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Space as far as the eye could see.  Space potted with millions upon millions of pinpoints of light that were distant stars, planets and other such celestial bodies.  A violent, unseen storm of cosmic rays and racing spacedust filled the vast sea of dark, but it remained unseen so all was regarded as peaceful, still.  Serine.


That serenity was shattered by the sudden emergence of a giant ship out of hyperspace.  At first the ship appeared impossibly long, stretching on for millions upon millions of meters, but as it reverted back into realspace it settled into its actual form—which was still quite enormous and impressive.

The giant Separatist cruiser tore through space on full, blood-red engines like a sleek, ravenous sea animal chasing its prey.  The bow of the ship resembled a snarling jaw, and the wide windows of the bridge its glowing, angry eyes.  It’s tailfin was inverted.  A gaping hole through the middle of the ship—the beast’s empty stomach—housed its enormous hanger bay.  One could see all the way through the ship to the starfield on the other side, showing why the beast was so famished and so intent on catching its prey.  Prickling its body were countless turbolaser batteries like row upon row of barbs.  But the most dangerous, the most intimidating feature of the ship was the giant bombardment gun on its underside.


Fifty smaller cruisers of unmistakably-similar design swarmed behind the lead ship like trailing spawn.  They were smaller than their giant cousin, but equally fortified with weaponry across their dull gray hulls.  These smaller ships were faster and more agile, yet a gap was forming between them and the larger ship as if they were falling behind.  Yet they weren’t being outrun.  They were slowing intentionally to supply cover for their leader.


The reason for the cover came into view as forty wedge-shaped cruisers suddenly appeared out of hyperspace behind them and barreled down on the smaller ships.


The cluster of Separatist attack cruisers unleashed a hailstorm of red laserfire on the pursuing group of Republic ships.  Assault Cruisers were the most prevalent model in the group, but leading the charge were five giant ships of a new design—Venator-class Star Destroyers.  The Jedi cruisers, as they were more commonly known, were more heavily shielded and boasted much greater firepower than their smaller cousin, the Assault Cruiser.  They also had greater speed and maneuvering capabilities, and could carry twice as many troops and vehicles.  They were the greatest warships the galaxy had ever seen.  

The Jedi cruisers and the Assault Cruisers returned fire immediately, absolutely pummeling the smaller attack cruisers.  The black space between the opposing groups became alight with flashing explosions and fireballs of energy.  Barrages of missiles were launched.  Some reached their targets, tearing into the hulls of ships and spilling out troops and debris, but most were hit by stray laserfire that turned them into blue-white fireballs.


The smaller Separatist attack cruisers were outmatched and they knew it.  These Venator-class Star Destroyers were too powerful to hold back for long.  Relying solely on their missiles and laser batteries the Separatists could only hope to destroy ten, maybe fifteen, of the Republic ships before all fifty of theirs were obliterated.  They needed to do something to halt the advancing Republic forces to allow their larger cousin to reach its objective.  If not, General Grievous’ plan would fail, and he would not be pleased with such an outcome.


“It would appear the Republic was better prepared for our attack than you’d anticipated,” Count Dooku said in his deep, smooth voice.


Standing on the upper level of the vast bridge of the giant Separatist Cruiser, The Count regarded the red and yellow, three-meter wide sphere that was a holo-display of the battle unfolding outside.  The holo-display took up almost a quarter of the upper dais of the black and gray colored bridge, which was abuzz with the sounds of war-making.  A curved railing ran along the wide edge of the upper level.  Below, the rest of the bridge could be viewed.  The cruiser’s pilot’s chair was on a small middle step a little ways below the railing.  The main crew was seated in a semi-circle of high-backed chairs in front of flashing data consoles down below—right in front of the tall, curving bay of windows.


“Our attack cruisers won’t last much longer against them.  What do you plan to do next?” Dooku asked the figure standing only a few paces away.


General Grievous, Supreme Leader of the Droid Armies of the Confederacy of Independent Systems, turned his white-masked face away from inspecting the holo-display and stared narrowed, yellow eyes at The Count.


Dooku had fallen under that exact gaze numerous times before, and every time he had peered back without even a hint of flinching.  And why should he flinch?  Yes, General Grievous was a monstrosity of a being—living flesh molded together and kept alive by a mechanical, bone-white form—and he was the most brilliant military strategist he had ever met, but Dooku was a Dark Lord of the Sith!  The power he wielded was far greater than that of some mechanical fighting machine.  He had no reason to fear.


Yet Grievous continued the power struggle.  The Droid General erected his tall form to its full height and turned to face Dooku, the hydraulic pistons in his legs making hissing, whirring sounds as he did.  Grievous’ bodyguards, three specially-modified droids programmed and built specifically for close combat with Jedi Knights, reacted instantly to The General’s movement.  The gray-caped droids walked forward from their spots along the wall, electro-staffs raised, their glowing, red eyes regarding Dooku intently.  

A metal hand emerged from the slit in the white cape wrapped around Grievous’ wide, upper body and brushed the cape back to reveal a holster belt.  The movement was done nonchalantly, as if Grievous were merely readjusting the cape, but Dooku knew the movements true meaning.  He didn’t even have to look down to know what Grievous was showing him—to know the silent threat the Droid General was conveying.  

The threat wasn’t the blaster Grievous was displaying, nor was it signaling his bodyguards into action.  The threat was the two lightsabers dangling from the holster belt; trophies gathered from Jedi Grievous had killed in combat.  And they weren’t the only two such trophies.  Dooku knew that Grievous had gathered dozens over the past few years of the Clone Wars, but only kept those two, plus two on the other hip, on him.

The trio of bodyguards took another step forward and clicked their electro-staffs on.  A red shaft of energy pulsed up and down the length of the staffs, creating a solid beam and a soft, crackling sound.

