappeared into nothingness. 

“Now would probably be a good time to leave,” Bellicus said. “Whatever you did, you scared them into keeping their distance.”

“Yes,” Adin agreed, “but they will be back, perceiving the lack of an attack as a sign of weakness.” Just as a creature aligned to the Dark Side would. “I think I’ve seen what I came here to see. Let’s go,” he said, walking back to the speeder with Bellicus bringing up the rear.

Negotiation Chambers

Diplomatic Residence, Sahmly City
Master Toock twitched her nose, then one drooping ear, and sighed. “I think, perhaps, we should take a break before I give sector assignments.” She looked at the Jedi masters arranged before her and tilted her head. “Yes, most definitely a break.” She waited until the Jedi and Sahmlian representatives stirred, separated, and began to converse in small groups before she approached Qui-Gon. He sat at the long table, fingers steepled in front of him.

“Is everything alright, Master Jinn?” She hopped up into the chair beside the Jedi Master.

Qui-Gon looked up from his state of deep thought, startled. “Yes, Master Toock.”

“I only ask because I sensed a distinct lack of focus on your part. Your concentration on the negotiations is divided. That is unlike you.”

“I apologize for my inattention, Master Toock.”

“What has your thoughts so disjointed, Qui-Gon Jinn?” The little Master Negotiator tucked her furred arms inside the wide sleeves of her Jedi robes. Large, indigo eyes regarded the man quizzically. Their wide innocence disguised a mind every bit as complex as Master Yoda's.

Qui-Gon sighed, and rubbed a hand over his face. “I do apologize, Master Toock. My padawan was upset earlier, and I let it affect me.”

“I felt distress also. Another Master in this room is upset and attempts to hide it. Perhaps the upsets are related?” Toock’s floppy ears wiggled on the sides of her head, gathering in sound- and information.  

One could not be a master negotiator without being incredibly astute, both about people, and eddies in the Force. Qui-Gon was chagrined to presume he could have hid his pensive mood from the little Kushiban. “Yes, the upsets are related,” Qui-Gon answered honestly. “But I think it has to be worked out for itself. It should not have an effect on negotiations.”

Toock nodded. “Everything has an effect on negotiations, Qui-Gon Jinn. Even a mere padawan can send ripples into the Force, affecting everything in its path.” Her nose twitched as she regarded Qui-Gon. “Likewise, what touches the master touches the padawan.”

“I understand, Master Toock. But I do think things are under control, now.” 

Toock looked from Qui-Gon to Ak’ra Dushiko, who stared out the window at the front of the meeting room. “These alterations in the Force, I do not like them. They muddy thought.” She took a breath. “This world is colored with the Dark Side... but it is such a subtle coloring, I cannot pinpoint the source. I feel it lurking beneath every word and every action. Some more than others.”

Qui-Gon nodded. “I feel it also. I think that is what is making everyone so edgy. It promotes... aggression.” His gaze involuntarily went to Dushiko. 

Toock followed his gaze, tiny frown crossing her face, fur subtly changing to a slate blue. “If anyone in this room should be able to feel the Darkness on this planet, it is Ak’ra Dushiko. But I sense his concentration to be even more fragmented than yours, Qui-Gon Jinn. Perhaps I shall remind everyone of the need to meditate, and clear their thoughts of lingering negativity.” She straightened. “I have an Explorer on planet. I have assigned him to investigate this world more deeply. He will discover what we are unaware of, I am sure of it." One paw rubbed over an ear, and Master Toock's fur brightened to cerulean. "I expect to be informed of any problems you have on this world, Master Jinn. Do not make me seek you out. The smallest word or gesture or action can change negotiations, and alter the destiny of a planet.” She gave a small smile, nearly indistinguishable on her furred and whiskered face. “Likewise the smallest non-action.”

Qui-Gon bowed his head. “I understand, Master Negotiator.” He watched her bounce away, to where Dushiko still stared out the window. Her conversation with him was short. Dushiko stood with arms crossed over his chest, shaking his head to Toock’s queries. She left him there, moving to talk to the others. Qui-Gon had no intention of talking to Dushiko, but somehow he found himself up and moving towards the other man before he realized what he was doing. If Toock had inserted a suggestion in his mind, it had been masterfully done. Qui-Gon almost thought the encounter was his own idea.

Ak’ra Dushiko turned from the window as Qui-Gon approached, and raised an eyebrow. “Have you come to berate me about my lack of concentration also?”

“No, I came to commiserate. I was also taken to task,” Qui-Gon replied. 

Dushiko turned his back on the other Jedi to stare out the window once again. “The Dark Side lurks out there, I can feel it. We would do more for these negotiations to seek it out than to be locked up in a room presenting countless factions demands.” 

“It must be difficult for a Weapons Master to be stuck in a room… talking.” Qui-Gon moved forward to look out the window also. The view was magnificent; beyond the tops of the sapphire hedges the city laid spread below, a profusion of peach and gold tinged buildings brilliant in the early evening sun. The sky was luminous turquoise, tinged indigo at the edges. Beyond the city the rolling grasslands and savannah extended in all directions toward distant mountains. The tranquility the city projected hid a simmering unrest that was almost palatable, especially for the Force sensitive. Qui-Gon instinctively reached out with his senses, searching for that intangible thing that uniquely identified his padawan in the Force. He found it, and the residual tension that lurked there. Qui-Gon frowned, but withdrew. He sighed heavily and turned to find Dushiko watching him. 

“So, I am not the only one that checks up on my padawan on a regular basis.”

“Obi-Wan was upset by what happened this afternoon. With Remii.”

“I was upset also.”

Qui-Gon waited, but Dushiko did not elaborate. Whether a tacit admission of guilt, or a statement of fact, Qui-Gon couldn’t discern. He couldn’t formulate a question or response that didn’t sound like an accusation. He finally settled on, “Is your padawan very young?”

Dushiko sighed. “Yes. He is a most definitely a youngling. I did not realize how much difference the years make."

“Obi-Wan is much older. Definitely not a youngling.” Qui-Gon smiled briefly at the offense his padawan would take at being thought a child. “He will be ready for the trials in a few years.”

“So soon?” Dushiko shook his head. “My former padawans progressed quickly also. This one grows very slowly. Sometimes I forget. I have never had an apprentice so immature.” He shook his head again.

Qui-Gon could feel the other master’s weariness. The subject of his padawan troubled Dushiko. Deeply. “Has the boy been your apprentice long?”

Ak'ra Dushiko rubbed a hand over his unbearded chin. "I have had Remii almost a year. And a rough time it has been."

"The first year is complex," Qui-Gon agreed. "And if you are unused to the antics of youngsters, it can seem doubly difficult."

"Even more so with this padawan." Dushiko took a deep breath as he faced the other master. He seemed to measure Qui-Gon with his eyes. After a moment, he nodded to himself and confessed, "I am Remii's fourth master." 

Qui-Gon felt his eyes widen. "Fourth? You mean to tell me he was-"

"Returned," Dushiko finished. "Yes. He was returned to the Temple three times. His first master had him an eightday and brought him back. Of the other two, neither kept him more than six eightdays."

"No wonder you say it has been a rough year." Qui-Gon hesitated, then plunged ahead. He sensed the other man was willing to talk, perhaps even needed to talk. "That is highly unusual. Why was he returned?"

Dushiko gave a small smile. "For one, he refused to bond with his masters."

"Surely there was something there, or the Council would have never let him be paired."

"Remii is an eternal optimist. He wanted so desperately to be wanted he convinced himself there was something there... then convinced others." Dushiko looked at Qui-Gon, dark eyes unreadable. "I think need played a big part in the matches. His and others…" Dushiko slowly rubbed his right hand over his left forearm. "Remii also has a knack for pushing a master's buttons." He gave a perplexed smile. "I do not even think the boy is aware of how much Force ability he possesses. Or how he uses it."

"What do you mean that he pushes a master's buttons?"

Dushiko shrugged. "It's hard to explain. In any other Jedi, I would suspect attempted mind manipulation. But Remii seems totally oblivious. Like when I am upset… I feel the upset intensify, but a part of me knows it is not what I want." One hand rubbed his temple a moment. "It's like the emotion is channeled back into me to grow, instead of let out to dissipate. It is strange, and I know I do not explain it well."

"I would very much like to figure it out," Qui-Gon said. "It sounds like a curious use of the Force, reflecting a person's emotions back at them, like a mirror. It seems a defensive tactic destined for failure."

Dushiko looked up sharply. "I have thought the same thing. But it is elusive, and when I attempt to examine Remii's actions through our bond, it disappears."

Qui-Gon that asked a question that surprised even him by its intrusiveness. "Your bond is strong with the padawan then?"

Dushiko looked shocked, but the same compulsion that made Qui-Gon ask seemed to make Dushiko answer. "No, it is not. The Council created the bond. They promised it would be replaced by one of our own over time, but I have not seen it." Dushiko gave a small shrug. "Remii accepts things as they are. He does not seem to understand what was done."

"But you do?" Qui-Gon asked.

"I understand this youth is important to the Council's plans. I do the bidding of the Council, as we all do." Dushiko flashed that perplexed smile again. "Although, after our first month together I discovered other reasons Remii gave masters problems. He is very stubborn." 

“Indeed?" Qui-Gon asked, intrigued. 

"But he is an exceptionally talented youth, strong in the Force, and strong in character," Dushiko said softly. "He is compassionate, loyal, and eager to learn. Master Yoda asked me personally to take the boy on, to teach him discipline, and weapons skills. How could I refuse? 'A challenge he will be'," Dushiko said in imitation. “‘Learn to defend himself he must.'" Dushiko rubbed his face with one hand as if to wipe the memories away. "I enjoy a challenge as much as the next Jedi, but… I think Master Yoda has a perverse sense of humor…"

"I did not see an exceptional talent with a light saber on the practice field," Qui-Gon ventured cautiously. To his surprise, Dushiko threw back his head and laughed. 

"I wish developing a potential Guardian was all I was tasked with," Dushiko said. "That I could do." He looked at Qui-Gon. "No, Master Yoda gave to me the responsibility of raising a Healer. A True Healer."

"A True Healer?" Qui-Gon sucked in his breath. Healing talent among the Jedi was very rare. And very valuable. No True Healers had been discovered in at least a century. Many Jedi with latent healing potential simply lost it as they entered their teens. Through trial and error, the Council discovered careful nurturing increased the odds that the talented padawan would reach his trials with at least some healing ability intact. Problem was, True Healers were extremely vulnerable. For some reason, Dark Siders gravitated to True Healers, and preyed upon them with a single-minded viciousness, as if the antithesis were too much for them to bear. A True Healer raised to Knighthood would help the Jedi Order tremendously. 
So why was Remii with Akra Dushiko, a man whose skill with a light saber made him an exceptional Guardian?

Dushiko gave him a sardonic grin. "I can see the wheels turning, Qui-Gon Jinn. Why has this Warrior Jedi been entrusted with one of the Councils most valuable resources? I ask myself that question everyday, twice a day when Remii is particularly troublesome."

"If Master Yoda thought you were the best man for the job, then I'm sure he had a reason," Qui-Gon replied slowly. 

"It would have been nice if he let me in on it."

"What, and ruin his reputation?" Qui-Gon raised an eyebrow at the other man. It faded as he thought about the pairing of Remii and Ak'ra Dushiko. It seemed odd on the surface, to pair a venerated Weapons Master with an empathetic neophyte healer. To be sure Remii could learn much from the older man. Another thought rose, unbidden. I wonder what the Council intended for Ak'ra to learn from this padawan? As Qui-Gon matured, he came to realize master-padawan pairings were seldom one-way affairs. Masters were never too old to learn. Although we are too often too caught up in our own importance to listen to what those younger than us are trying to say.  It was an idea that warranted further thought. Qui-Gon brought his attention back to the present and studied the Weapons Master opposite him. "Why does the Council want Remii to be so weapons proficient? He'll likely spend his knighthood in the Temple where it is safe-"

"If he makes it to his Knighthood," Dushiko interrupted. "I understand now why he was returned so many times. The boy does test a master's dedication." He turned abruptly and looked out the window. 

Qui-Gon waited, but nothing else was forthcoming. “Many times I’ve found my patience sorely tested by my padawan also. Obi-Wan is responsible for most of the gray you see in my hair. But the joys have outweighed the frustrations.”

Dushiko turned around and smiled bleakly. "If I get out of this training with only gray hair, I will consider myself fortunate. The Council was not in total agreement that I be assigned to Remii. I do not think they know what they want to do with him. There was mention of the uncertainty of the boy’s path, Master Yoda said that much. And the Council did agree Remii needs discipline, and that my methods could teach him that." Dushiko spread his hands in a gesture of frustration. "I just am not sure why they think weapons training for this healer child is the way to go.”

"Protection?" Qui-Gon suggested. 

"The child shows meager skill with a light saber. They would do better to assign him a full time bodyguard."

"Perhaps they did."

Dushiko looked up, eyes wide and dismay plain on his lined face, but before he could respond, Saa Duut clapped her hands sharply. Everyone fell silent.

"Masters and Ambassadors, please take your seats," Master Toock announced from her perch on a high stool. "I have just received word that fighting has broken out in the streets of Sahmly City." She held up a paw to quell the murmurs. "I will assign each Ambassador a Jedi escort. Please go out to your people and restore order. We cannot allow this unrest to continue, or it will only escalate. One moment, while I make the assignments." Master Toock turned to Saa Duut and her ever-present data pad. 

Qui-Gon pushed down a twinge of impatience at not being able to talk with the Weapons Master further. But at least the lines of communication between himself and Dushiko were now open.

~~~~

Obi-Wan approached the door to Remii and Master Dushiko’s quarters and hesitated. He cast his senses outward, searching for signs of the other apprentice- or his master. He found no trace of Ak’ra Dushiko, but Remii’s mental fingerprint reverberated strongly. Trails of colored music hung in the air. Remii must have been up very early and played his flute-pipe for hours to leave that kind of trace in the Force. Even now, the imperceptible comfort of the music surrounded Obi-Wan. He placed his hand firmly against the announcing panel. “Obi-Wan Kenobi.”

An inordinately long time passed, and Remii didn’t answer the door. Obi-Wan reached out with his senses. The apprentice was there, in the room, but not answering. Obi-Wan pressed his hand to the panel again. “Remii... Are you okay? Answer the door.” 

Again the silence.

Obi-Wan pressed the panel. “Remii, I know you’re in there. Please answer the door.”

Remii’s weary voice came back through the panel. “Go away, Obi-Wan.”

“I can’t do that, Remii. Not until you open the door so I can see you.”

“I’m fine. Now go away.”

“Remii...”

“Leave me alone, Obi. I’m not allowed out of the room.”

“So let me in.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Why not?” Obi-Wan asked. “Did Master Dushiko forbid me to come in? Or just for you to go out?”

Silence.

Obi-Wan slapped the panel. “I’m not going away, Remii. Not until I talk to you face to face.” He waited. “I mean it, Remii. I’m going to wait right here until you open the door.” When nothing happened, he sighed, and sank down cross-legged in front of the door. He placed his mind in light meditation, prepared to wait all morning if necessary. Long minutes passed, and then time faded away as Obi-Wan concentrated on his meditation. Eventually, he felt the brush of Remii’s sense touch. 

The door opened. “What do you want, Obi-Wan?”

Obi-Wan separated himself from his meditation by degrees, opening his eyes to look up at the resigned youth. He came to his feet in one graceful move, and smiled down at the unsociable apprentice. “I merely wanted to see how you were today.” Obi-Wan examined Remii’s face, suppressing a frown at the blatant evidence of yesterday’s run in with Dushiko. Remii’s left eye and cheekbone were bruised, and his lip split and swollen. Obi-Wan reached his hand toward the bruises, and Remii flinched. Obi-Wan's heart dropped to see the fear Remii tried so hard to suppress. 

“What do you want, Obi-Wan Kenobi?" Remii demanded again.

“Why haven’t you done a healing trance?” Obi-Wan scolded in his best big brother voice. “It shouldn’t take much to help those injuries.”

“I was told not to heal."

“I’m sure your master did not mean for you to neglect yourself.”

“Not healing means not healing. Me or anyone else,” Remii replied, lifting his chin. 

Obi-Wan bit back a sudden grin. Remii was a stubborn little brat. The amusement faded when Obi-Wan recalled how Remii’s defiance got him the bruises in the first place. “Well, I was not told not to heal,” Obi-Wan said. He walked past Remii into the room. “Get in here.” The table was strewn with lesson and data pads. 

“What are you doing?” Remii shut the door and stared at him, wide eyed. 

“I was not told to not heal. So I’ll fix your face, and your other injuries.”

“You’re not a healer.”

“Well, neither are you,” Obi-Wan retorted. “You’re a padawan learner just like me. So sit down, shut up, and learn something.”

Remii stared at him, then slowly sat in the chair by the table. “Okay... now what?”

“Now you tell me how to do it.”

“Do what?”

“Heal you.” Obi-Wan rubbed a hand over his head, embarrassed. “I know how to heal myself somewhat... most of us non healer padawans start learning that when we gain more control over our Force abilities. I also know that what real healers do is far different, and that if it could be easily taught, we would have a horde of Jedi Healers in the Temple instead of the few that are there. So I want to know... how do you do it?”

Remii frowned, and reached up to tug on his padawan braid. “I don’t think it’s much different than healing yourself... just... reach for the Force, and make it right...”

“I’m not sure I understand,” Obi-Wan said.

"You just make the injury right…" Remii repeated.

"I know what's right with me, but how do I know what is right for others?" Obi-Wan asked. 

Remii tugged on his braid again. "Maybe that's why I am a healer. I just know… when it's right. Or wrong."

"I'd say you're on to something. I don't even have a clue as where to start on others. But it's worth a try." Obi-Wan approached the youth, and reached a hand towards Remii's face.

Remii flinched again. 

“It’s okay, I’m not going to hurt you.” Obi-Wan reached slowly, and rested his hand on Remii's shoulder, then gave it a light squeeze. "It's okay…"

“Sorry...” Remii avoided Obi-Wan’s eyes. “Maybe you better start on an easier area... faces can be tricky.” He shrugged out of his under tunic. Bruises covered his ribcage and sternum. Additional bruises were scattered over Remii’s biceps and shoulders.

Obi-Wan opened his mouth.

Remii raised a hand. “Don’t. It is not your concern. What happened is between my master and me.”

“Remii... I was responsible. I talked you into sparring outside.”

“I knew the risks of disobeying. I accepted them, and I accept the consequences.” 

“He shouldn’t have done it,” Obi-Wan said firmly. There was no way he would condone this. “It wasn’t fair punishment.”

Remii gave him a small smile. “Master Dushiko agrees with you. He says he has no idea what came over him, and his conduct shames the Jedi Masters. He apologized." Remii rubbed his eyes. "He hugged me and said he was sorry and it wouldn't happen again."

“Oh...” Obi-Wan wrestled with this new information. 

“He has been upset and on edge ever since we set foot on this planet,” Remii said with a small shrug. “He hasn’t been himself.”

“Master Qui-Gon also seems more pensive than usual. I can sense him searching the Force... but for what, I don’t know.” Obi-Wan frowned. “Even when we interviewed the Screes, I could sense something not right. Did you feel that from the Screes also?”

“I...I didn’t get to go with my master on the interviews,” Remii replied. 

“Why not?”

“I don’t know. Master Dushiko just said it wasn’t safe.” Remii shook his head. “He’s been keeping a close watch on me since we came on this mission.”

“Is this your first mission together?”

“No. I’ve been with him on other missions, and he let me help. Some. It’s just this one. And ever since he talked with Master Yoda when we returned from our last mission, he’s been keeping watch on me.” Remii threw the shirt in his hand to the floor. “I don’t understand! Master Dushiko told me I did well on our last mission. Why would he tell me one thing and Master Yoda another?”

“How do you know he told Master Yoda differently?” Obi-Wan asked. 

“Because ever since we left the Temple after our last mission, Master Dushiko has been on my case.   ‘Be careful, Remii, be attentive to the Force, Remii, beware the Dark Side, Remii, do not wander so far, Remii, something may happen.’ I am not a child!” 

“Well... technically, you are,” Obi-Wan said slowly. “I looked up Ashokia in the planetary database. According to my calculations... you are a child, Remii Hajradurama. You are barely fifteen. Why did you lie to me?”

“I...I didn’t lie...not really...”

“You lied, Remii. Planetary age alignment calculations aside, you are not what you said you are.”

Remii looked down. “I’m sorry, Obi-Wan.”

“Why didn’t you just say you were younger? Jedi do not lie.”

“I wanted you to like me. I never get to play with other padawans. Master Dushiko says it is undignified and I must concentrate on my lessons.” Remii looked up, golden brown eyes wide. “You are almost a Knight. I was afraid you wouldn’t want anything to do with me if you knew I was so young.”

“First of all, what kind of Jedi would I be if I judged people solely by age, or looks, or ability? Master Qui-Gon tells me constantly to be mindful of the Living Force... and of others.” Obi-Wan paced. “I am not a Knight yet, even if I was, why in the worlds would you think I wouldn’t like you?”

Remii stared at him. “You’re Obi-Wan Kenobi, one of the most promising Jedi among the padawani. My master knew who you were. He was eager to work with you...” Remii stared at his hands. “As you noticed, my master is not proud of my weapons abilities.”

 “Be mindful of your attitude, my friend. Jedi are also not jealous... or envious.” Obi-Wan sighed.

Remii gave him a small smile. “Yes, Master...”

Obi-Wan grinned. “Jedi also respect their elders, brat.” He ruffled Remii’s short spiky hair. “Now, let’s see if I can figure this healing thing out...” He placed his hand over the largest bruise on Remii’s shoulder. “Now what?”

“Now concentrate on the Force, gather it as you ‘feel’ the wound with your senses...”

Obi-Wan concentrated. “And then?”

“And then... you fix it,” Remii said. “You make what is wrong, right again. Just like you do on yourself.”

“It is easier on myself...”

“Of course it is, you know yourself, your mind instinctively wants to make things right.”

Obi-Wan reached with his senses, and tried to will the bruise to go away.

“Ow!” Remii jerked away from his touch and cowered back. 

“What? What did I do?”

“It hurt. I think you concentrated too hard. Healing requires a delicate touch.”

“I don’t understand what I’m supposed to do.”

Remii chewed his lower lip in frustration. “You just... make it right. Make the cells and muscle the way they are supposed to be. Disease and injury are wrong. And the body knows it. So you have to find what’s ‘right’ and use the Force to make the right... right.” He shrugged helplessly. 

“What do you mean by right?”

“It’s when you are one with the Force... You, the patient, the injury... and the Force are all in harmony. It’s like the music when the notes all fall together.” He sighed heavily. “I can’t explain it. I’m not good enough yet to explain how I do what I do. My Master doesn’t even know how I do healing. And I can’t tell him. I’m a lousy student.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Obi-Wan said. “And get over the idea you have to be perfect for your master. It will only make you crazy.”

“But I have to be perfect for Master Dushiko.”

“Or he’ll send you back to the Temple?”

Remii’s face drained of color. “How did you know that?”

“I was listening yesterday. How do you think I figured out your master hit you?”

“So now you know...” Remii hung his head. “I am such a bad padawan that nobody wants me. Master Yoda had to make Master Dushiko take me.”

“Master-padawan pairings are by mutual consent, Remii. The Council only approves them as a formality.”

Remii shook his head vigorously. “Master Dushiko had to take me because the Council said so. Master Yoda said the others couldn’t handle me, I overheard them talking when I was with the Healers. I don’t know why they said that, I’m not a bad person, Obi-Wan…” 

"I know you aren't, Remii. Maybe you just misunderstood?"

The youth looked at Obi-Wan through narrowed eyes. “Master Yoda told me to stay out of trouble. He said he didn’t want to see me at the Temple again until I was ready for my Trials. Do you know what it’s like to find out even the Council doesn’t want you around?”

“Remii, I-”

“Don’t say you understand, Obi-Wan Kenobi! You can’t possibly understand!” Remii glared at Obi-Wan, eyes dark, and leapt to his feet. “You do everything right! You can be anything you want! All I could do was some healing, and now my master took that away from me, too. I hate it here! I wish I’d never come to this stupid planet!” Tears welled, and Remii dashed at them with the back of a hand, then kicked the chair and knocked it over. He kicked the chair again, and with the sweep of an arm knocked his data pads to the floor, then looked around for something else to strike. The very air vibrated with Force energy.

Faced with the unusual task of calming a padawan in the throes of a meltdown, Obi-Wan reached for the one example he knew would not fail him. What would Qui-Gon do in this situation? 

He could feel the tenuous hold Remii had on himself; the young padawan was about to explode. Obi-Wan shielded as Remii’s emotions seesawed. The Force shimmered with tension.

Obi-Wan did the one thing he was certain Qui-Gon would have done in his place. He projected a wave of calm and love and soothing at the upset boy. He took the Force and surrounded Remii with it like a Jedi cloak. He could feel the younger apprentice’s anxiety, and disconnectedness, and a trace of something wild and dark. It alarmed Obi-Wan. Still radiating a soothing calm, Obi walked over and dropped his hands to Remii’s shoulders. 

The Force emotion that leapt from the boy shocked Obi, he almost jerked away and fought the urge to shake the padawan to his senses. Obi-Wan thanked the Force Qui-Gon had taught him such potent- and automatic- shielding techniques. He wasn't arrogant enough to assume he could calm Remii with words alone, but he needed an opening to get through to the boy. Qui-Gon often told him touch was one of the most powerful and basic of human emotions.

Obi-Wan split his perceptions between quieting the youth, and keeping Remii's raw Force energy from singeing his senses. He pressed his hands down on Remii's shoulders. At Obi-Wan’s renewed touch; the wildness leapt against his shields, then receded. Obi-Wan continued to knead the boy’s shoulders, attempting to send Remii calm through physical contact. 

 “You are not attuned, Remii. Center yourself in the Force.” Obi-Wan drew on his store of memories of Qui-Gon’s strength and composure, and projected them towards the other padawan. “Calm... find your center.” He continued to rub his hands over Remii’s tense shoulders, thinking that if he removed them before Remii gained control, the boy would shatter into a million pieces. He felt Remii begin to draw on the Force, and helped the youngster by directing positive Force energy his way.  Calm, you are in control, believe it…
After a few minutes, Remii began to take deep breaths. “I’m sorry, Obi-Wan. I don’t know what came over me. I usually can handle things...” He rubbed his eyes and sniffed, and shrugged out from under Obi-Wan's touch.

Obi-Wan dropped his hands. “We are all a little stressed of late, my friend. Think nothing of it.” Obi-Wan could feel Remii’s mortification at the loss of self-control. He turned away to give the boy time to compose himself. Obi-Wan reached down and picked the data pads up off the floor and placed them on the table. “How much schoolwork do you still have, Remii?”

“I need to finish a paper in my Sector History class, then I'm caught up. I just don’t understand the incident that they use as a basis for comparison.” Remii picked his crumpled under tunic up off the floor and wiped his face with it, then tugged it over his head. “It is the Saktarian Problem.”

“I can help you, if you like,” Obi-Wan offered. 

“I would appreciate it,” Remii replied. He looked Obi-Wan in the eye a long moment then gave a formal bow. “I thank you for your assistance, Apprentice Kenobi.”

"You are most welcome. You may ask me for help anytime you need it, Remii. Remember that."

"I will try." Remii gave a small smile.

Obi-Wan nodded, drew two chairs up to the table, and soon they were engrossed in a discussion of trade imbalance and its ramifications on the planets involved. That Remii was intelligent was not a question, it was his dogged persistence that impressed Obi-Wan more. As Remii reached a conclusion, and began to write it up, Obi-Wan pulled the other data pads to him and paged through. The ones on alien anatomy gave him pause. They looked complex, far above the level of even a very bright youngster. The pad held a database of Sahmlian anatomy based on Remii’s observations. Obi-Wan was embarrassed that Remii observed ten times what he had about the natives, when Obi-Wan met more Sahmlians than Remii had even seen. Before he could ask the other apprentice about it, Obi-Wan heard the door to the quarters slide open. Obi-Wan felt Remii's surge of fright, and was astounded by its depth. How can a padawan fear his master? Something is very wrong.

Ak'ra Dushiko entered the quarters, one hand pressed to his left shoulder. Blood dripped from a gash over his right eye and traced a line around the high cheekbone.

"Master!" Remii leapt to his feet, overturning the chair in his haste. "What happened?" He ran to the Weapons Master and stood, anxiously looking up at Dushiko. "You are hurt!"

"It is nothing, Padawan. A scratch."

Obi-Wan could sense Remii's panic. He was afraid for his master… I, too, have fears something will happen to Qui-Gon… but not like this. This fear is extreme. Obi-Wan rose to his feet and watched them. 

"Master, what is wrong with your arm?" Remii asked.

Dushiko rubbed his shoulder. "I was hit with rocks, Padawan. Bruises, nothing more."

"Let me heal the cut. It looks deep." Remii reached a hand up.

Dushiko caught his hand and gently pushed it away. "No, Padawan. Remember what I told you. No healing."

"But you are hurt!"

"I can heal myself, Padawan, these injuries are nothing."

"But-"

"I told you no, Padawan. We've been over this. No healing."

Obi-Wan felt the wild flicker of Force energy batter against Remii's recently regained controls. They crumpled, and the fear washed itself away on a tide of anger. 

"Why won't you let me help you? Am I that incompetent? Do you hate me that much?" Remii shouted at his master. 

Obi-Wan moved before he thought, stepping between the shocked master and his emotional overwrought padawan. Shielded, he tried to deflect Remii's outpour of negative emotion away from Dushiko. He could sense Dushiko gather himself to respond, and the response was a reflection of Remii's anger. Obi-Wan held up a hand. "Both of you! Stop and think. Something is wrong here. Remii, we just went through this. Center yourself. Now! Master, please do the same."  

Dushiko stared at Obi-Wan in astonishment, blinked, then gathered himself. He took deep breaths and his gaze turned inward.

 Remii stood frozen in place, wild emotions palatable on the Force. With tremendous effort, he began the task of dissipating the stockpile of anger and fear he'd harbored. Obi-Wan could feel the ripples in the Force as Remii threw the dread and rage out into the universe. Flickers of Darkness lurked, attracted by the dark passions. Several long minutes passed as Remii fought an internal battle for control of his emotions.  Obi-Wan knew when he had achieved it, for the boy sagged visibly and gave a trembling smile.

Obi-Wan reached out then and placed his hands on Remii's shoulders. "Are you centered now?"

Remii nodded, then with effort, looked up at Dushiko. "I'm sorry, Master," he whispered. "I didn't mean it."

Dushiko's eyes searched his padawan's, and he nodded, evidently satisfied by what he felt. "I know you didn't, Padawan. But you must learn control. Discipline is the key…" He walked over, reached out a hand towards Remii’s face and rubbed a thumb gently over the bruised cheekbone. After a minute, he dropped his hand to Remii’s shoulder, and squeezed. Remii leaned against him and closed his eyes. 

Dushiko's hand smoothed his apprentice's spiky hair a moment before he gently pushed Remii away. “I am in great need of deep meditation, Padawan," he said, "I will heal these wounds and clear my head for negotiations. Why don't you go eat mid-meal?” 

"Alone?"

"Perhaps Apprentice Kenobi will accompany you." Dushiko looked to Obi-Wan.

“Certainly, Master Dushiko.”

"But, Master… I want you to come with me," Remii said.

"I must meditate, Padawan. Please don't argue."

Remii's face flashed disappointment, but he nodded. "Yes, Master."

Dushiko looked down at his apprentice. “But first, young padawan, I want you to jump in the ‘fresher. You have not bathed since our exercise yesterday.” He raised an eyebrow. “I realize bathing is not on your top list of priorities, but it is on mine. I would not want our hosts to find you... offensive.”  

"Yes, Master…"

"Use water, Remii, and try to meditate under it. I think it will help you regain your center."

Remii started saving his work and gathering data pads. “Yes, Master.” After stacking the data pads on the table, Remii dropped to the floor to pull off the knee-high boots. He stripped off the cream colored pants, belt, and under tunic in short order before heading for the refresher. The door closed with a thunk behind him, and they were left with the clothing Remii scattered in his haste. It looked as if a small whirlwind struck the room.  

Obi-Wan grinned. He turned and caught the look on Dushiko's face, it hovered somewhere between exasperation and bemusement.  “I was not fond of bathing at that age either, Master,” Obi-Wan commented, "It seemed like an inconceivable waste of time."

Dushiko turned to face Obi-Wan, and examined him again.   “I understand that this too, shall pass. My other padawans came to me older. Much older. More your age.”  He picked up the clothes from the floor, piled them neatly on a chair, then pulled out Remii's carry all and a clean set of cream colored tunics and trousers. He laid them out on the bed.  “My other padawans did not require so much…” Dushiko trailed off, searching for the right word, “…care.”

Obi-Wan had a flash of insight. Jedi padawan Remii might be, but he was just a child. And Master Dushiko knew nothing about youngsters. "Children do not often have good control over their emotions, Master Dushiko," Obi-Wan ventured. "I don't think he intended to yell at you."

"He knows my expectations, Obi-Wan. Discipline, concentration, and control." Dushiko sank into a chair and used a small cloth to dab at the blood on his forehead. "Discipline is the cornerstone of a Jedi. I expect Remii to be disciplined. They maybe we will have fewer incidents such as this."

"I think he was just… afraid," Obi-Wan ventured.

"Afraid? What has he to be afraid of?" Dushiko looked at Obi-Wan. "He is a child, if anything children don't know how to fear yet." 

"He is afraid something will happen to you."

"Me? Nonsense. I am a Jedi Master. I can take care of myself." 

Obi-wan dropped his gaze, unsure of how to inform a master of a padawan's worries. Did this man not see how much his apprentice worshipped him? 

"Part of becoming a Jedi is to put away childish fears," Dushiko continued. He folded the bloodstained cloth and set it on the nightstand. The cut on his head was dry, and beginning to scab over. 

"That does not mean it is easy," Obi-Wan said, then flushed as he realized he had just scolded a Jedi Master. 

"No, it does not," Dushiko replied, fixing Obi-Wan with a curious gaze. "I cannot help comparing you with my padawan.”  Dushiko rubbed a hand over his face, then gave Obi-Wan a tired smile.  “Your master impressed on me that you are a level headed and responsible apprentice, Obi-Wan Kenobi. I didn’t want Remii to be with others, but I realize now that Remii needs contact with padawans as well as his master. He needs to see how other padawans conduct themselves. Maybe it will rub off." Dushiko got to his feet. "I have one request to make of you, Apprentice Kenobi. Please do not take Remii off the Diplomatic Grounds. I sense something…maybe someone, out there, someone with malicious intent, and until I identify what causes my unease, I do not wish Remii exposed to Sahmly City and the strangers that lurk there. Is this understood?”

 “Yes, Master Dushiko. Remii is to remain on the Diplomat Grounds," Obi-Wan repeated.  "May we also practice katas and sabers, Master?”

Dushiko hesitated, then gave a nod.  “Yes. It will keep him out of trouble." He set Remii's boots next to the bed and turned. "You are extremely competent with a light saber, Apprentice Kenobi. It is a pity I do not have more time to train you. Perhaps Master Jinn will consent to a meeting at a later time." Dushiko folded his arms across his chest. "I was also impressed by your grasp of the Running Dragon Kata. It takes a fluid mind to understand the relation between saber, opponent, and balance.”

"Thank you, Master. I've been working hard on those movements."

"Katas require discipline. Your diligence shows, Obi-Wan."

Remii burst back out of the refresher, skin reddened, towel wrapped around his waist and dark hair slicked down. He appeared calmer, if not cleaner. He looked on floor for his clothes, didn’t see them, found the ones on bed, and dressed methodically, body still spotted with water from the shower. He flopped to the floor to tug on his boots. Light saber and flute-pipe were methodically arranged on his utility belt. He finally glanced up at the two men, gave a shy smile and walked over.

 “Should we bring you back some food, Master?" Remii asked.

He looked up at Dushiko with an eagerness Obi-Wan recognized all too well. The desire to please ones master was a powerful thing. 

Dushiko shook his head.  "I will be gone before you return. I will meditate then go to the negotiations when I have cleared my mind sufficiently, Padawan. But thank you for asking." He straightened Remii's tabards, and smoothed them flat with both hands. "Apprentice Kenobi has agreed to keep an eye on you, Remii. Do not leave the Diplomat Grounds. Do as you are told." Dushiko pulled the wet braid off Remii’s face and flipped it back.  “We will have late meal together, Padawan. We will talk then.” 

“Yes, Master,” Remii replied. 

 “Go eat,” Dushiko said. 

The two padawans headed for the door.

 “Padawans?”

 They turned. 

“Do not forget your robes. If we are to be neutral observers here, we must dress and behave appropriately at all times, especially around the Sahmlians. If we do not let our guard down we will not disturb the delicate balance of these negotiations.” 

Both padawans nodded.  “Yes, Master Dushiko...” they chorused as they grabbed up their brown Jedi robes and slipped them on before leaving.

Once outside door and down the hall, Remii looked at Obi-Wan.  “Thank you, Obi. I seem to be saying that a lot lately.”

 “Don't worry about it." Obi-Wan grabbed the younger boy around the neck and rubbed his knuckles over the short brown hair until Remii broke into laughter and begged him to stop. Obi-Wan released him with a grin. "That's better."

Remii headed for the staircase, took a step down, then turned and looked up at Obi-Wan.   “I wonder what they have to eat today.” He bounced impatiently on the balls of his feet. 

Obi-Wan raised an eyebrow at the other apprentice.  “Are you sure you want to eat before hearing my other news?”

Remii stopped bouncing on the step.  “What?”

“Your master trusts me enough to let us be together while we are here. We can practice katas and saber fight and all that... as long as we stay in the Diplomatic Residence.”

Instead of looking pleased, Remii sighed. 

Baffled that his news wasn't well received, Obi-Wan walked past the younger padawan and continued down stairs.  “Hey, if you don't want to be with me, that's okay.”

Remii hurried after him.  “It’s not that, Obi-Wan... It's just... I haven't seen anything of Sahmly City; the only thing I've seen is what I saw on way here from the spaceport, and the Diplomat Quartering. I wanted to see the city, and the Sahmlians, and what they eat and where they live and-“

“I get it," Obi-Wan interrupted. "But you heard your master. You have to stay on the Diplomat Grounds."

"I heard, I heard…" Remii stopped at the bottom of the stairs and peeked around the corner to the open doors of the four dining areas. He turned back to Obi-Wan. "Let's go eat in the kitchen, okay? There are too many people out there. And some diplomats…"

"There are a lot of people in the kitchens also," Obi-Wan pointed out.

"Yeah, but they aren't… diplomats," Remii countered. "We don't have to be all proper and well, Jedi like."

Obi-Wan grinned. "Point taken." He let Remii lead the way into the kitchens. The moment they stepped through the side doors and were noticed, all activity stopped. Every Sahmlian stared at the Jedi apprentices with wide eyes. Their rills made an almost audible sound as they fluttered wildly. After a moment, one of the Sahmlian cooks fell to her knees and threw her apron over her head. Several followed, and other Sahmlians stood nervously, hands over faces, peeking out between their six fingered hands. 

"Obi, what's going on?" Remii whispered.

"I don't know…"

Remii saw Ga-Ree and walked over to him. The Sahmlian squeaked and covered his hands with his face. "Ga-Ree?"

"Master Jedi!" He fell to his knees and placed his head against the floor. "What can the unworthy Ga-Ree do for you?"

"Why are you acting like this?" When the man didn't answer, Remii looked around, spotted Ga-Ree-Jen, and went towards her. Other Sahmlians bowed or dropped to the floor as he passed. "Ga-Ree-Jen, what is going on?" 

The old Sahmlian did not seem as intimidated as the others. "We are being respectful, Master Jedi."

"I don't understand," Obi-Wan said. "Why are you doing this?" 

Remii merely stared from Ga-Ree-Jen to the other Sahmlians. 

A definitely non-Sahmlian voice broke in from the back of the kitchens. "Because you did something that made a big impression, kid."

Obi-Wan turned. Sitting in the back at their table was a tall, non-descript looking Jedi. With the brown robes, brown hair, and unremarkable face half covered with a short beard, the Jedi looked as if he could blend in almost anywhere. Obi-Wan certainly hadn't noticed him when they walked into the kitchen. On second glance, Obi-Wan realized it was the watchful Knight from the gardens. The Jedi had a big hand cupped around a stoneware mug and one long leg hooked casually around the stool. 

"The Sahmlians told me of the mystical Jedi that healed one of their caste." His sharp blue eyes examined them from head to toe. "I expected a Master on the scale of Depa Billaba or perhaps Evek Piell, not a padawan,” he said as wry amusement twitched on his lips. “So, which one of you is the Force's gift to Sahmly?" His eyes locked on Obi-Wan's.

Obi-Wan shook his head. He reached out, hooked an arm around Remii's neck, and pulled the boy to him. Remii had been staring at the kitchen staff while they stared back. His gaze jerked to the unknown Jedi and his eyes widened. "Who are you?"

Obi-Wan rapped the top of Remii's head with his knuckles. "Be polite. It's obvious he's Jedi."

"Go easy on your friend, kid. It's rather refreshing to find a padawan hasn't had his inquisitiveness lobotomized by the masters yet." The Jedi unfolded himself from the stool and stood. His amused gaze settled on the younger apprentice. "So, you are the padawan who has single-handedly managed to wreak havoc on Master Toock's carefully thought out negotiations. Not that she knows this yet." He came forward until he loomed before the two apprentices. "I am Adin-Duanath Yeriamman, Jedi Knight and Explorer." He gave a short bow.

Obi-Wan released his hold on Remii and returned the bow. "I am Obi-Wan Kenobi, apprentice to Master Qui-Gon Jinn. I am pleased to meet you."

"Likewise, kid. I'm honored to meet a protégé of Master Jinn. I’ve heard great things about him." Yeriamman put his hands on his hips and stared at the other apprentice. "And you are?"

"Remii Hajradurama. My master is Ak'ra Dushiko," Remii replied in a soft voice. He gazed up at the tall knight, eyes wide. "You are truly an Explorer?" 

"Yes, I truly am." Yeriamman stepped closer to the young apprentice and reached out a hand. Remii flinched away, then looked down, unwilling to meet the Jedi's gaze. "Sha, youngling…" Yeriamman placed his palm over the bruise on Remii's face, his other hand on the padawan's shoulder, and closed his eyes. "You have nothing to be ashamed of." Remii closed his eyes, and leaned into the knight's touch. 

Obi-Wan watched them curiously. He felt a tug on the Force, a glimpse of the blue-hedged gardens and a curious undulation of Force energy. Obi-Wan felt a reverberation, images flashed by his senses with frightening speed, then came an outpouring of gentleness, soothing in its completion. He tried to follow, but the ripple dissipated like waves against a distant shore. Obi-Wan watched the expression on Remii's face change from anxious to calm. He sensed the youngster had found his center. After a minute, Yeriamman opened his eyes and removed his hand. The bruise still marked Remii's face, it wasn't healed, but Yeriamman looked satisfied. 

Remii's eyes flew open. He gave the Jedi Knight a puzzled look, then a slow dawning smile. He reached out a hand and placed it on the Jedi's chest. For a long moment the two stared at each other. Obi-Wan could sense a deep satisfaction, and the start of something, although he did not know what. All he knew was, at that moment, everything was right with the Force. 

Remii's stomach growled and Yeriamman laughed, breaking the spell. He threw a friendly arm around the small apprentice's shoulders and gave him a quick hug. "The mysteries of the Force can wait, kid. It's no match for a hungry padawan." Yeriamman dropped his arm, turned, and questioned one of the Sahmlians in their language before he moved over to a cooking area and grabbed some bowls off a shelf. He filled them from a simmering pot, came back and set them on the table. One more trip and the knight secured an additional bowl of food and three spoons. Gesturing for the padawans to sit, he dropped a spoon in each bowl and reclaimed his stool. The two apprentices waited politely until he took the first bite before they started. 

Yeriamman paused and took a greenroll from the basket a silent Sahmlian server put on the table before him. "So, tell me what you kids have learned about these people." He leaned his bearded chin on a hand and looked ready to listen all afternoon.

Obi-Wan began to talk, and told Yeriamman about his impressions of the city and the Sahmlians from his investigations with Qui-Gon. As he spoke, he became aware of Remii retreating within himself. Obi-Wan stopped talking and turned to the youth. "Tell Knight Yeriamman what you've learned, Remii."

"Call me Adin," Yeriamman said absently, not taking his eyes off the younger apprentice. 

“Tell Adin," Obi-Wan said.

"There is nothing to tell. I know nothing. I am not allowed off the grounds, how could I know anything." Remii would not look at the tall knight.

"You know more than you think, young one. Tell me about healing the woman. I would like to hear about that."

Obi-Wan felt the small Force push of encouragement Yeriamman gave to Remii. The Knight bathed the apprentice in a pool of support, and waited. 

Remii finally looked up. "Why do you want to know?"

"Because you did something wonderful, Padawan. You saved a life. And I would like to hear you tell me about it," Yeriamman said quietly. He leaned across the table and fixed his bright blue eyes on the apprentice. "I am proud of you."

Fascinated, Obi-Wan watched as Yeriamman drew the story out of Remii, bit by bit, until the reluctant boy told of healing the woman's arm and his embarrassment at failing to heal it completely. 

Yeriamman sat back. "Burns are tricky. Temple healers have a hard time with them; so do not disparage your abilities, Padawan. Sahmlian anatomy is more complex than many of us are aware of. You did well."

Obi-Wan felt pleased at the Knight's praise of his friend, and a little annoyed he hadn't thought to commend the youth himself, instead of worry about how it happened. That Remii needed encouragement was very obvious. Now. Obi-Wan looked up to find the knight smiling.

"There is much to learn through the Force, if we keep an open mind. Correct, Obi-Wan Kenobi?"

"Yes, Knight Yeriamman. There is much to learn." 

"Call me Adin. 'Knight Yeriamman' makes you sound like a Council member about to hand out an unpleasant assignment." Adin grinned at him.

Obi-Wan grinned in return. It was hard not to.

"Why don't we go outside and walk in the gardens?" Adin suggested. "I find myself in need of a stroll."

Obi-Wan readily agreed. Remii hesitated, then gave a brief nod. The younger apprentice picked up their bowls. He jumped when a Sahmlian rushed over to snatch the bowls from him, bowing and avoiding Remii's eyes. Ga-Ree-Jen appeared to shoo the bowing servant off. 

"You do not serve us, Master Jedi, we serve you," she said to Remii in Basic.

"I can take care of myself," Remii protested.

Ga-Ree-Jen gave a smile and small bow. "Of course, Master Jedi." She then did something that set up a collective gasp from the watching Sahmlians. She reached out one six-fingered hand and gently stroked the bruise on Remii's cheek. Her rills fluttered. A flush colored Remii's face, and he looked at the ground. "We wish to help," Ga-Ree-Jen said. 

Adin stepped forward and put his arm around Remii's shoulders. "The help of the Ga Scree is valued by these Jedi. The wisdom of the Ga Scree is also valued." 

Ga-Ree-Jen dropped her hand. "The Ga Scree are unworthy."

Remii reached out to touch her arm. "Not to me," he said. "You are my friends."

Obi-Wan felt the atmosphere in the kitchens shift imperceptibly. He saw the Sahmlian's rills flare wildly, underneath his visual perceptions he became aware of a collective consciousness. It radiated determination, and pride. His eyes went to the tall knight. 

Adin stood with his head tilted to the side, listening. Obi-Wan sensed though the Knight’s powers of observation might appear latent, waiting to be called upon, there was little in their surroundings the big Knight missed. Adin finally smiled, and turned his gaze to Obi-Wan a moment before giving Remii's shoulders a squeeze. "Come on, kid. Let's get outside in the fresh air." He gave Ga-Ree-Jen a nod, and started for the door, arm still around Remii's shoulders. 

Obi-Wan trailed, still puzzling out the undercurrents in the kitchens. The explorer walked with his arm still around Remii and spoke quietly. Something he said made the boy laugh, a musical sound much like the notes Remii played on his flutepipe. The two Jedi disappeared around a turn in the hedges. Obi-Wan slowed, lost in thought. He wandered on, realized he didn't see the other Jedi ahead of him and backtracked. 

Again he heard Remii's laughter, and followed it to a hedge opening. Remii and Adin stood face to face in the middle of a sprawling garden, hands on each other's shoulders in a wrestling pose. Obi-Wan walked into the garden and sat on a nearby bench to watch. Adin-Duanath must have conceded a great deal, because Remii struggled mightily, and toppled the big knight to the ground. Adin just laughed, reached out, grabbed Remii by the ankle, and dumped the youth on top of him. Remii used a flip to regain his feet and stood with a smile, eyes shining. Adin rose to his feet and looked over. 

"Come wrestle with us, Obi-Wan. I won't give you as much a head start as this one, but I'll make it even."

"No thank you, Adin," Obi-Wan said. "I just want to watch." 

"Suit yourself." The knight removed his cloak and tossed it to the grass. He then removed the blaster and light saber, and placed them carefully on the cloak, within easy reach. Remii mimicked the Explorer's movements and laid out his light saber. He fingered the flutepipe a moment before placing it as reverently as Adin when he laid down the light saber. 
Adin nodded towards it. "Will you play for me later?"

"Yes," Remii replied. He ducked his head. "If you like."

"I would like." Adin took off his shirt and folded it, placing it next to the cloak. He looked at Remii. "Grass stains are hard to get out of a good shirt."

Remii hesitated. 

"I do not think your master would appreciate you getting your tunic dirty, Padawan."

Remii glanced over at Obi-Wan, then back to Adin. He slowly pulled the shirt off, and folded it, back to Adin and Obi-Wan.  When he turned, his cheeks held patches of color and the brown eyes were defiant. "Let's go." Remii said to Adin.

Obi-Wan watched the Explorer take in the bruises and nod to himself. When Adin reached out a hand to touch them, Remii backed away. "Say nothing! They are my fault and mine alone." He glared at the knight.

Adin nodded. "Yes, Padawan. I understand. Did you want to try that Force push again or shall I show you another method?"

"S…Same one," Remii stammered. 

The two took up positions shoulder to shoulder again. Obi-Wan watched them and the contest. Adin was a powerful Jedi, Obi-Wan could feel it in the Force, but Adin did nothing to use it to his advantage in wrestling Remii. He seemed content to let the small padawan pummel him. The two often ended up on the ground with Remii attempting to pin the big Knight.

Obi-Wan was unsure why their actions bothered him. Had he grown up too much to enjoy the simple pleasure of wrestling with another? He didn't think so. Obi-Wan couldn't recall Qui-Gon ever rolling around on the ground with him in the carefree way Adin and Remii did. Perhaps it was just… undignified. He certainly couldn't picture Master Dushiko rolling about on the ground with his apprentice.

His com link chirruped. Obi-Wan jumped, both in surprise, and relief. He pulled it out of his pocket. "Yes, Master?"

"Where are you, Obi-Wan?"

"In the gardens, Master."

"I need you to come to the negotiating room. I have an assignment for you. We need you to go out to the Da Scree and talk with a caste leader."

"Right away!" Obi-Wan cut the connection and stuffed the com link back in his pocket. He walked over to where Adin and Remii wrestled on the ground. They broke apart, panting, and looked up at him. 

"I have to go. My master has an assignment for me. I am to interview a Scree leader."

Remii jumped to his feet. "Truly? You get to go out in the city? Alone? That's not fair…"

"Yes." Obi-Wan looked to Adin. The man got up and stood by Remii. "Adin, would you keep an eye on Remii? Until I get back? I promised his master-"

"I am not a child, Obi-Wan Kenobi! I need no one to watch me!"

"I promised Master Dushiko, Remii. You will listen!" Obi-Wan stepped forward in front of the youth. "I do not make promises lightly. Do you understand me?"

"Yes…" Remii looked at the ground. "I understand, Apprentice Kenobi." He kicked the ground and scowled. "It's not fair," he muttered. Remii wiped his arm across his eyes and turned his back on Obi-Wan.

"Will you make sure he gets back to his rooms, Knight Yeriamman?" Obi-Wan asked. 

"Certainly, Apprentice Kenobi. I will take responsibility." Adin placed his hand on the back of Remii's neck and squeezed lightly. "I think we will stay in the gardens a while longer. I want to hear Remii play his flute, and there are other wrestling moves I wish to teach him. Will that be acceptable?"

Obi-Wan searched the other Jedi's eyes for sarcasm. He found none. The Explorer treated him as an equal. Obi-Wan nodded. "Yes, Knight Yeriamman. Thank you." Obi-Wan turned and walked away. In the distant hedge opening he turned and looked back. Remii stood with his face pressed to Adin's chest. Adin had one strong arm wrapped around him. He ran his other hand through Remii's hair, speaking words Obi-Wan couldn't hear. Obi-Wan frowned and walked out the opening, headed for the security of his master.

~~~~
Obi-Wan returned from the City invigorated by his participation in discussions with the caste leaders, quietly proud of his master's trust in him. He went to the conference room, and gave his report. Obi-Wan was more than willing to stay in negotiations and see how his information fit into the puzzle, but the other Masters asked questions, then apparently satisfied, they dismissed him. On his way out, Qui-Gon gave him a smile, and nod. That made up for the abrupt dismissal from the negotiating team.

Obi-Wan went by Remii's rooms. The apprentice did not answer the door, and Obi-Wan could feel no trace of him. Curious now, Obi-Wan headed out to the gardens, hoping to find the other padawan. He walked slowly down well-tended paths as he let the excitement of the mission drain away. One particular meditation area called to him, and he entered the boundary hedges before he realized the area was occupied. 

Explorer Yeriamman sprawled in the grass, back against one of the stone contemplation benches. Remii sat in between the Jedi's knees, shoulders against Yeriamman's chest. Yeriamman's arms were around Remii, guiding, as the youth held a geometric metal box that emitted a pale yellow glow. Both had their eyes closed. 

" One more time. Trust me, Remii. You will not fail," the Knight told his companion. 

As Obi-Wan watched, Yeriamman released his hands, leaving Remii to hold the box. The yellow glow haltingly changed colors; pinks and greens and golds shone at random. A breathy, bell like tone sounded from the box, it began to change pitch with the color changes, a beat behind, then finally it matched the pulsing shades. Remii's hands dropped from the box, and it hovered in place, still changing color and tone to Remii's unspoken commands. 

Obi-Wan could feel the Force energy channel itself through Remii to the box then back again like an unseen river. Obi-Wan felt the strands of Force energy separate into strands. Fascinated, he tried to track the energy Remii manipulated, but it changed when it flowed through the boy, and Obi-Wan couldn't identify what the youth did with it. As he watched, the box tried to rotate, wobbled wildly, the sounds grew discordant, then it quit glowing and fell to the grass with a thunk, abruptly cutting off the tones. 

Remii opened his eyes and groaned in disappointment, but Yeriamman just laughed, and ruffled his hair, then pulled the boy into a tight hug. "You did it! Not one, but two major functions at the same time. Adding a third at this point was only asking for trouble, Padawan. But you did it! You separated Force energy into distinct paths." Yeriamman hugged him again; Remii leaned back into the hug and looked up at the Knight with adoration in his eyes. 

"Thank you, Adin… That felt… wonderful."

"As it should, the division of Force energy into component parts is a complicated task. When you master the concept, it should help your healing tremendously. You will be able to fine tune healing to intricate proportions."

"Adin, when I separated the Force… it almost felt like time slowed down. I could see things so clearly," Remii said. "Almost as if I could control time itself…" He ducked his head.

Yeriamman looked startled. "The Force exists in all aspects of time and space, Padawan… how you access the Force can determine your perspective…" He rubbed a hand over the boy's shoulders. "It is a concept that requires much meditation and reflection. But it is not as far-fetched as you seem to think." Yeriamman raised his voice. "You might as well come in and join us, Obi-Wan Kenobi.  His concentration is shot for the time being."

Obi-Wan flushed, and walked forward fully into the garden. "I did not wish to disturb you, Knight Yeriamman."

"Friends are never a disruption, Obi-Wan." Yeriamman's eyes ran over the older apprentice. "You had a successful mission?"

"Yes, Knight Yeriamman." Obi-Wan couldn't meet the Explorer's eyes, or those of Remii either. Remii's exhilaration still lingered in the air, along with another emotion Obi-Wan did not want to examine too closely.

"Call me Adin, please." Yeriamman gave Remii a last hug, then levered himself to his feet, and pulled the youth up with him. He turned Remii to face him, placed a big hand on the boy's head. "See, you do have the ability to control multiple emotions and ideas at the same time. You are not hopeless. With practice, it will become easier. However, keep in mind that just as you react to the device, it reacts to you. When it senses discordant thought, it will reprimand you, then deactivate. This reminds you, the user, that you are not an island adrift in the Force, but rather connected by the Force to all."
Remii gave a smile and ducked his head again, then walked over to pick up the box from the ground. "Do you want to try, Obi-Wan?"

"What is it?" Obi-Wan walked over to them and took the box from Remii, curious. The box was far heavier than it appeared, made of a duristeel alloy, with geometric transduriplas windows scattered over the surface. The surface was smooth, but gave off a curious sensation, like vibrating sand just under the surface. It looked for all the worlds like a small toy. 

"The Dllockian name is unpronounceable. I call it a ‘Thought-Cube’. I picked it up on one of my excursions to the Outer Rim." Yeriamman walked over and faced Obi-Wan, slight smile on his face.

"I've never heard of it." Obi-Wan turned the box around in his hands. "What does it do?"

"Best I can figure, it helps one learn to concentrate their mental focus."

"Best you can figure?"

"It didn't come with directions. A Dllockian emissary gave it to me as a gift. He said his offspring had outgrown it."

"So it is a toy," Obi-Wan stated, staring down at the box. The surface glinted back at him. 

"I'm not sure." Yeriamman took the box from Obi-Wan and held it up. "I never once saw evidence that the Dllockians understood the concept of play, so I rather doubt it to be a toy. But you never know…" He dropped it. The box fell, then stopped itself a few centimeters above the ground. As Yeriamman stared, it reversed itself and slowly rose back to his hands. "If it's a toy, it's a damn peculiar one."

"I don't think it's a toy," Remii said. "When I tried to add the third level, it laughed at me."

Obi-Wan raised an eyebrow. "It laughed at you."

"Well… I felt a mental touch. It wasn't Adin, and it wasn't you. Whoever it was, it was amused."

"Intriguing," Adin murmured. He stared at Remii a long moment, then looked down at the box in his hands. "My sense is that this device is roughly equivalent to a Jedi Holocron. The difference is that it teaches by analogy as opposed to interactive lecture. Mastery of a level must be demonstrated before the device permits you to access higher levels. I had the same experience as you, Remii. It was amused by my presumptions. It is a fascinating device, I think we'll have to explore this further another time." He looked up and the puzzled expression vanished, to be replaced by a friendly grin. "Anyhow, Apprentice Kenobi, for our purposes, it's a toy. I was using it to show Remii how to gather Force energies and separate them into useful pieces. Perhaps we can conquer that problem of taking too much of others into yourself, Padawan. You need to learn to let your emotions pass through you, rather than reflecting them back to unintentionally inflict discomfort." 

"I'm beginning to understand, Adin," Remii said, "although I think it will be a long time before I can do it without conscious thought- like the holds and Force blows you and Obi-Wan do."

"There's more to the Force than military tactics, my young padawan."

"I don't exactly have Force blows down pat, Remii," Obi-Wan added. "I need more practice with them so I can throw them completely without thought." He gave the younger boy a smile, and shook his head. "Patience, friend. You want to run before you walk. Work your way up."

"I can't, Obi-Wan… I have to learn these things now. If I don't learn, my master might never let me heal again. Or send me away."

Obi-Wan exchanged a dismayed look with Yeriamman over Remii's head. 

"Obi-Wan is right, Padawan. These things take time. But if you keep practicing, they will come." Yeriamman slung an arm around Remii's shoulders and hugged him. "No one was ever returned for doing his or her best. True?"

"Yes, Adin," Remii replied. He looked up at the big Knight. There was a long moment where the two seemed to communicate on a deeper level. Remii nodded to himself, heaved a sigh and gave a small smile. "I will try and be more patient."

"Good." Yeriamman kissed the top of Remii's head and ruffled the boy's hair before he released him. Yeriamman then put both hands on the box, and began to press them together. 

To Obi-Wan's amazement, the box began to shrink. Before long it was no bigger than the palm of Yeriamman's hand. The Explorer then twisted the box in his hands. It flattened itself out no thicker than a data card. Yeriamman tucked it inside his tunic and grinned at the expression on Obi-Wan's face. "I can juggle, too. Makes me quite in demand for Jedi parties, but not so much for diplomatic functions." He picked up his robe off the stone bench and with one quick move slung it around his shoulders and pulled it closed. "I'm afraid I have business to attend to, Padawans. Remii, I will catch up with you another time. Practice what I've taught you, and we will try the Dllockian box again. Agreed?"

"Yes, Adin," Remii said again. 

Yeriamman gave him a last smile, reached out a hand to touch Remii's cheek in a strangely intimate gesture, then turned and walked out of the gardens. Remii watched him go before turning to Obi-Wan. 

"Well? What did you see out there, Obi-Wan?"

Obi-Wan spent the next part hour filling his friend in on what he remembered of the Sahmlian City and people. The boy asked probing questions about the natives and their anatomy, until Obi-Wan threw up his hands. "I will pay more attention next time, Remii. I promise."

"Sorry," Remii said, ducking his head. "I forget myself."

"You are my friend. You are allowed to be a pest." Obi-Wan studied the youth a long moment. "So, what did you and Adin do while I was gone?"  

"N-Nothing much…"

"Nothing? Just sat and played with that box?"

"Mostly…but we also wrestled and did other things." 

"What other things?"

"Adin showed me the back gardens, we practiced control, then we went to his rooms for a while."

"Why?" 

"To get the box, and look at his things," Remii said. "He has… he knows about droids. A lot. I don't know much about them, or about anything outside of light saber practice." Remii looked up at Obi-Wan. "He just wanted to show me his world. I was curious about Explorers. They are different than most Jedi." He looked away. "Just like Healers are different."

Obi-Wan was not satisfied with Remii's answers, the boy hid something. Obi-Wan probed, and sensed nervousness, but also a calmness in the youth, as if his control had strengthened. Reluctantly, Obi-Wan broke off the contact. "It's almost time for late meal. Your master will be waiting. We'd better get back and get cleaned up." 

Remii nodded and grabbed up his cloak off the bench and practically ran for the boundary hedge. 

Obi-Wan followed slowly, attempting to puzzle out in his head the strange relation between the Explorer and the boy. There was something going on between the two, and Remii didn't want to talk about it. That alone made Obi-Wan curious. It would bear watching.

~~~~

Obi-Wan trudged up the circular staircase to the third floor of the Diplomatic Residence. He rubbed the back of his neck, troubled by the day’s events as he unlocked the door to his and Qui-Gon’s room. In the years he’d been a padawan, he’d never seen a master or knight touch another padawan the way Yeriamman touched Remii. Obi-Wan regarded Qui-Gon as practically a father, and Qui-Gon never hugged him. 

Actually, that’s not entirely true, Obi-Wan admitted to himself as he closed the door, removed his utility belt and hung it on a wooden peg behind the door. He crossed the room and dropped into a chair. When I was younger, Qui-Gon did hug me when he was pleased with my progress, or to comfort me when I was afraid. Still, he hasn’t done that in years. I wonder why. Obi-Wan's thoughts turned to his past, then to Remii and the curious Jedi Knight, Yeriamman. He sank into a light meditation as his mind traced its way over the events of the past few days. 

Obi-Wan was suddenly aware of Qui-Gon’s presence. He drew out of the meditation with a start. "Master."

“Obi-Wan,” Qui-Gon said with a characteristic tilt of the head, relaxed expression suddenly replaced by a quizzical stare. “It looks like you’ve had an interesting day.”

Obi-Wan shrugged. “Or something, Master,” he replied, mind still swimming. “Do you know that there is a Jedi Explorer in the Residence?”

Qui-Gon nodded. “Yes, Master Toock mentioned the presence of an Explorer. I take it that you have met this One?”

“Adin-Duanath Yeriamman,” Obi-Wan replied, rubbing his forehead, still perplexed.

“I’ve never met him, but I have heard of him,” Qui-Gon said, face brightening. “His is Corellian, I believe. Some well respected Masters at the Temple hold him in high regard."

"But?" Obi-Wan prompted, well attuned to his master's verbal nuances. 

"But most consider Yeriamman to be unruly.”

“Unruly, Master?” Obi-Wan asked, sitting upright in his chair. Maybe my concerns were not so far off the mark. "What do you mean?"

Qui-Gon shrugged as if searching for the right words. “One of the things impressed upon me as a padawan – something I hope to impart to you – is that Potentials come to the Force many different ways. They do so because many different paths lead to the Force. Just as many paths to lead to the Force, the Force can manifest itself in many different expressions through us. Questioning the honor of a Knight because he, she, or it has a different background, differing opinions, or contrary experience is usually a tactic employed by those with self-serving motivations. Even Jedi are not above politics, my young apprentice. Remember that.”

Obi-Wan chewed on his lip, considering the argument his Master presented, finding it difficult to refute. Perhaps I haven’t read Yeriamman correctly. He offered Remii support when he most needed it – something Remii probably never receives from Dushiko. And Remii seems calmer around Yeriamman. More in control of himself.

“Something still troubles you,” Qui-Gon observed, frown returning.

“Yes,” Obi-Wan admitted. “However, as you say, I am not entirely certain that I have enough information with which to judge intelligently.”

Qui-Gon raised an eyebrow. “You have seen something that is out of your realm of experience. You do not know if what you have seen is for the best, or not.”

“Correct, Master.” 

“I respect the fact that you want to resolve this conundrum on your own, Obi-Wan, so I will not intrude if you elect to not give me details. However, if the situation becomes serious, it is incumbent on you to know when to inform myself or another Master should intervention become necessary. Do not let the problem get out of control. Do you understand?”

Obi-Wan gulped, and nodded solemnly. “I understand, Master.”

A wisp of a smile crossed Qui-Gon's bearded face as he slapped Obi-Wan’s knee. “This should be an interesting lesson then. You will have to introduce me to Yeriamman while we are here. Perhaps in the morning?” 

"Yes, Master."

 ~~~~

Ak'ra Dushiko did not sleep much. As a Jedi Master, he had learned to forgo the need for a great deal of rest. A few hours here and there, with the remainder of the time spent in meditation was a method that had served him well for years, which was a good thing, because ever since they had arrived on Sahmly II, he'd been unable to rest. Even in meditation unease gnawed at the edge of his consciousness. Ak'ra could sense the Darkness on the planet, but pinpointing its source was another matter. 

Part of the problem was his padawan. Ak'ra glanced over to the bed where Remii fitfully slept. The boy tossed and turned every night, limbs twitching at random. Perhaps the planet bothered Remii more than his master thought. His sensitivity to the Dark Side had not really been tested, but the boy was a Healer. When we return to Coruscant, he should be assessed, I have been negligent. There is so much to teach this padawan, I do not know where to start. Other than with discipline, discipline is the key to a strong foundation. Ak'ra sighed, crossed his legs and rested his hands on his knees, dropping back into meditation. Something brought him out of it with a start an hour later. A soft sound, and the overwhelming sense of pain, and fear. Ak'ra's eyes flew open as Remii cried out.

"No!"

The abject terror in Remii's voice brought Ak'ra to his feet as the boy sat upright in bed, eyes wide and unfocused.  

"No! Stop!"

"Remii! Calm down, Padawan." Ak'ra touched Remii's bare shoulder and the boy started violently. He turned vacant eyes in Ak'ra's direction. "They're killing them," he whispered.

"Remii?"

As the Weapons Master watched, the glazed look faded from Remii's face. He seemed to notice his surroundings, and the Jedi by the bed. "Master!" With a sob, Remii hurled himself into Ak'ra's arms. "Master… You're alive! I thought they killed you, too!"

Ak'ra sat on the bed, arms full of hysterical padawan. He patted the boy's back. "Calm yourself, Padawan, it was but a nightmare-"

"No! It was real! Or it will be real…" Remii pushed himself back, but continued to clutch Ak'ra's upper arms. "It was a vision, Master! I saw Sahmlians, they were dying, many of them. They were being slaughtered! The blood ran until it soaked the ground," Remii took a sobbing breath. "There was so much blood and I couldn't stop it. Then I saw you, and you fought with another Jedi. I thought he had killed you." Remii dropped his hands and stared at Ak'ra. "Why would you fight with another Jedi, Master?"

Ak'ra felt a chill run up his spine, but he shook off the feeling of unease. "It was a nightmare, Padawan."

"No! It was a vision. I am sure of it! Why don't you believe me?" Remii's voice rose with each word until he practically shouted at his master. 

All Ak'ra's instincts and training told him to reprimand this stubborn and disobedient padawan, and reprimand him hard. But a logical voice in the back of his mind that sounded suspiciously like Qui-Gon Jinn whispered, 'When have visions ever been the sole domain of the Masters?' Ak'ra recalled their earlier conversation. 'It sounds like a curious use of the Force, reflecting a person's emotions back at them, like a mirror.' Perhaps the boy only sent out what he felt, and multiplied it when it came back. Ak'ra knew he dwelt on the unseen Darkness far too much for everyone's own good. It could be affecting his padawan. That was the rational answer; the unusually sensitive boy was reflecting Ak'ra's own failings back on him.  

Remii stared at him, poised to explode. Ak'ra reached over and cupped his hand under the boy's chin. "I do believe you, Padawan. I have had a few visions myself at times. The Darkness on this planet is not conducive to good dreams."

To Ak'ra's surprise, the boy neither exploded nor burst into tears. Instead, he leaned against Ak'ra and rested his head on the Jedi's shoulder. " I don't want you to die, Master," he said quietly. 

"I do not plan on it, Padawan," Ak'ra replied. He wrapped his arms around the boy, feeling awkward and incompetent. 

"Adin said visions do not always happen as you think. That the Force holds many paths to the future…" Remii said, then yawned and rubbed his eyes. 

"This Adin is correct, Padawan."

"I think I'll tell Adin about my vision… he'll know what to do. He's very smart."

Ak'ra could sense the boy's exhaustion. "You must get some rest, Padawan," Ak'ra said. He waited until Remii slid down onto the bed, then tucked the light covers over him and asked, "So, who is this Adin, Padawan?"

"A friend, Master." Remii yawned and closed his eyes. "He is the Explorer the Council sent. He knows a lot about everything. He says he will figure out the origin of the Darkness on Sahmly, and it's just a matter of time." Remii yawned again and tucked his arm under the pillow. "I hope he does, then maybe you will feel better, Master. I don't like it when you are upset all the time. But Adin will fix things…"

Ak'ra concealed from Remii a rush of irritation so strong it startled him. Who was this Adin, to command such devotion from his padawan?
~~~~
Qui-Gon Jinn entered the kitchens, followed closely by Obi-Wan Kenobi. Morning sun streamed through the open windows as Sahmlians scurried back and forth at chores, chatting to one another loudly in their language. They stopped as Qui-Gon came in, gave what passed for a smile to Obi-Wan, peered behind him, then appeared to droop when no others appeared. They gave the Jedi respectful bows and continued with their chores. 

"What was that all about?" Qui-Gon asked his padawan. "I sense they were… disappointed."

"They looked for Remii, Master."

Qui-Gon arched an eyebrow down at his apprentice. "And why would the non appearance of a young padawan disappoint them?"

Obi-Wan shrugged and looked around. "They like him."

"They like him." Qui-Gon repeated. He shook his head, bemused. The serving line caught Qui-Gon’s attention because of the one non-Sahmlian that appeared to be doing the work of a server – a server wearing Jedi robes. He efficiently arranged food on platters, and shoved the platters out to the table, where waiting Sahmlians grabbed them up to carry to the main dining room. 

"Interesting," Qui-Gon said. 

Obi-Wan followed his gaze. “That’s him, Master. Jedi Knight turned sous chef.” 

Qui-Gon approached the server, who paused, then spoke to the Sahmlian next to him before turning around to look at Qui-Gon. The brown Jedi robes swirled, and Qui-Gon saw the blaster rifle the man kept carefully concealed underneath his robes. The blaster was suspended on a shoulder lanyard; a light saber hung from a hide utility belt. The man quickly pulled the robes closed. A well-armed sous chef at that.

He sported shoulder length brown-blonde hair, a neatly trimmed beard, startlingly blue eyes, and a faded scar along his left jaw line, clearly visible through the beard, undoubted testimony to a previous misadventure. His smile involved his whole face, a refreshing change from the overt solemnity of the negotiating Masters. 

“Adin-Duanath Yeriamman?” Qui-Gon asked.

"Yes?"

"Qui-Gon Jinn."

The man bowed his head respectfully. “Master Jinn. How may I be of assistance?”

"I heard you were on world. I wondered when you would grace us with your presence."

Adin flashed a charming grin. "I try to avoid gatherings of Jedi negotiators, Master Jinn. The excitement of negotiations easily overwhelms me."

Qui-Gon heard his padawan stifle a chuckle. He chose to give the Jedi Knight in front of him a patient look. "So you seek refuge in the kitchens? An interesting alternative."

"Well, I'll never go hungry waiting for a speech to finish, that's for sure." 

Qui-Gon restrained a sigh. Calm…"Every Jedi is needed for negotiations at this stage, Knight Yeriamman. There are too few of us to represent the natives as it is. So why are you here in the kitchens instead of out in the City?” 

Adin grabbed something off a tray that looked suspiciously like a small eyeball, popped it in his mouth, and chewed vigorously a few seconds before swallowing and nodding his approval. He motioned Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan to follow him. “I'm plying my trade, Master Jinn. When you want information, bars, kitchens, and the street are usually the places to go,” he added over his shoulder. He stopped by a large pot, grabbed three mugs from the shelf above, and filled them with a frothy green liquid. Handing one to Qui-Gon, and one to Obi-Wan, he carried his over to the large table in the back and swung a leg over a stool. He took a swig from the mug, and watched the other Jedi.

Qui-Gon sat opposite the Knight, Obi-Wan slid into the spot beside his master. Qui-Gon lifted the mug, studying the liquid with his senses before taking a small sip. It was spicy, hot, and oily in texture. Next to him, Obi-Wan took a healthy gulp, and promptly gagged. He manfully swallowed the mouthful and set the mug on the table with a thump. His baleful glare was directed at the innocent looking Yeriamman. Qui-Gon swallowed a grin. No use encouraging the knight's antics. 

“So, Adin-Duanath, my padawan tells me that you are an Explorer.” Qui-Gon studied the man across the table. “I must admit I have never met an Explorer face to face before. I would not have thought to find one in the kitchens.”

Adin raised an eyebrow. “Call me Adin. It is usually bad form, if not outright dangerous to ply our trade with only a dearth of information, as you can well imagine, Master Jinn. Master Billaba assigned me to the mission after your contingent left. I got here two days ago, and Master Toock tasked me with obtaining information about Sahmly and its inhabitants. The only way I can do that is to work with them. It’s not sexy like a diplomatic mission, but if I can obtain the proper information, it might make your negotiations go smoother.” He picked up his mug and drank from it.

Qui-Gon again contained his amusement. Yeriamman may have retained a touch of youthful arrogance, but he felt that the Explorer's strength with the Force was considerable, much more than he’d initially given the young man credit for. He silently studied the Knight across the table until Yeriamman grew uncomfortable. “I noticed the blaster, Knight Yeriamman. It is not the typical Jedi weapon. Why do you carry it?”

“With respect Master Jinn,” Adin said, “I am not a Consular, nor am I a Guardian, and I do encounter things from time to time that are best addressed at the business end of a blaster. While light sabers are elegant; this business at times can get downright dirty. It is a hazard of my chosen profession.”

Qui-Gon folded his arms across his chest. “Is that what being a Jedi is to you? A profession?”

“No, Master Jinn." Adin looked at Obi-Wan as he answered. "If I had to describe my profession, I would say ‘eccentric hobbyist’ is probably more accurate - I admit the truth only under extreme duress,” he added with a wry smile before turning his attention back to Qui-Gon. “However, I sense that my unconventional choice of weaponry is not why you wanted to speak to me.”

“No, it is not,” Qui-Gon said. He rubbed his beard, allowing a smile. "My advice to you, Knight Yeriamman, is that you should probably keep your attitude here in the kitchen. It most likely would not play well in the halls of power.”

Adin grinned broadly. “Master Toock said the same thing. Now you know the other reason why I’m in the kitchen.”

Obi-Wan laughed out loud. 

Qui-Gon shot him a look and a thought. Do not get any ideas, my young padawan.

Obi-Wan dropped his head, picked up the mug and sipped in an attempt to hide the smile on his face.

“Right,” Qui-Gon said. He rubbed his chin again. “The reason I wish to speak to you is that Obi-Wan tells me that you have met another padawan here with us. Remii Hajradurama?”

“Yes,” Adin said. He looked puzzled. "I've met him. He's the Ga Scree's current outworlder idol. Lucky for us their worship makes the kid uncomfortable."

"It is not a situation that should ever have come to pass," Qui-Gon said with a quick glance at his padawan, "but what's done is done. We must contain the damage so that it does not affect the negotiations."

"You should be proud of the padawan's actions, Master Jinn. Are Jedi not supposed to show compassion?" Adin leaned across the table, bright blue eyes intent on the Jedi Master. "It was an action to be commended."

"In any other situation, I might agree with you," Qui-Gon said, "but the negotiations here are intricate. Remii unwittingly added a complication."

"I doubt that it will be the only complication," Adin said. "and I don't think it will be an isolated incident."

Qui-Gon frowned, and studied the Explorer. He sensed sincerity, and an underlying worry. "I'm not sure what you mean by that. Remii has been ordered by his master to abstain from healing."

Adin shook his head but said nothing, smile playing about his mouth. 

"What?" Qui-Gon asked.

"I told you I've met the boy."

"And?"

“He has issues.”

“Like what?” Qui-Gon asked.

Adin sighed. “Like being a well-intentioned padawan that does not see eye-to-eye with his well-intentioned master on what constitutes a proper Jedi education for one thing." Adin placed his elbows on the table and leaned forward again. “I saw the light saber practice a few days ago between Obi-Wan and Remii. I sensed Ak'ra Dushiko's frustration with Remii. And the boy's frustration with his master. I also saw the bruising on Remii’s face in the last day or so. That did not come from light saber practice. If I figured that out, so have others. Even Sahmlians.” He stared at Qui-Gon a long moment. "Correction derived from anger is not discipline at all."

Qui-Gon ignored Obi-Wan’s ‘I-told-you-so’ look.

“It is unseemly to question another Master, Adin-Duanath,” Qui-Gon said. “You know this. It is not a matter of not trusting the opinions of others, or of my padawan. We do not know the circumstances. We do not know what transpired between master and padawan. It is not our business."

Adin closed his eyes. "When does it become Jedi business, Master Jinn? When the padawan becomes anxious? Or Force forbid, afraid?" Adin opened his eyes and stared at Qui-Gon. "We all know where fear can lead an undisciplined padawan, don't we?"

Qui-Gon felt a tremor run through him. Xanatos! Yeriamman unwittingly hit a raw nerve that Qui-Gon thought long healed: a painful memory of a former padawan who had not been as serious-minded as Obi-Wan, and who turned to the Dark Side out of unresolved hatred... and fear. Qui-Gon had done everything he could have done to dissuade Xanatos from the destructive path, but to no avail. Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan had been forced to destroy the wayward Jedi. Yeriamman strikes me as an informed man; perhaps he was not so unwitting in his choice of words.  Explorers are reputed to be seers of past and present. He studied the Explorer with grudging respect.

“What do you want to know from me, Master Jinn?”

"What I want, Knight Yeriamman, is not just an opinion, but a reasoned argument,” Qui-Gon replied, “A different perspective if you will, even if the opinion does not come from a Master. Explorers are known for their ability to 'see', and your opinion would carry some weight.” With me.

Adin nodded. “Very well. I have an opinion, and I warn you that you may not like it." Yeriamman paused to gather his thoughts. "Master Dushiko means well - he is an outstanding swordmaster and a credit to Jedi Guardians everywhere - but he is no healer and he obviously has no idea how to teach one. Then we have Remii, who has no interest in the things that drive his Master. Remii's untapped talent is extraordinary, but it's in an arcane area that challenges the understanding of even the most outstanding Jedi. Do you know exactly how a Healer heals? Do any of us really understand how a healer uses the Force to ply their trade?" Adin looked at Qui-Gon's expression and sighed. "The boy needs someone willing to develop his healing talent. He doesn't understand his own gift, and the fact that others regard it as esoteric mysticism doesn't help. Master Dushiko's attempts to mold his padawan in his image only make an unstable situation more fragile. The pairing is potentially explosive, Master Jinn. It should be dissolved.”

“It is a pairing made by the Jedi Council,” Obi-Wan blurted. “They can’t be wrong.”

“The Jedi Council are not infallible, Apprentice Kenobi. Are they not mortal?” Adin asked. “Perhaps it would be less inflammatory to say the bond between Dushiko and Remii is stretched to the breaking point. It will break, I have no doubts about that, and it will be broken when circumstances decide, not necessarily when they or the Council decide. Unfortunately, I believe this point is fast approaching.”

Qui-Gon blinked. “You do not believe in determinism of the Force, that the Force guides the pairings of Master and Student?” It was a question that plagued Jedi scholars since antiquity: what was the delineation between the will of the Force, and the free will of the average Jedi? The answer was, at best, nebulous: Jedi scientists had yet to devise a scientific solution, and in the absence of such an answer, the subject remained a matter of contentious debate within the Order.

Adin shook his head. “I do not necessarily believe in determinism of the Jedi Council, but that is something different, Master Jinn. I take orders from them after all, because they are the best thing going for at least the last seven thousand years of recorded history, and probably much longer. I am no more beyond the pale of the Jedi Code than you, and when I break the code – as you have done on occasion – I have to answer for it, just as you do." Adin looked Qui-Gon in the eye. "As for determinism of the Force, that is a more complex subject.”

“I don't understand," Obi-Wan said. “The Force guides us and binds us all.”

“Yes, it does,” Adin agreed, raising his chin and turning his attention to the padawan. “But to what extent? Does this mean that we are entirely dependent on mitochondrians, or can we alter our own fate? How would we know the difference? In the absence of empirical evidence, you elect to believe you have free will, or you don’t, or that there is a vast grey-area." His gaze went from the younger Jedi to the older. "Are mitochondrians really involved in selecting what color tunic I wore today, or if I eat lunch for breakfast, or which boot I put on first in the morning? Do these trivialities of life seriously affirm my oneness with one side of the Force or the other?  Not so the larger decisions that directly impact our lives as Jedi, particularly those outside of our immediate control such as the assignment of a given padawan to a given Master. If the Force is malleable – "

"Malleable?" Obi-Wan interrupted. The intent look on his face attested to his struggle to grasp the concepts the Explorer tossed out. 

Qui-Gon sat quietly, listening, both with his ears and through the Force. 

"Malleable - suggesting that we have free-choice over fundamental elements of our lives, with the Force an extension providing additional knowledge and skill through the existence of mitochondrians inside us - then it is difficult to see how the Force can be overwhelmingly deterministic.” Adin directed his gaze at the apprentice.

“So you are saying that the Force can be both malleable and deterministic?” Obi-Wan-Wan asked.

“Deterministic to the extent that when you follow a certain path, a narrow range of outcomes can generally be predicted." Adin sighed. His eyes darted about the kitchen as he thought. "For simplicity sake, think of the outcome as a goal – something you want to achieve. Assuming you are highly motivated to achieve your goal, you tacitly agree to commit yourself to a series of actions for good or ill. When it is for ill, destruction ensues, certainly others and probably your own. When you agree to step off that path, onto another path, you commit yourself to another outcome, and another subset of events and circumstances,” Adin said, eyes coming to rest on Qui-Gon. “Malleability and determinism exist in a kind of uneasy, uncertain duality: we must remain aware about the path that we are on in order to foresee the consequences of our actions. The outcome is what is deterministic; the path to an outcome is what is malleable.”

“How do we know the difference?” Qui-Gon asked. “You yourself said there is no way of knowing if we act on behalf of the mitochondrians inside us, or of our own free will.”

“Figure out how to prove that one conclusively, Master Jinn,” Adin said with a sudden grin, “and you get yourself a nice prize: a seat on the Jedi Council and the undying adoration of Jedi Scholars past and present.”

Obi-Wan sputtered a laugh and shook his head.

Qui-Gon smiled also. Yeriamman’s humor was unremitting, even refreshing given the weight of negotiations. Masters often forgot the fact that they were mortal. Lost in our own importance we are…Yeriamman clings to his sense of mortality without drowning in it. It keeps him grounded, something important when you are crawling around ruins and not knowing what lies around the next corner. I can see why the padawani take to him.

“Seriously, Master Jinn,” Adin said, touching Qui-Gon’s elbow, “you learn to discern the duality, or you don’t. The Force is not created equal, which is why the Force can be a dangerous thing when its use is tinged with emotion. As we grow wiser in the Force, we temper ourselves with experience."

 “If what you say is true Adin, then Dushiko and Remii are a disaster waiting to happen," Obi-Wan said. "I don't want to believe that.”

"Relationships also exist in an uneasy duality between love and respect, exasperation and disdain, Obi-Wan," Adin said. "Unfortunately, as the old saying has it, familiarity can breed contempt. And sometimes we see only that which we wish to see, or that which is recognizable.”

“Why would Council have made such a pairing, then?” Obi-Wan asked. 

“Because there are so few Jedi specialists now, my padawan,” Qui-Gon replied. "There are a disproportionate amount of Healers in the Temple, which is why you do not think them rare. But every generation their numbers decrease."

Obi-Wan frowned. “Why?”

“No one really knows,” Adin answered. “Just as no one knows how so many lose their abilities or die in combat before they attain Knighthood. Healers are vulnerable, and we are not sure why, given their extreme sensitivity to the Force." Adin rubbed a hand over his face. "We do know the Dark Side has grown more powerful in recent years, but we are at a loss to explain that also.” 

“What he is trying to say, Padawan, is that the Council wants to safeguard our rare resources. We must attempt to cross-train young Jedi in specialist disciplines to keep them from dying out,” Qui-Gon said. "Healers and Explorers are very rare. But Explorers have the background and talent to survive many circumstances that Healers do not. I fear that in encouraging our Jedi Healers to concentrate solely on healing, we've only hastened their downfall." Qui-Gon looked from Obi-Wan to Adin Yeriamman. "Cloistering Healers on Coruscant was a convenience that worked in the past, but not now. Now we can no longer afford to lose a single Healer. Not even a potential one. Which brings us back to the problem of Remii. He needs to learn what Master Dushiko has to offer."

"I agree," Yeriamman said, "but the boy also needs to get a handle on his own abilities- before he loses them."

“Are the job qualifications really that substantially different between Explorers and Healers, or Healers and regular Jedi?” Obi-Wan asked, scratching his head. “I mean apart from the obvious job differences?”

 “I do not follow, Obi-Wan,” Qui-Gon said.

“Obi-Wan observed something which bothers him,” Adin stated. 

The certainty in the Explorer’s voice gave Qui-Gon pause. He suddenly realized that Obi-Wan had been holding back. “Adin is right,” Qui-Gon said, turning toward his apprentice. “You have seen something that bothers you about young Remii.”

Obi-Wan looked as if he’d like to melt into the floor, caught in the crossfire between two regrettably astute senior Jedi. “Well, I’ve seen a number of things in recent days that bothered me – but the one that most pertains to the question you ask is the way Remii does his healing.”

“You’ve seen him heal?” Qui-Gon asked. "I thought you just heard about it from the boy." Qui-Gon gazed at his apprentice a long moment. Obi-Wan didn't flinch from his scrutiny. 

“Yes, I saw him heal the kitchen servant who burned her arm. He didn't want me to tell anyone." Obi-Wan met Qui-Gon's raised eyebrow with studied calm. "I witnessed that, but I also witnessed what I believe to be a similar occurrence when Remii played his flutepipe in the garden. That was the day before we met Adin.”

“What precisely did you observe?” Adin asked. “We need to know as much detail as possible.”

“Well, not being a Healer myself I’m not entirely sure what it means," Obi-Wan said, "but when Remii healed I could sense Dark energy in the weave of what he did. At first, I thought he flirted with it as all curious youngsters do, but the more I’ve gotten to know him, the more I doubt that. Remii does not see the Dark Side in the same way as you or I. I don't think he believes Dark and Light to be opposites. Your argument about the duality of the Force explains many things.”

Qui-Gon frowned, and looked at the Explorer, who also frowned. “You have spent time with Remii, Knight. Have you sensed this darkness also?”

Adin rubbed his beard. “Yes." He held up a hand to stall Qui-Gon's questions. "Do I believe he is in danger of turning? No. What Remii does to heal people is not that terribly different from how Explorers use the Force to gain knowledge from an artifact or to see the past or future. Explorers and Healers are the least likely of all Jedi to succumb to the Potentium Heresy. Their selection for specialized training is predicated on demonstrable ability to maintain strict context on their relationship to both sides of the Force.”

“One cannot remain a Healer and be a Dark Jedi,” Qui-Gon said, explaining for Obi-Wan's benefit, “because the nature of healing is inherently antithetical to the Dark Side. The ‘healer’ in such a situation would likely seek to pervert medical knowledge, which is not substantially different from what the Sith Masters did according to legend, and none of them were healers.” 

Adin nodded, then shrugged his shoulders. His mug ground on the wooden table as he spun it around slowly in place. “The Sith Lords engaged in cloning and deformative medical procedures. For whatever it is worth, to date there is not one case of an Explorer ever having turned to the Dark Side so far as is known, and I don’t intend to do anything untoward that might change that statistic. Trouble comes from Consulars or Guardians playing the role of an Explorer – something which they are completely unsuited for. Begging the pardon of present company, mine is a statement of fact, not opinion.” His gaze turned inward, as if listening to things the other two could not hear.

Qui-Gon soaked in the silence, and rested his hands on the tops of his thighs as he studied his apprentice. Obi-Wan’s eyes were full of respect for the Explorer, something which Qui-Gon seldom observed from the young man. Obi-Wan was dutiful and entirely competent – easily the finest apprentice Qui-Gon ever had, but it was immensely gratifying to see Obi-Wan want to more fully understand the nuances of the Living Force. 

As for the Explorer, Qui-Gon sensed that Adin’s powers of concentration were entirely focused on the discussion, beginning to end, standing on a plane of understanding that Qui-Gon rarely observed from other Jedi-- Masters included. He has much to give. It is unfortunate for the Order that this man does not have his own padawan. This is an oversight I must bring to the attention of the Council.

“Our discussion has been most illuminating, Adin-Duanath,” Qui-Gon said. “I do not believe I have ever heard a Jedi define more coherently what constitutes the Living Force. I can see why Master Toock places her trust in you. I can also see why Masters Billaba and Windu speak so highly of you,” he said, allowing a wry smile “despite whatever discomfort you may cause the Council.”

Adin blinked, eyes returning to focus, then he grinned. “Well, I have my moments,” he replied as he hunched broad shoulders over his empty mug and looked tired, “not many, but I do have them.” 

~~~~
The next day brought Obi-Wan more responsibilities. Again he went out into the city, this time with Saa Duut to gather information for the negotiators. When he returned Qui-Gon asked him to remain in the room with the Jedi and listen. The fascination wore off after an hour, and Obi-Wan was glad when mid-meal came, and Qui-Gon told him to go eat and take the rest of the afternoon for himself. 

 

Obi-Wan checked the dining room for Remii but he did not see the young padawan. Questions to the serving staff were answered with a shrug. The servers did not look familiar, which would explain their reluctance to talk with an offworlder. Obi-Wan poked his head in the kitchen and saw Ga-Ree. He managed to corner the Sahmlian by the ready table. 

 

"Have you seen Remii? The padawan?" At Ga-Ree's blank look Obi-Wan added. "The littlest Master Jedi?"

 

"Oh, that Master Jedi? He was here. He ate food Ga-Ree-Jen made special for him." Ga-Ree beamed, then looked nervously over his shoulder. "I have much work."

 

"Do you know where Remii went?"

 

"Gardens, always gardens," the Sahmlian said. "He finds himself there." He scurried away before Obi-Wan could ask him any other questions. 

 

Obi-Wan sighed, and made his way out the back doors to the gardens. He wandered, not in the mood to actively hunt for the young padawan. Little Ri birds sang in the trees and bushes, their song always seemed to be further on. It reminded him of the music from Remii's flutepipe, the same lilting tune sounded from the tiny throats. Idly, Obi-Wan wondered if the birds listened to Remii play, and picked up on his song. Or if Remii's tune unconsciously echoed the Ri's melody. Once when he turned down a path and the birds stopped, he felt the urge to retrace his steps. The Ri birds continued their song, and serenaded him all the way to the entrance of a small meditation garden. 

 

He stopped at the entry hedges and stretched out his senses. It was as he suspected, Remii was inside, along with the Knight, Yeriamman. Obi-Wan hesitated. He felt like an intruder into Remii and Adin's private world. It was for that very reason he stepped forward. He refused to let Adin make him uncomfortable around his friend. 

 

A few meters inside the hedge, he stopped short. Yeriamman laid in the sapphire grass, shirtless, arms tucked behind his head. Remii knelt beside him, also shirtless in the Sahmlian sun. He had one hand on the Knight's bare chest, the other balanced on the Knight's thigh, and his eyes were closed.  Force energy hummed around the boy.

 

Obi-Wan froze in an agony of indecision. Intrude, or walk away? As Obi-Wan stared, he noticed Remii move his hand in a circle across the Knight's chest. Yeriamman said something, then gave a low laugh. It was the intimacy of that laugh that decided Obi-Wan. He moved forward into the garden. "Remii!" he said more sharply than he intended. 

 

The young apprentice looked up with a start, and a range of expressions crossed his face, guilt and fear the most recognizable. He snatched his hand from the Knight's skin as if burned, and leapt to his feet.

 

"Obi-Wan!"

 

"What are you doing?"

 

"N-nothing… why?" Remii stared at the ground, unwilling to meet Obi-Wan's eyes. 

 

Obi-Wan looked past him to Yeriamman. The Knight still lay on the ground, arms tucked beneath his head. His expression was peculiar, a cross between amusement and annoyance.  

 

"You shouldn't be here. You shouldn't be doing… whatever you were doing," Obi-Wan said. He crossed his arms over his chest and glared at the youth. 

 

Remii just stared back, cheeks flushed red.

 

Yeriamman sat up and rested his arms on his knees. "And what do you think he was doing that was so wrong, Apprentice Kenobi? Healing? He needs to learn. Would you rather he experimented on someone else? You, perhaps?"

 

Obi-Wan gave him a glare also, and refused to answer. He looked at Remii. "I thought we were going to practice our saber work some more."

 

Remii finally looked up. "You weren't here this morning. So I did stuff with Adin instead. He's teaching me, Obi-Wan."

 

Yeriamman got to his feet and walked over to Obi-Wan. "The flow of blood through the body can be traced in the Force, and manipulated. A small lesson, now finished. Remii and I were about to explore the Dllockian box again. You are more than welcome to join us."

 

"No thanks," Obi-Wan said curtly. He looked at Remii. "I am back, if you want to spar."

 

Remii dropped his eyes. "Maybe tomorrow." He glanced up at Obi-Wan from the corner of his eyes. "I want to explore the box. I'm learning from it." 

 

Yeriamman moved up and put his hands on Remii's shoulders, kneading them. "You are welcome to stay, Obi-Wan. Perhaps we can talk about why you've decided to practice being a Master before your time. If you keep frowning like that, you will soon have more wrinkles than Master Yoda."

 

"Is everything a joke to you, Knight Yeriamman?" Obi-Wan shook his head. "I've got work to do." He whirled and stalked off, ignoring Remii's plea to stay. It took many circuits of the main garden path to cool his annoyance. Something was going on between Remii and the big Jedi Knight. He'd felt Remii's guilt and saw it written all over the youth's face. And then there was the way they touched each other. 

 

Obi-Wan dropped down on a stone bench and blew out his breath. The intimacy of the way Yeriamman touched the padawan… and the way Remii responded bothered him. Remii was young, and naïve. He needed protection from those who would take advantage of him. Yeriamman was a bit strange as it was, who knew what ideas he could have picked up in his travels? Obi-Wan sprang to his feet and paced. Where did his responsibility lie? He couldn't just go to Master Dushiko and casually mention he thought Remii was having a relationship with the Jedi Knight. And what if Obi-Wan was wrong? From what he'd seen of Dushiko, the Weapons Master would punish Remii first, and ask questions later. 

 

There was only one logical place to turn for advice: his own master. Qui-Gon Jinn would listen, and give him guidance. Qui-Gon would treat Obi-Wan's concerns with the seriousness they warranted. Obi-Wan hated to disturb his master's concentration at this delicate stage of the negotiations, but… it was necessary. Obi-Wan took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, and headed for the Diplomatic Residence.

~~~~
Qui-Gon Jinn moved methodically through the immense Diplomatic Gardens until he felt the presence of the Jedi Explorer. A few twists and turns took him to the opening of a secluded meditation garden. Inside, a fountain gushed water over small weathered rocks, alien birds chirruped from the limbs of a short, red leafed tree. The lush, sapphire grass waved in an unfelt breeze. Beside the fountain, boots off and seated in a lotus position was Adin Yeriamman. His eyes were closed, but the minute Qui-Gon stepped onto the blue grass, Yeriamman spoke.

"What can I do for you this fine day, Master Jinn?"

Qui-Gon walked forward until he stood in front of the Jedi Knight. The man's eyes opened, revealing that curious blue, the same shade as the grass under his feet, and the hedges surrounding the garden. "I wish to speak with you, Adin-Duanath," Qui-Gon said.

"If this is to be a lecture, Master Jinn, then may I respectfully request we hold off? I have just found my center, and am loath to lose it."

Qui-Gon raised an eyebrow. "Have you done something you feel guilty about, Knight Yeriamman?"

"You tell me."

Yeriamman made as if to rise, and Qui-Gon stayed him with a hand. "I did not come to lecture or make accusations. I merely wish to speak to you on a topic of mutual interest." Qui-Gon let himself sink to the grass, where he pulled off his boots and stretched out in the lush grass. The sweet scent of the flowers surrounding the fountain was pleasant, rather than cloying. Qui-Gon took deep breaths, letting the fragrance wash through his senses along with a healthy dose of Force energy. He immediately felt calmed. Meditation in his rooms couldn't compare to this. He watched Yeriamman out of the corner of his eye. The Knight sat and studied him in return, probing ever so gently. Qui-Gon allowed the slight intrusion. He would have done the same, under the circumstances.

After a few moments, Yeriamman said, "Remii Hajradurama?"

"Yes."

"Why do you seek my counsel on the boy? Surely you've formed your own opinions?"

'Opinions, yes. Insights, no," Qui-Gon answered. "What information I have comes to me through my padawan, not always the most objective choice. He is a levelheaded young apprentice, but he also feels passionately about his friends, and he feels passionately about his apprehensions. " Qui-Gon sat up to look the other man in the eye. "I understand you have been spending time with Remii. My padawan is ... concerned."

"Obi-Wan is always welcome to join us. I made the offer several times." Adin ran a hand through his shoulder length hair and shook his head. "Could it be your padawan is jealous? I know Remii looks up to him."

"While that certainly is a consideration, I believe Obi-Wan has outgrown petty jealousy. He is well on his way to maturing as a Jedi. The problem is more that Obi-Wan does not feel comfortable with the two of you. The way you relate. The way you touch. He was confused," Qui-Gon said carefully. "He believes there to be something inappropriate going on. He wondered at your intentions."

Yeriamman stared at the Jedi Master a long moment, baffled look on his face. "Relate? Inappropriate?" All of the sudden, he laughed. He put his head on his knees and laughed so hard he had a difficult time regaining control. He finally looked up and wiped a hand over his eyes. The charming grin came out in full.

Qui-Gon waited.

"You... you think." Yeriamman gasped, "You think I have a sexual interest in the boy?"

Qui-Gon considered him a long moment.

"You can't be serious. My sexual interests are human females, not Jedi boys," Yeriamman said. "Why in the worlds would you think I would be interested in seducing an inexperienced padawan learner?"

"I don't know what to think. I only know what my padawan told me, which is why I am here talking to you." Qui-Gon looked at him levelly. "Obi-Wan says you do an inordinate amount of… touching. Touching Remii."

"Of course I do. Remii needs to be touched. He's desperate for another's touch. Can't you see that?" Yeriamman looked at Qui-Gon's blank expression and sighed. "Or maybe you don't." He crossed his legs again and settled into a more comfortable spot, face taking on a serious guise as he thought. "Master Jinn, while Ak'ra Dushiko is an excellent swordsman, and a very competent master, his personality does not allow him to address the peculiarities of healers. If Remii were an ordinary padawan…" Adin picked a delicate seedpod off the blue grass and gently blew on it. It floated on the breeze, soaring and twisting until it floated its way back to the ground many meters away. "But he is not. Remii is a member of a very small group of padawani that need different handling."

"And you recognize what it is Remii needs while his master does not?"

"Yes."

"While I find your arrogance a bit startling, I do recognize that the boy has problems."

"All padawans have problems, Master Jinn. What Remii has are needs, and unmet ones at that," Yeriamman countered.

"On the basis of several short meetings, you recognized this padawan's needs and sought to correct that which Remii requires?" Qui-Gon asked.

"Yes."

"And you know what the boy needs because...?"

"I know because I've been there," Yeriamman said flatly. "I know because as a child I watched a fellow padawan submerge so far into what others wanted that he lost himself before being lost to the Light Side. The thing that made my friend special disappeared, as he became an opposing copy of his master. I will not just sit by and watch this padawan get the soul sucked right out of him. Dushiko wants to create another strong Jedi, an admirable goal in its own right, but in doing so, he takes the path of creating a Jedi in his own image. In other words, he wants to train Remii to be a Guardian first, and a healer second. That is the sure path to rebellion, at least with this child."

"The Council most likely tasked Master Dushiko with teaching the boy basic Jedi skills, there is nothing wrong with that," Qui-Gon commented, frowning.

"No, and in theory I agree," Adin said, "but the problem lies in the method. Remii will never be a Dushiko, no matter how hard he tries. Every failure damages Remii's self confidence and destroys his self esteem."

"Are you saying the fault lies in Dushiko?"

"No. Fault implies right and wrong, and I see neither in this case. We talk about the will of the Force, but when the Force speaks to Remii in a special way, we ignore it? And they call me arrogant?" Adin gave a half grin, which faded as he continued. "I've considered this for a long time, and today I think I've figured out the reason we lose so many potential healers. Healers are different, Master Jinn. I don't think any of you realize just how different." 

"Enlighten me, then, Knight Yeriamman."

"Do not make fun of me, Master Jinn. It does not become a Jedi of your stature."

"I am not ridiculing you, Adin-Duanath. I am interested in what you have to say. I have long agreed that Jedi come to the Force by different paths. I have pondered the dilemma of why healers decrease in numbers also, and have reached no conclusions. I await your insights into the problem." Qui-Gon felt the feather light brush of Yeriamman's mind against his, checking his sincerity. Qui-Gon remained resolute. He crossed his legs and sank into an open, listening posture. He was more than willing to gain insight from a Knight, but the insights he wanted might have to be pried out of the strange young man. Evidently, Explorer Yeriamman was not used to being taken seriously.

Yeriamman nodded, mostly to himself. "You may not like what I have to say..."

"I seem to recall you mentioning that before. Not a great opening line when you want to impart knowledge to Masters or Council, Knight."

"Honesty is one of my faults, Master Jinn. I have to work hard to temper it with political veneer." Yeriamman sighed and rubbed his face with a hand. "This is what I have found in the short time I've been here. Remii is starved for affection. The lack is literally strangling his soul. It's not so strange a concept, once you think about it. Healers deal in balancing the Force, manipulating it to achieve their results. That balance is an integral part of what they do… and who they are. All this requires a tremendous store of knowledge, of various species and plants and healing techniques. I don't think any Jedi would disagree that Healers as a whole are very bright individuals."

Qui-Gon nodded. "Drawing on my own experience, I'd have to say that was true. My apprentice is quite impressed with Hajradurama's anatomy knowledge, although I cannot say about Remii, because my only contacts with him have been in the realm of the physical, an area where he is not particularly competent."

"He could be, but he is not interested in using his body as a Force tool. He is more interested in using his brain and Force-given abilities to help people." Yeriamman leaned forward. "When healers heal, Master Jinn, what are they doing?"

Qui-Gon was puzzled. "They use Force energy-."

"Yes, yes," Yeriamman said impatiently, "but how do they do it?"

A glimmer of an idea came to Qui-Gon. "They lay their hands on the person..."

"Right. They touch. Healers are very tactile individuals. They are also very giving individuals. They give and they give until they exhaust what made them give in the first place. It's this combination that can drive a padawan healer to abandon healing and turn to something easier... Like saber fighting."

"Are you saying that healing... drains them?" 

"In a sense. They give out so much in their healing, that their personal balance has to be restored somehow. Master healers balance internally; they draw from the Light, they've learned. But padawans..."

"They don't get back as much as they put out." Qui-Gon tried to absorb what Yeriamman told him.

"Right. My theory is that physical contact is what restores their balance."

"Which would explain why you have been touching him."

"You make it sound so sordid, Master Jinn," Yeriamman raised an eyebrow. "Remii needs touch as much as he needs food and sleep. I hug him, I put my arm around his shoulders, and we did some wrestling. All good, clean, non-sexual kinds of contact."

"You must pardon my suspicions, Adin. There have been incidents of inappropriate relationships between padawans and those above them." Qui-Gon frowned. "I would not condone such an incident. Padawani should not be stripped of their innocence by those who know better."

Yeriamman gave a sharp laugh. "Masters never cease to astonish me. You are indignant at the thought of an inappropriate sexual relationship, but another master beats his apprentice and you condone that?" He came to his feet in one motion and put his hands on his hips. 

"Master Dushiko claims that to be an isolated incident. An aberration."

"Master Dushiko is mistaken. I contend he has abused Remii on a regular basis for many months now. Unintentionally, of course."

"Be mindful of your words, young knight." Qui-Gon stood and faced the other Jedi. "Do not criticize the masters when you have not been where they are. Or have you raised a padawan I am unaware of?"

Yeriamman grinned bleakly. "You know I have not, Master Jinn. And I am not being disrespectful."

"You are being disrespectful to Ak'ra Dushiko, who is trying to make the best of a difficult situation."

Yeriamman's eyes narrowed. "And in one sentence, you demote Remii from a human being to an impersonal ‘situation.’" He ran a hand through his hair, and looked at Qui-Gon a long moment before speaking. "Think about it, Master Jinn. Being a smart boy, Remii creates these 'situations' to get his needs met. I never said that logic played a large part in this. It’s an administrative inconvenience I’m sure."

Qui-Gon paced back and forth as he tried to pin down what Yeriamman told him. The conclusion he reached was enlightening- and troubling. "Are you saying that Remii creates these...'situations'... or rather provokes Dushiko to that point... so Dushiko will hit him? Then regret it and perhaps make up for it? That any physical contact is better than none?"

"Give that man a seat on the Council," Yeriamman said. "When I said Remii was starved for touch, Master Jinn, I meant it. Desperation leads one to dangerous actions."

“Can you prove any of this?” 

“Can you prove I’m wrong?” Yeriamman countered.

“That’s not what I asked.”

“I know what you asked, Master Jinn,” Yeriamman replied softly, “and I gave you my answer. If you elect not to believe me, then I wish you lots of luck coming up with your own theory.”

“You are arrogant,” Qui-Gon said. He placed his hands on his hips, mirroring the Explorer's earlier stance. 

“So are you,” Yeriamman replied. “The difference is that you refuse to admit to the failing.”

Qui-Gon probed with his mind and sensed a depth of sorrow in the Knight that he did not expected.

“Master Jinn, I can see that you mean well, but you suffer from the same illusion as your peers,” Yeriamman said. He paced before Qui-Gon. “You believe that Sahmly Two is merely a diplomatic mission. You choose to ignore that which occurs within our small circle of Jedi because – for the moment – it is a trifle, far beneath the concern of the Masters.” Yeriamman continued, “It does not fit the parameters of the mission as dictated by the Jedi Council, as if the growing darkness on this world will somehow ‘take care of itself’ - as if the darkness on Sahmly Two fails to echo the growing darkness we all feel gathering in the larger universe.”

“It is not seemly to question another Master,” Qui-Gon replied as Yeriamman stopped in front of him, within arms reach. “How one chooses to discipline his padawan is his business. I will not impugn the reputation of Master Dushiko on the basis of innuendo.”

“We do not know what to think of this larger darkness,” Yeriamman replied, brushing aside Qui-Gon’s words with a hand, “and so we wait to see what transpires, and paradoxically ignore concerns closer to home that should be of equal import.” Yeriamman shrugged. “You have agreed to concede the field before understanding the true nature of the contest before us.”

“I have done no such thing,” Qui-Gon said with a frown. “What contest?”

Yeriamman took a half step forward, until he was within Qui-Gon's personal space. “You have conceded. When bureaucracy becomes more important than the welfare of another-one of our padawani at that- how can it be otherwise? Perhaps you do not believe this is the case, but you will learn otherwise, Master Jinn, much to our collective sorrow.”

Qui-Gon felt steely determination from Yeriamman, which impressed him, but it supplanted a well of sadness also, something that he was unable to fathom. “Ah. You have seen the future?”

“I have seen a future. Do you remember our discussion in the kitchens with Obi-Wan?”

Qui-Gon nodded, not terribly anxious to repeat the earlier conversation. “I understand your implication. What did you see?”

“It is not a matter of what I’ve seen,” Yeriamman replied. “What I’ve seen has been seen for generations, Master Jinn. Master Yoda seeks to cross-train his most promising Masters and Padawani in order to preserve skills and knowledge that are slowly being lost.”

“I know that,” Qui-Gon retorted. 

“But, why are those skills and abilities being lost?” Yeriamman asked.  

“The growing darkness you just alluded to, Knight,” Qui-Gon replied patiently, not understanding the satisfaction that inexplicably shone on Yeriamman’s face. He studied the man before him. Qui-Gon’s eyes opened wide as the implications of the Explorer's words sunk in. “Skills are being lost to the growing darkness. That is why the numbers of Healers have been dwindling in recent generations, isn’t it? The answer has been in front of us and we haven’t seen it!”

“Yes. Galactic conservation of energy. These conclusions cannot be easily proven, but my antecedents and I reach the same conclusion: all paths lead back to the growing darkness in the universe, and there happens to be a portion of that darkness here on Sahmly Two,” Yeriamman said. “What is occurring between Master Dushiko and his padawan is not just a diplomatic issue, it is something that is increasingly at the center of local happenings, a microcosm of what is happening in the larger universe, and somehow intertwined with the darkness on Sahmly Two for reasons I cannot see clearly. I sense an agenda, but I do not know whose agenda it is. What I do know is that unless we act from within, Master Jinn, I see nothing but a grim outcome.”

“Will the loss of ability affect us?” Qui-Gon asked.

“It probably already has in ways we do not yet fully understand,” Yeriamman replied, “If you choose not to pursue this matter of Master and padawan, then I’d advise you convince your peers to pursue it if only to find out more about that which threatens us all.”

Qui-Gon sighed softly and clasped Yeriamman’s shoulder. “I can see that you are often underestimated, Adin-Duanath. Nevertheless, I have heard you, and I agree with what you say. We must talk with the others.”

"Will tonight be soon enough? I promised the boy I would meet and listen to him play his flutepipe. I dislike breaking promises, especially to a child. Especially to this child. He needs me."

"It may take me longer than that to sound out the other Masters," Qui-Gon said, "Negotiations do not leave much time for additional problems, I'm afraid. I will let you know when we can all meet."

Adin inclined his head. "I will leave it in your hands then, Master Jinn."

~~~~
Adin Yeriamman spent more time with the young healer. They wrestled, explored the cube, then Remii played his flutepipe. The sound filled Adin with quiet joy and also a deep sorrow. There were depths to this padawan that had yet to be tapped. Why couldn't the others see it? Adin sprawled on his back in the grass and listened to Remii play a lilting tune. So captivated was he by the sound and his thoughts that he didn't sense Ak'ra Dushiko's approach until Remii's flute faltered. 

"Master!" Remii jumped to his feet and gave a tentative smile.

"Padawan. I am pleased to see you. Although I would have preferred to find you in our rooms after mid-meal and doing your schoolwork."

"I finished my schoolwork. I did as I was told, I stayed on the Grounds," Remii said. He dropped his eyes to the grass.

Adin rose to his feet and stretched. "Remii was just favoring me with some music, Master Dushiko. He is quite a good flutepipe player."

"I'm sorry, I do not know you, Jedi."

"I am Adin-Duanath Yeriamman, Explorer." Adin bowed in respect.

"Ah yes, the knight…"

"I am honored to meet a venerable Weapons Master of the Jedi." 

"I heard you were on planet. I would think you have better things to do today." Dushiko folded his arms across his chest. "The negotiations are hanging by a thread, and you are in the gardens… playing?"

"Play is important, Master Dushiko. It helps one find his center." Adin stepped closer to Dushiko. "It's especially important for children." He let his eyes drift to where Remii stood stiffly, clutching the flutepipe.

"Of course you would know all about being a child, wouldn't you, Knight Yeriamman?" 

Adin grinned. "I strive to keep in touch with those things that bring me joy, Master Dushiko. If that makes me childlike, so be it." He turned and picked up his shirt, put it on, then fastened his light saber on his belt, and hung the blaster from his shoulder lanyard before picking up his cloak.

"Jedi should not carry a blaster, it is unseemly," Dushiko remarked. 

Adin felt irritation flare, and pushed it down. He drew his cloak around himself, stepped up into the other man's face and said, "Jedi do a lot of things they should not do, Ak'ra Dushiko. But at least I do nothing to be ashamed of." Adin glanced pointedly at Remii's bruises. 

"I made a mistake," Dushiko said stiffly. 

"At least it wasn't a fatal one," Adin retorted, then immediately regretted his words. Bickering Jedi was not something Remii needed to see. It was something Adin did not wish to become. There had to be another way to make this Weapons Master see the value in his padawan. Healing required just as much dedication and finesse as a light saber, how could he make the other Jedi understand this? Is this what happened when one became a Master? Your view of the world narrowed and became rigid? Better that he never took on a padawan than suffer a similar fate. "I'm sorry. That was uncalled for." Adin took a cleansing breath and turned away from Dushiko to face the boy. "Better get your things together, Remii. It will be late meal soon. Thank you for playing your flute for me. It was very therapeutic."

Remii stood in the same place; flutepipe clenched so tightly his knuckles showed white. "You are welcome, Knight Yeriamman." He looked from Adin to Dushiko then back again, he clearly felt the undertones, but didn't know what was going on between the two men. 

Dushiko walked over to his apprentice and brushed dirt off his shoulders, then picked sapphire grass out of his hair and held it up, raising an eyebrow. "Get your tunics on, Padawan," Dushiko said gruffly. "You should not have taken them off in public. It is improper."

Remii sat in the grass and quickly pulled the tan under tunic over his head, then the cream over tunic and tabards. "I did not wish to get them dirty, Master. I thought you would be pleased.” He buckled the utility belt and hung his light saber from it, and rubbed the flutepipe a moment before placing it in the case on his belt.

"I am pleased you are thinking ahead. You will have just enough time to jump in the 'fresher when we get back, Padawan," Dushiko replied. "What were you doing to get so filthy?"

"We were wrestling…" Remii looked at the ground, one hand playing with the braid behind his ear. "Just wrestling." 

Dushiko waved a hand in dismissal. "Run on ahead to the doors, Remii. I wish to have a word in private with Knight Yeriamman."

"Yes, Master." With a last look over his shoulder at Adin, Remii headed for the hedge opening. 

Dushiko tilted his head, listening. Apparently satisfied Remii did as he was told; he turned to the tall knight. "Stay away from my padawan."

"Why?" 

"I do not want you influencing him."

Adin smiled. "I cannot influence Remii as you do, Dushiko. He will listen to me or not listen to me as he sees fit. I am not his master. So that's not why you want me away from him. Try again."

"Because I don't trust you," Dushiko said.

"That's better. A more honest response, at least," Adin replied. "But you do not even know me. Why do you not trust me?"

"You are arrogant."

"So I've been told. I've meditated on this failing and cannot seem to vanquish it." 

"You have no respect for other Jedi."

Adin laughed. "I have an inordinate amount of respect for Jedi that deserve it, Master Dushiko. I would walk through fire for Master Billaba." He stepped up until he was eye to eye with the other Jedi. "Respect is a funny thing with me. I don't give it for hitting children." 

Dushiko gave a derisive smile. "Things must look so easy from where you sit, Knight Yeriamman. You listen to a stubborn, disobedient child. You fail to listen to a master who raised several guardians to their knighthood. Yet you call yourself a Jedi Knight." Dushiko pulled his robes close around him. "I have been reduced to this method of getting Remii's attention, because if he does not listen, he will die. If he does not gain discipline, he will die, if he does not learn to defend himself, he_ will_ die. Is that clear enough for you, Knight? It has been seen in the Force, and it will come to pass. My padawan will not face his end unprepared. This I will not allow." He whirled; the Jedi robes billowed then settled tightly against Dushiko as he walked away. 

Adin stared at the master's back, a hundred questions left on his tongue. 

~~~~
It was late that night before Ak'ra Dushiko was able to sit down to late meal with his apprentice. He could sense how tired and hungry the boy was, and while it pleased him that Remii waited to eat with his master, it also made Dushiko feel guilty that he hadn't broke away earlier to tend to the padawan. An older padawan would have taken care of himself. How can I encourage independence in this child? Dushiko sighed and scanned through the notes on the data pad with Remii’s schoolwork. He frowned, paged back, then read through the last page again.

“Did I get it right, Master?” Remii watched Dushiko anxiously.  

“While you have found a solution to the Saktarian Problem, Padawan, it is not the preferred solution.” Dushiko paged through the information one last time. “Your solution is simplistic, and frankly, too benevolent. Sometimes the answer to a problem requires a firm hand.”

“But in the other solutions, people died.”

“Sometimes people do die in conflicts, Remii. A Jedi must decide what is an acceptable amount of loss.” Dushiko pushed his plate aside, food largely uneaten. 

“So I didn’t get it right?” Remii looked at his master, disappointment plain on his face.

Dushiko handed the data pad back. “Elegant as it is, your solution only delays the inevitable, Padawan. I want you to do the exercise over and come up with three more solutions.”

“Three!”

“Three. Do you disagree with me, Remii?” Dushiko frowned at the youth. He sensed the defiance rising, it peaked short of its goal, and ebbed. The boy shows control. Finally. 

“No, Master.” Remii stared down at his plate and stabbed at the cold Breek with his fork. “I will do as you wish.”

“Good. You can reread the problem before bed tonight, and work on it tomorrow while I am in negotiations. Master Toock may have me visit a few more castes to gather information. We are nearing an answer.”

Remii looked up, eyes alight. “Can I come with you?”

“No, Padawan.”

“Why not? I should be with you! Obi-Wan gets to go with his master. He even gets to go out on his own!” 

“Obi-Wan is almost a Knight. You are not old enough yet, Padawan. It is dangerous out there."

"But that is why you need me! What if something happens? You need me. I can guard you."

"And you think you have the skill with a light saber to help rather than hinder, Padawan?" Dushiko replied without thought. 

Remii's fork dropped to his plate with a clatter.

Dushiko winced. "Remii, I-"

"You don't want to let me do anything!"

"When you show me you are disciplined, then I will reconsider."

"Then I will never get to do anything. Never! Nothing I do is good enough!" Remii leapt to his feet, snatched up the data pad from the table and threw it to the floor. "Why don't you just send me back? You hate me!" 

He turned and ran for the exit. Dushiko could have stopped Remii with a Force hold, but he let the boy go and watched as Remii disappeared out the door

Ak'ra sat back down with a loud sigh, leaned an elbow on the table and placed a hand over his face. Force give me patience…

A few minutes later Qui-Gon Jinn picked the data pad up off the floor and sat across from Dushiko. He paged through the information and read quickly before looking up. "He is a compassionate boy, Ak'ra. He seeks to minimize loss of life."

"He does not think ahead. His solution will result in greater loss of life later on."

"That kind of insight comes from experience. The more knowledge he has, the easier it will be for him to arrive at the proper solution," Qui-Gon said. He set the data pad on the table.

"Unfortunately, the proper solution seems to be the one that will most anger his master."

Qui-Gon leaned across the table. "Are you angry, Ak'ra?"

"Yes. I am angry about his lack of discipline, and total disregard for Jedi ideals."

"But you do not chase after him."

"I do not trust myself right now," Dushiko admitted. "Besides, it would be unseemly for a master to chase after his padawan."

Qui-Gon blew out his breath. "Then perhaps you should let me retrieve the boy. I will talk with him."

"I do not need another Jedi interfering in my problem. I already have a knight questioning my competence."

"Young Adin-Duanath." 

"He is arrogant, meddlesome and entirely too egotistical for a Jedi Knight."

"Yet I am told those are fine qualities for a Jedi Explorer." Qui-Gon looked at the expression on Dushiko's face and sighed. "What has Adin done now?"

"He attempts to interfere with my relationship with my padawan. I would like to know what he is up to."

"I shall talk to him, also. I, too, have questions."

"And who appointed you galactic counselor, Qui-Gon Jinn? I can handle my own problems."

"I merely wish to help. Let me retrieve the padawan at least. If we do not hurry, there is no telling where he will get to."

"He is in the gardens. If he was further, I could not feel him as readily." Dushiko sighed heavily. "He is upset, and angry. Angry with me, and angry with himself. I do not understand this child. Where does such anger come from? That emotion is unseemly in a Jedi." Dushiko shook his head. "I cannot help but wonder if I can do anything right with this boy. It might best if you did find him for me." 

"I will return him to your rooms. Perhaps you should just send him to bed when he gets back. Things will look better in the morning, Ak'ra. Remember how young he is, and untrained."

Dushiko stood. "He makes a mockery of my attempts to teach him discipline. None of my other padawans questioned my methods. Obi-Wan does not question yours." Dushiko shook his head again. "I will meditate on this. Return Remii if you find him. He will have to answer for his actions. Maybe now you see why I must instill discipline in the boy. He does not think before he acts. That habit could be disastrous."

"I will find him and return him," Qui-Gon said.

Dushiko gave the other master a tight smile, then left the dining area.

Qui-Gon watched the other master leave the room, then turned back to the table where Obi-Wan waited, manfully containing his curiosity. 

"Master?"

"We need to find Remii. Come, he is in the gardens."

Obi-Wan jumped up. "I think I know where he'll go."

~~~~
Remii bolted out the side door of the Diplomat Residence and ran for the gardens. It wasn't until he was well inside the hedges that he noticed how silent the area was at night- and how dark. He ran down the path and made a turn, and another, then realized he had no idea where he was. The hedges towered above him, black and ominous. Remii stopped. He cast out his Force senses. The thread that ran back to his master was still there, and Remii shut it as far away as he knew how. Something else rose to tug at his consciousness. Remii followed the urge through the twists and turns of the hedge paths. He came to an opening in the hedges he never saw before- and a gate. 

Remii moved to the gate and attempted to open it. There were larger outer gates and a smaller, human sized gate inset into the larger ones. The smaller gate was still big, and awkward, and totally impervious to Remii’s tugging. A quick search found an announcing plate like the one outside his rooms. Remii let his hand hover over the plate a long moment before pressing his palm to the slick metal. He expected an alarm, or lights, or some warning. Nothing happened. Disappointed, he stepped back.

The inner gate swung silently on unseen hinges and opened outward. Beyond lay an open area, and the streets of Sahmly City. The buildings glowed ocher under the phosphorous streetlights. Sounds drifted up the hill, unique to Sahmly and mostly unidentifiable to Remii. Two dark shapes moved up the sidewalk at the bottom of the hill, they seemed to float in the shadows of the Sahmlian night. They stopped and looked directly at Remii. He felt the tug on his mind, a goad to step out the gate into the city. The tug became an urge, then a compulsion. Remii stepped through the opening. He swallowed as the night stilled to silence.

Another tug on his mind brought up the image of Adin-Duanath. Remii hesitated. The conflict in his head intensified. Sounds on the path leading to the gate broke his concentration, after a moment’s indecision, Remii stepped back, turned and ran down a side path to throw himself on the ground beneath a towering hedge. Several Sahmlians walked down the path to the gate, talking quietly to each other. They walked in a curious formation, loosely surrounding the Sahmlian in the middle. 

At the sight of the open gate, one Sahmlian squeaked in alarm, and the procession stopped. The center Sahmlian detached from the group and stood, head up, rills flaring, and turned in a circle until it faced the hedge where Remii lay. The Sahmlians came forward as a group. Remii tried to scrabble backwards under the hedge, but the underbrush was too dense. The Sahmlians grabbed and dragged him out, then dropped their hands as if burned when they saw who it was. One dropped to the ground and covered his face. The others stepped back until Remii was alone on the walkway. They surrounded the one who had pointed him out in a loose half circle.  

Remii almost burst into tears when he stood and found himself face to face with Ga-Ree-Jen. She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him, much to her companion's discomfort. 

“You should not be out here, Master Jedi. It is dangerous at night.” Her six-fingered hand touched his face, over the bruise, and her rills fluttered. The Sahmlians muttered and shifted their feet. 

“I... I got lost...” Remii rubbed a fist across his eyes. "It's no problem."

“Do not go out the back gate, Jedi,” Ga-Ree-Jen said sternly. “It leads to a bad part of the city.”

“You were going out,” Remii said. He tried to peer around her bulk.

“We have business there. You do not.” Ga-Ree-Jen released him and stepped back. She pointed down the wide path. “Go back to Residence, Master Jedi. You are protected there.” The Sahmlians chattered among themselves. One reached out to tap insistently on Ga-Ree-Jen’s arm and gesture. “I must leave,” she said, “We'll be late. Go, now, kit. Outside is not safe for the likes of you.” She leaned and stared out the gate a long moment before turning back to him.

Remii wanted to argue, but the woman crossed her arms over her chest just as Master Dushiko did when he was angry. Remii began to walk down the wide main path along the hedgerows. A glance behind showed Ga-Ree-Jen still watched. A few dozen meters and he looked again. The Sahmlians were gone, the gate closed. There was nothing but shadow. His steps slowed. The call of the city sang to him. The summons tapped the disquiet in his head. Sahmlians could not tell him what to do. Technically, Ga-Ree-Jen shouldn’t even speak to him unless he spoke to her first. And Master Dushiko did not care what he did, Dushiko did not want him. He could see what had been denied to him since they arrived. The city, the people. He hesitated. 

“Remii?”

The distant voice of Obi-Wan Kenobi came to him over the hedges. Remii scowled. A whisper tickled the edge of his consciousness. Come to me now. The city waits... The tall hedges threw complex shadows across the stone paths. Rustling sounded from beneath the hedges and bushes that lined the walkway. 

“Remii! Answer me! I know you’re out here.”

Come out the gate. The music in his head held jewel tones the flute-pipe never reached. It fascinated Remii, and frightened him at the same time. Deep and resonate, the tone masked the Force sense in his head. Remii turned around, started down the path, turned again, unnerved by his inability to find his way. In the darkness, the paths all looked the same. He sensed rather than heard the gate to the city open, spilling darkness into the gardens.

“Remii?”

Remii began to run toward the sound of Obi-Wan’s voice. He turned down a path. The harder he ran, the more distant Obi-Wan's voice got. In the shadows Remii lost sight of the main path. He veered off, followed a spiraling stone walk, and found himself inside one of the hedge-enclosed gardens. The trickle of a fountain was a roar in the dark and the heady smell of flowers overwhelmed his senses. Tiny yellow eyes watched him from the shrouded branches of the shrubs, dozens of them. Ominous three tone notes sounded. Remii whirled, bolted for the opening, and collided squarely with a solid figure. The figure reached and grabbed him by the upper arms. Remii kicked out. His blow never landed, deflected by the Force.

“Careful, kid. That’s not a polite spot to be kicking your friends.”

Adin. The relief Remii felt caused him to go limp. He let himself be drawn against the knight’s cloak, let the Explorer wrap strong arms around him. Remii swallowed a sob. The Jedi smelled of the kitchens, and other, more exotic scents. The dust of Sahmlian streets surrounded him. Remii clung to the knight so hard he felt the rigid shape of the blaster Adin carried under his robes. Blasters exist only to destroy, an inelegant solution, Master Dushiko commented in his memory. It is a mark of discipline to carry a light saber- and know how to use it well.

Remii felt the brush of Adin's mind against his, and the voice of Master Dushiko faded into the shadows. Adin's thoughts were divided, although he tried to hide it. Remii sensed a tinge of frustration in the knight, then it was gone, the Jedi projected only caring and concern. Adin was a pillar of Light Remii could ground himself against. 

“What are you doing out here in the dark, kid?”

Dark? Remii opened his eyes with a start. The night slammed back. He was in the Sahmlian gardens, he was inside the knight's head, the Light was gone and he felt the division Adin tried so hard to disguise. Was that irritation at him the knight felt? Anger? Remii pulled back from the Jedi's grasp. “I... I...”

“You ran off from your master, didn’t you?" Adin sighed. "Remii..." The knight rubbed his bearded face with a hand. "Tell me what happened.”

“What are you doing out here?” Remii challenged. He took a step backwards.

“I was out in the city, working. I came in through the gate, saw you take off like a blaster singed bantha, and thought I better see what was wrong.” 

“You... you came in through the back gate? Alone?”

“Just me and my shadow, kid. What’s wrong?”

Remii backed up again. “Obi-Wan is looking for me. I better go find him.”

“Whoa, whoa,” Adin said. He stepped forward and grasped Remii’s arm. “It's dark out there. Let’s wait here for him. He'll find us.”

"Don't tell me what to do!" Remii tried to wrench his arm away. When he couldn't, he turned on the knight and began to punch and kick at him. "Let me go! Let me go!"

"Easy, Remii. I'm not going to hurt you." Adin grabbed at the flailing arms. "Calm down!"

"Let… me…go!" Remii attempted to punch the arm that held him. "You're hurting me!" Desperate, Remii began to gather Force energy from Adin, channeled it into himself, and tried to send it back. The knight deflected his efforts with some formidable shielding. 

"That's enough!" Adin wrapped his arms tightly around Remii. "I'm not hurting you! Stop this!"

Remii felt resentment blossom behind his eyes and throb in his head. "Let me go!"

"Calm down, Remii!"

"I can't! You'll hurt me!"

"I won't. I just want to help you. Let's find Master Dushiko and-"

"No, he hates me! You hate me!" Remii hardly recognized his own voice, tinged with panic and rage. He threw the words at the Jedi with every ounce of Force effort he had, they slipped past the shielding and struck home. He felt Adin's pain at his words, and latched onto it, twisted it… "See, you do! You hate me!"

"I do not!" The pain reflecting from the Jedi intensified. "I could never hate you!"

"You do! You hate me!" Remii sensed the knight's upset growing to match his own. The knight hated him, hated the way Remii wouldn't listen, hated the disobedience that flared up under pressure. Remii kicked again, sobbing. "Let me go!"

"I will not!"

"Let him go, Knight Yeriamman." Qui-Gon Jinn appeared out of the blackness; a tall form wrapped in dark Jedi robes and stiff composure. He pushed the hood away from his face. "Release him, Adin," Qui-Gon said more softly.

"Not until he calms down."

"He won't calm down until you free him. Trust me, Adin-Duanath."

The words from Qui-Gon came on a wave of tranquil surety. Remii wanted to fight it, to stay in control, but as the knight's arms released him, anger and fear receded also. Remii gulped. In the vacuum where his fury hid, Qui-Gon's serenity rushed in. The world tipped, and Remii had to swallow the nausea that threatened to choke him. Qui-Gon walked forward and placed a hand on his shoulder. Calm, padawan. Center yourself. Warmth and the peacefulness of the Force flowed into him. Remii stared at the Jedi Master, wide eyed. 

"Calm, Padawan" Qui-Gon repeated out loud. "If you are calm, others will be calm. Channel your calmness, not their upset. Do you understand?"

"No, Master," Remii said miserably. 

Adin started forward and stopped at the raise of Qui-Gon's free hand. 

"We will have to work on it, then." Qui-Gon looked up as Obi-Wan rushed through the opening. "Calm yourself, Obi-Wan."

Remii felt Obi-Wan's nervous anxiety and immediately tensed in return. Master Dushiko would be angry with him. He should be like Obi-Wan, and worried, not calm as if nothing had happened. He shrugged out from under Master Jinn's hand and choked back the sobs that threatened to burst out of him. 

Qui-Gon made no move. "Come, Remii. Let's get you back. We will discuss all this in the light of the morning." Obi-Wan moved to stand directly behind his master, a smaller shadow of the Jedi. 

The bond that held them shimmered in Remii's mind, a transparisteel thread veiled gossamer. It ran between the two men and flowed with Force energy. He closed his eyes and felt himself caught in the Force, linking threads that ran in opposite directions. Remii opened his eyes and turned around. "Adin? Will you come with me?"

"It is better if he did not, Padawan." Qui-Gon said. 

"Please?" Remii stared at the tall knight. All he knew was that the Jedi Explorer made him feel safe. It wasn't Adin that was bad, it was him. The events of the past few minutes washed away with his need of the knight, and his worry over what his master would say. Or do. "Adin… please. I need you."

The knight looked torn. "I can't, Remii. Master Jinn is right. It could only make things worse. You must return to Dushiko." He stepped forward and gave a tug on Remii's padawan braid, then a small smile. "No harm will come to you, my young padawan. I promise you that."

"Be wary, Knight," Qui-Gon said, "Do not make rash assurances."

"I have every intention of making sure of my promises, Master Jinn," Adin replied.  

"You interfere where you do not belong, Knight Yeriamman. This is still a matter between master and padawan. It is none of our concern," Qui-Gon said. 

"Another time, maybe, I could be forced to agree with you. But not anymore." Yeriamman gave another smile and shrug. "I cannot. It is no longer my choice."

"Obi-Wan, take Remii and start back," Qui-Gon ordered. He waited until the padawans headed out the opening before he stepped close to the Jedi Knight. "I sense what is happening between you and the boy. Sever it now. Do not let it grow. You add undue complications to an already fragile situation you yourself warned us about." Qui-Gon pursed his lips as he studied the resolute face of the man in front of him. "End this, Yeriamman. For everyone's sake."

"I cannot," Adin said. "It is the will of the Force." 

~~~~
Qui-Gon stood before the door to Ak'ra Dushiko's quarters, a hand on Remii's shoulder. He subtly infused the young padawan with calmness once again, then pressed his free hand to the panel. "Qui-Gon Jinn."

The door opened immediately. Ak'ra Dushiko face was inscrutable, but Qui-Gon felt the anxiety that rolled off the man. It lessened noticeably as Dushiko saw his padawan. 

"Remii." 

"Master." Remii pressed backwards, against the security of Qui-Gon Jinn. Qui-Gon allowed it a moment before dropping his hand from Remii's shoulder and giving the boy a gentle nudge forward. 

Calm, Padawan. Apprehension is unbecoming a Jedi.

Dushiko surprised Qui-Gon by stepping forward and placing large hands on either side of Remii's face. Black eyes peered into brown ones. "Are you well, Padawan?"

"Yes, Master."

"Good." Dushiko dropped his hands. "To bed, young one. It is late."

"Yes, Master." Remii walked into the room without a backward glance.

Dushiko pulled the door closed behind him and looked at Qui-Gon. "Thank you for bringing him back."

Qui-Gon inclined his head. "He was returning when we found him."

Dushiko glanced at him sharply. "Indeed."

"He was fearful, Ak'ra. It shouldn't be like this."

"I know. I have meditated extensively on it. I do not understand. I demand discipline, and control, but no more so than my other apprentices. They did not protest. Or fear me." Dushiko looked at Qui-Gon. "I do not hate the boy. I've grown rather… fond of him, despite his disobedience. I do not understand," Dushiko repeated, rubbing a hand over his face, "My intentions are good, but somehow they are being waylaid."

"Or redirected?"

"Precisely."

Qui-Gon narrowed his eyes. "I think when this mission is over, we should get together and discuss your padawan - and his penchant for 'pushing buttons'. I believe you were correct in your observations. Remii manipulates the Force in ways he is unaware of. It is an ability that could become dangerous if not tempered."

"Agreed." Dushiko frowned a moment. "I will keep Remii too busy the next few days to get into trouble. That will buy us time."

Qui-Gon finally nodded. His sense of disorder in the Force did not dissipate with Dushiko's assurances. But the padawan belonged to the master. He would let the matter rest.

~~~~
Remii awoke in the morning to Dushiko shaking his shoulder.

"Remii! Wake up."

"Is it time for saber practice already?" Remii asked. He rubbed his eyes, and yawned, unsure if the darkness in the room was due to the early hour or his own sleepy state. The remnants of a bad dream cleared from his mind. People dying by the hundreds, but he did not tell his master about it.

'We will not practice this morning, Padawan. I am needed by Master Toock."

Remii sat up and noticed no light coming through the parted curtains by the windows, and that his master was fully dressed and buckling on his utility belt and light saber. "What time is it, Master?"

"It is four past the middle night hour. I did not want you to wake up and find me gone." Dushiko picked up his cloak and placed it around his shoulders. "I left lessons for you to do. You are also to meditate for six hours. It is important for you to meditate and clear your thoughts. We will discuss yesterday's - incident - when I return."

"But-"

"You are also to do those additional three answers to the Saktarian Problem as we discussed." Dushiko turned away. 

"No." 

Dushiko turned around slowly. "What did you say?"

"No." Remii swallowed hard. "I do not wish to do three more answers. Mine is correct."

Dushiko sighed heavily. "I am highly disappointed in you, Remii. You will do three more answers."

"I won't."

"I do not have time for this, Padawan."

"Don't go. Stay here…" Remii looked up at his master. "Please?"

"I have to go, Padawan. Master Toock needs me."

"I need you!" 

"Your attitude does not become a Jedi, Padawan. I suggest you meditate on your manner and seek to remedy it." Dushiko looked at his apprentice and sighed again. "There has been an explosion in one of the outlying city sectors. Many were injured. Our negotiations hang by a thread. I must go."

Remii threw his legs off the side of the bed. "I can help. They may need a healer." 

"No. You will stay here." Dushiko raised a hand. "No arguments, Padawan! Not now. It is dangerous out there. When the Council assigned me to you, they made it clear you were to stay out of harms way. Healers are too precious to risk. Even Padawan healers."

"But I'm not really a healer," Remii said bitterly. "You never let me do anything! How am I to learn?"

"I do not have time for this, Remii. I am already late. When you learn to discipline yourself and your outbursts, perhaps I will reconsider. Meanwhile, you are to stay here. In these rooms. Do your lessons. Meditate on your failings. We will take saber practice when I return." 

Remii started to speak.

Dushiko raised a hand. "Do not try my patience, Padawan. It took me many hours to reach a balance. I cannot afford to lose it during the negotiations. Do as you are told. Stay here." Dushiko went to the door, and spent a minute recoding the security device. "We will talk when I return." He walked out the door and pulled it firmly shut behind him. The lock clicked with ominous finality. 

Remii swung his legs back onto the bed and wrapped his arms around them, then rested his head, attempting to swallow past the lump in his throat. I was not chosen. I am not needed. I'm an assignment, nothing more. Remii buried his face in his hands and tried to stifle the sobs, but they snuck out between his fingers. The more he tried to suppress them, the harder he cried, rocking back and forth until the torrent slowed, then stopped. "Master… why don't you want me?" 

There was no reply. The Force hung, silent, its shimmering presence impenetrable, while on the fringes, darkness waited. 

"Master?" Remii traced the thread that bound them, it ran strongly towards the Weapons Master, but the return thread was faint. Remii could reach out, strengthen it, and connect with his master. Remii touched Dushiko's mind as lightly as he could, and stopped in shock. Dushiko blocked him! His master did not want contact with his padawan. In his mind, Remii built a similar wall between himself and his master. Childish, but it made Remii feel marginally better.

Dispirited, Remii got up and dressed, then picked up his flutepipe. He could usually drive back the darkness with music. But even the crystal tones of the Force failed to reduce the dull ache inside. He let the flutepipe fall from his fingers, and sat, eyes closed. 

The chime of the announcing panel startled Remii out of meditation several hours later. It took several more tones to remember where he was and what the sound meant. He scrambled to his feet and went to the door, curious as to why it did not relay the visitor's name. He pressed his palm to the panel. Nothing happened. He tried several more times, with no result. Remii thought back to his master's manipulations with the security device. So he was locked in the rooms also. Remii fought a surge of temper. 

"I don't want to talk to you, Obi-Wan Kenobi. Go away."

The panel chimed again. 

"Just leave me alone!"

He jumped when the door panel slid back. Ga-Ree-Jen stood in the opening, one hand holding a flat piece of duraplastic with the Diplomatic Residence emblem against the announcing panel. She tucked it into the pocket of the short green apron-cloak she wore over blue leggings and gazed at him. 

"Master Jedi. We have need of your services."

"Services?" Remii stared.

"There has been an explosion. Many were injured. We need you," she said simply. "Will you come with me?"

Remii hesitated.

"You can heal the injured, Master Jedi. We need you," she repeated.

"Let me get my things." Remii ran around the room, fastened on his utility belt, loaded the pouches with med supplies from Master Dushiko's carryall, and grabbed his brown robes. He fastened the light saber and the flutepipe to his belt and swung the cloak around him in a quick motion, securing the fastening with one hand. "Let's go." He left with Ga-Ree-Jen, and let the door slam shut behind him.

~~~~
Remii followed Ga-Ree-Jen through a squalid courtyard and then an entryway where he stopped short. Sahmlians lay on the ground and on makeshift cots all over the room. There was a pervading metallic smell, and green blood lay in random puddles on the floor. When Remii stepped out from behind Ga-Re-Jen, there was dead silence as the Sahmlians stared at him. 

One tall, thin Sahmlian rushed forward to chatter angrily with Ga-Ree-Jen. The apron he wore was smeared with blood. He held a roll of cloth in one hand and waved the other as he spoke. Remii managed to catch the word 'Jedi' several times when Ga-Ree-Jen replied. The thin man quieted, and turned to look at Remii. With a shrug, he walked away. Remii took that as permission to go to work. He gave Ga-Ree-Jen a questioning glance as he reached in his utility belt and pulled out some sealant bandage.

"Heal them, Master Jedi. I told the other you could save them."

With a gulp, Remii turned to look at the patients crowding the room. He didn't know where to start, so he chose the bed nearest the door and began to examine the patient's wounds. Shrapnel from the exploded building had ripped a large hole in the man's leg and dozens of smaller ones all over his body. Remii lifted the makeshift bandage and saw the blood well up, bright and green. Sealant to contain the bleeding, and Force direction to stimulate healing…Sahmlians have two hearts, one for either side of their body. I must monitor the left heart and not let the volume of blood drop too low…

Remii set to work. It took longer than he expected to stabilize the wound, slow the bleeding, promote healing, and check for results. After he finished he was sweating, and he still had a dozen patients to go. By the fourth patient Remii realized that he could not afford to wait and make sure his Force guidance worked. There were too many patients to tend. 

Now that he had treated some, the others were less wary, and crowded him as he worked. He repeatedly asked them to move back, but his grasp of their language was that of a child, and no one listened. The room was close, permeated with the smells of the sick and wounded, punctured by moans and chatter. As time wore on, Remii relied more on the Force to speed healing. He lost all track of the patients he treated, and at a gap in the rooms, stopped and leaned against the wall, exhausted. His padawan braid dripped sweat, and he used the edge of his cloak to wipe his face. He'd learned more in this brief time about treating wounds than all the classes he'd taken. Problem was, there was no time to absorb the lessons. Remii now operated on pure instinct when it came to healing the Sahmlians. 

Their blood seems very thin compared to humanoids; I'll have to make note of that, it could cause problems with clotting and- He jumped as someone tapped his shoulder.

"Drink this." Ga-Ree-Jen handed him a large ceramic cup. 

Remii sipped without looking. A cool oily liquid slid down his parched throat, spicy enough to awaken his senses, but not overly pungent. It seemed to erase the tiredness as he drank. He drained the cup and handed it back to her. "Thank you." 

"You need to come with me, Master Jedi."

"There are others yet." Remii looked around. More wounded were helped into the makeshift infirmary as he watched. 

"We need you to heal this one." Ga-Ree-Jen gestured for him to follow. 

Remii chewed his lower lip. "He'll have to wait. Others were here first."

"This one cannot wait. You will come." She nodded to a pair of Sahmlians that stood behind her. They moved forward and grasped Remii's arms, prepared to drag him. 

Their sense of purpose and determination flooded Remii's thoughts. He had no doubt the Sahmlians would force him to go where they wanted him. His eyes flew up to meet those of Ga-Ree-Jen. 

Her eyes were calm, and determined also.  "You will come."

Remii jerked his arms free. He went to add a touch of Force energy to his actions, to make them understand he would not be treated like this. To his shock, nothing happened. The Sahmlians merely regrasped his arms more firmly and began to drag him towards the door. Remii resisted a moment, before he realized how undignified it was to be dragged like a disobedient child. "Wait!" he said. The Sahmlians paused, looked to Ga-Ree-Jen, then released him. Remii smoothed his cloak, then nodded. "Let's go."

~~~~

It was after mid meal when the Jedi negotiators returned to the Diplomatic Quartering. Master Toock and her assistant remained in the city, but she sent the rest of her team away once the situation stabilized. 

Obi-Wan sat on the low retaining wall surrounding the drive area. Qui-Gon forgave him the indiscretion, they were all tired. Negotiations had been tense. No one claimed responsibility for the bomb. There was no logic to its placement, other than to cause the most damage possible to innocent Sahmlians of all caste. "Will you and Remii join us for a late mid meal, Master Dushiko?" Qui-Gon asked.

"Yes. Let me go get him." Dushiko paused and frowned.

"What is it?"

"I'm not sure. I blocked Remii this morning because he was giving me such grief that I didn't want him disturbing my concentration for negotiations with his upset… he has quite the powerful little mental voice when he focuses. I've kept a light contact on him since we left this morning though. The contact isn't any stronger now that we are back. It is tenuous at best," Dushiko closed his eyes a long moment before opening them with a sigh. "I cannot reach him at all, he has shut me out. I know he was angry with me, but to shut down our bond to this degree is childish."

"He is a child, Ak'ra," Qui-Gon pointed out. He saw Obi-Wan glance longingly towards the entry doors- and a meal. "Some just grow up faster than others." He hid the small smile that surfaced when he glanced at his hungry padawan.

"He is Jedi. He knows the responsibilities that title brings." Dushiko flipped the edges of his robe back. "No matter. Go ahead to the dining area, I will retrieve my padawan and join you. Do not wait on us to eat. No doubt Remii will have some trial to put me through in retribution." 

Qui-Gon gave the other master a half smile. "He is a good boy, Ak'ra. If he was not, you would not be so exasperated."

"True." Ak'ra Dushiko returned the smile. "I suppose one Jedi child can be no worse than a contingent of hysterical Sahmlian natives."

"We managed to handle twenty native castes and a bevy of annoyed traders this morning. A good warm up to handling one disgruntled padawan." Qui-Gon gave Dushiko a nod as the Weapons Master hurried off. Qui-Gon headed for the entry doors, motioning for Obi-Wan to join him. Obi-Wan leapt off the wall and was up the steps in two bounds. 

"Can we eat now, Master?"

"Yes, Padawan. I don't want you wasting away." Qui-Gon wrapped an arm around his apprentice's neck as they went through the door, suddenly overwhelmed by the urge to hug his lanky charge. They were laughing as they approached the entry hall and dining area doors. Adin Yeriamman walked down the wide center staircase from the rooms, droid canine by his side. The droid stood just short of a meter at the shoulder, barrel chested, long snouted, it had predatory eyes and triangular ears that swiveled to take in sound. 

Adin raised a hand in greeting. "You have returned. I was beginning to worry."

Qui-Gon stopped, ignoring Obi-Wan's soft groan at the delay. "We missed your presence out in the city, Knight Yeriamman."

"I was there, but I would be of little use on your team, Master Jinn. I lack the finesse of a true negotiator." 

"But you are a Jedi, sometimes that is all that matters." 

"Master Toock had other plans for me. She, too, knows my limitations." The knight smiled, not at all insulted at being left out of negotiations. "I just came back to quarters to get Bellicus before I set out again. I've discovered some interesting legends that may lead to the source of this dark presence we all feel."

"I'll be curious to hear your story, Adin-Duanath." Qui-Gon nodded toward the droid dog. "What makes you bring the droid out?"

"Intimidation," Adin said without hesitation. "Troublemakers might think twice about bothering a lone man wearing Jedi robes, but add a high order droid into the mix and they generally steer clear of me altogether."

Obi-Wan moved forward and looked at the droid. "Is it like a real dog?"

"Yes. Except they can be programmed for whichever priority you need. Bellicus can track, guard, evaluate and attack without my orders."

"That could be dangerous." Obi-Wan said. He eyed the droid hound, which watched him in return. 

"He assesses the situation and acts on the information he gathers. He learns from experience and stores what he learns. Bellicus has yet to be wrong in his actions- and has saved my hide on more than one occasion by not waiting for permission to act." Adin let his hand rest on the droid's head again. "He is also programmed for minor civilian interactions. These are my friends, Bellicus. Jedi friends."

The droid dog turned and minutely examined Obi-Wan then Qui-Gon, eyes whirling as the black irises lengthened into a rectangle, then smoothed back to a circle. After a moment, his manner changed, the ears twitched and the whip like tail slowly wagged from side to side. The droid dog sat, then nudged Obi-Wan's hand with his long snout.

"You have been added to his list of friends. He wants you to pet him," Adin said with a grin. 

Obi-Wan gave the knight an incredulous look. "He's a droid."

"He's a droid dog," Adin corrected. "He is programmed to act as much like a flesh and blood animal as possible, at least when necessary."

"And I'm supposed to forget he has carbon steel teeth?" Obi-Wan muttered. Nevertheless he reached out a hand and gave the dog's head a pat. "Hey! He feels soft. Not cold at all."

"He has duraplas synthetic skin over his parasteel body. I had the manufacturers add some texture to the skin also."

Obi-Wan rubbed the droid behind the ears. "It feels like a hairless animal… smooth, but soft, and warm."

Adin nodded. "A metal droid dog can be a little too intimidating in some situations. Not to mention the reflectivity problems. Bellicus and Vorago look enough like the real thing to pass at a casual glance. I found it pays to have their abilities… underestimated."

"Vorago?" Qui-Gon asked. He moved up to pet the droid dog, fascinated. The dog's transparasteel eyes were tinted yellow, and held a measure of intelligence not expected in an animal droid. 

"Bellicus' companion. Vorago is mainly a guard dog; he watches my ship when I'm away from it. He hasn't been programmed for interactions like Bellicus. Not yet anyway. "

"Intriguing," Qui-Gon said. He straightened. "We were just going to eat a late mid meal, Adin-Duanath. Would you care to join us?"

"Finally," Obi-Wan muttered under his breath. 

Adin laughed. "Yes. Otherwise you may have more questions and your poor padawan will expire from lack of nourishment." He headed for the dining area with Qui-Gon, Bellicus automatically trailing at his heels, Obi-Wan walked cautiously alongside the droid.

They had barely seated themselves when Ak'ra Dushiko came into the area. He stopped at their table and looked at each of them in turn, eyes lingering on the Jedi Knight.

Qui-Gon could feel the man's distress; it rolled off him in waves.  "What is it, Ak'ra?"

"Remii is missing. I went to get him from the room, and he was not there."

Qui-Gon held up a hand. "He is likely wandering the grounds, Ak'ra. You said you could feel him through your bond."

"I can still feel him, but just as faintly as before."  

"Then he is here on the grounds, somewhere," Qui-Gon repeated.

Dushiko placed his hands on his hips. "You do not understand. When we left this morning, I placed a lock on the room door. He could not have opened it from the inside."

"You did what?" Adin said. He half stood.

"Not now, Adin," Qui-Gon said. He reached out a hand, placed it on the knight's shoulder, and absently pushed him back down in the seat. Bellicus gave a quiet rumbling growl that ended with a head tilt and narrowed eyes. His attention was fixed on the Weapons Master rather than Qui-Gon Jinn, however.  

Dushiko looked at the knight. "What would you have me do? Leave him free to wander Sahmly City and to get in more trouble? The only way the boy could have got out of the room is if someone let him out." Dushiko stared at Adin. "I did not see you with the negotiating team this morning, Knight Yeriamman."

Adin stood, closely followed by Qui-Gon. "I did not let him out. I left for the city the same time you did. Are you saying he was taken from the room?"

"I am saying no such thing," Dushiko replied. He ran a hand over his head, dislodging some of the black hair from its ponytail. "But Remii could not have activated the door release from the inside."

"He's a smart boy, Ak'ra," Qui-Gon said. "He might have figured it out."

"It's possible… but not likely," Dushiko admitted. "He is not interested in the mechanical, only the living."

"Are his things gone?" Obi-Wan asked. "If he did not go by himself, I would expect his things to still be there."

Qui-Gon gave a nod. "Obi-Wan has a point, Ak'ra."

Dushiko sighed heavily. "His light saber, utility belt, and robes are missing."

"What about his flutepipe?" Obi-Wan asked, "Was that still there?"

Ak'ra Dushiko looked down and closed his eyes. When he opened them and looked up, they held profound weariness. "His flutepipe was missing also."

Obi-Wan looked at his master. "Remii is very attached to his flutepipe. He uses it to connect with the Force, and to calm himself. I do not think a kidnapper would see it as significant, however."

Adin rubbed a hand over his face and studied the others before speaking. "I agree. I think…the only conclusion we can come to, is that Remii ran away."

Ro Scree District

Sahmly City

Remii followed Ga-Ree-Jen and her guards back to the battered speeder they'd come in. He was unnerved by the Sahmlians who regarded him sternly from either side of the rear seat. Remii had grown accustomed to Sahmlians in the role of servants that at the Diplomatic Residence. These Sahmlians reminded Remii of soldiers. 

The driver took sharp turns and doubled back so many times that Remii was hopelessly lost. They seemed to be heading for another corner of the city opposite from the one they'd just been. Remii worried a bit, but decided Ga-Ree-Jen would make sure he got back to the Residence, hopefully before his master returned. 

Eventually they drove between two narrow buildings and were stopped by natives with blaster rifles. Remii raised his eyebrows. He finally could separate Sahmlian castes, subtle markings on their rills and hands were the telltale signs. This Sahmlian would not speak to anyone but Ga-Ree-Jen, although he peered at Remii with interest before waving their little group through. 

Remii climbed out of the speeder and tried to get his bearings. The new Sahmlian caste men weren't at all shy about grabbing his arm and pulling him forward. Remii shrugged them off, glared, and pulled his robes tightly around himself. That bought him some breathing space.

Remii barely had time to notice the ornate furnishings in the wide entry hall before the Sahmlians tugged him up the stone stairs and down a long corridor. The room they brought him to was obviously someone's living quarters. He was ushered through a dining area and into a bedroom. The Sahmlian escort spoke to him in guttural tones. Remii shook his head, unable to understand anything but rudimentary words. The man poked him with the tip of the blaster rifle he carried. Remii's hand automatically dove beneath his robes and came up with the light saber. On the verge of igniting it, caution stayed his hand. Master Dushiko taught him not to ignite his saber unless he intended to use it. Remii let out his breath, and tucked it back on his utility belt. As it was, the Sahmlian's eyes grew wide, and he muttered what might have been an apology, bowed, and backed off to the doorway. He pointed at the bed, bowed again, and waited.

Remii approached the bed. The Sahmlian there was easily the oldest Remii had seen on the planet, skin stretched taunt over sharp bones. Perspiration dampened the hairless brow, and smears of green blood covered the side of the man's head. Remii put a hand out and touched his fingers to the side of the Sahmlian's face. Even before the input from the Force, Remii knew it was bad. 

Ga-Ree-Jen entered the room. "You must fix him, Master Jedi."

"I don’t know if I can," Remii answered.

She came closer. "You have to. Much depends on this man. Without him, the City is lost." Her emerald eyes glittered in the light of the room. She folded her arms across her chest. "You must fix him."

"I will do my best…"

"You will fix him," Ga-Ree-Jen repeated again. "Or else…" She left the threat unfinished, but Remii got the implication. 

He swallowed hard, nodded, and dug in his utility belt. There were precious few medical supplies remaining. A few strips of sealant bandage, and some contact anesthetic patches. Everything else had been used on the other injured Sahmlians. Remii returned his attention to the patient, and used his Force sense to examine the injuries. 

The wrongness was centered inside the man, both in his chest, and in his head. Remii looked at the oozing scalp wound. The man's head bulged out slightly above the right rill. Remii placed his fingertips lightly around the area and concentrated. The wound pulsed with wrongness, and Remii got a glimpse of a break in the bone before he pulled away. Chewing his lower lip, Remii moved down to examine the man's chest. 

A small object had pierced the skin on the right side. Again Remii placed his fingertips around the wound and concentrated. The object was a small piece of metal, and it was lodged just below the man's right heart. Remii sensed removing it would not be wise. In his mind, green blood dripped steadily. 

He stepped back and took a steadying breath. Then another. The man's head held damage inside, under the bone, and his right heart was already weakening under the strain of dual injuries. I don’t know what to do… He closed his eyes and found himself trying to follow the bond back to his master, seeking reassurance. His master's presence in the Force was faint. Master? Remii waited. There was no answer.

Remii opened his eyes and stepped forward. He placed his fingers around the Sahmlian’s head wound, and drew on the Force to help bind the damage. The Light was elusive, and Remii felt himself begin to sweat. He couldn't keep a grasp on the luminous, healing strength of the Force. Each time he attempted to bind the Light into the wound, it slipped away from his weak hold. Remii took a deep breath, then reached again for Force energy, at the same time grasping for a sliver of Dark to help him bind it. More than a sliver was drawn, but Remii did not know how to release the excess. It flowed into him, along with the man's pain, and returned to the Sahmlian through the loop Remii held. 

"No!" Frightened by the energy pulsing through him, Remii dropped the Force and backed away. 

Ga-Ree-Jen moved forward, attracted by his outburst. "Have you fixed him?"

"Not yet," Remii said. It wasn't a lie. Not quite. Remii wasn't about to tell her and the guard with the blaster that fixing the injured man was far, far beyond his abilities.  

"Fix him. We do not have much time." 

"I'm doing what I can," Remii snapped. "I cannot work with everyone bothering me. Please leave." 

After giving him an appraising glance, Ga-Ree-Jen went to the door and stepped out with the guard. They closed the door. 

Remii fought the urge to sit down and cry. He wished Adin were with him. The Jedi Knight would know what to do. He traced the newly developed thread in his mind that was the Explorer. Adin was as distant as Master Dushiko, the thread was too new, and fragile to be of much use, and besides, Remii didn't want to bother him.  Adin trusted him, and Remii didn't want to see the disappointment on his face when the Explorer realized Remii had been so stupid to get himself into this predicament. The Knight might know what to do in this situation, but Remii bet Master Dushiko would never have let him get into this situation in the first place. 

The man on the bed moaned, and Remii jumped. He wiped the sweat off his face with a corner of his robe, and returned to the bedside. An attempt to heal the chest wound was quickly abandoned. The wound required surgery to remove the object. Nothing Remii could do would make a difference. Remii drew on the Force to check the wounds, and could barely raise a whisper. He was exhausted, and the Force energy shimmered and evaporated before he could use it. 

He stood by the man and looked down helplessly. The tiny sense he'd gotten before his mind went blank told him the drip of green blood in the man's head had become a trickle. Soon it would be a fountain, and there was nothing Remii could do. The man would die, vessels in his head ruptured. 

Remii slowly dug in his utility belt and pulled out the contact anesthetic patches. He placed two around the head wound, and the remaining one over the hole in the man's chest. Without the Force to help him, Remii was at a loss. At least the anesthetic patches would ease the Sahmlian's pain. 

Diplomatic Residence

Sahmly City

"That is ridiculous," Ak'ra Dushiko said, "Why would you conclude Remii ran away?" The man looked genuinely puzzled.

"You tell me, Master Dushiko," Adin replied. "You're the one who locked him in the room."

"That was for his own good!"

"His own good or your own good?" Adin replied. "Better to lock him up like a piece of equipment than treat him like a proper padawan?"

"What would you know of padawans, Knight? Other than you are not far removed from being one."

"At least my master never treated me like a criminal."

"Perhaps we would be better off if she had." The Explorer and the Weapons Master continued to glare at each other.

"Gentlemen, please," Qui-Gon said. "Calm yourselves. Accusations will get us nowhere." He placed his hands on his hips and gave each an intent look. "I would remind you of the influence this planet seems to have over our emotions. Be aware." 

The other two Masters assigned to the negotiating team entered the dining area and studied the tense gathering a moment before they approached.

"What is going on?" Master Bondura asked. "I can practically feel your animosity through the Force. It is not a pleasant sensation." A male Twi'lek, Bondura projected bluntness as a matter of course.

"We have a disagreement, Master Bondura," Qui-Gon replied. "I am glad you are here. I think this is a matter for all of us to discuss, not just Master Dushiko and Knight Yeriamman."

"What is so important that it overshadows negotiations?" asked Waruk Kai. The Torgruta female looked displeased at the prospect of a division in the group. The red tinted portions of her face turned crimson as she examined each Jedi.

"Master Dushiko's padawan ran away," Adin said.

"You have no proof of this, Knight. It is only supposition on your part." Dushiko glared at the Explorer.

"How else would you explain it then?" Adin countered.

"The boy is disobedient. He wandered off."

"He ran away."

"Knight Yeriamman. Master Dushiko," Qui-Gon said sharply. "Please, sit down and let us talk about this."

"Yes, someone fill us in," Master Bondura said. He looked at Yeriamman. "But not you, Knight." He pulled out a chair and dropped into it, then waved a hand for the Sahmlian server to bring him food.

Waruk Kai nodded in agreement, and settled into a chair also, back to the wall where her sharp eyes could keep watch. "So where is your padawan, Master Dushiko?"

"I do not know," Dushiko admitted. He sank into a chair opposite Bondura and sighed. "I came back from the negotiations with Master Jinn, went to our rooms to get Remii for mid meal, and he was not there."

"Then he'll show up when he gets hungry," Bondura said. "This is a trivial matter." The Twi'lek took the plate the server offered him and examined it minutely before he nodded and dismissed the man with the wave of a hand. "Your padawan is not our concern."

Adin opened his mouth, and was stopped by Qui-Gon's hand on his arm.  Qui-Gon's tightly channeled his thoughts. Tread lightly, Knight. Now is not the time for harsh words.  "There is another piece to the puzzle, Master Bondura," Qui-Gon said out loud. "Apparently, Remii was locked in the room. He could not have left on his own. Someone had to remove him."

"Why was the padawan locked in the room?" Waruk Kai asked. She looked with distaste at the cooked meat the Sahmlian placed in front of her, but picked it up and nibbled on it with her sharp incisors.

"Remii has been disobedient. I wished him to stay in the room and do his lessons while I was gone," Dushiko said. "If I could not watch him, I wanted him somewhere safe. The only way to make certain of this was to lock him in the room. With no prospect of going out and getting into trouble, he would have to do as he was told."

"And we all see how well that worked," Adin said. He winced, gave Qui-Gon an apologetic look, and crossed his arms over his chest.

"Knight Yeriamman, I do not see where this is any of your concern," Master Bondura said. "Please refrain from further commentary."

"I will not," Adin said. "This is my concern, and your concern, and yours, and yours," he pointed at Master Bondura, Master Kai, and Qui-Gon in turn, " It is all of our concern. To believe otherwise is naive, and a dereliction of your duties as a Jedi."

"Enough! You forget your place, Knight," Bondura rumbled.

"No, I haven't forgotten my place, but it appears you masters have forgotten yours." Adin held a hand out to still their retorts. "Like it or not, the actions of one small padawan may determine the course of this planet's future."

"Nonsense," Bondura said. "Padawans have no bearing on anything."

"They are Jedi of the future. One will determine the fate of us all."

"You are being melodramatic, Knight. I think you have been alone too long," Master Kai said. "As it has been said, what concern is this of yours? It is not your padawan."

Adin took a breath and stared down at the table a moment before he looked up and met the eyes of each master in turn. "Remii is my… friend."

"And he is Dushiko's padawan. Enough said," Bondura replied. He waved a hand in dismissal.

"You imply ownership, Master. Remii is not a piece of property, or a droid dog, or an assignment," Adin said, looking to Dushiko. "He is a child. Surely even Jedi children deserve to be treated with respect."

Waruk Kai snorted. "If the padawan was stupid enough to leave the safety of the pack, then he deserves what he gets."

"It is our job to protect him!" Adin's voice rose. Again Qui-Gon placed his hand on the Knight's arm and sent a wave of calm. Adin took a deep breath. "I concede at this point it is irrelevant whether or not Remii ran away. What should be our concern is that the padawan is out alone, most likely in Sahmly City. The city is dangerous enough without the unrest that currently plagues it. But I have been tracing the origins of the Dark presence on this planet- and I've found Dark resonance in Sahmly City."

Dushiko frowned at Adin. "What kind of Dark resonance?"

Bondura and Waruk Kai abandoned their meals to place their attention on the knight. "Yes, tell us," Kai said.

"I have been researching the history of the planet," Adin said, "I have found some legends that may bring light to the reason we feel Dark resonance on this planet. About a thousand years ago, there was a massacre of Sahmlian natives. It was done with malice, through devious planning on the part of the murderers. It's been difficult to get any concrete descriptions, but from examining ancient texts and artwork, I believe it to have been the work of Dark Jedi. Nothing else would explain why at times the very air of Sahmly Two seems soaked in shadows." Adin paused, hand reaching down to rest on the head of the attentive droid dog. The dog's metallic eyes roved over each Jedi.

"Why would the resonance still be this prevalent after a thousand years? Who was killed? I know of no Jedi in history that died on this planet." Bondura asked. "Surely if it was a Dark site the Jedi archives would have note of it."

"Dark sites do not always have to have been the scene of a battle between Dark and Light. The magnitude of evil is the deciding factor," Adin said. He paced back and forth behind his chair. "I do not think the massacre was large enough to draw the attention of the Jedi at the time. Sahmly Two is not exactly a big player in the universe back then.

It's only been the last two hundred years or so that the planet developed tourism and mineral extraction to the point where outsiders began to visit."

"It has to give off something, when I went to the Scree leader by myself, I could not shake the feeling I was being watched. And followed," Obi-Wan said. "It felt like the Dark Side."

Qui Gon gave him a minute frown. "You did not tell me this."

"It did not seem important at the time, Master. The feeling faded once I set foot inside the Diplomatic Residence. Maybe I was closer to it in my travels." Obi-Wan looked at Adin. "So why can't we feel where the Dark site is now that we are on the planet?"

Adin rubbed his short beard with a hand. "Because it is so localized. It must be in a distant part of the planet that we have not been near." The droid dog said something very softly to the Knight, and Yeriamman bent down to hear, then straightened up with a thoughtful expression on his face.

"It still does not explain why we feel the dark vergence so readily," Qui-Gon added. "And I recall you said you feel Dark resonance in Sahmly City. If the reason we do not know of any Dark site is because it is outside the city and localized, why do we feel the resonance inside the city?"

"I have a theory," Adin said. He looked at the other Jedi. "You may not like what I am about to tell you..."

Qui-Gon gave a shadow of a smile. "That is Adin-Duanath's way of saying he has most unpleasant news."

Adin returned the small smile, then grew serious. "In my travels around the city I have felt the Dark resonance strongly in the poorer sections of the city, especially around the areas of the Ga and Ro Screes, the lower and lowest caste sections." He looked at each of them carefully. "The Dark resonance I felt was not ancient. It is new, and has been made in the past few eightdays."

"Are you implying there are Dark Ones on the planet, Knight?" Waruk Kai asked.

"Yes."

"If there were Dark ones on planet, we would know about it," Master Bondura said.

"Not necessarily," Adin replied. "Our attention is overshadowed by the negotiations, and now the bomb blast has added complications. If Master Toock had not sent me out to gather information, would any of you have been aware of anything other than a nagging feel of unease?"

"I believe our Explorer has made a good point," Qui-Gon said. "I mentioned my unease and Force feelings to Obi-Wan the first day, but I did not follow up on them. Did the rest of you do the same?" The Jedi all gave nods of agreement.

"I feel the resonance most keenly, which is why I think my temper has been shorter than usual," Dushiko admitted.

"Do you now understand my concern about Remii?" Adin asked them. "It is not safe for a Jedi padawan of Remii's immaturity to be out in the city alone. We must look for him."

Bondura picked up a mug, drank from it, then set it back on the table. "Master Dushiko does not seem to share your rabid concern, Knight. We have no proof of any Dark Jedi, and until we do it would be undignified for us to go chasing wayward apprentices."

"Master Took ordered us to wait here for her," Dushiko said. "I cannot in good conscience leave my duties to go chase Remii." He did not look convinced by his words, however, and played with the napkin at his place.

"Is Remii not your primary duty? I would think you would want to find your padawan before that presence does," Adin said. "What if it is Dark Ones?"

"Everything you have presented us has been pure speculation, Knight," Bondura said. "You said so yourself. Bring us proof, so that we may take you more seriously."

"What would be proof enough for you, Master? Remii's body? Or worse yet, a padawan turned to the Dark Side through our benign neglect?"

"You exaggerate the issue, Knight," Waruk Kai said. "The padawan will return when he has had his adventure outside these walls. I am sure Master Dushiko will deal severely with his irresponsibility then. After all, there is nothing about the padawan to attract the Dark Ones to him. May we talk about the negotiations now?"

"There is something," Obi-Wan said.

Adin stepped forward and spread his hands. "Do not dismiss things so lightly, Master. This is important. Remii is a child yet. He can still be tempted."

"You waste our time, Knight."

"There is something," Obi-Wan said in a louder voice when it became apparent he was ignored. The Masters stopped and looked at him, with expressions ranging from annoyed to hostile. "I know something..."

"What do you know, Obi-Wan?" Adin asked. 

With the eyes of all Jedi on him, Obi-Wan faltered a moment before he took a deep breath and said, "Remii used Dark energy in his healing. I was there, I saw it. I felt it. That would that attract the Dark Ones to him, wouldn't it?"

Dushiko stared at the apprentice. "He did what!"

"He used... Dark energy... when he healed the cook in the kitchen. But just a little."

"And you did not see fit to tell me of this!" Dushiko shook his finger at Obi-Wan. "If I had known..."

"You would have what, beat him for it?" Adin asked. "That would not have solved the problem. I think you were aware, Master Dushiko, on some level. Why else would you assign Remii so many hours of meditation if not in an unconscious attempt to help him atone?"

"I did not know my padawan was tainted! How could I have missed it? I thought it was this planet that made everything seem touched by darkness." Dushiko glared at Adin. "And you... You encouraged this rebellion in him!"

"I encouraged him to talk. You would not listen, so he came to me. He is afraid of you, Dushiko. No padawan should fear his master!""

"You undermined my authority with him. This is your fault!"

"That is enough! Nobody is to blame for this, set the past aside. We must concentrate on the here and now." Qui-Gon attempted to rein in the agitated Explorer, but Dushiko had leapt to his feet and begun to argue with Yeriamman. Waruk Kai and Bondura were quick to follow. Obi-Wan sat in his place at the table, eyes wide as he listened to the raging argument his words caused. The Masters surrounded the Explorer, gesturing wildly and voices raised in near shouts.

"What is the meaning of this?"

The voice, calm but powerful, sliced through the argument and stopped it in its tracks. Master Toock hopped into the room and leapt to the seat of a nearby chair. She fixed her steady gaze on each Jedi in turn. "Sit down. Everyone." She waited until they all took seats around the wide table. Master Toock switched chairs so she could be at the head of the table. "Now, why could I hear my negotiators clear to the front doors of these Quarters? You are Jedi. Jedi do not bicker like Chich Hens." The Kushiban gave her assistant, Saa Duut a nod, and the Twi'lek woman moved silently to close the doors to the dining area and give them privacy.

The Jedi looked at each other, but no one spoke.

"What was the argument about?" Master Toock asked sharply.

"The argument was about my padawan." Dushiko replied. "He is missing. Knight Yeriamman believes he ran away."

"I see. You behaved childishly over a child." Toock twitched her nose as she thought, her fur changed from its customary white to a russet color. "Why is the young one missing, Ak'ra Dushiko?"

"I don't know," Dushiko replied. "We came back from negotiations, and he was not in our rooms."

"Obviously the boy circumvented the security system and left the grounds," Bondura said. "I grow weary of the fuss over one disobedient padawan."

"How long has the padawan been gone?" Toock asked, large indigo eyes fixed on the Weapons Master.

"I am unsure. All I know is he wasn't in the room when I got back."

"The room you locked him in," Adin added.

Toock raised a paw and gave Yeriamman a pointed stare. "Silence, Adin-Duanath. You will be respectful." She turned to Dushiko. "Is this true, Ak'ra? You locked your padawan in the room?"

"Yes."

"But he is now missing?"

"Yes."

"Was there any signs that he was taken against his will?"

"No, Master Toock." Dushiko rubbed his face with a hand. "Remii's robes, utility belt, and light saber were gone. This is why Knight Yeriamman believes him to have run off."

Toock nodded, licked her paw and rubbed it absently over one drooping ear. "I see." She turned and looked at Obi-Wan. "And what do you think, Apprentice Kenobi?"

Obi-Wan swallowed, glanced at Adin and then at Dushiko. "I do not think Remii ran away," he said firmly. He tipped his head as he'd seen Qui-Gon do many times. "But I don't think he was kidnapped either."

"It has to be one or the other, Padawan," Bondura said with a snort.

"Not necessarily," Qui-Gon said. "Someone could have removed Remii from the room."

"Who? We agreed none of us did it. Who else is there?" Dushiko said.

"Whoever it was, they had to have a fairly persuasive reason to get Remii to leave," Adin added. He moved to a chair and dropped into it with a sigh.

"You still haven't convinced me that the boy didn't simply run off," Bondura said.

Master Kai nodded agreement. "We've spent too much time on this already. We have more important things to do. There is a city to save."

"The city is part of the problem," Adin said. He explained the Dark resonance and his theory once more, for the Master Negotiator. "That is why we must search for the padawan."

The Jedi all looked to Master Toock. The Kushiban went into deep thought for several moments, ears twitching minutely. She nodded to herself, and looked up. "Perhaps what I have to tell you will change your perspective on the issue of the padawan," she said. "Just before Saa Duut and I returned, we discovered a Jedi was seen in the Ga Scree caste hospital, healing the injured from the bomb blast."

Dushiko groaned softly.

Adin Yeriamman sat up straight. "There is the missing piece. Remii left to help out at the hospital."

"It still doesn't explain how he got out of the room," Dushiko said. "Or how he found his way to the infirmary."

"Remii wouldn't have left the Residence unless he had a good reason," Obi-Wan interjected. "The best reason I can think of is that he was needed to help. His need to heal is a powerful thing. It's part of who he is." He looked at Qui Gon. "It connects him to the Living Force." 

His master nodded, slowly.

"But who besides us would know that the padawan is a healer?" Bondura asked.

Adin and Obi-Wan looked at each other, then at Dushiko.

"My padawan healed one of the kitchen staff when she burned her arm," Dushiko said heavily.

"And you did not think this important enough to tell me?" Master Toock said. She twitched her nose. "Your padawan may have altered the delicate balance of caste status on this planet, Ak'ra Dushiko."

"I am sorry, Master Toock."

"Not as sorry as the padawan will be. His lack of discipline reflects poorly on all Jedi." Toock drew herself up to her full half-meter height. "There was another incident before we returned. The Lho Scree refused to meet with us. They claimed an outworlder killed their caste leader. An outworlder that they described wearing Jedi clothing. As ruling caste, the Lho have no reason to make up such a story. Even so, I did not take the claim sincerely. Until now." She looked at Dushiko. "There is only one Jedi among us missing."

"Remii wouldn't kill anyone!" Obi-Wan said. Qui-Gon placed his hand on his apprentice's shoulder.

"This we do not know for sure, Apprentice Kenobi, we do not know of the circumstances," Toock said. "But I want the padawan brought back. We will question him. Master Dushiko, he is your responsibility. Find him. Take Knight Yeriamman with you. He knows the city well." The Kushiban's eyes flashed sapphire as the two men began to protest. "No arguments! You will work together and you will find the padawan. The rest of you Masters will continue on the negotiations. This bombing changed everything. We will meet in one hour in the conference room." With that, Toock leapt off the chair and headed for the door, Saa Duut trailing in her wake. 

Masters Bondura and Kai got up and returned to the table that held their plates, and began to eat. Obi-Wan wrapped food in a napkin, then stuffed it inside his robes before placing the Breeck inside a piece of greenbread and taking a big bite. 

Adin looked at Dushiko. "If you have a piece of Remii's clothing, bring it. Bellicus may be able to track him."

"Very well, Knight. I will get his tunic from our rooms," the Weapons Master replied. "I'll meet you at the front in ten minutes." 

Qui-Gon placed his hand on Dushiko's arm. "Take Obi-Wan with you. He can help. He's been around the city with me and spent time with your padawan. Maybe he will notice anything we have missed."

"I cannot, Master Jinn. What if something happens?"

"Ak'ra, Obi-Wan nears his trials. He is a child no longer. How are we to train him to take his place among us if we do not expose him to the dangers as well as the delights of being Jedi?"

Dushiko smiled slightly. "You are eloquently persuasive as usual, Master Jinn. Very well, Apprentice Kenobi may accompany us. I will trust in him as you trust in him."

Qui-Gon inclined his head. "You will not regret it, Ak'ra. I have a great deal of faith in Obi-Wan. And Adin-Duanath. They are good men." Qui-Gon studied the three Jedi in front of him. "Set aside your differences, gentlemen and find Remii. His life may depend on you."

Lho Scree Quarter

Sahmly City

Almost an hour passed before the Lho Scree on the bed shuddered, and died. Remii sat in a chair across the room, head in his hands. He felt the death through the Force, and it was not pleasant. Remii was so profoundly weary, that he couldn't get up and go to the door to tell the waiting Sahmlians.

It didn't matter, because a minute later Ga-Ree-Jen slipped into the room. She looked at his tear-streaked face, then looked at the still form on the bed. "You could not save him?"

Remii shook his head. "I tried! I did my best…" He bit back a sob. "I didn't want him to die! You have to believe me!" 

She studied him a long moment, rills flaring, then nodded. "I do not think there are many who could have saved him. But the Lho Scree will not be happy. They will demand retribution for failure. It is our way." Her rills flared so wide Remii could see the soft, tan membrane inside. They slowly settled, and tightened against her head. "You are not caste, you cannot be lowered." She pursed wide lips. "You must leave, Master Jedi. Immediately." Ga-Ree-Jen went to the window and peered out. When she turned around, her face was set. "Go towards the speeder. Then get out of the area. You will not have much time."

"But-"

"No arguments, Master Jedi. You have shown the Ga Scree much honor, but you demonstrate the same lack of understanding as the others. We will not go back to what we have been. We were not always as you see us now. I will remind all Screes of that." She shook her head at Remii's puzzled expression. "Do not concern yourself with us any longer. Go back to the Quartering. You will be safe there. Go now. Do not linger. Clear your face." She waited until Remii wiped his eyes with the bottom of his tunic and tightened his robes around himself before she dimmed the lighting, went to the door and opened it. She spoke to the guard in Basic. "The Jedi needs more. He will go to the speeder. I will remain with the Lho."

The guard stuck his head in the room, and frowned. "Fine. You stay. Jedi comes back, you go." His rills flared. 

Ga-Ree-Jen's rills remained flat against her head. "Agreed. When he comes back, I will go." 

Remii understood then, what Ga-Ree-Jen was doing. He couldn't argue in front of the guard and she knew it. He shook his head and looked at his boots. 

"Go, Master Jedi. Now."

Remii's eyes widened at the mental nudge she gave him. He moved past the guard and down the hall before he realized. Remii was tempted to turn around at the end of the hall, but didn't. It wouldn't be dignified. He pelted down the stairs, soft booted feet making no sound on the stone floors. A few Lho Scree in the entry rooms looked at him curiously, but no one tried to stop him. Remii walked out past the door guards, down the drive, and past the speeder. He kept going until he could turn the corner. 

There he burst into a full tilt run, fleeing the Sahmlian contingent and the man he failed to save, fleeing the idea that Master Dushiko had been right. He was incapable of healing and it should be forbidden to him. Remii ran the narrow streets, basing his turns on areas that had less people than others. The few Sahmlians out and about stared at him, or turned away. Soon, the buildings grew more dilapidated, the people more infrequent. Remii slowed to a walk. Several blocks in the distance he could see where the city ended and gave way to the rolling plains of the Sahmlian savannah. 

A tug on his mind caused him to slow, and turn onto a street that ran perpendicular to the one he walked. It opened into a square, with a dark jade fountain in the center. Wide steps ran up to the foundation. Six bowls were stacked on top of each other along with a wide basin at the bottom to catch the water that cascaded down the layers. Remii stopped at the edge of the wide bottom basin and scooped up a handful of water. When he tried to examine it with his senses, he got little feedback from the Force. He felt uneasiness, and a trace of the pauses between the music, but ignored them in favor of feeling the delicate cascade of water over stone. With a shrug, he drank, then scooped up another handful to wash the dust and grime from his face. He looked down at himself. Green blood spattered his robes, and spotted his tunic and trousers. 

Remii removed his robes and dipped them in the water, then wrung them out. The special material would dry within minutes. The tunic was another matter. Remii contented himself with scooping handfuls of water on the spots and rubbing at them. That faded the spots to a tolerable level, but now he was stuck with a damp tunic. It clung to his skin and rubbed. He sighed, refastened the cloak around himself, and sat on the stone lip of the fountain. 

He was exhausted, hungry, and his emotions were in turmoil over the death of the Sahmlian. Not to mention he was hopelessly lost. He found a small energy bar in his utility belt and ate it dispiritedly, washing it down with more handfuls of water. No Sahmlians were on the streets around this fountain, which Remii found curious. No Sahmlians seemed to be anywhere about. A block or two away he saw them scurry past the street and continue on their way. The bomb likely scared them all indoors.

The hexaped canines that roamed the city streets stayed back or lurked in the shadows, and watched him with flat emerald eyes. The buildings around the fountain square were short, ringed with broken stonework and disintegrating walls. It was not a good area. Remii shivered. 

Even with his eyes closed, he couldn't call up the image of his master or reach him through their bond. When he opened and released the shield he'd thrown up to keep his master out, nothing happened. Remii had never exhausted his Force ability to this degree, and it frightened him. 

Master? I need you…

Adin?

There was no answering touch. The fatigue pulled at Remii, and he felt himself sliding down. He fought the urge to sleep. He had to get back to the Residence and his master. 

Remii sighed and opened his eyes. The sight in front of him made him jump and almost fall into the fountain. Two Jedi stood before him, and for an instant Remii believed them to be his master and Adin Yeriamman. When his excitement cleared, he found himself staring at two Jedi he didn't know. 

The older Jedi was a tall Leptite, with auburn hair, a neatly trimmed beard flecked with gray, and pale, scaled skin that almost looked translucent in the sunlight. He wore brown clothing, and dark brown robes. His companion was younger, a bony Jaklian with saffron skin and a patch of ridged hair that ran from the front of his head to the back and down under his collar in one narrow strip. His eyes were yellow also, and had unnaturally large pupils for the canine face. Brown spots decorated the bare skull on either side of the hair ridge. He wore the same brown colored clothing as the other. They both had light sabers on their belts. 

Relief slammed into Remii. They would help him. He would be okay. 

"Look, Muat, a boy out here in the wild part of the city. All by himself," the older man said. "A Jedi padawan at that. Interesting."

The younger Jedi turned in a circle and smiled, revealing sharp white incisors. "This is our lucky fountain, Master."

Remii got to his feet and gave an uncertain smile. "Hi…"

"I greet you, Padawan," the older one said. "Where is your master?"

"I…" Remii hesitated. "I am on a mission. My master expects me back shortly." He studied the two Jedi. "I don't remember seeing you at the Residence. Are you Explorers? Like Adin?"

"Yes, you might say that. We explore the galaxy and look for…that which is lost." The older Jedi flashed a smile. "Are you lost, Padawan? We can help you find your way. What is your name?"

Remii felt the subtle probe the master sent his way. He could not block it. He glared, instead, to let the man know the intrusion was unwelcome. The probe was promptly withdrawn, but Remii didn't know how much had been learned.

"I am Remii Hajradurama. I must have made a wrong turn somewhere," Remii said with dignity. "If you will direct me on how to get back to the Diplomatic Quartering, I would appreciate it."

"He's lost, Master," the one called Muat said. "Poor boy. Let's help him."

"Yes…" The master arched an eyebrow. "The Diplomatic Sector is many, many kilometers from here, Padawan. Your master must trust you immensely to let you go such a great distance all by yourself." 

"I…I had a Sahmlian escort…  something came up, she could not bring me back." Remii glanced at the master out of the corner of his eye. The man smiled slightly.

"Sahmlians are usually so dependent. Which caste was it?" 

"The Ga Scree."

The younger Jedi gave his master a look, then left to roam the outskirts of the square.

The man nodded. "Terrible thing this morning, that bomb blast. So many were injured." He paced in front of the fountain.

"I came to help them," Remii said. He flinched at the pang that came when he realized his help hadn't been enough for the Lho Sahmlian. 

"You are a healer, then, Padawan?" The man stopped in his tracks to peer at Remii.

"No." Remii could say it with conviction, after this afternoon. "I'm not." He couldn't hold the master's gaze and dropped his eyes. Green blood still spattered Remii's pants and boots. 

The man's eyes followed. "I see…" The master walked closer to the fountain and stopped on the step below Remii. It brought him eye to eye with the young padawan. "Not to worry. We will help you find your way, Little One."

The Jacklian wandered back and gave his master a nod. 

"I don't remember seeing you in the Diplomatic Residence," Remii said. He walked down the fountain steps to the open square. The Jedi stood in front of him, tall as Adin or Master Dushiko. Taller, even. Remii swallowed. 

"We generally choose not to stay in the same place as other Jedi," the older man said. "The nature of our work makes that impossible. But we know where the Quartering is; we were there just last night." He stepped closer. "Who is your master, Padawan?"

"Ak’ra Dushiko…" 

"Dushiko?" The man laughed. "It is such a small galaxy, isn't it, Muat Maat? I know of your master, Padawan. Oh, this is too good that the Force would deliver the padawan of Ak'ra Dushiko into my hands. We must help him, Muat."

"Yes, Master," the younger man said. He glanced around, eyes sweeping the surrounding buildings and streets. "I'll be glad to help."

"You have to excuse me, Padawan," the master said. "A friend of mine and your master were old… acquaintances. I've heard a lot about Ak'ra Dushiko. Come, we will walk and you will tell me more of your master."

"I don’t want to trouble you," Remii said. "If you just tell me the way, I can get back on my own."

"That wouldn't be responsible of me now, would it? No. I insist on showing you the way." The man came forward and dropped an arm around Remii's shoulders. "I would be remiss if I didn't set Ak'ra Dushiko's apprentice on the proper path."

The man started forward, and Remii had no choice but to go along with him. 

The master walked slowly, and Remii didn't dare shrug the arm off his shoulder. It would have been rude. After a few blocks, he got used to it and even began to like the camaraderie. The master projected reassurance, and right now Remii wanted all he could get. The other Jedi walked ahead of them a good half a block, scouting the area. Remii began to relax.  

"So tell me, Padawan, what you are doing out here in the bad part of Sahmly City without your master. And do not lie this time."

Remii stopped, and the master removed his arm and faced him, arms crossed over his chest. The man's pale face held no expression. Remii tried to swallow. "I…" 

"Do you think me to be a stupid master, Padawan, to not know when an apprentice is lying?" 

"No…"

"No what?"

"No, Master."

"Good. You are a smart youngster. Let's hope that continues." The man unfolded his arms. "Now... tell me. Where is Dushiko?"

"I don't know. He left early this morning after the explosion," Remii said. 

"And why are you not with him? A padawan's place is by his master's side."

Remii looked everywhere but at the stern man. "He would not let me go with him."

"Why not? You look like a capable young man to me. Surely you could have been of help." 

"I don't know why," Remii burst out. 

"Oh, I think you do, Padawan." The man reached out and placed a hand on Remii's chin, tipped it up. "You know exactly why. Tell me." His hands were cool, and the fingertips calloused. One long finger stroked the side of Remii's cheek, while the dark eyes bore into him.

Remii felt the man touch his mind and tried not to shudder. "He said it was not safe out here for me. It was too dangerous, and…" He stopped.

"And?" 

"And he says I don't have enough discipline to be with him," Remii replied miserably. 

"Is that all?" The master laughed and dropped his hand. "We all tell our apprentices that. You seem disciplined enough. How else could you have healed all those people?"

"You know?"

"Of course I know. We came to check on the area, and found what you had done. A wonderful job, Padawan. I would be proud, if I was your master. You saved people."

Remii dropped his eyes, feeling the heat start up his face. "I tried."

"Ah… so all the patients did not do well?"

"No. One died."

"Just one? That is too bad. But you did your best. Didn't you?" 

"Yes."

The master placed his arm around Remii's shoulder again. "Not all can be saved, Padawan. Sometimes they are too far gone to bring back. Is that what happened?"

"Yes…" Remii felt himself being studied, and the intrusive probe the master put out. He was too drained to care at that point. 

"Does your master know you have used the Dark Side in your healing, Padawan?" the man asked quietly. "It clings to you like an ill fitted tunic."

"No!" Remii recoiled, then tried to calm himself. "No," Remii said more quietly. "He would be angry."

The master raised a hand and stroked his fingers over the fading bruise on Remii's cheek. "Angry enough to hit you again, Padawan?"

To his horror Remii felt tears well in his eyes. He shook his head and tried to pull away.

The master grabbed him by the wrist. "Do not fear, Little One. I will not let anyone hurt you."

Somehow the words did not sound as comforting to Remii as they had coming from Adin Yeriamman. "Please… I have to get back to my master."

The man released his hold on Remii. "Why? So he can beat you again? But, if you insist…" He watched Remii carefully. 

"I need to get back. He'll worry."

"That he will. Tell you what, Padawan. You come with me and I'll make sure you're taken care of." The master put his arm around Remii's shoulders and began to walk.

Again Remii went along, rather than make a scene over the nameless unease he felt. The physical contact eased some of the turmoil inside him. As they turned a corner, he glimpsed a fountain at the far end of the street. It looked suspiciously like the fountain they'd just left. "Where are we?" Remii asked. "I think we're going in circles. Look, I'll find my own way back. Let me go."

Muat loped back and stopped in front of them. "A few natives, Master, no others."

"I need to get back. My master is waiting." Remii tried to pull away from the older man. He tightened his grip painfully on Remii's shoulder a moment, then let go. 

"Of course, Padawan. You're tired and upset and not thinking straight. Come with me, I'll take care of you."

The Force suggestion slammed into Remii and weakened his resolve. It also triggered the underlying sense of discomfort he'd felt since the two Jedi appeared in front of him. He backed away, fighting for control. "No, I don't want to!"

"Calm down, Padawan, there is nothing to get excited over. I just want to help."

"I don't want your help."

The master's eyes opened wide. "I cannot believe Ak'ra Dushiko would have such a disrespectful padawan. Surely he taught you better?"

Remii faltered. What would Master Dushiko think of Remii's behavior?

"What shall we do with this padawan, Muat?" the master said. "He desperately needs our help." He took a step forward towards Remii.

Remii backed away another few steps. 

"Then we must help him," the ridge haired Muat replied, licking his lips. "Come here, little Jedi." He began to circle, trying to get behind Remii. Remii backed toward a nearby building, keeping both men in front of him. 

"It seems Remii likes to play games. That's good. It's all about games," the master said. 

Muat sprang at Remii.

In a move that would have made his master proud, Remii had his light saber out and ignited before he consciously thought to do so. Muat was forced to dodge or lose an arm. He rolled and came up growling, and went for his own light saber.

Remii leapt and dodged the saber strike that came for his head. Fear blossomed. It did not seem the Jacklian played, not as Remii and Obi-Wan played at sparring. The apprentice meant to kill him. 

Dushiko's teachings came to Remii without conscious thought, blows flowed from his light saber without effort, and for a brief time he drove the other apprentice back. Just as quickly, his fortunes turned as Muat counterattacked and bludgeoned his way forward until he stood face to face with the young boy. Sabers hissed and crackled under the strain as they clashed. Remii frantically Force pushed against the Jacklian, but as soon as his mind latched on to the fact that Muat was bigger and stronger, Remii's Force abilities faltered. Muat took advantage, and gave Remii a Force shove that sent the boy sprawling in the dirt. 

Remii stared up as the Jacklian raised his light saber for the killing blow. He told himself not to wince, determined to face his end as Dushiko would have, unafraid. But at the last moment Remii flinched and closed his eyes. The burn of light saber never came. He opened his eyes and looked up.

Muat stood frozen in place, chest heaving as he attempted to deliver the strike. Something stayed his hand, despite his efforts. Force energy, strong and heavy stood between him and the padawan.

"Muat! No. No," the master said soothingly as he walked forward, raising a finger in admonishment. "We don't need to resort to violence. Remii proved he is capable with a weapon." He flicked a hand and the Force energy evaporated. "That is all I wanted to know. Do not let your desire for battle overcome your good sense. Remii will come with us; he wants to come with us. He needs us. Good Jedi do not dabble in the Dark Side. Good Jedi do as they are told." 

The Force suggestion wrapped itself around the boy. Remii shook his head, leapt to his feet, and took up a defensive posture as he'd been taught, right side to the man, saber at waist level, angled upward, both hands on the hilt. The turquoise blade glowed between them. He focused on resisting the suggestions hammering at his mind. It's hard, so hard…

"You're only making things worse, Padawan. Put the light saber away. I promise I won't hurt you. Muat won't hurt you. We only want to help." The man took another step toward Remii.

"Stay back! Leave me alone!"

The master sighed. "Have it your way." With a quick wave of his hand, the man threw a Force blow at Remii. 

Remii was ready, and from reflexes he didn't know he had, he deflected the bolt back at the man as if it were a band of healing energy to be channeled. The master blocked, and immediately threw another, stronger one, and this time Remii could not find the key quickly enough to send it back, and instead bent it around himself. The impact still knocked him backwards. Ak'ra Dushiko's training made him react automatically, Remii kept a grip on the light saber, rolled, and came to his feet. Panicked, Remii put his remaining Force energy into a mental shout. Master! Help me! 

He would have been better off using his faded Force ability for defense. 

The master paused, then with a forceful wave of his right hand sent Remii flying back to impact with the side of a building. The boy struck hard, dislodging dust and debris, then slid down in a heap. The light saber rolled from Remii's unconscious hand and extinguished itself. The man walked over, picked it out of the dirt, and held it up. He gave it a minute inspection, then grunted in satisfaction and hung it on his belt.

Muat joined him, looked down at Remii and nudged the boy's ribs with a toe. There was no reaction from the still figure. "We waited too long! Do you think he got off a call for help, Master?"

"I certainly hope so, Muat," the Master replied, stroking his beard.

"What? Why? Jedi will come looking for the kid. You know how they feel about their brats."

The master grinned, a thin smile that stretched across his pale face like a slash. "Bait – to –a – trap,” he replied, “It's part of the game, Muat. I want Dushiko to know his padawan is in trouble. I want the Jedi to know, and wonder. Then I want them to worry. If Dushiko is lucky, I'll let him feel the boy's torment when we turn him. Just so he knows the kid is still alive, and in pain. Oh, it's a great game, Muat. I love playing torture the Jedi."

"Me too." Muat grinned. 

"On second thought," the master said, raising a finger, "perhaps it is best to let Dushiko sweat. I sensed his bond with this padawan is weak, divided. It could be more amusing to just…break it." The man closed his eyes and concentrated a long moment, then looked up and smiled. "Without that link to draw on, we can manipulate the boy as we wish. Where do you turn when the Light deserts you, Muat?"

"To the Dark, of course, Master."

"Indeed." The master crouched and removed Remii's utility belt, and handed it to Muat. "Keep that. Hide it, he won't need it." He then pulled the brown Jedi robes off the unconscious boy, and tossed it to the side. "We picked a good one, Muat. He's already dabbled in the Dark Side, and he has problems with his master. It shouldn't take much to turn him. When I'm done, he'll beg to join us."

"Do I get to play this time, Master?"

The master stopped to consider. "Maybe. You've shown yourself to be creative. But you need to learn to play the game for all it's worth." He pulled out a wicked looking knife with a curved black blade. The blade glinted dully. He placed it against Remii's throat. "See, those with no imagination would slit his throat right now, and leave him for the Jedi to find. But the game is everything… the fun is in the game. How may we torture the most Jedi at once?" He caressed Remii's neck with the flat side of the knife. "Now, we have to leave the Jedi a message. They can be woefully stupid without the proper message." 

The man moved the blade up and placed it against the right side of Remii's head. He reached out and grasped the dangling padawan braid, and with a flick of his wrist, cut it off. He tossed it onto the brown robe, resheathed the knife, and slid his arms under Remii and stood, lifting the boy easily. 

A slight sound from the corner of the building made Muat's head come up and nostrils flare. He closed his eyes and took more deep breaths. "Sahmlian. Females. Two…young, I think. Alone. They saw us."

"Kill one. Leave the other. Then meet me back at the speeder."

"Master, can I…?"

He sighed. "Yes. Do what you want with them first. But make it quick, and leave one alive. I want these people to fear the Jedi. Fear and discontent are our friends, Muat. Remember that."

~~~~
Adin tossed a carryall in the backseat of the speeder and motioned to Obi-Wan. "I want you to drive. Just be alert, I sense a great deal of restlessness in the air."

"I sense it also," Obi-Wan said. "The city feels ready to explode." He fingered the light saber hung off his utility belt. It was not unusual for his master treat him as an adult, but for unknown Jedi to consider him capable also… well, that would take some getting used to. He glanced down to find the droid dog, Bellicus watching him.

"I am programmed with maps of the city," the dog said. "You will not get lost."

"Thank you," Obi-Wan replied automatically, a bit taken aback to hear accentless Basic from the dog's mouth.

Adin shot him a grin. "He is programmed to act like a dog amongst strangers. We've found it to be a useful strategy for gathering information. He must have decided you're an acceptable risk."

"I'm honored," Obi-Wan replied. He stared at the droid. To his surprise, the dog seemed to smile back at him. 

The droid tipped its head and studied Obi-Wan from head to foot a long moment. "He is Jedi, he is Jedi apprentice, he is older Jedi apprentice, his master is well respected, his master has trained him for many years, this one has performed acceptably on previous missions, he is capable with a light saber, his reactions are within the upper parameters of what is reasonable for his age and species, he-"

"Enough, Bellicus," Adin interrupted. "I'm sure Obi-Wan is not interested in hearing himself analyzed." Adin turned to the apprentice. "I keep meaning to add a protocol upgrade to his programming, so he has some tact, but I haven't got around to it yet."

"It's fine, Knight Yeriamman. I find Bellicus' abilities quite interesting." Obi-Wan reached down and gave the droid a pat on the head. "I can see where they would be useful."

"Good…" Adin looked at Bellicus. "Remember what I told you, any shenanigans, and I stick a pet protocol chip in you. Poodle, perhaps."

"No, anything but that!" Bellicus gave an overly dramatic sigh and rolled his metallic eyes. 

Obi-Wan grinned. It faded as Master Dushiko walked up, crumpled tunic in one hand. 

"I have the tunic… I searched the room once again. My emergency med supplies are missing."

Obi-Wan exchanged a glance with Adin. "So it looks like our theory might be correct? Remii went to help the injured?"

"I think so, kid. We'll find out." Adin took the tunic from Dushiko and held it down to Bellicus. "Do you think you can track Remii if need be, from his scent?"

Bellicus sniffed the tunic several times, eyes whirling and dilating as he processed. "Yes," the droid finally said. "His scent is… rather strong. Did the boy never bathe?"

Dushiko stared at the droid a long moment, and rubbed a hand over his face. "Not if he could avoid it," Dushiko answered with a tired smile.

"His scent is distinctive enough, different enough from the Sahmlians. I should be capable of tracking it, even in the air. If it has not dissipated." The droid dog sat back on his haunches. "You may put the garment in the carryall now. I do not wish it to distract me."

Obi-Wan raised an eyebrow. It was a measure of Dushiko's fragmented concentration that he obeyed an order from a droid dog without question and stuffed the cream colored tunic in the carryall in his hand. He tossed it to Obi-Wan. Obi placed it in the back seat of the speeder. 

"What now?" Dushiko asked.

"I say we head to the Ga Scree hospital and see what we can learn," Adin said. "If Remii wanted to heal, that would be the place he'd go."

"Agreed," Dushiko said. He waited as Obi-Wan and the droid got in the front of the speeder, then climbed into the back seat with Adin. 

Obi-Wan set off, taking quiet directions from the dog. Bellicus unerringly guided him through streets filled with restless Sahmlians who stared at the Jedi contingent, some with anger, some with resignation.  He parked in front of the ramshackle Ga Scree hospital building and jumped out. Adin and Dushiko unfolded themselves from the back seat as Bellicus stood, paws on the dash, and sniffed the air a long moment. He hopped out and joined the clumped together Jedi. 

"He was here," Bellicus said. "Earlier, his scent is overlaid with other odors now."

"Thanks," Adin said. He rested his hand on the droid's fearsome head. "Do we need a guard on the vehicle?"

Bellicus glanced about, eyes whirring and ears tilting. "I do not think so. But we could leave the apprentice here if you wish."

"I disagree," Dushiko said. "I would prefer to keep this padawan with us."

Obi-Wan watched Dushiko out of the corner of his eye, unsure if the master wanted him to go inside because he might be useful, or if the master didn't want to leave him behind because he was merely an apprentice and not to be trusted. 

"I prefer that also," Adin said. "He could have some insights us old folks might miss." Adin grinned at Obi-Wan. "Bellicus, bring up the rear. Keep those eyes and ears open for trouble."

"Yes, Knight," the droid replied. He waited until Adin, Dushiko, then Obi-Wan headed into the building before he fell in behind. 

The medic that scurried to greet them was short for a Sahmlian. He spoke in rapid bursts and waved his hands about. Obi-Wan couldn't follow the staccato Scree dialect, but Adin listened intently, pausing only to hold up a hand and repeat something the Sahmlian just said. When the man wore down, Adin asked several questions. Eventually, the Sahmlian shrugged, pointed at the beds against the far wall, and wandered off. 

Dushiko watched Adin. "What did he say? I could only catch a few words."

"He said a Jedi was here, dressed like us," Adin replied softly, "He said the Jedi did healer work on the ones in the beds by the window, and then when he came back, the Jedi was gone. He wanted to know if we came back to finish what the other Jedi started. I told him we do not have the abilities the other Jedi has. After that, he seemed to lose interest."

Dushiko glanced at the patients by the windows, then walked over to the first bed. The man there stared up at him, emerald eyes wide. He asked a question, Dushiko ignored it and moved to the next bed. Adin came to stand by him. 

"Do you recognize the bandaging on his arm?" Adin asked. 

"Yes…from a Jedi med kit."  Dushiko closed his eyes. 

Obi-Wan could feel the master search the Force, attempting to find a link to his padawan. 

Dushiko finally opened his eyes. "I cannot find him. But I can feel the Force energy he used to heal these people."

"I feel it also," Adin said. "He expended a tremendous amount of energy here." Adin went up the line of beds and looked at each patient, Obi-Wan close on his heels. Dushiko followed more slowly, examining each patient in turn. At the cross hall, Adin stopped, and turned. "So, Obi-Wan, what did you notice?"

"The wounds got worse the further up the hall we came," Obi-Wan said promptly.

"But why would that be?" Dushiko asked him. "What else did you see?"

Obi-Wan thought. " The patients also had less Jedi med-plas strips… and more native bandaging. I would say Remii ran out of materials."

"Good, Padawan," Dushiko said absently. He turned to Adin. "Did you feel it?"

"Yes."

Obi-Wan glanced from one to the other. "Feel what?"

"You needed to examine the patients with your senses as well as your eyes, Obi-Wan-Wan," Adin said. "Then you would have felt it. Residual healing energy. Remii's healing leaves a mark in the Force. It fades over time, but right now, it is still there."

"Like his music," Obi-Wan said.

"Like his music…" Dushiko rubbed his face. "The difference here is, there was less residual Force energy in the patients the further we went up the line. It was very strong in the first few patients."

"What does it mean?" Obi-Wan asked. 

"It tells us Remii probably burned himself out healing those first few, and had little left for the last patients," Adin said. "He used his abilities up too quickly, without consideration for later."

"I never taught him about triage," Dushiko commented. "Then again, he probably wouldn't have listened without proof." He glanced back down the line of patients.

"Is that why Master Dushiko cannot find Remii through their bond?" Obi-Wan asked Adin. "Because Remii's Force energy is weak?"

Dushiko and Adin exchanged glances. "That is one reason," Adin replied. 

"What other reason is there?"

Dushiko held up a hand to forestall Adin's reply. "Our bond is not as strong as yours and Master Jinn's, Obi-Wan. It is new, and unsettled. I didn't learn to bond with a younger apprentice, and now I am paying for it. While I can feel Remii's presence through the Force, I only know that he is here, in Sahmly City. I cannot pinpoint where he is, though. If I could, I would go to him immediately." He stared intently at Obi-Wan. "Do you understand?"

"Yes, Master. I do."

"What now, Knight Yeriamman?" Dushiko asked. "Obi-Wan?"

"Master Toock said a Lho Scree leader was killed by a Jedi. Should we search in that area?" Obi-Wan asked. 

"Yes. But I would prefer to have some facts to start off with." Adin looked at Dushiko. "What do you think?"

"Remii is not capable of killing anyone. Not maliciously. I doubt that Remii had anything to do with his death." Dushiko glanced around. "I have felt that other presence on this planet since we arrived. The Dark presence."

"I feel it also," Adin said quietly. "I have searched for the source. Problem is, the dark presence seems to be both local and ancient, mobile and new. As I said before, the stories I've heard lead me to believe a Dark presence has been on this world for a long time. But I have also felt flashes of a different presence the past few days." 

"If I bring up the Dark Ones, everyone smiles to themselves, thinking, 'Poor Ak'ra, still haunted after all this time.'" Dushiko said. "But that is exactly what I feel, the same type of malevolent nastiness I felt before."

"I do not discount your feelings, Master Dushiko," Adin said. " For an Explorer, exposure to certain things fosters a deeper awareness. Why would it be any different for you?"

Dushiko shook his head. "It shouldn't be. We must find Remii. That thought weighs more urgently on my mind as time passes. He is not equipped to be alone on this planet. I will continue to try and reach him through our bond."

"I agree. Let me question a few more of the med staff. Maybe I can get an idea where Remii went." 

To their dismay, they found that most of the staff they needed to talk to would not reappear for another hour; the doctor sent them home for a meal. Adin led the Jedi back outside. "Bellicus? Can you get a tracking scent?"

The droid dog stood, head up for several minutes. "I cannot get a definite lock. I can only tell you his scent is strongest on the street to the left of us. But even that is not strong, the city odors rapidly cover it."

"Let's stay and question the staff, then," Adin said.

Obi-Wan glanced up at the sky. "It's getting late. It will be dark in a few hours."

"I may lose the scent by then," Bellicus added. "But as long as the direction is locked in, I can improvise."

Adin looked to Dushiko. "What do you think, Ak'ra? Wait, or go on?"

"I think we need to gather all the information we can from this place," Dushiko said finally.  He ran a hand through his hair to the topknot. "Ever since these negotiations began, I've felt the Screes know more than they were telling us. I feel the same now."

Adin nodded. "Agreed… Obi-Wan, take Bellicus and circle the block to the north, Master Dushiko can take the south, and I will take the one to the east. Question the Sahmlians, maybe someone saw something. If nothing else, we'll eliminate some dead ends. Meet back here in an hour." He pulled his comlink for beneath his robe. "Set your comlink to two-two. If you run into any problems, yell, and the others will come." He looked at them. "Acceptable?"

Dushiko nodded. "A good plan, Knight." He clapped Adin on the shoulder before he moved off down the southward facing street. 

"Obi-Wan, if you are unsure, ask Bellicus. He's been in and out of more scraps with me than probably you and your master have." Adin grinned, then turned serious. "If the Sahmlians get angry, or begin to gather, get out and come back here. No arguments. This city is ready to blow, and I would not want to explain to Master Toock why we were the torch."

"Me neither," Obi-Wan said with a shudder. He motioned to Bellicus, and set off up the northern street. 

Almost an hour later, Obi-Wan made his way back to the front of the hospital. Adin waited for him. Bellicus circled the speeder, sniffing it before returning to sit beside Adin. 

"Anything?"

"Not really," Obi-Wan said, "although…"

"What?"

"I got the impression we are not the only Jedi out here. I suppose they could be thinking of the negotiation team. Descriptions are hard to get out of the Sahmlians, we all look alike to them. Except for Remii. He is smaller than the rest of us, but apparently his reputation as healer has elevated him to our size and beyond."

"I got much the same," Adin said. He sighed. "I think finding our lost padawan will take a leap of faith."

"Unless he doesn't want to be found," Obi-Wan said.

Adin raised an eyebrow. "Why do you think that?"

"Maybe he did run away. That would explain why Master Dushiko cannot feel him very strongly. Remii's blocking."

"Glad to see you're thinking, kid," Adin said, "but I don't know if that's a good theory."

"Why not? Remii fought with his master, then came here to do something he was told not to do. Maybe he's afraid to come back."

Adin looked thoughtful. "Now there is something I hadn't given a great deal of consideration to, Remii being afraid to return. I pictured him staying away out of anger, not fear…"

Master Dushiko rounded the south corner and approached. The look on his face told them he hadn't been successful either. Adin led the subdued group back into the hospital and found the doctor. His rills flared impressively as he stared at them. 

"You talk to Ga-Lek. She remembers." He turned and motioned with both hands. The Sahmlian woman that edged forward wore a bandage around one arm. She kept her eyes on the floor. 

"I know her," Obi-Wan said suddenly. "She is the cook Remii tried to heal."

The doctor's rills flared several times before he answered in Basic. "Yes, yes, this one was healed by Jedi. Her arm she will not lose. She was here when Healer Jedi saved her Scree kin."

"Do you know where the Healer Jedi went when he was done here, Ga-Lek?" Adin asked gently.

The woman lifted her head, and looked at Obi-Wan before she replied in heavily accented Basic. "Healer Jedi save Ga Scree, but not save all Ga Scree before Ga Leader take him away. Ga Leader explain she need Healer Jedi to try and make things better for all Ga. She went to meet with other Scree Leader. I think she took Healer Jedi to show what Ga could offer to other Screes. Healer Jedi showed much honor to Ga, he gave us status."

"Do you know which Scree Leader she went to?" Adin asked.

"I am only lowly cook-woman, I am not privileged to know what the Ga Leader knows."

"But what did you see?" Adin persisted. 

"I saw Ga Leader take Healer Jedi with bodyguards in speeder.” She glanced at the doctor and her rills flared a long moment before she turned back. “Speeder had blue and white markings."

Adin dropped to one knee and bowed to the startled woman. "You have done the Jedi much honor, Ga-Lek. I give you our thanks." He climbed to his feet and motioned for the other Jedi to follow them out.

Obi-Wan noticed the doctor and others looking at the cook woman with new respect. He turned and trailed Adin and the Master. Bellicus stood outside in the vehicle, waiting.

"What did she mean?" Dushiko asked Adin. The Jedi Master looked confused. 

"Each of the Screes in the city and their savannah counterparts have color markings they use to denote rank. The blue and white she mentioned belong to the ruling Scree in the city."

"And?"

Adin rubbed his beard with a hand and looked Dushiko in the eye. "And that happens to be the Lho Scree. The Scree who says their leader was killed by a Jedi."

Dushiko groaned. 

"It may not exactly safe for us to go waltzing in there asking questions," Adin added.

"Do you think they did something to Remii?" Dushiko asked. 

"No. The Screes are not prone to harming outsiders, even when angered. Much of their economy is based on tourism. They would bring grievances to the planetary governing body, and then to the Republic to get justice." Adin looked thoughtful. "Of course, restitution between Screes is also a tradition." 

"What do you mean, restitution?"

"Payback of some kind I suspect," Adin admitted. "They have a dense culture, I haven't learned all the nuances yet. I just know lack of restitution is what has been keeping this city on the verge of exploding." He looked at Obi-Wan. "The Ga Scree, among others, decided to use this unrest to better their position. I'm afraid Remii might have been pulled into their plans."

Dushiko closed his eyes. "Remii is out there, I can feel him. I do not know if he is intentionally blocking me or not, or if the healing drained his Force ability, but-" The Weapons Master froze, his eyes came open and he looked at Adin and Obi-Wan in a panic. "No!" 

Before Obi-Wan could react, Dushiko staggered and went to his knees. At the same time Adin fell against the speeder and threw out a hand to balance himself. He recovered quickly, and jumped to join Obi-Wan, who helped the Weapons Master to his feet.

"Ak'ra! What is it?" 

"Remii…" Dushiko looked at them; shock plain in the dark eyes. "I heard him. He said 'Master, help me', then I heard nothing more. I cannot feel him through the Force. He is gone." 

Canyon of Sorrows

Sahmly Savannah 

Remii awoke by degrees. He was used to waking to pain, but this pain was different. His body hurt, and his head felt funny. He tried to clear the fuzziness from his brain. There was dirt beneath his cheek, and he couldn't move. Remii forced his eyes partially open, and winced, he wanted to rub them, but his limbs seemed far too heavy to lift. He fought the blossoming panic. My master said I must not fear…
"You're awake. Good."

"Master?" 

"There, there, Little One. No need to be afraid," the voice said. "You're safe with me."

The voice finally stirred a reaction in Remii's sluggish thoughts. That's not my master! Remii fought his body to sit. He rubbed the dirt from his face and looked up. The dark cloaked Jedi sat a few feet from him, on a slab of rock, long fingers playing with Remii's flutepipe. The Sahmlian sky above Remii's head was its usual bright turquoise, but the rock walls surrounding them seemed steeped in darkness. Remii glanced around, and discovered they were at the dead end of what looked like a canyon. Boulders the size of speeders were strewn about, rough rock walls soared four or five meters over his head, and the distant opening beyond the master seemed darker than the black canyon walls. Remii shivered at the feelings of cold and dread that came to him. Despair threatened to choke him.

"Calm yourself, everything will be fine, Padawan." The master placed the flutepipe on the rock and stood. He walked towards Remii, dark eyes examining every inch of the youth. "You're safe with me."

"Where are we? Where's my master?" Remii scrambled to his feet and backed up until his shoulders met with immoveable rock wall. "What happened?"

"Do you not remember, Padawan? I brought you away from the city. You were afraid to return to your master. You thought he might beat you again. I decided to bring you to my camp until I could talk with him." The Jedi moved forward as he spoke, until he was less than a meter from Remii.

"No…" Remii shook his head. "I don't remember that." He looked into the man's flat eyes. "You hurt me…"

"No, Padawan. You were exhausted. All that healing you did just took the energy right out of you. That is some gift you have, Little One. A very powerful gift. But even a gift can't battle exhaustion. You mistakenly thought Muat was going to hurt you, so I put you to sleep and brought you to our camp."

Remii shook his head again, then stopped as it ached more fiercely. The events of the past few hours were a jumbled blur in his head. The Jedi sounded calm, and very sure of himself and the facts. Remii swallowed. "I… I don't understand…"

The Jedi stepped forward, closed the distance between them, and put a hand on Remii's shoulder. "I know you don't. But I will help you." His hand began to gently knead Remii's muscles through the tunic. "Do not fear, Little One." 

Remii felt a wave of suggestion laden calm wrap around him. It was not the surety of the Force that Qui-Gon Jinn had offered, this was different. He cringed and pulled back. 

The man dropped his hand, and turned away. "I think you need some water." He walked back to the rock where Remii's flutepipe lay and picked up a metallic container on a carry cord and brought it back. "Here, drink." He unscrewed the top and offered it to Remii.

Remii snatched the container and put it to his mouth, swallowing some before he thought to use his senses to examine it. It reminded him of the water in the fountain, flat, tasteless, with undertones, but it was wet, and cold. Remii gave a mental shrug and drank deeply. After a minute, the man leaned forward and pulled the container away. 

"Easy, Padawan. You'll make yourself sick. How does your head feel?"

Remii automatically answered. "Better, Master." 

The Jedi smiled, resealed the container and set it down. "Good. The healing you did drained your reserves. Even a Master Healer would be hard pressed to bounce back from that." He moved forward until he was within an arm's reach of Remii again, and touched the youth's cheek. "I was worried about you." 

A confusing whirl of emotions hit Remii. He didn't understand why that this Jedi worried about him and his master did not. A multitude of other emotions welled up and threatened to overwhelm his senses. He longed for the security of the big Jedi Knight, Adin Yeriamman. Adin made him feel safe. Adin promised he wouldn't be hurt. He tried to reach out with his senses and find the Knight, but nothing happened. There was a blank space where the threads should be. 

The Jedi frowned slightly, then placed a hand behind Remii's neck and tugged. "Come here, Little One. I know you're upset, it's going to be all right." 

Remii resisted. Another wave of emotions enveloped him, and Remii found tears in his eyes as conflict raged. In the end, he stopped fighting, let the Jedi hold him, and rub a hand over his back. Remii was tired of struggling, tired of trying to be at peace with the Force, tired of not knowing where he belonged. He needed the contact to regain his energy. This Jedi offered him a place, and the connection to another that Ak'ra Dushiko refused. Still, upset lingered. After some long moments with the dark robed Jedi, Remii grew convinced that his distress came from the knowledge that Ak'ra Dushiko would be upset with him for running off. His Master would hit him again.

"I will take care of you, Little One," the man's voice whispered in his ear. "Relax…"

"I can't. My master is going to be mad at me."

"No he's not. I won't let him," The Jedi master said. "Here, let's get you out of that dirty tunic. You shouldn't run around with bloodstains on your clothes."

Remii closed his eyes and felt hands removing his tabard and over tunic, and unwrapping the belt from around his waist. "Where is my robe?"

"Hmm, I'm not sure. Perhaps Muat took it. He probably put it in the ship. You'll get it when we leave here."

"My light saber and belt?"

"You'll get them back when I'm sure I can trust you."

"Trust me? I don't understand." 

The master gave Remii a smile. "You attempted to separate Muat's arm from his body. Do you not remember?"

Remii swallowed and looked at the ground. "I'm sorry."

"You are the student of a Weapons Master, you learned his habits. You react as Dushiko taught you, Little One. Fight first. Strike to kill. I will teach you other methods, ones that won't hurt people. You don't like to hurt people, do you, child?" The Master reached out and stroked Remii's cheek again.

Remii frowned. "I…I have to get back to Master Dushiko. He'll worry. It's not proper for me to make him worry."

"No, Padawan. You do not need to return to him. He would only send you back to the Temple."

"No! I don't want to be returned again!"

"If you go back to your master right now, Little One, he will be very angry. He may be angry enough to return you right away. Let me talk to him, perhaps I can strike a deal."

"What kind of deal?" Remii asked. He rubbed a hand over his eyes. 

"Padawan, you are not a fighter, you're a healer. I will teach you to heal, I will teach you to use that amazing ability that you possess. I want you to be my apprentice. I want you, Padawan."

"I don't understand… You've got an apprentice. Masters cannot have more than one." Remii rubbed his eyes again. He was still exhausted, and very confused.   

"Muat is ready to leave me and go out on his own. Everything will be fine," the master said soothingly. "You belong with me, Padawan, you know this. I will take care of you. I will give you what you need, what Dushiko could not give to you. I will show you how to be the healer I know you are capable of being." The master drew Remii into his arms and rubbed his hands over Remii's back through the undertunic.

If the hands touching him had been anything but infinitely gentle, Remii might have found the strength to oppose them. Instead he started to cry.

"You need me, Padawan. I will help you become a great Jedi." He held Remii at an arm's length and stared into his eyes. "Join with me, Little One. I will teach you wondrous things to do with your healing ability. You are very talented; you can learn to save everyone. Join me," he repeated.

"I… I…" Remii stared back at the man miserably. "I don’t know…"

The look on the man's face changed, and became shuttered. He thrust Remii away from him then stood, straightening his robes. He didn't look at the boy in front of him. "Think about it, Padawan. If you go back, Dushiko will return you. It's the Temple or me. And you know what they do to returned failures that can't control their talent. It will be the AgriCorps for you." The Jedi shrugged and looked at Remii. "Think about it. But do not think too long, for the opportunity may pass." He turned and walked away, paused by the rock that held Remii's flutepipe, picked it up, and tucked it into his robes before he disappeared around a turn in the canyon.

~~~~

Adin helped Dushiko into the speeder. Obi-Wan stood where he was; alarm and denial warred within him. 

"Obi-Wan! Let's get Master Dushiko back to the Diplomatic Residence. I think we need to talk with the rest before we decide what to do," Adin said. The Explorer's face was pale and he kept one hand on the speeder to steady himself. 

"What else is there to do?" Obi-Wan asked as he walked around to the driver's side. "Isn't Remii… Didn't Master Dushiko say…Remii is gone?"

"It doesn't mean he is dead," Adin snapped. "There are many reasons for a bond to break." 

"But death is the most logical reason in this case," Obi-Wan persisted, unsure why he felt the need to clarify this.

"Yes. Death is the most logical reason." Adin replied with a glare. His expression softened as he stared at Obi-Wan. "I will not accept that reason without more proof, Obi-Wan Kenobi. I suggest you do the same." Adin leapt into the backseat as Bellicus took his place up front. "Now get us back to the Diplomatic Residence the fastest way you can."

With Bellicus navigating, Obi-Wan managed to get them back, despite the turmoil rolling through his head and heart. Ak'ra Dushiko walked through the main doors with them, but from the look on his face, it was obvious the Weapons Master was still in shock. Adin guided Dushiko into the dining area, and asked a server for anything strong. The server stood a moment, rills flaring, then scurried away and returned with a steaming cup. Adin pressed the mug into Dushiko's hands, and told him to drink, then looked at Obi-Wan. "Stay with him, I'm going to go find the Masters. They need to hear this."

Obi-Wan nodded and turned his attention to the Jedi master. Dushiko regained some color in his face, and the dazed look faded from his eyes. The man looked around and appeared to notice his surroundings for the first time. 

"Yeriamman?" he asked. 

"He went to get the others," Obi-Wan told him.

"Good…" Dushiko drank the rest of the liquid in the mug, shuddered, and set it gently on the table. The server reappeared to take it, and set another full mug in its place. It wasn't long after that the Jedi negotiators walked in and pulled up chairs around the Weapons Master. 

Qui-Gon came straight to Obi-Wan and put a hand on the younger man's shoulder, eyes questioning. "Are you well, my padawan?"

"Yes, Master…" Obi-Wan gave Qui-Gon a slight smile, and sank into a chair. Qui-Gon sat next to him, attention turned to the Weapons Master. Obi followed Qui-Gon's gaze. Dushiko sat, lined face calm and unreadable. If it weren't for the shock that still lingered in the man's eyes, Obi-Wan would have thought him impervious to pain. 

Saa Duut closed the doors to the room, and spoke to the servers. They vanished in short order. Master Toock hopped to a chair, and peered up at Dushiko. "Tell us what happened, Ak'ra."

In a measured voice, Dushiko recounted everything the three Jedi did up to returning to the speeder. When he came to the next part, he took a deep breath before he went on. "I was attempting to reach Remii through our bond. I could feel his presence, but that was all. Suddenly, I heard him clearly. He said 'Master, help me'. Then I heard nothing more." Dushiko paused. "It was as if someone closed the door between us. I have not been able to feel him since." Dushiko closed his eyes. Adin nodded from where he sat, face pale.

"You felt it also, Adin-Duanath," Qui-Gon stated. 

Adin looked up and caught Qui-Gon's eye, studied him a long moment, then reluctantly nodded. "I felt Remii's presence in the Force just… vanish," he admitted softly. 

Dushiko opened his eyes and stared at the Explorer. "You felt it? You felt it like I felt it? Like you were bonded? Yeriamman, what have you done?"

~~~~

Remii huddled beside a rock in the campsite. His thoughts roiled from one topic to another, from one idea to the next. Uppermost in his mind was that Master Dushiko would be angry; both for what happened with the Lho Scree leader, and for going off with this other Jedi. Remii knew Master Dushiko disapproved of Remii's relationship with the Explorer Adin. Why would this be any different?

His senses snaked outward in an attempt to locate Dushiko through their bond, and assess his mood. Remii's unease turned to apprehension when he found he could not reach his master. The bond lead no where. The harder he tried to access Dushiko, the more his head hurt. As soon as he backed off from it, his headache lessened. Remii frowned and turned his thoughts.

Another thread shimmered, the one that led to the Jedi Explorer, but it was fragile. Whatever had grown between them was not yet fully formed. His attempt to follow the thread to the Knight resulted in a fierce headache also. He gave up. Perhaps when he felt stronger, he could try and reach his master. Just to let Dushiko know he was okay. 

Remii was torn. If he went back, Dushiko was sure to be angry with him. If he stayed... this master was unknown. But it was no different from when the Council shuffled him between masters like a faulty utility belt, until they decided to assign Dushiko to him. Dushiko took him, because he obeyed the wishes of the council. Remii learned in their time together that Ak'ra Dushiko was an honorable man who took his responsibilities seriously. Even when he didn't like them. On the other hand, this master sounded as if he actually wanted Remii. Maybe to him, Remii wasn't a problem to be assigned, or someone to be gotten out of the way. 

A sound jerked his attention back to the present. Muat walked toward him, grin on his sallow face. The apprentice tossed a small energy bar in his direction. Remii caught it on reflex. 

"Eat it. Water's over there in the carrypak."

"Thanks," Remii ventured. 

Muat grunted. He looked Remii up and down for a long moment. "You might prove useful. We can always use a Mind Jedi…err, Healer the places we go."

"Truly?" Remii watched the man cautiously. 

"Sure." The apprentice gave a slow smile that revealed sharp incisors. It disappeared as suddenly as it came. "I got work to do repairing the ship. Just stay here until my master says otherwise."

Remii nodded. As Muat turned away Remii thought to ask. "The master? What is his name?"

Muat looked over his shoulder and gave that maddening grin again. "It's not important. If I were you, Entw'a, I'd just call him 'Master'." He walked off and disappeared around a rock outcrop. 

Remii glanced down the long valley. Even with the sun shining, the canyon was shrouded in gloom. The trees were stunted and twisted into unnatural shapes. Animals darted from rock to rock, never pausing long enough for Remii to get more than a fleeting impression of fur and fangs. He shivered, looked at the energy bar in his hand, and automatically scanned it with his senses. They told him the bar had a taint to it, a shadow. He studied it, puzzled. It was a standard ration energy bar, readily available throughout the galaxy, but it reflected the murkiness of the whole area. Remii looked down the canyon again, and studied the swath of sapphire grass two kilometers away. Getting to the savannah meant walking through the ominous canyon. The… things that roamed between the rocks didn't look as if they appreciated visitors. 

Remii opened the energy bar and ate mechanically. It wasn't much in the way of filling him up, but maybe he would feel better with something in his stomach. The fuzziness in his head hadn't dimmed with time; instead, it seemed to grow stronger. He sat down and leaned his back against the rock wall, then wrapped his arms around his knees before he rested his head on his arms.

~~~~

"I want everyone to search the Force," Master Toock said. "Look in the Light. I want to know if anyone feels any trace of the boy." She glanced around. Every Jedi nodded, and began to assume meditative postures and expressions. 

Obi-Wan felt Qui-Gon's mind touch. Follow my lead, Padawan. Obi-Wan struggled to find a meditative entry point. Calm, Obi-Wan. I am with you. Just relax. Obi-Wan gave up then and let himself follow his master, as Qui-Gon rode the mental eddies and vortices of the Force. Think of Remii, Padawan. You were close to him, you have the best chance. Think of anything that would lead us to him. Obi-Wan immediately thought of the music, and searched for the faint jewel-like overtones that clung to the young apprentice. He searched the city for Jedi resonance, and young Jedi in particular. He sensed Qui-Gon delving into places Obi-Wan hadn't the discipline yet to reach. Eventually, their paths diverged, and Master and Padawan continued the search separately. Obi-Wan thought he found a trace, and followed it, but the music dissipated like waves against the shore. It started from the center of Sahmly City and radiated outward, fading rapidly as it went. Obi tried to follow, but could not. The melody was gone. Remii was not in the active Force, not that he could tell. To Obi, that could only mean one thing. The youth's essence had been removed from the Force. He was truly gone.

Obi-Wan finally opened his eyes. Qui-Gon studied him quietly. The other Jedi also watched, Dushiko with an anxious expression on his face. Only Adin sat, hands steepled in front of him, staring off into space. Obi-Wan looked to Dushiko, and shook his head. 

At that the others shook their heads also. Master Toock closed her eyes one last time, whiskers and one floppy ear twitching. When she opened them again, she looked directly at Dushiko. "I am sorry, Ak'ra. We cannot find any trace of him in the Light. We must assume... he is gone."

Dushiko nodded. "I understand…" He looked at each of them in turn. "This is my fault. I beg your indulgence on this matter, but I would like to continue to search for… the boy's body."

"With due respect, Ak'ra, what good would that do?" Bondura rumbled. "The body is merely a storehouse for Force energy. What made up the boy is vanished now. "

Waruk Kai snarled and showed her sharp teeth. "Ceremony, Bondura. When Torgruta females lose their young, we do not pretend it didn't happen. We mark their passing with a ceremony. Then we go back to work." 

"I would like to continue to search also," Adin broke in. "What if he is not… gone? What if his Force connection is blocked, or just missing? There have been cases… where the Jedi was deeply unconscious. He could be injured. Remii would expect us to look for him." Adin folded his hands in front of him. "What if he needs us and we are not there?"

"Accept, Knight," Bondura rumbled. "The padawan is dead. We must move on."

"He is not dead! I do not see it!"

Qui-Gon held up a placating hand. "With respect, Master Bondura, Master Toock, I understand what the knight feels. Without the certainty of a… body, it is hard to accept. If there is the slimmest chance the padawan lives, we must explore it. We should not give up on one of our own, no matter what the age. If nothing else, Master Dushiko and Knight Yeriamman need closure." As do you, my padawan. 

Obi-Wan looked at his master, startled. 

Qui-Gon gave him a faint smile. I can feel your denial from here, Obi-Wan. It is strong. Perhaps there is a reason?

Obi-Wan nodded slowly. I agree with Adin. I do not feel he is gone either. But I have nothing to base my feeling on.

What is gut instinct but the voice of the Force, my young apprentice?

Obi-Wan looked at Qui-Gon a long moment. His master merely raised an eyebrow, then turned to study Adin Yeriamman again.

"We cannot feel him in the Light. His master has lost the bond that tied them. This city is ready to explode, yet we are forced time and again to change our actions because of one willful, disobedient, and likely dead child!" Bondura leapt to his feet and stood, hands on hips. "Forgive me, Master Dushiko, for your loss, but you are a practical man. Surely you see the folly in continuing?"

Dushiko stared back at the Twi'lek, eyes wide with unspoken emotion. 

Master Toock drummed a rear leg on the floor. "This is not folly!" The little Kushiban paused, and glanced at each Jedi in turn, fur tinged crimson. "I do not take the loss of a padawan lightly. Despite the gravity of these negotiations, I will abandon them if it is found the Sahmlians had anything to do with the disappearance of the boy." She looked at Bondura. "We value our young, do not forget this. Padawani are the future of the Jedi Order. I would not like to be the one to stand before the Council and inform them we casually abandoned a child because it was inconvenient to look for him. The boy was a Healer; we can ill afford his loss. We need facts, not feelings!"

Bondura looked as if he were going to argue more, then gave a short nod and sat back down. 

Qui-Gon studied him, then turned abruptly to face Master Toock. "We must search for the boy. The fact that we find no trace of him in the Force is irrelevant. I've felt a deep foreboding since Knight Yeriamman told us about the Dark presence on this planet. I fear the padawan has come under its influence. I was unsure before, but I have been unable to shake the feeling, especially since the events of the past few hours."

"I have felt the Dark Presence, Master Jinn," Adin admitted. "I, too, was reluctant to say so without more proof than my intuition." He looked at each of them in turn. "If we do not at least attempt to find out what happen to Remii, we could condemn him to path he would not otherwise take. The Dark side preys upon despair."

"I will not allow my padawan to be tainted," Dushiko said. "I would rather he was dead."

"Remii would not turn," Obi-Wan protested. 

Qui-Gon gave him a look. "Not knowingly, perhaps, but do not underestimate the seduction of the Dark side, my padawan. Its logic can be insidious." 

"It preys heavily on the young and defenseless," Adin added. He rubbed a hand over his face as if to erase the thought.

"So we agree, then," Master Toock said. "The boy or his body needs to be found. I recommend the three of you, Master Dushiko, Knight Yeriamman, and Apprentice Kenobi, continue your search until it comes to a conclusion." Her large indigo eyes bore into Dushiko's. "Bring back evidence of the boy's death, or otherwise. The rest of us will continue in negotiations. I see no reason not to at this point." She held up a paw. "If you find out anything that gives us solid reason to believe Dark ones or Sahmlians are behind this, return so we may hold further counsel." She glanced at the ceiling a moment, eyes unfocusing before she looked back at the Jedi and gave a shake of her head. The ears flopped. "Darkness falls. I sense it is not safe in the city tonight, not even for Jedi. You will resume your search in the morning." Her gaze on the three stricken Jedi was gentle. "I know that is not what you wanted to hear, but I have made up my mind. If the boy lives, he will have to be patient. If he does not live… then to wait will hurt him not."

"Yes, Master Toock," Adin said. He bowed his head.

Master Dushiko got to his feet. "I understand your reasoning, Master. I will abide by your decision. I think now I will retire to meditate." He gave a short bow in her direction, then walked from the room, back straight and head high. 

The others followed, until only Qui-Gon, Obi-Wan, and Adin remained. 

"I will not sleep tonight," Adin said softly. 

Qui-Gon walked over and put his hands on the younger man's shoulders. "You must relax. You and Obi-Wan both need to rest and prepare. I have a feeling you'll need strength for the days that follow." 

"How can I sleep, Master Jinn, knowing I broke my word? I promised Remii no harm would come to him."

"As much as we would like to have everything under our control, my young knight, the Force moves in mysterious ways. It is best we move with it." Qui-Gon gave Yeriamman's shoulders a squeeze before he dropped his hands. "Come, Obi-Wan. You need to rest, and I think Knight Yeriamman would like to mediate on all that has transpired the past few days. Perhaps he can forge some connections." Qui-Gon gave Adin a nod. "If anyone can link the Dark resonance, Remii, and recent events, you can."

"I think your confidence in my observational abilities is misplaced, Master. Otherwise none of this would have happened."

Qui-Gon tucked his hands inside his robes and gave a gentle smile. "You see and interpret the future and past, Knight, more so than the rest of us. Combine your observations with what you know in your heart. In the end, you must trust in the Force to guide you." Qui-Gon paused a long moment. "The Force would not have bound you to that boy without a reason, Adin-Duanath. It was meant to be. Think on that."

~~~~

It took Dushiko, Adin, and Obi-Wan until midmorning to retrace Remii's movements from the Ga Scree hospital to the Lho Scree area. The streets were filled with Sahmlians, many of whom were distinctly hostile to the Jedi contingent and their questions. The droid dog gave them pause as it stalked along, head up and carbon steel teeth bared. 

"The boy was here, I smell him, although faintly," Bellicus said.

Adin looked around. "The Ga Scree said their leader went with members of the Lho Scree. From what I've learned of their caste system, even a lower caste leader would not meet with common members of other castes. Logic tells me the leader went to meet with other leaders, or high-ranking caste members. So we need to start with the Lho caste leader and see what he knows."

"I do not follow your logic, Knight, but you seem to understand these people," Dushiko said. "I trust your instincts." The Weapons Master looked weary. Not even meditation cleared the bitter resignation from his face. 

"I believe I can pinpoint the Lho Scree leader's residence from my maps and from observation of the locals," Bellicus said. He sat and regarded them with his metallic eyes. 

"Lead on," Adin told him. 

The droid dog went still as he accessed internal subroutines, then pointed with his long snout. "Go to the east approximately six blocks, then turn north and looked for color coding on the buildings."

Obi-Wan drove, and did as the dog said. Soon they were in an area where the buildings had subtle blue and white bandings near the entry doors. Bellicus continued to direct Obi-Wan until they stopped before one imposing residence. Metal gates and sapphire hedges surrounded the building. Obi-Wan drove down an alley until the droid dog yelped at him to stop. The Jedi got out of the vehicle. 

Bellicus pointed his nose into the air. "He was here."

Adin nodded, and pressed his hand to the announcing panel. The gate opened immediately. 'I am Jedi Knight Yeriamman," he said in Basic, "I wish to speak to your caste leader."

The Sahmlian stared at him before he replied in lightly accented Basic. "Our leader is dead, killed by one of your kind."

"Our kind does not kill unless attacked. I think there has been a misunderstanding. Is there someone we can speak with? The Sub-Leader?" 

"Wait here." The Sahmlian disappeared and returned a few minutes later. "Come with me."

Adin nodded, and gestured for the others to walk ahead of him. 

Obi-Wan gave him a curious look. 

Once inside the compound, they were met be a tall Sahmlian surrounded by caste mates. With weapons. 

Adin gave a formal bow. "Thank you for speaking with us."  

"What do you want?" 

"We understand there was a death, and that a Jedi was involved. We, too, would like to know what happened. Did the Jedi come here alone, or was he with another?"

Obi-Wan watched as the rills flared on the natives before the leader spoke again. 

"The Jedi came with another. He was supposed to heal our leader's injuries, suffered in the bomb attack. He did not heal them, but killed our leader instead."

"What did this Jedi look like?" Adin asked, one hand on Bellicus' head. 

The Sahmlians exchanged glances along with their rill flares this time. "He looked as you did. He wore the same clothing." The leader studied them a long moment. "He was smaller than your smallest," he said finally. "A kit, perhaps?" The leader spoke sharply to one of his guards in caste dialect, and the man bowed and scurried off. "I sent for the one that brought him."

Adin nodded. " We have lost one of our children, and we wonder if the Jedi you speak of is the lost one. He is but a kit, as you say. He is very young, not a healer as you understand it. We are training him, but he has not yet learned what he needs to know to be a healer."

The Sahmlians murmured in surprise. Obi-Wan sensed they were shocked by Adin's revelation, and more willing to now listen to them.

"It is difficult to determine who are the kits of outworlders. You all look alike," the sub-leader said.

"Especially Jedi kits," Adin replied. "I can see where you would be confused, but I think this has been a misunderstanding. We are prepared to offer restitution." 

The Sahmlians did not speak, but their rills flared. The leader nodded to Adin. "The Jedi are with honor, as others have told us. Restitution will go a long way towards bringing this turmoil to a close."

Obi-Wan bit back an exclamation as the guard returned with a female Sahmlian. 

Adin touched a hand to Obi-Wan's shoulder and stepped forward to give her a bow. "Ga-Ree-Jen, I am pleased to see you again."

The caste leader looked sharply at the Jedi. "You know the Ga Leader? You honor her?"

"Yes," Adin replied. "She has done the Jedi much honor in the past and we return that honor."

The leader frowned, but motioned his guards to leave. 

Ga-Ree-Jen waited until they departed, then gave a nod. "What may Ga-Ree-Jen do for the Master Jedi?"

"The kit, the healer Jedi. You brought him here?" Adin asked.

"Yes."

"Why?"

"The Lho Scree leader was dying. I did not wish that to happen, he was a good restitution negotiator. The kit healed others of our kind. He should have healed that one," Ga-Ree-Jen said. 

"You knew the Jedi was but a kit. Did you not know that he could not heal yet?"

"He healed those in the hospital! I saw him. Why he did not heal that one, I do not know," she replied. 

Dushiko stepped forward and touched Adin's arm. "Perhaps I can explain. The boy… the kit as you call him, he does not yet know his craft well enough to be on his own. As such, he is like a pitcher of water, he pours out his healing energy, and when the pitcher is empty, he can do no more until he is refilled. For a kit, refilling takes a long, long time."

"He is Force drained!" Obi-Wan said. "That is why you can not 'hear' him. So he may still be out there!" 

"It is a possibility," Adin replied. 

"He was too tired to heal," Dushiko said to Ga-Ree-Jen. He rubbed his face and looked troubled. 

Ga-Ree-Jen's eyes widened. "I understand. We poured his healing on those in the hospital. He could not refill in time to heal the Lho leader." She turned to the sub leader. "I owe you much restitution. I did not understand the Jedi kit could not do what I asked him to do. I am doubly responsible. The kit owes no restitution."

The sub leader nodded. "The kit owes us none. Because all of us misunderstood I will half the restitution, you are no longer bound on his behalf. You are free to return to the Ga and tell them this."

Ga-Ree-Jen bowed low. "The Ga shall make things right with the Lho. Send your speaker to the Jedi and we will continue the negotiations."

Dushiko closed his eyes, and Adin sensed the Weapons Master had reached a breaking point. He placed a hand on Dushiko's shoulder and looked at Ga-Ree-Jen. "I am happy this has been resolved. But where is the Jedi kit now?"

The Ga leader pursed her emerald lips. "I do not know. After the Lho died, I sent him away. I did not want him taken for restitution. Taking outsiders is not our way, but our ways sometimes change, especially when there is upset." She looked apologetically at the sub leader. 

"Where did you send him?" Dushiko asked.

"Out into the city…" Ga-Ree-Jen made a helpless gesture with her six fingered hands. "I told him to put as much distance between himself and here as possible. But he could not have gone far; the city ends a few kilometers hence." She gave the Lho sub leader a look and flared her rills, then stepped forward and placed her hand on Adin's arm. The Lho sub leader took a half step forward and touched Ga-Ree-Jen's arm in turn.  "He would not venture out on the savannas alone." 

"Not alone," Adin agreed. He froze and his eyes took on a distant look. "He was alone when he left, but he met up with others… two others… they look Jedi… but they are not with us. Darkness surrounds them, and they in turn surround Remii with it. He is still lost, and does not know it…" Ga-Ree-Jen dropped her hand, and Adin looked up with a start at the others. "Dark Jedi! There are Dark Jedi in the city. That is the source of energy we have felt!"

"Force preserve us," Dushiko said softly. "My padawan…" The Weapons Master looked stricken.

Obi-Wan stood rooted in place. Adin's vision explained much... and raised serious concerns.

"Do you know which direction Remii went when he left?" Adin asked Ga-Ree-Jen. "Anything that would help us search?"

"West, he went to the west."

Dushiko whirled and headed for the gate. Adin bowed to both caste members. "Excuse our haste, but the kit is very young. The ones who took the kit could harm him beyond restitution."

"I will come with you," Ga-Ree-Jen said firmly. "I know the area he went into. It belongs to those that have no caste. They will not speak with an outsider."

"Thank you," Adin said. He looked at the apprentice. "Obi-Wan, I think we better continue on foot, so we don't miss anything. He can't have gotten far, as tired as he was."

Obi-Wan nodded, but gave the knight a doubtful look. "Fear can lend speed to the weariest."

"You think he was afraid?"

"I know it," Obi-Wan replied. "I think you do, too."

The two headed out the gate, Ga-Ree-Jen trailing. Once outside, Bellicus took the lead with the caste woman, the Jedi followed close on her heels. Bellicus led them to a dusty street with a fountain.  The droid dog climbed the stairs to the fountain and examined it thoroughly before he turned. "He was here."

"This is the place I saw in my vision," Adin said. "He met them here."

Ga-Ree-Jen glanced around at the dilapidated buildings. "This is not a good place. I feel much anguish and despair."

Bellicus sat suddenly, eyes whirling as he processed information. "This area is not on my maps."

"We do not acknowledge the uncaste," Ga-Ree-Jen said. "No one speaks of them, or helps them, or puts them on the maps. It is something we must change."

Obi-Wan shivered. "I do not like it here."

"Darkness taints it," Dushiko said. "I feel it in the very air we breathe." He turned in a circle. "I also feel them," he said with distaste. "The Dark Ones were here."

"Can you sense Remii?" Adin asked.

Dushiko stood a long moment, gaze turned inward. He finally shook his head. "I cannot. Every time I think I can, the feeling gets masked. You?"

Adin bit his lip. "The same."

"We need to look around," Obi said. "Maybe he is still here, somewhere. Maybe he is hurt, and that is why we cannot feel him."

Adin nodded. "We should search. Obi, you and Bellicus take the buildings to the north, I will take the west with Ga-Ree-Jen. Master Dushiko, the south. If you find anything, use your comlink. Bellicus, Assess and Protect mode."

"Understood, Knight," the droid dog responded. He parked himself by Obi-Wan's right side as the two set off. 

Dushiko walked away without a backward glance. Adin watched him a long moment, frowning. 

"He believes the kit to be dead," Ga-Ree-Jen said quietly.

"How do you know this?" Adin asked.

"I can feel it. He goes to look reluctantly, because he does not want to find what he expects to find." The caste woman's eyes glittered as she looked at Adin. "You, too, are upset about the kit. But you do not carry the despair of that one. Why?"

"I do not believe him to be dead," Adin replied. "I cannot believe it. I have seen the future, and the future had Remii in it. I understand there are many possible paths to the future, but I do not think I would see one that could not be possible." Adin gave a tired smile. "If it is in my power to make the future with Remii in it happen, I will do so."

Ga-Ree-Jen bowed. "I, too, wish that future to be possible, Master Jedi. Let us find the kit."

~~~~
Obi-Wan rounded the corner of the dilapidated building and stopped short. There, on the ground lay a brown Jedi robe. "Bellicus?"

The droid dog moved forward to sniff the robe. "It belongs to the boy."

Obi-Wan crouched and picked the short braid up from its place on the robe. He felt his heart sink. "Is this his, too, Bellicus?"

The dog gave him a look, but dutifully sniffed the length of hair. "Yes." 

"What does it mean?" Obi-Wan said. He chewed his lower lip and looked at the droid dog.

"Do you request an analysis?" Bellicus asked politely. "I can make several projections based on available information."

"Uh, yes, please," Obi-Wan answered. 

"First hypothesis, the one called Remii discarded his robe and cut off the braid to symbolize his rejection of Jedi ways and-"

"No!" Obi-Wan interrupted, "that is not true."

"Do you know this for sure, Apprentice?" The droid dog sat, eyes whirling. "I hypothesize from what I know, and from what I know of the boy, he was unhappy. Although my master did his best to retune the boy."

"Remii is not a machine!"

"I never stated he was," Bellicus replied. "My master only said that the boy's Force balance was not properly aligned, and needed to be fixed. Would you like me to continue analyzing?"

"Yes," Obi-Wan said. He stared at the droid, braid tightly clutched in one fist.

"Second, the one called Remii was removed from the area against his will. If that were the case, the discarded robe would signify the kidnappers disdain for the things Jedi value. If there are Dark Jedi as my master surmises, then they would be symbolically stripping the boy of his ties with the Light side."

"And this?" Obi-Wan asked, holding up the braid. 

The droid dog sat and tilted his head. "I believe it to be a message also. They are letting you know that Remii does not belong to you anymore. Or rather, they inform Master Dushiko that he no longer has a padawan."

"That's what I believe also," Obi-Wan said softly. He glanced around. "Is there anything else significant here?" Obi-Wan extended his senses, striving to do what he had been taught by Qui-Gon- read the Force and extract information from it.  He could sense darkness, and despair, but that could come from the natives and the surroundings. 

"Not for me, Apprentice."

Obi-Wan opened his hand and dropped the braid back onto the robe at his feet. He fingered the com-link in his pocket, then came to a decision and pulled it out. "Master Dushiko, Knight Yeriamman? I've found something…"

"Stay where you are," said Yeriamman, "We'll find you."

A short time later, Yeriamman appeared, alone. A few moments after, Master Dushiko stepped around the corner and walked towards them, face unreadable.  Both of the Jedi glanced at the robe on the ground. Obi-Wan could tell when they spotted the braid, Yeriamman frowned, and although Dushiko's expression did not noticeably change, Obi-Wan saw a furrow appear between his eyes. 

"Bellicus?" Yeriamman asked. 

"I can read his scent, but it is faint. It goes towards the outskirts of the city."

Dushiko moved to examine the wall behind them. He closed his eyes and touched it. "Do you feel them, Yeriamman?"

"Yes," the knight answered. "Dark Ones were here. Their malice permeates the area."

Obi-Wan extended his senses to follow the lead of the other Jedi, concentrated, and caught what they picked up on so quickly, an underlying sense of wrongness, pain and fear that didn’t belong to Sahmly City. When he opened his eyes, Dushiko watched him. "Sorting out the information the Force offers you is one of the most important things a Jedi can learn, Apprentice Kenobi. You must attune yourself to the nuances at all times. Lock the sense of the Dark Ones in your memory, it might come in handy."

The words could have come straight from Qui-Gon's mouth. "Yes, Master," Obi-Wan answered automatically. 

Dushiko reached down, picked up the braid, and rubbed a thumb over it. "We must return to the Diplomatic Grounds and inform Master Toock of our discovery."

"I think we should continue to search for Remii," Yeriamman replied. "If we head to the outskirts, perhaps Bellicus could pick up the trail. Besides, all we have to assure them of Dark Jedi is my vision, and your sense." Yeriamman gave a self-depreciating smile. "I'm not sure Master Bondura would accept that as proof positive."

"Why not?" Obi-Wan asked. "Jedi prescience is well documented."

"Some Jedi only believe what is right in front of their face, Obi-Wan."

"For what it is worth, I believe your vision, Knight," Dushiko said.  "I feel them here as sure as I feel my robe around me. I have no reason to doubt. But that is beside the point. Master Toock gave us orders."

"And of course orders are more important than your padawan."

"If you believe that, Knight, then you have a lot to learn." Dushiko clutched the braid tightly in one hand.

The two Jedi glared at each other.

Obi-Wan glanced from one man to the other. He sensed the tension and argument that threatened to explode from both. "Master, Knight, please! I do not think this antagonism is natural. Perhaps you are under the influence of the Dark side?"

Yeriamman looked startled, but Dushiko's eyes grew wide. "I believe you have a point, Apprentice. There is a tangle of Darkness, and worry about Remii that is clouding my thoughts. I apologize."

"I apologize also, Master," Yeriamman said, rubbing his beard with a hand. "I have no right to question your loyalty to the boy."

Obi-Wan nodded. "Perhaps we should move from the area, then?"

Master Dushiko shot Obi-Wan a look, but bent to pick up Remii's robe and headed back towards the fountain. Yeriamman fell in step alongside, Bellicus and Obi-Wan brought up the rear. "You know the Force has been turned on its head when apprentices have to remind masters of their place," Dushiko told Yeriamman. "I must comment Qui-Gon for raising such a forthright padawan. I only hope I can teach mine as well someday."

Canyon of Sorrows

Sahmly Savannah
The next thing Remii knew, someone shook him by the shoulder. "Master?" he said as he opened his eyes. "Is it time for practice?"

The Jedi ignored him. "Come with me, Padawan. I need your healing abilities. Muat cut himself repairing the ship."

Remii jumped to his feet, eager to have something familiar to do. The food restored his balance a bit, he felt able to heal- if the wound wasn't serious. He had to trot to keep up with the master, the Jedi turned the corner around a boulder, and Remii followed. He found himself in a small bowl at the very end of the canyon. Sheer rock walls towered at least 5-6 meters overhead.

The Jedi master Force leapt to the top of the wall, then turned and looked down. "Come along!"

Remii swallowed. He hadn't worked much on Force leaps with Dushiko. Not yet. He didn't feel strong enough to leap that far, even if he wasn't still exhausted and hungry. He doubted all of his abilities right now. Remii stared up to where the Jedi stood on top of the wall.

"Hurry up, Padawan!" the Jedi called down.

"I... I don't think I can leap that far, Master."

"You were never taught?"

"Not that high, Master."

"No matter. I will help you. Jump, and I will bring you the rest of the way."

Remii swallowed again, then gathered his senses and leapt. He felt something pull at him, then he was standing alongside the Jedi Master on the wall. He didn't even get a chance to marvel at the leap, or wonder at the energy surge he'd felt, because the master grabbed him by the elbow. 

"Let's go." 

Remii followed the man a few hundred meters to a level spot cleared out on the very base of the mountain foothills. A Naigulyt Cruiser hunkered in the clearing, shade tent erected over its angular top. Muat sat by an assortment of duriplas crates and clutched his arm, disgruntled expression on his face. Blood dripped steadily from between his fingers to form spots in the dust on the ground. 

"What happened?" Remii rushed over to the apprentice and reached for the arm. 

"It's cut. Can you fix it?"

"I need to see," Remii said. He pried Muat's fingers away from the wound and examined the gash. Blood welled up and rolled down the man's arm, the wound was deep, but narrow, and not too long. Remii clamped both hands over the wound and closed his eyes.  It felt like a knife wound, with metal tanged edges where the cells were cut. Muat must have hurt himself on the ship's hull. Remii took a deep breath, then began to concentrate, trying to feel the wound with his senses and determine how to direct the Force energy to heal it. Muat's physiology was… different. It wasn't anything Remii knew, but it was close enough to humanoid that Remii felt confident he could start the healing process. He tried to draw Light energy and channel it to bind the wound, grasping a Dark thread to weave around it. To his surprise, the wound refused to cooperate and his hold on the Light slipped away. Remii tried again with the same results. It felt like the wound pushed back at his efforts. 

Remii shook his head and glanced up to find the master watching him. 

"Well?"

"I...I…" Remii stammered. "I cannot make it work! I do not understand."

"Hmm," the master said. "Try again, and let me 'watch' with my senses."

Remii did as he was told, with the same negative results. 

Muat shot a glare at his master. 

"I see the problem, Padawan. You need to adjust your balance of Light and Dark. You are not using enough Dark energy to bind the wound. Did Dushiko never train you in the details of healing?"

"No," Remii said. "He did not teach me to heal."

The master's eyes opened wide in surprise. "I cannot believe he did nothing to help you learn, Padawan. You have a tremendous talent, to leave it dormant is a crime." 

"He... he taught me a lot about weapons arts," Remii said, strangely motivated to defend Dushiko.

"Weapons are fine, Padawan, but with someone as talented as you at healing, you'll never have to really use your weapon arts. You will be with other Jedi who will protect you." His eyes darted to Muat. "Now, let's get my apprentice healed up. This time use Dark energy to seal the wound."

"But to use so much Dark energy-"

"You are using it for a good cause," the master interrupted, "so it will not harm you. If you are worried, I will help." He came forward and placed his hands over Remii's on Muat's arm. "Do it!"

Nervous, Remii did as he was told and tentatively reached for the Dark energy. It came to him eagerly, more than he knew what to do with. Remii concentrated, gathering the Dark energy to the wound and grasping minute strands of Light to bind it all together. He could feel the power of the Dark energy as it flowed through him into the wound, and bounced back. The wound did not resist this time; if anything it accepted the Dark eagerly. 

The master let go of Remii's hands and stepped back to watch as Remii continued to channel Dark energy into the thirsty wound. He tried to separate out the pain, and attached it to the excess strands of Dark he sent away. To his surprise, it worked. It had never worked before, not with the Light.

After a short interval, Remii sat back on his heels and let go of Muat's arm. The apprentice flexed it gingerly. 

"Do not use it too much for the next day or so," Remii cautioned as he stood. "While my healing bound the wound closed, I think it still needs to heal more on the inside. How does it feel?"

"Fine." Muat looked at him with something akin to respect. "It aches, but that is all."

The master stepped forward to pull Remii into a hug. "You did it, Padawan. I am proud of you. That was a fine job of healing. With my help, you will be a powerful healer in no time."

"Yeah, good job, kid," Muat said after looking at his master. "You'll be a big help."

"Did you feel it, Padawan? Did you feel the power as you healed?"

"Y-yes…"

"It is a wondrous feeling, isn't it? You will learn to feel it more and more." The master gave Remii a last hug and moved away. "Muat, finish repairing the ship and lock the tools away. I need to pay a visit to the City and check up on things.  Keep an eye on our new apprentice."

Muat nodded. "Yes, Master."

The Jedi looked at Remii. "You are almost there, Padawan. I just have a few details to work out." He reached and stroked Remii's cheek with cold fingers. "Then you will be mine, Padawan. All mine." The master dropped his hand and whirled away to disappear behind the ship. 

Remii flushed. If he'd done such a good job, and this master wanted him so much, why did he feel so awful at the prospect?

A surly Muat ordered him to do the cleanup, then ordered him back to the canyon. Remii did as he was told, and a scant twenty minutes later stood on the rock wall above the bowl of the canyon and peered downwards. It looked much further than he expected. Remii walked back and forth on the edge a few times. 

It was a long way down. 

Muat appeared behind him. "Hurry up! Get back down to camp."

"I don't know if I can Force jump down that far," Remii confessed.

"Jump, or I'll push you over."

Remii turned and stared at the apprentice, wide eyed.

After a minute Muat gave a short laugh. "Just kidding. I'll help you." He grabbed Remii under one arm and leapt before giving the younger boy a chance to prepare himself.

Remii threw his senses outward in a panic, and used Force energy to push away from the rapidly approaching ground. His arm jerked as Muat did the same, but with more finesse. Remii's panicked push left them a few feet above the ground. They fell the rest of the way and landed awkwardly. Remii rolled and came to his feet, shaken.

Muat climbed to his feet and snarled at Remii. He clutched his injured arm and stalked over to the boy, violent intent plain on his face. 

Remii backed away and found himself up against a wall. "I'm sorry… I didn't mean to-"

"Shut up!" Muat said. He raised a fist as if to strike Remii, then froze. With a sigh, he lowered it and turned away. "Get back to the campsite. Now!"

Remii slid past the apprentice, took a few steps, and broke into a run. He dodged around the boulder and soon found himself back in camp. He waited nervously for the apprentice to appear, but after a good twenty minutes, Remii crept back past the boulder and peered around. Muat was nowhere in sight. The only way out was up. He must have gone back to the ship. Remii returned to the campsite again and paced. 

As much as he wanted to just stay here, he couldn't. He had to talk with Master Dushiko, face to face. Dushiko had a sense of duty, and responsibility that Remii greatly admired. He would expect the same from Remii. 

"I have to tell him."  Remii jumped as the rocks soaked up his spoken words. There was no echo.  This master wants to teach me to heal. Dushiko never wanted me anyways. I am not a Guardian; he should have padawans that want to learn weapons. "But I still have to tell him," Remii repeated. He looked down the dark canyon to the distant savannah and swallowed. An attempt to contact Dushiko through their bond was short lived. The intense headache it brought was not worth it. Something blocked communication with his master.

"Maybe if I get to the savannah, I can contact him. These walls must be the problem." Remii looked around. His light saber was nowhere to be seen, nor was any other weapon. "I'll be fine. It's just a long walk, that's all." He took a last check around the boulder to see if Muat was coming. There was no one. 

Remii set off down the canyon, carefully picking his way across the rock-strewn ground.

He couldn't have been more than half a kilometer from the campsite when he became aware of something following him. The hairs on the back of his neck rose and he smelled a faint musky scent. Remii whirled around. He saw nothing. But the presence was still there, dark and ominous. He looked down the long canyon to where the savannah waited, bathed in sunshine. He wasn't going to make it. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a shape slip around a boulder and attempt to flank him. Another shape did the same on the opposite side.  Remii took another step down the canyon, then whirled and started to run back the way he'd come. 

From atop a boulder the biggest cat Remii had ever seen blocked his passage. The animal was black as sin, tall as Remii, with a small head, tiny nose, undershot jaw, and three bright yellow-green eyes set in the middle of a broad forehead capped by huge, triangular ears. It snarled, and leapt.

Remii dove forward under the outstretched paws, much to the cat's surprise. He could hear the snarl change to a questioning yowl as its prey disappeared beneath it. Ak'ra Dushiko's relentless training paid off again, as Remii rolled, came to his feet, and threw himself sideways, just in time to miss being clobbered by the other cat. Remii dove under a twisted shrub and crawled around the corner into the hollow under a rock and watched the two cats untangled themselves. After snarling and swiping at each other, the big cats turned their attention to finding their prey. Remii froze in place.  If the cats depended on smell, he was a goner. If their hunting depended on sight and sound, as the triple eyes and huge ears indicated, he had a chance. When no claws sunk into his back, he relaxed a fraction, racking his brain to recall the information on the brochure in his rooms at the Diplomatic Residence. There was something about the big cats… but these ones didn't look like the ones in the brochures.

"Remii!"

At the sound of Muat's distant voice, the cat's heads shot up and their attention turned up the canyon. They headed that way in a silent lope. Remii didn't move, a ripple in the Force warned him to stay put. 

After a couple of minutes, one of the cats moved back into sight, three eyes sweeping the area in an attempt to find Remii. The zing of a light saber sounded, a yowl sounded, and the cat watching for Remii snarled and disappeared into the rocks. Another Arrcat moved out from behind the rock across from Remii and melted away down the canyon. Remii listened to his inner voice again, scrambled out of the undergrowth, and ran up the canyon towards Muat. 

Muat said nothing as Remii came towards him. The apprentice just pointed back toward the camp while his flat yellow eyes scanned the terrain, light saber clenched in one hand. He didn't relax until they got to the ring of boulders that marked the outermost point of the camp. Remii ran past them back into the security rocks and only stopped when he got to the wall. He stood, panting. Muat Force leapt to the top of a tall boulder and stood a long while, watching the canyon. Finally he leapt down and strode over.

"Stupid, little-" Muat struck Remii in the face with the back of his hand. 

Remii reeled from the blow, stumbling back until he came up against the rock wall. He could taste the blood pouring from a split lip. 

Muat advanced on him, rage written all over the spotted face. He hit Remii several more times until Remii dropped to the ground and curled up with his arms over his head, too stunned to try and defend himself. Just when his head felt ready to split from the blows, Muat stopped. When nothing happened for the next several minutes, Remii cautiously raised his head and looked around. Muat was gone. 

Remii got to his feet, and bit back a whimper. Master Dushiko's voice echoed in his head. Jedi need not feel pain, Padawan… Remii concentrated on eliminating the pain, and healing the injuries. He needed to be strong for whatever came next. He got the feeling it was not going to be good. But the Light wouldn't come to him, it was elusive. The Dark waited, eager to swoop in and offer assistance. "No!" Remii choked down a sob. Suddenly, the appeal of Dushiko's protection was far greater than the unknown master's promise of teaching him to heal. 

Master?

Adin?

Help me…
~~~

Remii sat with his back against the wall, scrambling to his feet when Muat appeared, ready to defend himself this time. He sagged with relief when the master appeared behind Muat. The Jedi stared at Remii a long moment, and Remii felt the man's senses push their way into his mind. He struggled to throw up shields. The master's eyes narrowed as Remii fought him. 

"I told you, Master," Muat said, "He's been trouble. He didn't listen to me, he ran off down the canyon-"

"So I see." The master quit prying at Remii's thoughts and paced back and forth in front of the youth. "Too bad. I have good news for him, too."

Remii stared at him. 

"You see, Padawan, I was going to tell you I met with Dushiko." He paced again, then stopped in front of Remii. "Do you want to know what he told me?"

Remii stared at him some more, then his mouth betrayed him. "Yes," he whispered.

"Your Master Dushiko told me I could have you. He told me he washes his hands of you, Little One." The Jedi stepped closer. "He said he no longer wants such a stubborn, disobedient padawan. So… you are mine."

"No!" The denial ripped itself from Remii's throat. "He would not… He didn't…"

"He did. I'm sorry, but he does not want you, Padawan."

"He does!"

"He does not. Why do you think you cannot contact him, Padawan? He's blocked you out. He dissolved your bond. You are nothing to him anymore. You are mine now."

"No, no, no!" Remii charged the master, fists flying. The man casually backhanded him, then strode forward and grabbed Remii by the front of his undertunic and shook him. "You are mine, do you understand? You will listen to me now." 

"No..." Remii said. "No! I won't!"

The master laughed softly. "You are so close to becoming one of us I can almost taste it, Little One." He looked over his shoulder at Muat and smiled. "He needs some help crossing over." The Jedi unsheathed a knife and held it up. Dried blood mottled the edge. He ran the point from Remii's throat to his belly with a delicate touch, then sheathed the knife, ripped Remii's under tunic down the front, tore it off him, and threw the pieces on the ground. The master ran a scaly finger over Remii's bare collarbones, and around his chest, ignoring the way Remii recoiled from his touch. "You are mine…"

Diplomatic Residence

Sahmly City

The discussion about what to do took the Jedi the rest of the day. Again Master Toock forbade them to go out into Sahmly City at night. The unrest in the city had reached a volatile state. 

Adin’s frustration was plain on his face, while Master Dushiko remained stoic. Obi-Wan bit back his own growing impatience and tried to emulate the calm of his master. 

“First light, you, Knight, and Master Dushiko will go in search of the boy,” Master Toock said. “Search the city thoroughly.”

“I fear the boy is outside the city and our influence,” Adin said. “We may have to venture onto the savannahs.”

Toock wrinkled her nose then gave a reluctant nod. “So be it. I trust your judgment in this, Knight. Who better than an Explorer to lead the way? And a Weapons Master to back him up?”

“I will go with them,” Obi-Wan blurted. “They may need me.”

Toock turned to examine him. Obi-Wan held her gaze until she turned to Qui-Gon. “I am unsure of the logic of this, Master Jinn. He is your apprentice. What do you wish?”

Qui-Gon rubbed his bearded chin and studied his padawan. “If Obi-Wan feels he will be of use, then he should go. He will be a Knight soon. It is time he learns to make his own decisions.”

Obi-Wan swallowed. “I feel I should accompany Knight Yeriamman and Master Dushiko then.”  I have to Master. I feel responsible. I should have done more to help Remii.

I understand, my young apprentice. Qui-Gon gave him a small nod.  Go, then.
“Very well,” Toock said. “Prepare yourselves. All of you. I will expect answers by the close of day tomorrow, both on the Sahmlian situation and on the boy.” The Kushiban leapt off the chair and padded away, leaving a silent group of Jedi behind.

In the morning Ga-Ree-Jen waited for them outside. A covered blue and gray marked speeder waited by the ones the Jedi used. It looked battered, but serviceable. A young Sahmlian driver stood nervously by the cockpit door, rills fluttering as he watched the Jedi. 

 “I will show you the way,” Ga-Ree-Jen said. 

Adin nodded. “I think I know where to go, but it will be good to have confirmation.” He slung his blaster into the front seat and motioned to Obi. “You ride with me. Master Dushiko will take another speeder. We may have to split up, better to be ready to do so.”

“Why would we split our forces?” Obi-Wan asked as he climbed into the front seat beside Adin.  Bellicus leapt into the rear seat before the canopy closed. 

“If I am right, there is a pair of Dark Jedi out there, and Remii. One of us needs to distract them, and one of us needs to secure the boy.” Adin started the speeder and moved it onto the road behind Ga-Ree-Jen.

Obi-Wan frowned, but kept his mouth shut. There are three of us, what am I to do while this is going on, guard the speeders? I am not a child...

A hundred kilometers passed before Adin spoke again. “We’re almost there.”

Obi-Wan glanced over from the monotony of the rolling Sahmlian savannah outside his window. “How do you know?”

“I’ve been here before.”

The little convoy stopped where the worn road they traveled met with others at a four-way junction. The road to the west lay in disrepair, tall grass grew in the roadbed, and flash flood ruts marred the normally smooth surface. Adin set the speeder to idle and cracked the canopy to climb out. Bellicus leapt out first and ran to the center of the crossroads, where he turned in a circle.

“I do not sense the Arrcats that were here before, Adin. Not at all.” The droid dog continued to turn in circles and observe the area.

‘That’s because they have something else to occupy their attention,” Adin commented as he stood in the center of the crossroads. Obi-Wan and Dushiko moved up to join him, and more reluctantly, Ga-Ree-Jen, who darted nervous glances over her shoulder at the surrounding plains.

“They are drawn to Darkness,” Dushiko commented. His gaze fixed on the west road. “It sustains them, and makes them stronger.”

Obi-Wan shivered. The idea of anything Dark becoming stronger did not appeal to him.  

Adin dropped a hand to his shoulder. “Ground yourself in the Light, Obi-Wan, and you will have nothing to fear,” he said quietly. He raised his voice. “Bellicus! Scout the western road, one kilometer, and then return.” 

The droid dog loped off, sensors on high.

Adin turned to Ga-Ree-Jen. “The western road leads to the Canyon of Sorrows, does it not?”

The Sahmlian woman’s eyes got huge. “It is forbidden to speak of the... that place, let alone go there.”

“But go there we must,” Adin said. “If bad ones took the little Master Jedi, that is where they will be. You need go no further, I just wanted confirmation that this was the right crossroads.”

Ga-Ree-Jen drew herself up. “About fifty kilometers to the west you will find what you seek. You will know when you are close. You will sense despair, and death. You will smell it in the air you breathe, and taste it on your tongue. It is not a place one goes voluntarily. I do not envy you this task.”

“We must find the boy. His life may depend on it.”

“Remii,” Ga-Ree-Jen said with a slight smile. “He must be found, I agree.”

Obi-Wan stared at her. He had never heard a Sahmlian call an outworlder by name before. Even Dushiko stared at the Sahmlian with a raised eyebrow. 

“I will go with you, should you wish me to,” Ga-Re-Jen continued. 'I will help you find Remii." Her driver looked aghast, and clamped both six-fingered hands across his mouth. His rills fluttered so rapidly they blurred.

Adin bowed. “I thank you for the offer, Caste Leader, but the Jedi will handle things from here.  You are needed in the city to negotiate for your people. You have done much honor today. The Jedi will not forget this.”

The Sahmlian returned Adin’s bow, then climbed back into the speeder with her much-relieved driver. The speeder wheeled around and set off towards Sahmly City.

Bellicus trotted back and sank to his haunches in front of Adin. “There has been travel on the west road recently, Adin. Vegetation is disturbed, and I smell vapor from a speeder. I found no recent trace of Arrcats on or by the road.”

Adin nodded and turned to Dushiko. “What do you think, Master?”

“We continue on. When we find this canyon of yours, we will reassess our actions.”

“Do you agree, Obi-Wan?”

Startled, Obi could only nod.  Why do they ask my opinion? I am only an apprentice.

It was Dushiko who dropped a hand to Obi-Wan’s shoulder. “Good, then we all agree. We travel onward.” He turned and climbed back into his speeder, and edged slowly up the western road. 

“Let’s go,” Adin said. They followed Bellicus and jumped back into their vehicle to follow the Weapons Master.

The last fifty kilometers took much longer than the first one hundred and twenty, Obi-Wan mused to himself.  He touched his light saber for reassurance, then tried to study the passing terrain. They seemed to be climbing; the ripples in the savannah were closer together. In the far distance a mountain loomed on the horizon, purple and blue in the bright Sahmlian sun. As the crested a small rise, suddenly Obi-Wan saw what they sought, and along with it felt a chill of foreboding. 

A dark slash in the gold of the savannah, a feeling of despair, of loneliness, of death... 

“We’re here,” Adin said.  He maneuvered the speeder up and took the lead from Dushiko, circling the furthest edge of the darkness, staying on the circle of brown grass that marked the beginning of the desolation. He finally found what he sought, a ridge with a light covering of trees that faced the opening of the Dark canyon. He set the speeder down behind the sparse cover and leapt out, blaster in hand. 

By the time Obi-Wan untangled himself from the speeder, Dushiko and Adin stood with their heads together, talking quietly.  Obi-Wan stopped and took a deep breath. It was as Ga-Ree-Jen said, the very air seemed tainted, and heavy. He closed his eyes and extended his senses- then very nearly recoiled. The Darkness waited, and roiled with bitter emotions. He would have to be careful not to fall prey to its volatile negativity. Obi-Wan moved up to join the two Jedi. They broke off their conversation and looked at him. 

“We think the Dark Ones will have their base camp in the furthest reaches of the canyon. It is the most logical place,” Dushiko said. "If I wished not to be found by Jedi, it is where I would be."

“Bellicus, I want you to scout the top of the canyon. Stealth mode. Do not let anyone or anything see you if it is at all possible. Understand?” Adin said.

The droid dog’s eyes whirled. “I understand, Knight. You do not wish the enemy to know we are here."

“Correct. I also want you to see if you can find any sign of Remii.” Adin reached down and took a hold of the droid dog’s fearsome muzzle with both hands. “That is the most important thing, Bellicus. We need to find Remii. Bring us back what information you can, but do not expose yourself.”

“On my way, Knight!” Bellicus whirled and loped off. Within the space of several heartbeats, it was no longer possible to see or hear him. 

“What do we do now? Obi-Wan asked.

“Now, my young apprentice, we wait,” Dushiko said with a tired smile. “Rest and prepare yourself for what lies ahead.” 

“And keep an eye out for those Arrcats,” Adin added. “Just because we don’t see them, doesn’t mean they aren’t there.”

Obi-Wan gave a nervous glance around and shivered. He didn’t like it here. He didn’t like it here at all.

Canyon of Sorrows

Sahmly Savannah

The Dark Master talked quietly to Muat, and spared no glance for the boy huddled against the rock wall. Remii sat with his knees pulled up to his chest, unmoving. He watched the two men through revulsion filled eyes, taking care to lower his gaze whenever he thought they looked his way. He feigned greater weakness from the injuries they'd inflicted on him then the hurts warranted. One advantage he'd found to using Dark energy was that lies and deception blended with the shadows; there was no need to camouflage his deceit. He could heal himself, but that would involve using more Dark energy. Remii was ashamed of what he'd used already. He could feel the shadows lurk inside, ready to devour his soul. 

Remii shifted position to keep the two men in view, and bit back a whimper as abused muscles and flesh made themselves known. It became obvious to Remii the past few days that no one was going to rescue him. Maybe this master told the truth when he said Dushiko washed his hands of Remii. 

Maybe. 

Remii couldn't believe it, refused to believe it. Ak'ra Dushiko was an honorable man. He wouldn't just abandon his padawan, no matter how mad he got. Remii had to believe Dushiko wouldn't fail him. It gave him hope. The same with the big Jedi Knight, Adin Yeriamman. If Remii closed his eyes, he could almost feel a connection to the Explorer shimmering in the Force. But trying to contact either one for very long left Remii feeling as if a Republic Cruiser sideswiped his head.  

The Dark Master planned to leave Sahmly Two. Once they did, Remii would be cut off and lost. It would be difficult then to resist the temptations before him. Dark energy came to Remii willingly, even eagerly. The more he used it, the easier it would get. He could heal in a fraction of the time it took him before. But it was wrong, inherently wrong, and against everything Ak'ra Dushiko and the Jedi Order tried to teach him. So Remii resisted. But if the Weapons Master failed him, he didn't know what he would do. Death was preferable to a life of Darkness and abuse. 

Remii glanced at the men from the corner of his eye. While he feared the master, he was terrified of Muat. The master was cruel, in an elegant sort of way. At least there was logic to his cruelty. But the Jaklian had a brutal streak that astounded Remii. He was vicious, and unpredictable. Muat tortured Remii in a dozen little ways, not all physical, though physical abuse was his favorite. The latest torment was to wear Remii's light saber next to his, and use the remains of Remii's tunic to polish his boots. Remii much preferred that to the thought of what Muat could do with those furred hands and sharp teeth. He shivered, and his hand crept up to touch the bite on his shoulder blade. It still oozed blood. Remii wiped his fingers on his torn trousers. He could heal the wound, but that would take energy. Dark energy, since the Light seemed to have deserted him. Remii conserved his strength in hopes of a chance to change his future. He concentrated on listening.

"I need to make one last trip into Sahmly City," the master told Muat, "I'll stir up enough trouble that the Jedi will be days putting things right. That should give us a good lead. While I'm gone I want you to do a last ship check and-" A soft chiming stopped the master's words. He pulled a com link from his pocket and looked at it. "Perimeter alarm, probably one of those damnable Arrcats. I'll check it out. You stay here and keep an eye on the boy."

"Gladly, Master," Muat said with a slow grin.

"I mean it, Muat. Don't ruin things. He's almost turned, I want him able to work."

"He will be."

"He better be, or you will pay." The dark master handed Muat a data pad. "Plan a route to Damatris Four. I know someone who will help us train this one. Instead of healing, we'll use that ability to manipulate people to our advantage. We can also pick you up your own playmate so you leave mine alone." The master gave Muat a hard stare, then glanced at Remii.

"Yes, Master." Muat took the data pad and began to read.

Remii kept his eyes on the ground. He looked up when the master headed for the bowl and the leap up to the ship. Muat was engrossed in his planning. Remii slowly stood, wincing in pain. He took a cautious step towards the flat rock where the metal water container sat. It was full; he knew that, the master filled it every morning.  He took another step.

"What do you think you're doing?" Muat glanced up at him and snarled. 

"Water…" Remii said, pointing at the container. 

"What makes you think you deserve it?"

Remii just stared at him, expressionless. "I'm thirsty."

Muat finally sighed. "Fine. Get some. If you fall over from dehydration it would probably be my fault."

Remii walked to the rock, picked up the container and adjusted the lid to take a drink. He took a small sip while pretending to drink more, and stepped around the rock. Muat glanced at him once, then ignored him, bent over the datapad. Remii scanned the area and saw no sign of the master. He swallowed hard, and tightened the carry strap around his palm. In a split second, he made his decision. 

Muat barely had time to look up as Remii swung the heavy water container. It collided with the side of his head and made a hollow thunk. Muat yelped and went down holding his skull. Remii slugged him again with the container, dropped it, then darted in and tugged his light saber off the apprentice's belt. Muat growled in between yelps, and Remii didn't wait. He turned and bolted down the canyon, light saber firmly clutched in his right hand.

~~~~
Obi-Wan lay on the ridge by the speeder and scanned the length of the canyon with the microbinocs. Even on maximum power, they couldn't penetrate the end of the gloom-shrouded interior. Obi-Wan searched the walls for Adin, and Dushiko. He didn't see either of the men, but then again, they were both expert in sneaking around. His orders from Dushiko had been clear; stay put, watch, and get help if needed. Obi-Wan wished Adin at least left the droid dog with him, but he could see where Bellicus came in handy for reconnaissance. The droid brought back valuable information from his initial scouting run, namely that there was a ship on the ridge behind the end of the canyon, and that the man around the ship wore Jedi robes. Black Jedi robes. The dog counted provisions and equipment for at least two people, hence Dushiko's decision for Adin to approach from one side and him from the other to attempt to trap whoever was there. 

But Dushiko had another reason to want to catch the occupants, Obi-Wan thought grimly. The droid dog brought back a scrap of cloth that was part of a tunic. Bellicus stated quietly that it held Remii's scent, but he couldn't tell them how old it was. If Obi-Wan ever doubted the Weapons Master's devotion to his padawan, he doubted it no longer. Dushiko closed his eyes as if to absorb a physical blow, then opened them, took a deep breath, and began to plan. "If they have Remii and he is alive, we will get him back. If he is not… they will be brought to justice." The Explorer merely nodded, but his face bore the same grim expression as the Weapons Master. 

Movement in the canyon caught Obi-Wan's attention. Dark shapes flitted from rock to rock in the lower end. A quick glimpse through the macrobinocs told Obi-Wan Arrcats were on the prowl. He swung the binocs and sighted up the canyon, wondering what caught their interest. A figure moved down the center of the shadowy valley with no attempt at concealment. Obi-Wan thumbed the zoom. It wouldn't focus in the gloom of the canyon. But with a flash of insight, he knew. He saw the running figure in his minds eye as clear as if the binocs penetrated the shadows.

Remii. 

Obi-Wan knew there wasn't much time. Remii fled from either Arrcats or something else. Or someone else. The darkness tugged at Obi-Wan's consciousness, and chased after the fleeing boy. Obi-Wan's quick search of the Force told him Remii was trapped, with no other options than a quick death or a slow one. Yeriamman and Dushiko were too far away to help, even if they knew the boy was in immediate danger. 

It was up to him.

Obi-Wan didn't hesitate. He dropped the binocs into the speeder after a last look at the terrain, shrugged out of his cloak, and pulled his light saber off his belt. After a glance at the quickest route up the canyon from his vantage point on the ridge, Obi-Wan began to run. 

~~~

Remii's breath came in strangled sobs as he forced his legs to keep moving. He'd underestimated the abuse his body could take, and only fear gave him strength now, the fear of being caught by the Jaklian apprentice. Even fear couldn't quiet the pain in his side or the wobbling of his knees. He kept an eye out for the strange looking Arrcats ahead of him. Maybe he could entice them to eat Muat instead of him. Or maybe they would catch him before the apprentice did. 

Remii stumbled and almost fell. His lungs and legs took advantage of his lapse, and refused to continue. Remii stood with his hands on his knees and gasped for breath. He could hear the sound of Muat on the trail behind him. Remii looked about wildly, then moved to hide behind a rock near as tall as he was. He tried to quiet his breathing, but the air still rasped through burning lungs. 

The sound of running grew louder, and for a moment Remii had hope the apprentice would pass him by. The hope died as the sound of running changed to walking, and heavy breathing. 

"I know you're here, Entw'a. Come out now, and I won't hurt you… too bad."

Remii held his breath and froze in place. 

"You know what I'm going to do when I catch you, Little Bird?" Muat said conversationally. He walked in ever increasing circles that brought him closer and closer to Remii's hiding place. "I'm going to make you pay for hitting me. Then I'll teach you your place. Even the master won't begrudge me that."

Remii felt his insides quiver with revulsion. He would not let the Jaklian touch him again. Remii ignited his light saber and stepped out into the open. 

"Brave of you, Entw'a. Very brave. But very stupid, too." Muat ignited his own saber and circled, grinning. "I shall enjoy forcing you to submit."

Remii kept silent and watched the apprentice's feet. Dushiko taught him not to look in a man's eyes while fighting, so not to be distracted. Remii saw Muat shift his weight to one leg in preparation to spring. The padawan spun to the side and deflected a saber slash Muat made in mid leap. Then Muat fell on him with a furious volley of slashes and strikes. Remii parried desperately. 

Muat circled as he fought, and Remii strove to keep the dark apprentice in front of him. By the time Remii figured out the circling was a tactic, it was too late.  Muat threw a Force blow and hurled Remii back against the very rock he'd hid behind. Remii managed to bend the blow partially around him, but the impact stunned him long enough for the Jaklian to swoop in and kick the light saber from Remii's hand. 

Judging from the murderous rage in the apprentice's yellow eyes, Remii was sure he was going to die. I'm sorry Master... I've failed you. 

"Now, let's discuss this business of running away, shall we, Entw'a?" Muat walked forward, extinguished his light saber and hung it on his belt. He picked up Remii's light saber, hurled it into the bushes, then drew his foot back and kicked Remii so hard in the side the padawan couldn't breathe. Lights flashed in his vision and Remii felt the ends of bones grind together. Muat grabbed Remii under the arms and jerked him to his feet, and began to beat him. Remii gasped desperately as movement brought tears to his eyes and made him dizzy. Punches rained down on his face, he felt his lip split and blood run from his nose. A blow to his cheekbone and Remii heard a crack and felt pain lance through his head. He fought to stay on his feet, and turned his head just in time to avoid a broken jaw. Dazed, Remii offered no more resistance as apprentice's fury cooled. Muat slapped Remii several more times in the face, then threw him back against the rock. 

The world spun in Remii's vision. When it cleared, Muat's bared teeth were inches from his face. Muat licked the dripping blood from Remii's cheek and growled. Too terrified to move, Remii didn't even cringe away from the rasp of the Jaklian's tongue on raw flesh.

"I also don't like your pulling a weapon on me. We'll fix that…" Muat took Remii's right wrist in one hand, and slammed the arm against the rock as he punched it. 

This time the pain from the broken arm caused the world to turn black. When Remii came to his senses again he found Muat holding him up by his unbroken left arm. 

"Good, you're back. I wouldn't want you to get out of any of your punishment. This should keep you from using a light saber on anyone for a while." He pulled on Remii's good arm then stopped and grinned. "I think I'll wait until we're back at the ship to break your legs."

"And I think you'll leave him alone," a sure voice broke in from behind Muat.

Remii slid to the ground as the dark apprentice whirled, drew, and ignited his light saber all in one motion. 

Obi-Wan Kenobi stood on the path, light saber at the ready.

Muat made a grab for Remii without taking his eyes off the other apprentice, but Remii rolled away. He had no intention of being used as a shield. He got his feet underneath himself and struggled to stand as the two apprentices circled. He clamped his arm to his side in an effort to harness the pain from the broken ribs. 

The two apprentices leapt at each other, slashing furiously, twisting and dodging with Force leaps. Remii's fear for his friend eased when he saw Obi-Wan was an equal match for the Jaklian. 

Out of the corner of his eye Remii caught glimpse of a dark shape flitting behind a rock. Arrcats… His fear returned full force. If the animals attacked, Obi-Wan could be distracted, or hurt, either by the dark apprentice or by the cats. Remii couldn't let that happen. Obi-Wan was his friend. If only Remii could call on the Force, he could help Obi somehow and maybe distract Muat. He reached for the Light… and found it as illusive as ever. The Dark lapped at the edge of his thoughts, eager, willing… powerful. Remii stretched out his senses. The Arrcats approached, opportunistic, they would attack as soon as they had the advantage, Remii could feel the hunger and twisted desires that drove them. 

Behind him Obi-Wan and the dark apprentice battled. Light sabers crashed and surged, the two men executed Force leaps and blows. One wrong move would give the other the upper hand. Out of the corner of his eye, Remii saw the mutated cats creep closer; their warped need to kill almost a disease. 

A disease… if it was an illness, Remii could do something about it. He made his decision. With resolution came confidence, and Remii reached for the Dark energy, drew it to him, then set about projecting outward. He took in the Arrcat's hunger, and madness, channeled it through himself, and sent it back threefold. It felt like a light saber slashed its way through Remii's brain when he first channeled the cat's energy. After a moment, the searing pain quieted as Remii gained control of the disquieting sensation. He separated the cat's energy from his own.

The cats stopped dead, and Remii could interpret their thoughts. Something out here was bigger and madder than they were. They couldn't see the opponent, but they could sense it. It was best to be cautious until they could gain an advantage. They paced several meters away, confused. It wouldn't last; the cats were far too intelligent to be fooled for long.

Remii continued to channel between himself and the strange minds of the cats. He also attempted to reach into the mind of the dark apprentice. It wasn't far removed from the minds of the cats, angry, feral, and unbalanced. Remii tried to remember how he worked the Dllockian box. If he drew from the Dark energy around him, he might be able to build a barrier between himself and the cats. It would be one less distraction for Obi-Wan. Perhaps he could take the living Dark energy from the area and let the ground around him absorb it, as it had many thousands of years ago. He could build a wall with it, and keep the Arrcats firmly out. 

The sounds of the light saber battle between Obi-Wan and Muat came to him, intensified by his extended awareness. Sabers crackled and hissed at a frantic pace. Remii didn't dare turn and look, he had to keep the Arrcats back. The danger lay in channeling the Darkness. If he couldn't drive it outward, away, and act as a mirror, it could turn and devour him.

It was a chance he had to take.

Remii struggled to hold the threads of Darkness that he already possessed; he spread his arms, palms outward and concentrated. Remii began to pull, to draw the raw pools of Dark energy from the ground and into himself, extending his healing senses outward. The first time he tried, he recoiled and dropped the thread. Shudders racked Remii's body as the shadows passed through him. He had to clamp down on his revulsion and the pain of the broken ribs and concentrate. He thought of himself as a prism, and redirected darkness outwards. He envisioned a wall between himself and the big cats. He heard the cats snarl with outrage as the barricade took form, and backed them further away from their prey. 

With most of his mind taken up by the struggle to harness the Darkness, Remii managed to turn around enough to check on Obi-Wan. The other padawan attacked his target in ferocious strikes, driving him back, just as Master Dushiko tried to teach Remii. This was how a battle was to be fought. Remii stared, wide eyed. A tiny bit of his concentration slipped away, unnoticed. 

~~~~
Ak'ra Dushiko ran at a steady pace, breathing easily despite the long distance he'd traveled. One hand clutched his light saber. He concentrated on extending his senses through the murk that was the Force on this ridge. Dark overshadowed everything, and added a sour taint to it all. A portion of his mind sought to break concentration and search for Remii. Dushiko was relentless in clamping down on the desire. He had to find these Dark Jedi and contain them. Yeriamman had a good heart, but Dushiko had his doubts on the Knight's light saber skills. Why else would a Jedi carry a blaster then if he was not competent with a saber? 

Still, Yeriamman had his strong points. He was quite knowledgeable on history and anthropology, and seemed to have a fair grasp of military tactics. Dushiko approached the last rise in the canyon wall and slowed. He sensed a surge of Darkness up ahead, and thought he felt the eddies of Force battle. There was something else, something approaching him, something angry, and very hungry. From the sense Dushiko got, this angry thing was not alone. It had friends, and they were headed right for him. 

Ak'ra Dushiko ignited his light saber and continued forward. Nothing was going to stop him from getting to his objective. Yeriamman- and Remii were counting on him. 

~~~~~~~~~~

Obi Wan knew that there would be no help from Dushiko or Adin. If he wanted to survive, he must defeat this dark-filled opponent on his own. Obi circled, light saber held in front of him at an angle and sized up the other one. His adversary did the same. Obi closed his mind to anything outside himself; he shut out the influence of the darkness that permeated the area, he ignored the mental pain of his fellow padawan, he even shut out the touch that led to his master. There must be no distractions. His vision shrunk until he was aware of only his enemy, and the all-pervading influence of the Force. 

He waited. 

The Dark One came on in a rush. Obi-Wan was not intimidated. He parried the hard slash with ease, began to probe with slashes of his own. The Dark One raised a hand, and added Force blows to his attack. Obi-Wan countered them, surrounding himself with a shield of Force energy, slashing and parrying while attempting Force maneuvers of his own. Obi-Wan could find no openings to pull a move on the Dark One, but he was patient. This was a time to observe and assess. When the weakness appeared, Obi-Wan would be ready. The Dark One blocked whatever Obi-Wan threw at him, but the blocks were automatic, it seemed this enemy was well trained, but the training was based on habitual moves. All Obi-Wan had to do was lull the man into a pattern… then do something unexpected.

The two continued to slash at each other, the Dark one a bit more cautious now that he saw Obi-Wan would not be a pushover. Obi-Wan knew then that he was an equal for the Dark One, perhaps more than an equal. But the man he faced fought with desperation, the same kind of desperation Obi-Wan remembered facing in the practice ring with Remii. Desperation lent strength to the weakest of opponents, and a trapped adversary would be twice as dangerous. 

Obi-Wan deflected a thrust and caught a glimpse of Remii. The boy was obviously injured, but standing, arms raised.  Green Force energy emanated from his hands. On the fringes of his consciousness, Obi-Wan could feel eddies of the Dark side and the way it rushed towards the younger padawan. The trickle of Darkness quickly became a roaring river.

Something was wrong. 

Obi-Wan had to put the thought aside, and focus on the Dark One. It would do Remii no good if he could not kill or disable this man. Obi-Wan concentrated, gathered what he could of the Light Side to him, then leapt in a Force directed bound over the head of his opponent. The instant his feet touched the ground, Obi-Wan leapt again, back the way he came, over the head of his opponent while at the same time applying a Force push to hold the man in place. In mid air he slashed downward, completing his flip, he landed, stepped, and swung his light saber in a controlled arc. The move tore a gap in the Dark One's chest. The man faltered, then jumped forward. The light sabers clashed.

~~~~

Adin ran lightly across the top of the canyon wall. He'd sent Bellicus ranging outwards a dozen kilometers to scout for Remii and check on the ship. Adin slowed as he sensed someone up ahead, but his senses were muted by the prevailing Darkness of the area. Best to be cautious. He dropped to a walk, and unfastened his light saber. He could feel the Arrcats all around him, but they remained wary and stayed well hidden. The blaster would make him feel better, but Adin remained stung by Dushiko's accusation that he was incompetent with a saber. True he was not a Guardian, but Master Billaba would not have allowed him his Knighthood had he proven inept with this most basic of Jedi weapons. He'd save the blaster for the cats that showed no respect for the Force. 

The sense of foreboding grew as Adin approached the rim of the canyon. He stepped into a clearing, and found someone waiting for him. The humanoid had a strange elegance that went with the dark clothing and translucently scaled skin. He smiled at Adin, a mocking smile that instantly put the Knight on the alert. He ignited his saber.

"Welcome, Jedi. I've been waiting for you."

"I'd have called ahead, but you seemed to not want to be found," Adin replied with a shrug. He used his senses to scan the area and got back very little except the overwhelming sense of hungry cats and Darkness. 

"I find my skills underappreciated by your kind," the man answered.

"What kind would that be?" Adin asked. He began to circle, saber at the ready.

"Weak minded Jedi. Those that have not yet come to understand the true glory of the Force. Those that cling to the Light like little children, afraid to discover the darkness within. For it lies within us all, you know, Jedi. Do not try and deny it."

"I have explored many a world in this universe, friend, and have yet to find anything that compares to the inconceivable wonder of the Light Side." Adin stepped cautiously around the vegetation. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw an Arrcat flit closer in the low-lying shrubs. "I have explored the depths of my soul, and still prefer the Light to anything I've seen."

The Dark Master reached both hands under his robes and drew forth two light sabers. They ignited simultaneously in a deadly orange glow. “So, you are the Explorer? I must say that I am rather disappointed. I expected someone more sophisticated.” The Dark Master twirled the dual light sabers with a casual motion. "I suppose playing with Dark artifacts has changed your perspective, however. I could use someone of your… interests."

Adin raised an eyebrow. “Your recruiting slogan needs some work. In the future, show more passion for what you do! Try ‘Join the Dark Side - See the Universe... die at the hands of a Jedi…’ Adin replied. He changed his stance as the Dark Master drew on Force energy. Best to be ultra cautious were the Dark Ones were concerned, they were as slippery as Corellian weasel worms.

“You have seen the power of the Dark Side firsthand,” the Dark Master said, eyes narrowing. “Are you so simpleminded as to deny the attraction? Are you that much of a coward that you cannot face that which you want?” He walked sideways, attempting to close in on Adin. 

“Are you that much in thrall? The Dark Side has enslaved far greater Masters than you,” Adin responded. 

The Dark Master growled, and thrust a palm against open air. Energy crackled in a bolt, shooting from the Master toward Adin in a deadly green arc.

Adin soaked up the Dark Master’s Force strike a few beats, then spun in mid air and closed the distance between them. He reached out with a hand and issued a strike of his own, catching the Dark Master under the chin with a fist. At the same time, Adin slashed outward with his light saber. 

His instincts were true. A shower of black gore blinded Adin as his light saber caught an Arrcat in mid-leap, cleaving the creature nearly in two. The impact of the dead cat knocked Adin off balance. He curled into a ball and rolled head-over-heels on the ground instead of landing on his feet. 

Adin came to a crouch and wiped an arm across his face, trying to remove the worst of the blood; a scuffle of boots against sandy, rocky soil betrayed the Dark Master’s movements. Adin leapt over the head of the Dark Master, and threw a Force blow as he landed. The Dark Master sprawled forward in the dirt. He rolled and was on his feet instantly, swept his light sabers around him and neatly severed the heads of two attacking Arrcats with a flick of his wrists.

The Dark Master stood, light sabers at the ready, watching Adin. He slashed the sabers through the air, warning off the milling Arrcats.

Adin maintained a ready stance and moved in a slow circle, keeping the Dark Master in front of him. 

“You have no hope of defeating me, Jedi,” the Dark Master said. “Submit, or die!”

"I chose option three," Adin said. "None of the above." He leapt sideways as the Dark Master attacked, parrying a firestorm of well-aimed saber blows. He blocked a double slash assault then grunted as a boot landed in his mid-section. The impact sent him flying backward. Adin turned several backflips to bleed off the energy of the Dark Masters attack before landing on his feet. There was no time to rest, no time to think, there was only time to react. Adin blocked another slashing attack, followed by several thrusts. He sensed that the Dark Master deliberately feinted to move him in a certain direction. 

Adin swept the light saber in an arc from front to back, and impaled a prowling Arrcat. The felines dying scream echoed off the black rock and reverberated in Adin's ears. The Dark Master pressed forward, light sabers twirling. Adin blocked desperately then kicked outward with a boot and caught the Dark Master in the knee. The man went down and bounced back up to slash at the Explorer. Adin turned a forward flip and blocked it. 

"Is that all you have?" Adin asked, panting. 

The Dark Master’s face contorted with anger as he reached out a hand, emitting lightning bolts. 

Adin parried as the bolts shoved him back a foot at a time. He threw his own energy bolt, to the right and behind the Dark Master in an attempt to drive an Arrcat closer. The cat instead vanished into the underbrush, wary. 

"You will die as pathetically as the padawan," the Dark Master said, advancing with light sabers flashing. "Jedi cannot stand against the glory of the Dark Side!" He made to leap forward, but stopped as a massive green energy bolt flew over Adin's shoulder and vibrated against the orange sabers.

Another voice spoke. “You are wrong. About everything. The Dark Side has no glory. It has nothing. That is why it will never win." Ak'ra Dushiko walked into the clearing. "Honorable Jedi win if we defeat your plans. And we will defeat them.” Dushiko ignited his light saber. Black feline blood covered his robes and spattered his face, giving the Weapons Master a terrifying appearance. "Fight me, you pathetic excuse for a master."

"I will be glad to make you choke on your arrogance, Jedi." 

"Allow me to take over, Adin," Dushiko said, never taking his eyes off the Dark Master.

Adin glanced at Dushiko, then the Dark One. "He's yours, Master." It was obvious they hungered to fight each other, which suited Adin just fine. He had business elsewhere. Adin somersaulted out of the combat area as Dushiko stepped forward

“Don’t run too far, Explorer! I’ll get around to dealing with you soon enough,” the Dark Master called. "Three Jedi destroyed in one day, it will be an honor…"

~~~~~

The Dark One attempted to use Force pressure and unseat Obi-Wan. Obi-Wan returned the pressure measure for measure. The stalemate grew dangerous, as overstressed light sabers crackled and hissed. It came to Obi-Wan then; he saw it as a replay in his mind. Obi-Wan cut his Force counter suddenly, and threw himself backward. Off-balance, the Dark One stumbled, then tried to leap over Obi-Wan. Obi-Wan slashed upward as the Dark one passed over his head, and tore a gaping hole in the man's neck that continued down to connect with the wound in his chest. 

The man dropped him to the ground, gravely wounded, as Obi-Wan flipped to his feet, on the defensive. The Dark One attempted to lift his light saber, attempted to use another Force trick, face a snarl of defiance. Obi had no qualms about running his blue blade through the Dark man's chest, killing him. 

Panting, Obi stood a moment, and let the tight concentration fall away. He staggered as other influences invaded his consciousness, his master's frantic query, the tremors in the Force, the tang of the Dark Side, and the mind numbing panic of his padawan friend.

Obi Wan whirled, and looked for Remii. The boy was on his knees, surrounded by glowing Force energy. The taint of shadows was overwhelming, and as Obi-Wan watched he could sense the Dark Side grow. To Obi-Wan's horror, the Darkness centered on the young padawan, moved in, and inundated him. 

~~~~~

Adin didn’t bother to reply to the challenge as he bolted over the crest of a hill. The Dark Master was a better saber fighter than Adin, but that was the way of the universe; there were always people better than oneself. Ak'ra Dushiko was the superior swordsman to the Dark Master, of that Adin had no doubt.   

Adin ducked and rolled between two Arrcats that collided in mid-air as they missed their lunch. He swung his light saber around him, backing the Arrcats off; if nothing else, they’d learned to fear light sabers in a relatively short amount of time. Adin pulled a comlink out of his utility belt. 

“Bellicus! Where are you?”

“Seven hundred meters north, northeast of your present position. I show you running perpendicular to me. Is something wrong, Adin?”

“Apart from unfriendly felines and bloodthirsty Dark Jedi? Not a damn thing," Adin replied. “Listen, I need you to perform a scan for a shuttle or other ship right now. Is there one in the vicinity?”

“Yes. Five hundred meters due north of your current position.”

“Can you identify the class?”

“Negative,” Bellicus replied. “The configuration is not recorded in my data banks. Crosscheck with our ship's computer also produces no matches.”

Adin cursed under his breath. I hope I’m not running into a trap, he thought as he changed course and sprinted toward his destination. “Bellicus. I’m going to disable that ship and check for the boy. You search for Remii also, and if you find him, defend him until myself or Master Dushiko arrives. I need you to protect Remii at all costs, Bellicus. Do you understand?”

“Affirmative, Adin. On my way.”

~~~~

Dushiko and the Dark Master circled each other, with six hungry, mutated Arrcats as ringside spectators. 

“It has been a long time, Ak'ra,” the Dark Master said. “Have you been well?”

Dushiko remained silent.

“Mine is a simple question. An inquiry into the health of a former colleague,” the Dark Master said. “Surely you feel my concern?"

"And surely you feel my contempt?" Dushiko replied. He fought to keep the rage from coloring his words or composure. He did not achieve the status of Weapons Master by letting temper dictate his actions. Dushiko let the Light of the Force wash through him. 

The Dark Master raised an eyebrow. "Jedi have become exceedingly ill-humored these days. Now I see where that young Explorer gets it. Was he one of yours? That didn't die?" The Master twirled his left saber. "Really, Master Dushiko, I have long hoped we’d meet each other again.”

“So you could talk me to death?” Dushiko asked. 

The Dark Master coiled and sprung into a leaping attack. Dushiko slid sideways at the last possible second, and the Dark Master landed, obviously confused that neither he nor his light sabers made contact. Dushiko glided forward then and landed a blow with the butt plate of his light saber at the base of the Dark Master’s skull. The man sprawled on his face into the sandy soil then rolled and regained his feet, blinking.

“You are inept,” Dushiko said. “Tensing gives away your intentions to your opponent. Even my padawan knows better.”

"Your padawan knows nothing anymore…except what I tell him. I turned him, Dushiko. Turned him. He's mine now. He is Dark." The Dark Master plunged a light saber into the chest of an Arrcat that ventured near. As soon as he pulled the saber free, the Dark Master leapt to attack.

Dushiko deflected the Dark Master’s light saber strikes. Refusing to be put on the defensive, Dushiko quickened the pace of his blows, turning defense into offense. The Dark Master fell back in retreat.

Dushiko's flashing light saber caught the Dark Master’s left hand, cleanly slicing off flesh and bone of the last two fingers, and damaging the light saber. It flickered and died. 

The Dark Master growled in pain, then howled in a rage as the thrusts from his remaining light saber were turned away. “Kill me, Jedi, and you’ll never know what happened to your precious Padawan! You don't know where he is, and how close to death he lies. But it was fun, Dushiko. Oh, we had fun with Remii…”

Dushiko felt his revulsion and temper rise, but he refused again to give in. “How much pain have you inflicted during your galactic temper-tantrum? It matters not, because you shall receive it back tenfold." A small part of Dushiko's mind cast itself outward, seeking that special ripple in the Force that identified his padawan. Remii?

The Force was silent, overshadowed by the darkness of the area.

The Dark Master sensed the minute lapse in concentration and attacked. Force energy crackled from his ruined hand and the remaining saber flashed. 

Dushiko blocked several light saber thrusts and slashes. The Dark Master brought his ruined hand up as if to launch a lighting strike; Dushiko stepped forward in a graceful glide, light saber turning in a relaxed arc as he caught the Dark Master under the armpit and took the man's arm clean off. 

The man howled, and fell towards Dushiko, kicking and slashing. 

Dushiko caught a foot to the groin, accepting the pain then ignoring it. 

The Dark Master’s yelp of pain and the scent of seared flesh drew the Arrcats closer. They licked their chops for what they thought would soon be a free meal. Two fought over the severed arm, tugging and snarling. 

“You have erred in your ways,” Dushiko said. “The Dark Side has not availed you. You still have time to amend your life, else, you will be destroyed. Right here, on a world far from home, by a death with no meaning. Right now. Repent.”

"I have nothing to repent for! It is your kind that need to suffer for the wrongs you've done to others!" The Dark Master swung out with his light saber, hitting nothing; but causing the air to crackle with the force of the non-blow. “You may win this battle, but remember this; you were too late to save your precious padawan! I killed him, slowly, and enjoyed every moment of his agony. I tortured him to death, and he died wondering where his master was." The very air around the Dark Master began to vibrate and color with his fury. "He hated you at the end. I hate you. I will always hate you and what you stand for! Weak, merciful, fool! I will never surrender to you!”

The Dark Master’s robes collapsed upon themselves; his light saber clattered upon small pebbles. Arrcats howled and backed away, momentarily frightened and confused. 

Dushiko felt the Dark energy of the site surge, as if it meant to wash over him. Having not deserted his center, it surprised Dushiko how easy it was to push the Darkness away. He shoved it aside, but the man's last words rushed in to fill the void. 'I tortured him to death, and he died wondering where his master was.' Dushiko took a gasping breath and threw Force energy out against the Dark. Remii!?

There was no answer. The Darkness blanketed everything. But there... perhaps? A tremor in the Force that felt like his padawan. A note or two of the music that was Remii.

The growl of the Arrcats drew Dushiko out of himself. They were no longer confused but angry now, and much more aggressive. Dushiko held up a hand palm outward. Force energy grew, crackling and building in intensity. The Arrcats backed away again.

“You were the fool, Dark One,” Dushiko spoke to the open air, to the shade of a man whose presence still lingered after committing himself to the Dark Side. “You had a chance to repent, and you turned it down. Now, you commit yourself to certain destruction. This matter is not nearly as finished as you believe it is. I will make you pay for all you have done. Even in death, you cannot hide.” Dushiko threw the Force energy at the man's empty robes, incinerating them, then turned to observe the site, committing the place to memory before breaking into a southerly run. If Remii were dead, I would have felt it in the Force. The Dark One lies. My padawan cannot be gone… I will find him.

~~~~~

The ship had been easy to locate, thanks to Bellicus. Adin didn’t have time to properly scout for defenses, as he would have liked; more than a dozen mutated Arrcats trailed behind, eager to make a snack of him.

Adin leapt toward the open landing field. Six automated blaster turrets, three in front and in rear popped out of their concealment, ready to fire. The turret firing arcs were limited because of wing and stabilizer assemblies, so he had three aft cannons to disable. Three

repulsor lift security droids hovered over the ship as well. How did he deal with them?
Adin rolled along the ground to avoid blaster fire from the droids. He reached underneath his robes and drew his blaster rifle. Firing one-handed and blocking incoming fire with his light saber, he destroyed a droid, which exploded in mid-air.

Adin twisted and flamed another security droid. Behind him and on both sides, he heard more blaster fire as automated defenses began targeting Arrcats that strayed too close. The shrieks of wounded or dying Arrcats combined with heavy blaster fire was almost deafening.

Another leap and Adin cut across the rear-firing arc of the ship, exposing himself to the port side blaster turrets. He used his light saber to reflect blaster bolts back at the turrets port side, destroying both. 

The Arrcats hung back now, letting him do the dirty work. Adin was amused by their self-preservation instincts, and more than a little impressed by their intelligence. He whirled in mid-air, 180-degrees, tumbling along the ground in a tight ball to evade the remaining security droids. One swooped too close and was stopped by a combination of light saber, and blaster rifle fired from point-blank range. The exploding droid blew Adin backward perhaps ten meters. His light saber and blaster rifle fell from his grip and skittered across the ground.

Adin scrambled to his feet, and brought his light saber to him with a flick of the wrist, but one of the security droids managed to blast his rifle to into oblivion. Adin leaped and tumbled again to take shelter under a wing.

Movement on his left caught Adin’s eye. 

Adin reached out with the Force, and caught one of the security droids, pinning it against the ship hull, blaster muzzle against hull plating. The droid couldn’t move, nor could it fire. 

Adin sensed more movement to his right. He launched himself into a flying attack, leading with his light saber. He deflected two blaster bolts in quick succession, cut off the small blaster barrel on the droid, then sliced the droid in half with a shower of sparks and destroyed power-supply. He deflected more blaster bolts from one of the front turrets, and rolled backward under the wing for cover. He brushed himself off, then sliced the pinned security droid to bits in another shower of sparks.

Silence fell. Adin looked around. Smoking Arrcats carcasses littered the grassy field; gentle black smoke rose from droid hulls. He walked to the rear of the ship and saw nothing but engines and thrusters. He jumped to a ridge on the ship and disabled all of the aft thruster quads. The ship was now incapable of atmospheric flight.

Adin searched along the ship’s seamless belly for an entrance. There was a control panel, but no obvious doorway. He reached into a pocket on his utility belt and withdrew a small hand-scanner. The ships hull didn’t even appear in the database. 

“Well, I suppose I’ll just take my chances,” he muttered. He put the scanner away, and plunging his light saber into the ship’s hull, pleased that the ship didn’t explode and ruin his whole day. He cut open a small access hole; large enough for a man but not for an Arrcat, then scanned the interior for Remii. There were no life signs, and Adin's Force sense told him the boy was not in the ship. 

There also wasn’t any internal blaster fire triggered by the movement of the light saber; a good sign. I probably shouldn’t actually enter the hull though, Adin thought, there might be traps aboard.  Adin withdrew his light saber blade, and wondered about what else he shouldn’t do. He went back to the engine assembly and contemplated how to sabotage the drive. Instead of hacking and slashing, he jumped twice to puncture two metallic lines; sub light engine reactant gushed out of the lines and onto the ground. If anyone tries to take off using the sub-light engines, the fuel will ignite, causing flashback into the fuel tanks…and boom. A one way trip.

Adin flipped above the ship, making short work of the forward blaster turrets by reflecting blaster bolts back at them. Satisfied that the ship was not going anywhere, and was not a viable fortress for an escaping Dark Master or Apprentice, Adin drew the scanner from his utility belt to get a fix on Dushiko and Kenobi. Dushiko was a blip headed south, and Obi-Wan lay further along in that direction, but not on the ridge where the Jedi had left him. Which meant the young Kenobi acted on his own accord, for what reason, Adin did not know, but he hoped the apprentice didn't get himself into serious trouble. Qui-Gon would never forgive him.

He studied the readout. There was no sign of Remii. Of course, the boy wouldn't have a comlink on him, but still… Frowning, Adin stowed the scanner again and departed the landing field at a brisk run.  A few hundred meters, and Adin staggered as he felt the panicked touch of the missing padawan. Remii asked for a link to the Light Side, and Adin gave it gladly, but before he could question, the boy was gone from his mind. Adin sent the thought out anyways. Hang on, kid. I'm coming!  

Adin traced the path of the Light pull in his mind, then compared it to the scanner readout. Both pointed to the direction where Obi-Wan Kenobi's blip lay. Adin pocked the scanner and began to run in earnest.  
~~~~

It took a few moments before Remii became aware that he was not alone in the Darkness. On the edge of his consciousness, Obi-Wan battled Muat, but that faded as the Dark Master loomed in Remii's mind. 

\\ I commend you, Padawan, you have fully embraced the Dark Side. You are one of us. \\

I am not! Remii replied I only use the Dark to save my friend!

\\ You do not possess enough power to help your friend. You are new to the Dark Side. Let me help you. Together we will triumph. \\

No!

\\ Would you rather your friend died? \\

Leave me alone!

\\ You are mine, Little One! \\

Remii staggered as the full power of the Master's persona attempted to invade his mind. Reflex made him push back. The wall keeping the Arrcats out wavered and began to fall. No! Remii seized on the idea of the Dllockian box, and divided his consciousness in two, one part struggled to maintain the Force wall, and the other concentrated on resisting the Dark Master. Remii found he could keep the Master from taking over his consciousness, but that was about all, he couldn't drive the man away. 

Adin's guidance came to mind, and Remii very carefully divided his consciousness yet again. This time he used the piece to range out in search of Light energy. It was only natural for him to pull on the Light threads that were strongest, so Remii traced the paths to Adin and Master Dushiko. The contact no longer hurt, since the Dark Master wasn't in that part of his mind. Remii followed the threads back, touched consciousness with each Jedi, then drew on their strength and pulled. 

Light energy flowed into him. Remii absorbed it with shock. He'd forgotten how gratifying the power of the Light Side was in comparison to the taint of the Dark. The touch of his master, and the Jedi Knight filled him, rebuilt his strength. Remii quickly braced the wall blocking the Arrcats, while he continued to resist the Dark Master.

I can never be yours. I am not of the Dark Side and you know it. I cannot be. Remii felt the Dark Master pause, suspicious. Afraid the Dark One would not pursue, Remii let fear color his mental voice. It wasn't hard; Remii was terrified of what he was about to attempt. Please, leave me alone! I want to go back to my master.

// I am your Master now! You will serve me!//

The Dark One pushed his way further into Remii's consciousness. Remii's physical body fell to its knees as his mind fought the invasion. The separated pieces of his mind dealt with the Arrcats- and keeping the source of Light energy flowing. 

I cannot! I'm afraid… Remii let the Dark Master slip further into his mind. Too much further, and he would take possession, but not far enough, and Remii would not have the element of surprise. 

//With me, you will know not fear, only power!//

Show me? 

As the Dark Master laughed in triumph at Remii's feeble request, Remii prepared to rejoin two parts of his mind. The Dllockian box had been far more useful than Knight Yeriamman could have imagined. It readied Remii for this very battle. 

The Master opened himself to show Remii the power of the Dark Side. Remii rejoined the part of his mind that drew on Adin and Dushiko. Light flooded through him and Remii channeled it into a narrow band and 'bound' the Dark Master like a disease to be eradicated. 

//No!!//

The howl of outrage from the Dark One terrified Remii, but with grim purpose he pulled on the Dark energy beneath his feet and wove it into the fabric of the light holding the angry master. Light and Dark overlapped until they became one. The Dark Master struck out, and Remii captured that mental fist in a web of light, bound it with Dark threads, then sent the Darkness on a loop back into the ground. Remii did the same with everything the Dark Master threw at him, a dance of capture, bind, and channel into the ground beneath his knees. 

The Dark Master weakened; his presence splintered throughout the netting Remii wove around him. He still possessed enough power to prevent Remii from channeling him completely away. As long as Remii remained conscious, the Dark Master was trapped. Remii tugged desperately on the Light from Adin and Dushiko. They gave willingly, but the three-way division was too much for Remii's untrained mind. Something had to give. 

Remii felt his hold on the Dark Master weaken. Letting that malevolence take him over was not an option Remii would consider. Dushiko would be disappointed enough that Remii used Dark energy. Better to destroy himself along with the evil one. If he dropped the mind hold pushing the Arrcats back Remii could tackle the Dark Master with one last burst of Light. If he pushed hard enough, he could drive the man right into the tainted ground… then follow him. Tied to Remii, the Dark Master would never escape to torment others again. 

Remii released the wall holding the Arrcats and felt his mind strengthen. He reached one last time for the Force through Dushiko and the Knight. Forgive me, Master…

Remii pulled on the Light side, not just from Dushiko and Adin, but also from Obi-Wan and every source of Light around the Sahmlian savannah. He channeled the energy in such a tight line that the Dark Master was driven down, and bound completely into the land. Remii felt the Force shimmer, blood trickled from his ears and nose at the effort. The Dark Master gave a last heave as everything reeled. The mental backlash roared through Remii and disoriented him. He grabbed at the strands of whirling Light as he fought vertigo. 

No!  The word reverberated in Remii's head, and he didn't know if it came from himself, the Dark Master, or from someone else. It slammed against his weakened mental barriers, and shattered them as easily as laser bolts against glass. 

He had to follow the Dark Master. He had to be sure. But the Light receded with a roar, and before Remii could cast himself into the void, a tremendous pain shot through his leg, then his shoulder, as sharp teeth attempted to tear him in two. The shock jerked his concentration, and he dropped the separate threads. He grabbed for them, to follow the Dark Master to his death.
Don't leave me!

That mental voice was clear, and recognizable to Remii. He gasped as it washed over him in a cascade of Light, and formed a barrier between Remii and the tainted ground. 

Don't leave me…

Light flooded him in an attempt to wash away the stain of Dark. It failed. 

The anguish was too much for Remii's weakened psyche; he gave up to blessed darkness and cast himself into oblivion.

~~~

Obi-Wan started for Remii, before he'd gone a meter, he sensed another shift in the Force. The invisible barrier holding back the Arrcats vanished, and they immediately sprang. Obi-Wan barely had time to bring his light saber around as he reacted without thought. The next several moments were spent in an intricate ballet of life and death, slash and dodge. Arrcat teeth clicked by his ear, and their screams echoed off the rocks as Obi-Wan dispatched one after another with fatal wounds. Panting and covered with gore, he used a respite in the attacks to look for Remii. 

To his horror, two small Arrcats had a hold of Remii and attempted to drag him off into the bush. Obi-Wan started for the padawan, only to have the biggest Arrcat he'd seen yet leap into his path. The cat's three feral eyes glowed with an unanimal like fervor. Obi-Wan was forced to dodge and backflip away to avoid the big cat's claws. He threw a Force blow at the big cat, then directed one at the smaller Arrcats surrounding Remii. They retreated, confused.

"Remii! Fight them!"

The boy showed no response, and Obi had a fleeting moment to wonder if the padawan was dead before the big Arrcat attacked again. If he wasn't dead, he very well could be by the time Obi-Wan killed the cat and got to him. Obi-Wan redoubled his efforts, and managed a fatal slash across the Arrcat's throat that dropped the beast in his tracks. Obi-Wan turned in time to see an Arrcat prepare to clamp down on Remii's throat with bared fangs.

Obi-Wan sprinted forward; the crowd of Arrcats around Remii snarled and fought, then scattered as he somersaulted into the middle of them, light saber flashing. Remii lay on the ground, bitten perhaps a half-dozen times.  The boy was limp, his tunic torn and bloody at the shoulders, arms, and legs. Blood gushed from a jagged tear in Remii’s right knee and soaked the hide boot a deep red. 
Movement on his left caused Obi-Wan to turn. He stumbled over Remii. The Arrcats charged as one, expecting their quarry to go down. A shower of rapid-fire blaster bolts broke the Arrcat charge as soon as it formed. A tan mass that Obi-Wan recognized as Bellicus flashed past him, and tangled with the Arrcats. The droid dog whirled and snapped and snarled while pinpoint laser bolts blazed as Bellicus became a blur of lethal force. Obi-Wan waded into the confrontation, twirling his light saber and slashing Arrcats which fell dead or dying on and around Remii. The boy never moved.

A surge of Light energy took Obi-Wan so by surprise that he missed landing square after a jump and instead landed on his posterior. He curled himself into a ball and continued a backward roll that brought him to his feet, then circled Remii, still on guard. The Arrcats retreated several dozen meters – a perimeter of Light surrounded the Obi-Wan and Remii, and it drove the carnivores back.

Obi-Wan turned. Adin Yeriamman stood in front of him, breathing heavily. The Knight was gore-smeared and held his light saber at the ready. 

“The… Dark… Master?” Obi-Wan gasped, out of breath. 

“Finished. By him,” Adin said, pointing at Remii with his light saber. “It's a long story…But you did a fine job, Obi-Wan, eliminating the apprentice.”

Obi-Wan nodded, too drained to do much else.

"Let's get these creatures off Remii."

In short order they pulled Arrcat carcasses off the boy and tossed them outside the Light circle where the remaining cats began to devour them.

“Bandage up that shoulder and face wound,” Adin ordered. “I’ll take his leg. Bellicus, patrol!” Adin laid his hands over the bleeding knee and closed his eyes, head tipped in a listening pose.

“Yes, Knight Yeriamman,” Bellicus replied. He slipped out of the force shield and roamed in a circle, blasting any Arrcat that strayed too close.

“Remii won’t last if we can't stop the bleeding,” Obi-Wan said. "I think that knee wound hit an artery." He pulled bandages from his utility belt and ripped open the outer packaging, then applied the self sealing strips to the worst of the wounds. The bacta smeared plas-strip melded itself to the tear over Remii's collarbone, and the gaping hole in his shoulder.

Adin finished his examination and opened his eyes. "It's bad," he said softly. He reached into a utility belt pocket and pulled out a thick plas-press bandage, opened the package and rewound it over the bleeding knee before he triggered the small control to inflate the pressure bandage.

 Obi-Wan glanced up. “Your force shield is shrinking, Adin!”

The knight jumped to his feet, light saber ready as he reached a hand to stabilize his force shield. Arrcats yelped and scrambled for escape as the shield overtook them. A flurry of blaster bolts from Bellicus dispersed the Arrcats entirely.

Obi-Wan concentrated on bandaging Remii’s face as Yeriamman stood defense. Gashes ran over and under the boy’s eye where an Arrcat bit his head. Obi-Wan smeared bio-sealant into the wounds then reached a hand down to Remii’s neck to feel his pulse.

“What do you think, Obi-Wan? How is he?” Adin asked, eyes still surveying the terrain, light saber at the ready.

“Very weak. He lost a lot of blood in a relatively short amount of time, Adin,” Obi-Wan replied. "We need to get him back to the Residence and medical help.”

“Leave him,” a quiet voice said from outside the force shield. “He has joined the Dark Side.”

“No!,” said Adin. "That is not an option. We will not abandon him.""

Dushiko moved inside the force shield and faced Adin, light saber drawn.

“We must let the boy die,” Dushiko said softly. "There is no other way…"

“There is always a way!” Adin replied, “If the boy dies, it will not be because of our neglect! If Remii lives, then the Dark Master was truly defeated - not by you or I but by the student you would elect to abandon.”

"I do not abandon him! I am saving him a future of pain and torment as a Dark Jedi!" Dushiko's eyes dropped to the boy and fixed there.

Obi-Wan saw plainly revulsion as well as compassion tore at the Jedi Master. If Dushiko and Adin start fighting, we’re in deep trouble. Is their understanding of the Force truly so divergent? 

"That is not the future I saw," Adin said. "I saw Remii as a powerful Jedi… a Keeper of the Light… a Healer."

“Maybe you only see what you wish to see, Knight. What makes you think he can be saved?” Dushiko asked. “He embraced the Dark Side. I felt him use it and draw upon it!”

“He held onto us as he did so! In the end, he looked to the Light to save himself. He repented!” Yeriamman retorted. “He is a boy, not a Dark Master who named his price and sold his soul years ago! Remii is dying!”

“Master Dushiko,” Obi-Wan pleaded, “help us get Remii back to the speeder and out of this place! He can still be saved!”

“Remii turned!” Dushiko shook his head, despair plain in his eyes. "He is tainted."

“Will you rise as a Dark Master to replace the one your student dispatched? I felt your anger at your nemesis; that anger is closely held because it represents a betrayal. Would you do the same thing to Remii, or will you help your apprentice find his way, even if it requires extraordinary measures outside your experience, Ak’ra Dushiko? He can be saved. If you help Remii now, when he needs you the most, then it can be fairly said that his Master has finally arrived.” Adin extinguished his saber and stepped forward to place a hand on Dushiko's shoulder. "If you truly believed Remii was beyond hope, why did you prevent him from following the Dark One into the ground? 'Don't leave me…' I heard. Obi-Wan heard. Obviously Remii heard. Remii believes in you, Ak'ra. Now return the faith and love that boy has in you, and help us save his life!"

Dushiko’s expression changed from confusion to pained anguish. He took several tentative steps toward Remii before dousing his saber and hanging the weapon on his belt. He knelt next to the boy and rubbed a thumb over Remii's uninjured cheek, smearing blood and gore away. “You speak the truth, Knight. I cannot deny it." Dushiko took off his robe and wrapped it around Remii. "I don't want him to die. I will carry Remii to the speeder. You two and the droid run interference. Those Arrcats may not give up.”

Adin nodded and pulled his light saber off his belt. “As you command, Master.”

Obi-Wan rubbed his face, perplexed by the exchange between the Knight and Master. He reignited his light saber and led the way back to the speeder, followed by Dushiko, who carried Remii. Adin bought up the rear, light saber also at the ready while Bellicus walked a wide perimeter.  They made it without incident, the surviving Arrcats having grown wise in the ways of the Jedi and light sabers. Adin took over the controls, and headed back to the city, taking a shortcut Obi-Wan was certain wasn't on any map. It cut their return trip by a third. Obi-Wan spent that time following in the other speeder. Obi didn't dare look in the backseat, where a silent Dushiko held the body of his unconscious padawan.

Adin jumped out of the driver’s seat of the speeder. Dushiko and Obi-Wan lifted Remii out of the other vehicle. Qui-Gon Jinn exchanged a glance with his padawan, then attended to Remii along with several Sahmlians who wore the Medal of Dkaka signifying their status as physician. 

Adin watched them take Remii away, resisting the impulse to follow.  Dushiko spoke to Obi-Wan, patted his shoulders once, and pointed toward Adin. Obi-Wan glanced after Remii and his master, but did as he was told. 

Adin felt Dushiko’s eyes on him, full of pain, yet also grateful – something that Adin hadn’t expected. You made a difficult decision. One you did not expect to make. Adin bowed his head toward Dushiko. You remain a Jedi Master this day, Ak’ra Dushiko. Take care of your student, and yourself.

 Dushiko glanced at Adin, nodded, and followed the medics into the Diplomatic Residence.

“Knight Yeriamman?” 

“Yes?” Adin said, turning to look at Obi-Wan. He forced a smile then shook his head to clear it. “My apologies, Obi-Wan. It has been a trying day. It may be forward of me to say so, but you handled yourself very well, Padawan, as well as any knight. I hope that you will soon become one.”

“I thank you, Adin. I apologize for some of the unspoken accusations I made earlier. I can see that they were unfounded. You care very much for Remii.”

Adin sighed softly, careful to conceal the wave of sorrow rising in him. “I do care for Remii – and Dushiko.”

Obi-Wan’s eyebrows furrowed. “Did you see this come to pass in your mind’s eye?”

Adin shook his head and looked toward the front doors. They opened, and Masters Jinn and Bondura followed Master Toock into the driveway. “No, Obi-Wan. Foresight is predicated on being on a particular path at a particular time, and staying on that path to fruition. If you change to another path, then foresight changes accordingly. I did not see this possibility… not in this way.”

“We are please to have you back safe and sound with Apprentice Kenobi, Knight Yeriamman,” Master Toock said, glancing at Jinn as he grasped Obi-Wan’s shoulders. 

Obi-Wan smiled, and collapsed into his Master’s hug. 

“We are more than happy to be back in the safety of the city, Master Toock,” Adin replied.

“How is Hajradurama?” Bondura asked.

“Medics tend to him,” Qui-Gon replied. "They are doing their best, but I may need to assist Master Dushiko in stabilizing the boy. His wounds are grievous. They will call me if I am needed." Jinn rubbed a hand over his face. “Most of his physical injuries can be healed, but others wounds are beyond Sahmlian capabilities. We do not know how badly his mind was damaged by what happened. He should be taken back to Coruscant as soon as he is stable enough to travel.”

“Elaborate, please,” Toock said. “We felt the boy use the Force. It was an inconceivable thing he did, an act of desperation, and foolishness." She twitched her nose. "It was also incredibly bold, and something only a padawan would have thought to do. Was Remii successful in trapping this Dark Master?”

“Yes,” Adin replied. “ For the moment. That one is bound to the Darkness that exists in the Canyon of Sorrows, but his presence could serve as a beacon. That is another matter for consideration."

"The planet of Sahmly Two could fall further under Dark influences," Bondura commented.

"I think we should disperse this Dark Master once and for all before he escapes Remii’s bonds.” Adin said.

Toock and Bondura both nodded. “We will discuss the matter with Coruscant, but I think it is safe to say that the matter will be remedied before our departure,” Toock replied.

“What other news, Adin-Duanath?” Qui-Gon Jinn asked.

Yeriamman wiped his temple with the palm of a hand. “I managed to disable their ship. It is out in the bush. I can provide coordinates for a technical team to claim it.”

“What else can you tell us about these Darksiders?” Bondura asked.

“That’s the confusing part." Yeriamman shook his head. "I’m not sure what Force tradition they followed. Perhaps something will be discovered aboard their ship that can further identify them. There was an Apprentice – killed by Padawan Kenobi, and a Master – engaged by myself and killed by Master Dushiko. No others.”

“Good,” Master Toock said, approaching Adin, and grasping his hand in a furry paw. “Come inside, Knight Yeriamman, clean up and rest. More questions we will have for you later.”

“Thank you, Master Toock. What of the unrest in the cities? Were you able to quell it?”

“Ga-Ree-Jen was instrumental in restoring peace,” Jinn said with a broad smile. “She came to us after meeting with you. The Sahmlians assumed that all Jedi were equal and obviously didn’t understand that Remii was not trained to act as a Healer. Restitution was exchanged between lesser and middling clans, embarrassing several noble clans that advocated combat to settle matters. Their restitution will be most expensive indeed.”

“It should be,” Adin agreed.  “It is possible that they were manipulated by the Darksiders, but I am yet uncertain how direct a hand they played in the matter.”  He rubbed at the sweat on his face and gave the other Jedi a small smile. "I think the events of the day are catching up with me. I feel a bit faint."

“Inside, and drink, Knight Yeriamman. We will learn the truth before the rising sun,” Master Toock said. “I have an evening meeting with clan elders directly to discuss the matter.”

“Not with representatives mind you, but clan elders,” Bondura emphasized. “The fact that you and your rescue mission discovered Darksiders was instrumental in bringing all elders together – something that has not happened in several centuries.” He stood aside and gestured Adin toward the front doors. "Come Knight, Apprentice. Refresh yourselves."

One of the Sahmlian physicians scurried out the front of the Residence and down the stairs into their midst. "Your pardon, Master Jedis, but this one is needed," he said, pointing at Qui-Gon. "We fear we are losing the little Master Jedi. He will not stop bleeding."

~~~

Adin finished checking the pre-flight systems on the cruiser. "We are ready to take off, Master. You need to strap in."

Ak'ra Dushiko gave a nod and sank down in a jump seat. He pulled the straps over his shoulders and stared at the opposite wall. The droid dogs lay on the floor of the cramped cabin and watched him. 

Adin radioed for permission to lift off, then concentrated on maneuvering the light cruiser out of the Sahmly City Spaceport. It wasn't until he was well away from the planet and plotting the jump to hyperspace that he spoke again. "There was nothing you could do, Ak'ra. It wasn't your fault." Adin glanced back. The Weapons Master still stared at the blanket wrapped figure under the medical Plas-dome.

"I am not wallowing in blame, Knight. Much…" Dushiko shrugged. "Rather, I am reassessing my actions to see where I was wrong, and how I could have prevented it coming to… this."

You blame yourself, and beat yourself up over it, Adin thought silently. Since Remii cannot forgive you, you are not going to forgive yourself.  He removed his headset and placed the ship on autopilot, then rose from the seat and stretched by grasping ceiling-mounted handgrips. "Can I tell you something, Master?"

Dushiko gave a weary nod, and moved his attention from the still form of Remii to the Knight.  "Say what you wish, Yeriamman."

“I’ve lost track of how many star systems I’ve seen; the ruins I’ve stood on and the artifacts I’ve recovered have honestly become a blur. Do you know why?”

Dushiko shook his head.

“Because those places and things pale in comparison to what I’ve seen and learned the past few weeks,” Adin said. "I've had to think about my own beliefs: not just as a Jedi, but as a man. Despite everything I’ve seen and everywhere I’ve been, I’ve never really had to assess myself. Somehow, I managed to pass my Trials without really being put to the test."

"This bothers you, Knight?"
"Yes, it is disconcerting,” Adin admitted. He glanced at Remii, eyes drawn to the pale face that showed no visible signs of life. 

"Why?"

"Because a boy barely old enough to be a padawan has turned all my beliefs upside down. I was arrogant-"

"Yes, you were."

Adin gave a wry grin. "I've long admitted it to be a failing. It seems the Force took it upon itself to humble me in the most perplexing way possible."

Dushiko raised his eyes to meet Adin's. "The Force is a harsh master, much more so than I have ever been." He glanced back at Remii. "I could not even save the boy when he really needed me."

"The Dark Master-"

"That is not what I speak of! When Remii was about to die, it was Qui-Gon Jinn who found a means to save him."

"Master Jinn was not exhausted from battle, nor was he stressed from the events of the past few days."

Dushiko shook his head. "Qui-Gon was able to take over Remii's mind and force the bleeding to stop. If it had been me, Remii would have chosen to die. He hates me, and with good reason."

"He does not hate you," Adin said quietly. "On the contrary, he loves you, Ak'ra. When we say we hate something, we are only hating a weakness in ourselves that we recognize in others. You hate Remii's compassion, because it conflicts with your need to have control of all situations. Compassion opens the way for all kinds of other emotions." Adin gave a small smile. "Feeling compassion is not a failing as a Jedi, I don't think. Rather, it's how we act on that feeling that determines our perceptions. In the end, it was Remii's compassion that drove him to bind the Dark One to the land. Remii had the power to destroy the man utterly. But he couldn't. Just like his Master, Remii offered the Dark One a chance for redemption… He was taught well the ways of a Jedi."

Dushiko stared at Yeriamman. "You do not find me to be a coward, Knight?"

“No. On the contrary, you've shown me what courage truly is. If Remii had turned to the Dark Side, I don’t know what I would have done,” Adin said. “I don’t know that I would have had the strength to dispatch him as you were prepared to do. You did not let your love for the boy interfere with your duty as a Jedi. I think that is the test of a true master. I have learned more from you about myself than I ever believed possible. For that, I thank you, Master.”

With a sigh, Dushiko turned to look at Remii again. "I learned much also, Knight. I learned it is difficult to observe the darker aspects of one’s own personality, and that is what the Dark Side exacerbates.” Dushiko reached out a hand to touch the clear plas-shield dome. "I learned that caring for another human being- and caring well- may be the hardest thing in the universe.  Now that I understand this, I may yet lose the boy. There is no guarantee the Healers can save him. Not if he does not wish to live any longer."

Adin rubbed the back of his neck with a hand. “Hurtful as it may be, matters are still fluid. It remains for Remii to sort things out for himself. The best we can do is to guide him through his recovery, to guide him away from dwelling on pain and anger and instead taking lessons from Sahmly Two and applying them in his own life as a Jedi would.”

“The path is Remii’s to take,” Dushiko agreed, turning his head so his face was half-visible over his shoulder. “How can you be so certain that he won’t succumb to the Dark Side?”
“There are no guarantees, my friend, only consequences,” Adin said, folding his arms across his chest. “Master Billaba taught me that first thing. Jedi must always remember that the Force can work in ways that are not easily understood. What I do know is that a boy managed to find the Force in a place where death was omnipresent, and that is an encouraging thought.” Adin heaved a sigh. "We have three days to contemplate the universe before reaching Coruscant,  Master. I suggest you get some rest."

"I want to watch over him," Dushiko replied. 

"Qui-Gon put him into a coma, you know he will not awake voluntarily." Adin said. He looked at the Weapons Master’s face and gave a small nod. "But I understand. I'll be in the cockpit if you need me." Adin swung through the opening, then turned back. "Even though he is unconscious, he can still hear you, Ak'ra. It might be a good time to tell him your thoughts… and feelings." Adin met the weary eyes of the Jedi Master, then gave an encouraging smile and closed the cockpit door. 

Jedi Council Chambers

Coruscant

Master Depa Billaba watched impassively as the chamber doors opened to admit Qui-Gon Jinn, and her former padawan, now Knight, Adin-Duanath Yeriamman. 

Jinn’s prematurely graying hair marked him as the eldest of the two Jedi standing before the Council. Depa could recall teasing Jinn twenty years earlier that his padawans would be the death of him. Jinn had smiled in that quiet way and remarked he only hoped he'd trained them well before his demise.

Depa thought of Jinn's words as she studied Adin-Duanath. She hoped she'd taught him well. Yeriamman was Depa’s finest student – she’d brought four to their Knighthood within the Jedi Order, and all were capable. But Yeriamman had been her favorite, despite the challenges. Adin had special gifts, gifts that had to be encouraged and developed with a fine hand. If anything, his gifts of foresight and Force-recall are formidable. It is perhaps fortunate for all of us that Yeriamman has the wisdom to be scared of his insights. 

Depa glanced around the Chamber, and noticed herself being appraised by her own Master, Mace Windu. He rubbed his lips with a dark-skinned finger, glanced down at the alabaster floor, then looked at the Jedi in their midst.

Depa almost rolled her eyes; coming from someone with the Mark of Illumination, such a response would have been childish, but she’d discovered in recent years that she and her old Master had some fundamental disagreements over what constituted proper Jedi behavior. That led to disagreements over Jedi philosophy. Windu was a complex man, and Depa wasn’t sure if it was that she’d somehow misconstrued his teachings, or if Windu’s philosophy had changed, over time, or if she had changed. Depa loved her old Master as a teacher and always would, but he wallowed in the Jedi Code. To Depa, the Code was a very useful guide, but it had to give way to circumstances when demanded by the Force. Windu, and in fact most of the Council, refused to acknowledge that premise. As if the Jedi Code was the Force itself. 

This particular interview shouldn’t have been surprising to the Council, but it was. 

Jinn had been before the Council on a number of occasions to explain himself. For Yeriamman, because he dealt in secret missions for the Order or handled rare and even Dark artifacts and explored sites strongly associated with the Dark Side, practically lived his life on Coruscant in this-or-that Council chambers. Extensive debriefings were as much for Yeriamman’s protection as for the Order.  

If there is rabble to be roused, it would be Jinn and Yeriamman who would do it. Depa bit back the smile that threatened to break loose at the thought.

The Jedi strode to the middle of the Chamber, and bowed deeply to their superiors.

“Pleased to see you I am, returned from your mission Master Jinn,” the diminutive green-skinned Master Yoda said. His eyes fell on Yeriamman.

“Thank you, Master Yoda,” Jinn replied. “It is good to be back on Coruscant.”

"And you, also, Knight Yeriamman." 

"Thank you, Master Yoda," Yeriamman echoed. He stood casually, feet planted and arms tucked inside his robe sleeves.

Billaba could still read him easily. His mind was only half there, his thoughts dwelled with the boy, and the healing chambers. As they should…

“Many questions we have about the mission to Sahmly Two,” Yoda said, glancing up at Windu, his de-facto assistant and second in his absence.
“Your mission was to resolve internecine disputes among Sahmlian clan factions,” Windu said, “yet, the diplomatic mission led by Master Toock only barely managed to extricate itself from the fighting to negotiate a cessation of hostilities, all because of one stubborn padawan.”

Jinn glanced at Yeriamman, who shrugged. Depa almost smiled again. 

“With respect, Master Windu,” Jinn said, “there were mitigating circumstances, namely the importance of the padawan to the Jedi Order.” Jinn paused.

“A padawan with a dysfunctional relationship with his Master,” Yeriamman added.

All eyes fell on Yeriamman, who didn’t bat so much as an eyelash. 

“Knight Yeriamman, you are welcome here,” Oppo Rancisis, Jedi Commander and Guardian said, “however, please remain silent unless you are spoken to.”

Yeriamman bowed his head toward Rancisis, who didn’t look particularly mollified. 

 “I fail to understand the melodrama surrounding this padawan,” Windu said “The padawan may be a Healer, but he is not adequately trained. He should not have been allowed to heal, let alone disrupt the mission.”

Jinn opened his mouth, but didn’t get so much as a syllable uttered.

“Boy,” Yeriamman corrected, covering his mouth, and coughing into his hand.

Windu frowned, and glared at Yeriamman. “What?”

“Beg your pardon, Master Windu,” Yeriamman said, bowing his head slightly to Jinn, “and your pardon also, Master Jinn, but Remii Hajradurama is not just a padawan. He is also a boy. A child.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“It is inconvenient I’m sure, but I respectfully remind the Council that Remii Hajradurama is a boy who is trying to become a Jedi,” Yeriamman said. “Remii's ability is considerable, but he is immature despite his natural healing skills. That shouldn't surprise us, because after all, Remii is still a youngling. Jedi needs demanded he become a healer, without thought to what the padawan needed. Regrettably, Remii's immaturity also impacted his relationship with Master Dushiko.”

 “Our own counsel we will keep on how Jedi are trained,” Yoda said. “Trained a padawan, you have not.” 

Yeriamman’s eyes rested on Yoda. “No, I have not had a padawan. According to the Council, there have been none suitable. In that judgment, we agreed. Until now. Remii was meant to be my padawan. He should not have been given to another."

Eyes blinked around the Council chamber. Yoda and Windu exchanged a glance; Rancicis looked distastefully at Depa, as if to say ‘see what your precious knight has done now’. 

Depa ignored the glare. When the padawan is ready, the master will appear…

“That you have bonded with Hajradurama without authorization from the Council is yet a related problem,” Windu said. “Explain yourself, Knight Yeriamman.”

“We have bonded by the will of the Force, Master Windu,” Yeriamman replied. “That is authorization enough. There is nothing to explain. Complain about it if you like, but you will not be able to undo what is done.”

“We have forgiven your arrogance in the past, Knight Yeriamman, because of the truths you speak. But your words border on contemptuous, this we will tolerate not,” Master Yaddle said. “Remember to whom you speak.”

Yeriamman bowed his head toward Yaddle. “I do apologize for the…edge on my words. I let my concern for the boy override my judgment. I am feeling his pain. It is… discomforting."

Windu's eyes opened wide. "How badly was the boy injured?"

Now he asks, Depa thought, as if Yeriamman's bond was a fabrication, or less than Qui-Gon's bond with Kenobi. 

"The boy lives," Yeriamman replied. "He will not lose his leg, or his eye. But he will be scarred. The healers fear more for the damage to his mind. The things he did should have been impossible for an apprentice. His mind coud remain spintered." Yeriamman paused to study the Council. "Bacta does not mute the mental anguish Remii feels. Master Dushiko remains with the boy to ease Remii's suffering the best he can. All we can do is continually reassure Remii that we do not hate him for the things he did. It might be enough to keep him from a psychological breakdown."

The members of the Council exchanged glances; a few had the grace to look disquieted by the news. 

"The bond you made between Dushiko and Remii remains, but the bond made by the Force strengthens my dedication to Remii by the hour. I did not go to Sahmly with the intent of interrupting a master-padawan pairing. But I follow the will of the Force, as we all do. As the Force did not seek authorization from the Council on Remii, neither did I. I did what I thought was right. Having been corrected on this, then you, my Masters, will also know the depth of my sorrow and disappointment that you would consign a boy to the fate you did, to struggle along as best as he could, stuck in an impossible situation out of administrative convenience.”

“We have not-” Windu said.

“Haven’t you?” Yeriamman countered. “What in this bonding between Hajradurama and Master Dushiko has been successful, even by your own formidable reckoning, Master Windu?”

Windu was clearly irritated. He glanced at Yoda, who maintained a stony silence, but frowned and rubbed his chin with a green hand. Rancisis looked down his nose and said nothing. Yaddle appeared disconcerted by the question.

Windu finally sighed and shook his head. “Nothing. Nothing at all was achieved. If anything the boy might have learned some light saber techniques, nothing more. There is your admission. Is that what you want, Knight Yeriamman?”

“The Force didn’t stop to ask what I wanted,” Yeriamman replied, “I was a bystander who elected to care when no one else would. The failure of the Hajradurama-Dushiko bonding is on your head more than it ever will be on mine, my Masters.” Yeriamman took a deep breath. "Some good did come of it, however. I doubt Ak'ra Dushiko will ever be the same. If you intended him to learn humility, and compassion, then you have succeeded. But at what cost?" Yeriamman finished quietly. 

Yeriamman looked from Windu, to Jinn, to Yoda, who rested his arms on his chair, eyes closed, frowning in intensity as if weighing the energy in the room and the words spoken, and lastly at Depa. 

Depa nodded agreement, hoping to encourage Adin. The other masters present glanced at one another uneasily.

Depa cleared her throat, drawing attention to herself. “Fellow Masters, if you wish to continue to review this particular matter, I will not stand in your way,” she said, opening her hands, “however, at the expense of being argumentative, I will remind you that the Council of First Knowledge advised us not to pursue a bonding between Dushiko and Hajradurama, which really should have been enough advice and input on the matter.  They advised patience. We failed to heed that advice, and we find ourselves in a collective predicament. While perhaps irregular, Knight Yeriamman acted for the well being of a padawan, and in a backhanded way, Master Dushiko also. If you do not wish to commend Knight Yeriamman, so be it, but at least dignify established facts so that we may move on to other matters. Do not compound one mistake with another. The matter is done; let it remain done.”

Yoda opened his eyes and sighed softly. His eyes rested on Depa, who nodded, then on Yeriamman. “Decision I have made. Master you will be to Hajradurama, Knight Yeriamman. Bonded to him you are… without our approval. An impasse you have created. Resolve this, we must.”

"There is a solution, if the Council pleases," Yeriamman said.

"Enlighten us, you will."

Yeriamman nodded. “Assign Remii two masters. Myself and Master Dushiko.”

“You know the Code forbids anything but the one-student, one-master model,” Windu said tiredly, rubbing his forehead. 

“Very well,” Yeriamman said. “Return Hajradurama to the Temple and see if your headache goes away, Master Windu. I can almost guarantee it will multiply threefold.” Yeriamman shook his head. “Remii is a unique child, and what worked for other padawani in the past will not work for this one. You wanted a True Healer, now you have one. The problem is how to train him, and also keep him alive long enough to do the Order some good. Your instincts were right; the boy needs to know how to survive outside the Temple, and Master Dushiko does have much to teach Remii…" Yeriamman looked around the silent Chambers. "But I feel that I may also learn much from the Weapons Master. Likewise, Remii and Dushiko silently hunger for more knowledge of Jedi lore and philosophy. It is something I can teach them, and in teaching, I will strengthen my own knowledge. It is a pairing that makes sense, however much it may go against the Code. The Code served us well for many hundreds of years… but we must look to the future.” Yeriamman paused to stare each Council member in the eyes. "I did not ask for the gift of foresight, my Masters, but I gladly serve the Council with its visions. I stand by what I foresaw. The Code will disappear, because its very use will endanger lives. Do not cling to the past at the expense of the future. Remii is bonded to both Master Dushiko and myself. It is the will of the Force. Do not make the boy choose. He has suffered enough."

Eyes blinked around the chamber. Yoda and Windu looked at each other; Windu nodded. Other masters nodded approval around the chamber, including Rancisis. It had been many centuries since the Council instituted the ‘one-padawan, one-master’ policy. It had been a rule that had not been broken in Yoda’s own considerable lifetime. 

Depa hid a smile. Here is a graceful exit for the Council.

“Your opinion on this unusual arrangement, Master Jinn?” Yoda asked.

Jinn frowned in concentration. He nodded slowly. “I think it is the most elegant solution, Master Yoda. Yeriamman is correct, to make the boy choose would cause untold suffering for all involved. He has been through enough. Difficult situations call for difficult solutions. Hajradurama will learn martial discipline and weapons from Master Dushiko, and Jedi philosophy, Force-control and manipulation from Master Yeriamman. If the boy is that important to the Order, I think the Order should commit to what is admittedly an unusual instruction regimen.” Jinn looked at Yeriamman. “The Knight's actions were admirable, given the strange circumstances. I cannot fault any Jedi for obeying the will of the Force."

"Wise your words are, Master Jinn," Yoda said. "The will of the Force must guide us, therefore, master you will be, Yeriamman." Yoda closed his eyes, and his green ears swiveled slowly. 

Yeriamman gave a small smile. “Remii's training will be difficult in ways that I do not think anyone expects, least of all Hajradurama. He does have heart however, which should hold him in good stead whatever the difficulties.”

“You believe he will recover then?”

“I believe it with all my heart,” Yeriamman said firmly. “I have seen a future with Remii in it, and that vision has not changed despite Sahmly Two.”

“What of the injuries inflicted by the Dark Jedi?” Rancisis asked. “You tell us his condition is exceedingly poor.”

“The Temple Healers inform me that he will recover his physical health, although those injuries will leave visible scars,” Yeriamman said, “A type of poison was inflicted by the native Sahmlian feline’s saliva and damaged the skin. As far as the impact of torture at the hands of the Dark Jedi, that remains to be seen. Remii is to be brought out of the coma Master Jinn placed him in this afternoon. Mind Healers will begin working with him immediately, as will I. As will Master Dushiko. I have faith in Remii. He will unquestionably be changed by the experience, but it will also make him stronger.”

“Keep us informed, you and Master Dushiko will, about Apprentice Hajradurama’s progress,” Yoda said, opening his eyes. 

Yeriamman bowed his head to Yoda. “Yes, Master.”

“What of these Dark Jedi that you encountered on Sahmly Two,” Rancisis asked. “Were they Sith?”

“Master Yeriamman encountered these Dark Jedi personally, as did Master Dushiko,” Jinn said, deferring on the matter. “My padawan, Obi-Wan Kenobi, also encountered them, however, given that he has never met Sith before, I cannot say that his insights would be particularly useful in comparison, apart from rote description.”

Rancisis nodded. “Understood. We appreciate Apprentice Kenobi’s testimony and we salute the courage and wisdom he demonstrated on Sahmly Two.”

“I will pass that message to him, Master Rancisis,” Jinn said.

Rancisis nodded. “Your opinion, Master Yeriamman?”

Yeriamman frowned. “I believe your question really is, ‘was this Dark Jedi Master a Sith Lord?’ My answer is, no, I don’t think he was. I do not have any evidence tying this Dark Master or his Apprentice to any specific Dark Side tradition. Having encountered the wraiths of several Sith Lords after securing various Sith artifacts on various worlds, my impression is that this particular Dark Master was an Itinerant. He was obviously trained somehow, somewhere, by somebody and we do know that both men are unknown to the Jedi Order. This is obviously a conundrum that will likely remain unexplained unless some additional unforeseen information presents itself. There is another conundrum I am unable to fully explain.”

“What is this conundrum you speak of?” Jinn asked, frowning.

Yeriamman turned toward Jinn. “If this was an Itinerant Master with an apprentice, his timing – his arrival on Sahmly Two and subsequent attempts to influence fighting among the Sahmlians – was unusually prescient. Why Sahmly Two? Why that particular timeframe? Neither Master nor Apprentice were from species that lived in proximity of Sahmly Two – quite the contrary actually. There are other worlds with other domestic problems and with much greater population density than Sahmly Two. If the Master were out for planetary domination – a not very difficult task for Dark Jedi – Sahmly Two still would not make an attractive target. Having eliminated this motivation, I am left with the idea that the Dark Master wanted to use Sahmly Two as a laboratory with which to train his Apprentice. This theory also seems wanting, given how competitive the relationship between Dark Masters and Apprentices can be. Nevertheless, Padawan Kenobi’s insights into the Dark Apprentice mentions that while they were roughly equal in combat abilities, the Dark Apprentice exhibited questionable decision-making and Force-control, which is a small amount of evidence supporting the ‘training theory’. We do have the Dark Master’s ship. I do not know if any further information will be found in its computer banks.”

 “Our technicians are dismantling the ship as we speak," Windu said, "There is little of use in the computer, apart from what appears to be an itinerary of stops made by the Dark Master and his Apprentice. There are also some files that are quantum-encrypted, which will be virtually impossible to decrypt. Our technicians are working on this also, but progress may take years.”

“Your points about the origins of this Dark Master and his Apprentice are well taken Master Yeriamman,” Rancisis said. “We will meditate on this issue further. You did well to dissolve the Dark Master’s spirit from Sahmly Two before returning to Coruscant. Our Agri-Corps staff will work with the Sahmlians to cleanse the Dark Vergence from their world.”

Yeriamman nodded thanks to Rancisis. Depa smiled openly.

“Enough we have discussed the matter of your apprentice, I believe,” Yoda said. “The matter is behind us. No additional business have we today. Master Yeriamman, attend me please.”

Depa rose from her seat as the other Masters made their way toward the exit. Jinn smiled, reached up and squeezed Yeriamman’s broad shoulder. Yeriamman reached for Depa’s hand and pulled her into a hug. 

Depa laughed. “Congratulations, Adin, my student. Now a Master – and teacher to my nephew.”

“Remii is a good-hearted boy,” Yeriamman replied. “I think he will be a compassionate man- and a fine healer. He will certainly save many lives, this I have seen.”

Depa felt her humor disappear, replaced by immense sorrow, enough to be felt by both Jinn and Yeriamman. Depa grasped Yeriamman’s arms. “Teach Remii well, Adin. Do teach him well.”

Yeriamman nodded gravely – he knew what his master was talking about – they had seen visions of a terrible future together. “I will. You have my bond.”

Depa nodded. “We will talk later,” she said, following Rancisis out of the Council Chambers.

Adin looked at Yoda, who stood patiently in front of his chair. Qui-Gon Jinn seemed anxious to depart and not keep Yoda waiting with excessive sentiment.

“Will you be on Coruscant a while?” Adin asked.

Jinn shook his head. “I am afraid not. Obi-Wan and I depart in a few days for the Stennes Node. The Hutts are getting uppity again; taking ships and goods that aren’t theirs in order to reduce economic competition.”

Adin rolled his eyes. “Of course. They’re Hutts.”

“They are consistent.” Jinn smiled.
“Look, I want to thank you, Qui-Gon,” Adin said, extending a hand, which Jinn grasped. “In the short time we have known each other, you have reminded me that temperance in sentiment and speech are vital to what we do. I am indebted to you, and your padawan, sir. Obi-Wan was instrumental in saving Remii's life. If I do not see Obi-Wan again, thank him for me. I foresee that he will be a great Knight. The Order will owe much to him one day.”

Jinn’s humor disappeared, and he seemed taken aback. “You have had another vision?”

“Yes, and I think it will come to pass. Everything that Obi-Wan will be is largely because of you, Qui-Gon Jinn. He will carry your legacy forward. This I know." Adin smiled softly. "May the Force be with you both. Live well.”

“And with you, Adin-Duanath,” Jinn said, clasping both of Adin’s shoulders before turning and walking away. 

Adin closed his eyes and took a deep breath to keep from saying more, still, Jinn stopped short of the door, and looked at Adin with a quizzical expression. Adin clasped his hands behind him. I am sorry Qui-Gon. It is my weakness. I do not have the heart to tell you that I have foreseen your death. I know not when, or where, but it will be soon. It is my skill, and my curse, and it is not something that I will inflict upon you, or on anyone. It is my burden to be borne. Adin forced himself to raise a hand in farewell. 

Jinn waved back, and strode out of the Council Chambers. The door closed. Adin turned toward Yoda.

“Formidable your visions are,” Yoda said softly, stepping off the dais onto the alabaster floor. “Underestimated you, we have, Master Yeriamman.” Yoda hesitated a step. “Underestimated you, I have.” 

“It is something I have become used to, Master Yoda. I used to think of as persecution of course. I was wrong.”

“Wrong we have been, about a number of things,” Yoda said. “Apologize for any pain we have caused, I do.”

Adin was startled. “I…thank you, Master Yoda. I do not think it necessary, but - ”

“Necessary, perhaps not,” Yoda replied, passing Yeriamman and heading toward the door, “but humane, an apology is. Many regrets I do not have, but this failed bonding is one. Unnecessary pain it caused. Important for you to know this, it is.”

Adin nodded, uneasy and uncertain why Yoda was talking to him. “Yes, Master.”

Yoda stopped short of the door. “Your orders, Master Billaba will receive. Convey them to you, she will. Difficult, the road ahead will be for you, Master Dushiko, and the boy. Courage you must have, and trust that this path is correct for the three of you.” Yoda shook his head. “Mistakes we have made, but this decision is correct. Trust in it.”

Adin felt cold arc up his back. “You have had your own vision, haven’t you Master Yoda?”

Yoda nodded. “Yes. Know you, as we all do, dark times are yet ahead. Impact upon the Order, no one knows. Risk the Order, I will not. Arrangements will I make, and part of them, the three of you will be.”

Adin nodded. Whatever it is, this new mission is big. The Jedi Temple has to be one of the most secure places anywhere. Whatever the mission is, Yoda doesn’t want anyone to know, perhaps not even the council. “Does the council know about this?”

“They will know you have been selected,” Yoda said. “Verify with Master Billaba if you wish.”

“I will,” Adin said.

“Good. Truth now must be told, again we will not speak” Yoda replied, touching Adin’s lower leg gently with a three-clawed hand. “The future for you will be most difficult. Isolated will you be, perhaps for many years. Painful could it become. Aware of this I am, Master Yeriamman; sorrowful it makes me.” Yoda paused for a moment, as if selecting the right words. “Selected you are because you have demonstrated fortitude, tenacity, and courage. Advise you this, I will: should grim things pass, live for tomorrow if you cannot live for the present. Create a tomorrow you will. Pass wisdom to your descendents you must. Into your mind, burn this and remember it always. More, I do not have to give.”

Adin reached down and gently grasped Yoda’s hand, struggling to find words. “I have not had a vision of this, but I believe I know your intent. What shall I tell Master Dushiko and Apprentice Hajradurama?”

“Confidential you must keep this until you are far from Coruscant,” Yoda said. “Exercise your judgment, you must. Entitled to know eventually, they are. ”

“It will be done,” Adin replied, lifting his hand from Yoda’s. “I remain an explorer of time and space, Master Yoda. I willingly live astride light and shadow.”

Yoda nodded gravely and removed his hand from Adin’s leg. “Understand each other, we do. Go in peace, Master Yeriamman. The Force will be with you. Always.”

“And with you Master Yoda,” Adin said, taking in Yoda’s appearance a last time before departing the Council Chambers. 

Council Tower of First Knowledge,

Jedi Temple, Coruscant

Adin sighed softly in frustration, and opened his eyes. He rocked from side-to-side in his sitting position on the hard Caamasi alabaster pavers to relieve his aching knees. He’d lost track of how much time he’d spent trying – and failing - to meditate.

Adin turned to look behind him; he was alone. Good. I’d hate anyone else to notice how much it disturbs me even being here, a place I called home as a padawan. He placed an elbow against a knee, and rested his chin and lips against a curled fist. Coruscant is home no more – it has changed for the worst. I feel it, yet I do not know why. How has it changed?

The meditative shroud that eluded him previously swam dreamily before his eyes, answers adrift in the currant. 

Desperation, bordering on fatalism was the thought that flashed into Adin’s mind. All Jedi know the Order is weak, but the element of desperation soaks everything here. Desperation was the rationale behind the volatile pairing of Remii Hajradurama and Ak’ra Dushiko, disguised by only the thinnest veil of hope that the headstrong youngster and swordmaster would bond and exchange knowledge that would strengthen both. The mission on Sahmly Two was ultimately successful, but things did not go as planned in one of the most important master-padawan pairings in centuries; it was for the latter that explanations had been made to the Jedi Council. 

Adin realized, while watching thousands of speeders zoom around the perimeter of the Jedi Temple, that the thought of young Remii – and even of Ak'ra Dushiko – was strangely comforting. Adin only knew Remii from Sahmly Two; the youngster was now recovering in the Healers Temple, and Adin tried to keep him company as much as possible, but Jedi business kept pulling him away.  Ak’ra Dushiko refused to leave the boy’s side, and after some initial awkwardness, the two men came to an understanding. Remii woud never be left alone until his recovery was complete. Even as Adin walked the Temple grounds on other business, part of his mind was attuned to the padawan as their bond grew and strengthened. 

Adin had been certain the strong connection he felt to the boy would vanish after the healers worked their magic and resuscitated Remii. It hadn't. Instead, he felt Remii lodge even more deeply within his heart, a curious emotion. That the boy could still offer his love, after all he'd been through, humbled the Explorer.

Dushiko, however, was someone that Adin had to acknowledge he’d misjudged. Ak'ra Dushiko was not a tyrant, but rather, a human with human weaknesses and strengths. 

Remii and Dushiko possess different strengths but the same weakness, and therefore the same need. Remii embraced the need to bond with someone but learned that Dushiko did not bond freely to those he did not understand. It was not as simple as Remii being a poor student or Dushiko being a poor master. Adin’s bond with the boy would not displace Dushiko’s, rather it would compliment it, Adin could see that now. 
“Adin-Duanath?” a soft female voice asked.

Adin knew the speaker very well. “Hello Master Billaba,” he replied without standing. He looked at his former Master pensively. “Was I called?” he asked sheepishly. “I’ve been preoccupied.”

The golden Marks of Illumination on Depa Billaba’s forehead and bridge of her nose glinted in the overcast daylight as she shook her head, crossed her legs and sat next to Adin. “No, you were not called. I received your messages. I apologize for not contacting you since your interview with the Council. We have been busy; the conclave just broke for the evening. ”

“No apology is necessary. I presumed that you were occupied yourself. I suppose that Master Yoda has talked to you?” 

“He has, and I agree with the decision. He was not happy about how events transpired on Sahmly Two, but you managed to impressed him with the defense you mustered.”

Adin rubbed his chin skeptically. “I don’t know if I’d go so far as to say that, but our discussion after the interview a few days ago produced a meeting of minds. From Master Yoda, I am content with that.”

“Understandable,” Billaba said with a wry smile. “The Council of First Knowledge was impressed by your report of the Dark Side vergence on Sahmly Two, and by your actions regarding Remii Hajradurama and Ak’ra Dushiko. Dushiko testified, and more statements were taken from Obi-Wan Kenobi, and Remii will talk when he is capable, but your report sufficed. Instead, I am talking to you here, now. ”

Adin closed his eyes. He’d forgotten how soothing the presence of his old Master could be. Billaba, like Dushiko, could be stern and demanding, but she had the insight that Dushiko lacked. He heard her voice in his head.

Calm, my student. I am with you.

He smiled.

“That is better, Adin-Duanath,” Billaba said. “I felt your ‘pre-occupation’ on the other side of the Temple.”

“I’m sure you did,” Adin replied, unable to suppress a rueful grin, “my ‘preoccupation’ could probably power a small town.”

“Do you regret your involvement in this matter between Remii and Dushiko?” Billaba asked.

“No,” Adin replied firmly, eyes still closed. “I regret that the boy was injured. But he lived, and I think Remii has the character to become stronger for it.”

“What of Ak'ra Dushiko?”

“He is mortified,” Adin said, feeling shadow lift as sunlight streamed through the clouds to bathe the Temple portico, “and hurt. He believes he failed his padawan because of the injuries inflicted by the Dark Jedi. He thinks if he’d listened sooner to concerns voiced by Master Jinn that perhaps Remii could have been spared pain.”

“Could Remii have been spared pain? Or Dushiko?”

“No. Life is pain, but this does not mean that great things cannot be achieved in spite of it.” Adin intoned the old Chalactan saying that Billaba drilled into him throughout his apprenticeship. It was one of his favorites. He could feel her amusement. It gradually faded to be replaced by curious thoughtfulness. 

“And what of yourself, Adin-Duanath Yeriamman?” Billaba asked softly. 

“The stars for me, always the stars,” Adin replied, inhaling and exhaling loudly. “But they look different to me now. I have seen the Force through the eyes of a padawan again. It astounds me, Master. I'd forgotten…" Adin smiled slightly. "I think that I have informally touched upon what it means to be a Master. I was only ever interested in the stars: standing upon a newly discovered world or exploring a ruin. Now I better understand what you once said to me about the heart and the mind being the most challenging place to explore. You were quite correct, my Master. I did not expect that it would occur as it did, or that it would be as rewarding as it was despite the travails.”

“It can be rewarding,” Billaba replied, “and it can be heartbreaking, and the experience finds you; you do not necessarily find it. Remember the saying: ‘When the padawan is ready, the master will appear.’ So it was with us, so it is with you. There is a conundrum to being a Jedi Master: you train your charges with love and dedication, with full knowledge that they will perpetuate the Jedi Order and will enter harms-way to do so. Love always has an element of risk, my former student; otherwise, it is not love.”

Adin concentrated on the sunlight on his face. “There is no passion: only the Force,” he said, repeating the last stanza of the Jedi Code. “The universe changes. I have felt it for some time. I feel it now.”

“Yes,” Billaba agreed. “We all have, those of us who are sensitive enough.”

“The turning point is behind us,” Adin said, daring to realize openly. He opened his eyes to look at his Master.

Billaba nodded. “The future is increasingly clouded, and our councils see no obvious way to retrieve the situation. The Jedi are few in numbers now, and our enemies know this. There appears to be little that we can do except prepare for the unknown as best we can.” 

Adin slid his hands inside the sleeves of his robe. “What is it that the Council would have us do?”

“Your success in recovering the Sith Holocron of Exar Kun on your previous mission stifled most dissent on your techniques and qualifications. This recent matter on Sahmly Two and your response has resulted in that dissent completely evaporating as far as I can tell. In fact, you probably have friends where you least expect were you going to remain on Coruscant,” Billaba said, wry smile widening into a grin. She shrugged and her humor faded. “The Jedi Council was advised in the matter of Hajradurama and Dushiko, they ignored the advice, and here we are." She leaned over, tipped Adin's chin up with one finger, and stared into his eyes. "You will not be sanctioned, Adin-Duanath. In fact, you will be rewarded.”

Adin raised an eyebrow. “Rewarded? For what?”

Billaba shook her head. “Not like that,” she replied, reaching into a robe pocket and producing a small metallic starburst device. She handed it to Adin, who looked at the small pin, dumbfounded.

“On behalf of the Galactic Republic, with the full support of the Jedi Council, you are hereby designated a Nova Scout,” Billaba said, grin returning. “Congratulations, Adin. I don’t believe Jedi should belong in memberships external to the Order, but this is something that I think you deserve, and it is commensurate to your dedication to public service. The Council waived the restriction on membership in external organizations for your case. It should also help you in your future... endeavors.” Billaba took a breath, then looked at her former student.

"You have been authorized another ship, a larger scout with room for all of you, the droids, and a few years worth of supplies. The ship in question is being modified as we speak, incorporating the changes you’ve made to your previous ship. Your orders from the Jedi Council designate you Explorer Commander. The Council openly acknowledges your competency there,” Billaba commented dryly. 

Nova Scout! The Nova Scouts were the most elite explorers and scouts among the Republic Scout Corps. Adin was too stunned to fashion a witty reply. "Remii and a new ship?"

"And Ak'ra Dushiko. You can learn much from him, my young student, if you keep an open mind. You both stand to learn much from each other. That is why I insisted you start on equal footing, master to master." Billaba handed a datacard to Adin. “Your orders, including a Council briefing. Apart from the three of you and the Jedi Council, these orders are to be kept secret.”

“I am honored by the Council’s collective faith in me, Master Billaba.” Adin replied, accepting the datacard, and slipping it into an inner pocket in his robes.

“I am pleased that you will be a Master, but I am also truly sorry about the timing and conditions, Adin,” Billaba said. 

Adin felt a pang of sorrow from his old Master. “I do not entirely follow.”

“The Jedi position on Coruscant will become increasingly untenable. After Remii completes his medical care and your new ship is ready for flight, the three of you are hereby instructed to leave Coruscant, not to return. The Jedi Library will entrust artifacts to your protection and use, ensuring that some measure of ancient Jedi knowledge will be preserved, should the worst befall the Order. Go to the Outer Rim, and remain as anonymous and unobtrusive as possible. Act as clandestinely as necessary, and train Dushiko and Hajradurama to act accordingly. You will probably have to stay there for some length of time to escape a larger, hostile universe. Keep contact with other Jedi as best you can and use your resources to shelter and assist their presence on the Rim whenever and wherever you can. You and Dushiko are authorized to train new apprentices if opportunities arise, as can Remii should he become qualified to do so after attaining his Knighthood.”

“Are you quite certain about this?” Adin asked.

“Yes,” Billaba replied, sorrow replaced by grim determination. “You proved to be unexpectedly resourceful in the matter of the failed bonding between master and apprentice, and the Council believes this is a skill that can and should be put to use in this late hour. Other Jedi have received similar orders, and you will have Remii and Ak'ra Dushiko, so you will not be completely alone. Events are too far-gone, and because it is the will of the Force that these events occur, our Councils agree that these events should be allowed to transpire. Perhaps as events unfold we will discover an alternate path. If we do, you will be contacted by secure means and recalled; if you are not contacted, then the three of you will know the fate of the Order. The Council has informed Dushiko and Hajradurama that they will travel with you, but they do not know why. In your capacity as Explorer Commander, it will be left to you to decide when and how to tell them.” 

“I understand,” Adin whispered. “Master Yoda said as much after the interview. This is a powerful vergence that the Council has detected then. Does it have anything to do with the prophecy about the One who will bring balance to the Force?” 

“Yes,” Billaba replied, “and unfortunately, the Jedi Order has been found wanting. We initially thought that this vergence might be centered on Remii. There have been no new healers for a generation and we believed that Remii’s considerable potential signified a positive vergence in the Force - and it does - but his is not the vergence we believed it was. There is another, more powerful vergence whose source is still unknown. Its power, taken with the fact that it defies identification makes this other vergence portentous for both the Jedi Order and the galaxy.”

“What about you?” Adin asked, looking at his Master. “What are you going to do?”

“Do not concern yourself with me, Adin-Duanath. You are my best student, and I foresee that you will be a great Master. Despite your misgivings, I have nothing further to teach you,” Billaba replied with a wry smile, allowing her eyes to float about the portico, and onto the planet-city beyond. “This Temple is my home, and I will defend it with the knowledge that, for us – the Jedi Council – time is running out.” She came to her feet in a graceful move, and waited impatiently for Adin to do the same. 

Adin stood, mind reeling. So, this is what it comes to…  

"If nothing else, perhaps we can purchase time for you and other Jedi to go to ground," Billaba said softly. "Rank and file Jedi will be informed of circumstances when appropriate - when you and similar missions are far away from here. Take care of my nephew, Adin. Teach him well." She gave him a loving smile, then reached up to cup his cheek with a hand as she had when he was a padawan. "May the Force be with you, Adin-Duanath Yeriamman, Nova Scout." She kissed both his cheeks, then whirled and walked away with a purposeful stride.

"And you, my Master," Adin called after her. His voice became a whisper. "Always."

 THE END
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