With a whir of mechanics, Grievous snapped an open, metal hand up to his shoulder.  The bodyguards tensed at the signal, looking as if they would pounce at any moment.  

Dooku narrowed his eyes in anger and contempt.  How dare this thing challenge the power of the dark side! he thought.  How dare it try to equate its conquests to those of the Sith!  We have been killing Jedi for centuries without the help of mechanical perversion!. 

Although Grievous had no mouth with which to smile—just a vertical row of slits in his mask that were a vocal amplifier—Dooku could see a smile in The General’s viper-like, yellow and black eyes.

His bodyguards still awaiting the order to attack, Grievous closed his hand into a fist.  The droids straightened from their crouched, attack stances and deactivated their electro-staffs.  Then, as if nothing had happened, they moved back to their places against the wall with staffs tucked to their sides.

For a moment this sent Dooku spiraling even further into internal rage, but he knew that getting angry would only play into The General’s game, so he masked the fury and kept it welled up in the smoldering pits of his soul.  The calm, diplomatic visage that he had mastered so well over the years slipped across his face.  “What is it you plan to do next, General?” he asked.

They held each others’ gaze for a moment, then Grievous turned his attention back to the holo-display and flicked a switch on the console.  “Launch fighter groups from cruisers one through thirty,” Grievous said into the console with his deep, heavily synthesized voice, the metal mandibles on either side of his vocal amplifier clicking back and forth with each word.

Dooku shook his head.  “The Jedi fighters will tear our droid starfighters apart.  We must launch all our sentient-piloted fighters if we are to stand a chance against them.”

Grievous paid the dissent little attention.  He merely kept his eyes on the display as he said, “Must I remind you that I am the military strategist here, Dooku?  Our fighters will be perfectly fine.  In fact, they will be more than that—they will keep those cruisers off our backs long enough for us to reach Coruscant.”

“And how is that?” Dooku asked.

“Because there are only a handful of Jedi in that group of cruisers.”

Surprise crossed Dooku’s regal face for a handful of seconds before he wiped it away.  He had not been informed that things had been planned so thoroughly.  “Of course,” he said, trying to sound as if he’d known all along.

Another smile flittered across The General’s eyes.  He had seen the momentary flash of surprise on Dooku’s face.   But he kept it to himself.  He knew that Dooku had been left out of the loop on many upcoming events.  Many.

For some reason, Dooku had doubts about the success of this mission.  General Grievous had never failed before in a plan he had set forth, but this time things felt…different.  He couldn’t place exactly what it was, but something about it didn’t feel right.  A prompting in the dark side told him that something was wrong, and that he should be careful.

Dooku had known from the beginning that Grievous was secretly working for his Master, Darth Sidious.  He had sensed it right away.  Sent to keep an eye on him or to kill him once his worth as an Apprentice was spent, or both, it did not matter.  Dooku was prepared for what would come, and would kill Grievous whenever he dared to strike.

He was not angered by the betrayal.  It was part of being a Sith.  He knew that his Master would do what he could to keep Dooku in line, as well as to keep him from growing too powerful.  And Dooku would continue to try to overthrow his Master.  In the Sith Order only the strongest could survive, and if you weren’t strong or clever enough then you had to die. 

But now, with this mission, Grievous’ ties to Darth Sidious had been made blatantly obvious.  Only the dark lord of the Sith had enough power and influence in the Republic to make certain Grievous’ kidnapping of the Chancellor would be a success.  Only Darth Sidious could have manipulated the Jedi and the Republic’s military forces the way they had been just prior to this mission; dispersed and weakened.  Only Darth Sidious could have insured such success.  

…And now he was finding out that Grievous had been informed of certain aspects of the attack that he had not.  This was most troubling indeed.  

 Matters in the galaxy were reaching a precipice.  So much planning was about to reach its conclusion.  So much was about to be revealed.  The Jedi, Sidious’ only real obstacle, were already so close to being wiped out.  It would only take one small push in the senate to turn their already poor perception of the Jedi into all-out mistrust and hatred.  The fires need only be stoked a little more and the Jedi Order would fall.

Yet Dooku had not been informed by his Master.  He was slipping up in the game.

That will soon change, Dooku thought, peering again at General Grievous.

But his time was running out, and he knew it.  It was clear that Sidious wanted to make absolutely certain that Dooku knew of Grievous’ true allegiance.   This could mean only one thing—his Master was gloating.  His Master wanted him to know that he was going to die, and soon.  Just as Dooku thought, this mission was meant to end in disaster.  His Master wanted him to know that he was responsible for his death.  He wanted to leave no question about it.  Sidious must have discovered that he had been plotting to get rid of him.  That was the only logical answer.

A small smile crossed Dooku’s lips as he peered at the holo-display.  He would be prepared for the trap with Grievous.  Soon, he would know everything he needed to become the Master, and then he would wield the dark side with such power that none could possibly oppose his might!  Soon….

“General—all droid fighters have been launched from their designated cruisers,” a Neimodian voice said through the comm. unit.

“Good,” Grievous said, then began tapping into the datapad on the display console.  “Order groups nine through fifteen to concentrate their assaults on these targets, while groups one through eight target the following.”

There was a slight pause as the communications director waited for the data to be transferred, then he said, “Yes, General,” and clicked off.

Dooku watched the display as the swarms of Vulture droid fighters reacted to their new orders and began to move into the designated formations.  Dooku followed each groups intended path and saw what The General had in mind.  It was a simple maneuver, yet if executed correctly it would force the Assault Cruisers to split their attention off of the attack cruisers and onto the fighters.  That is—if General Grievous was right about the number of Jedi pilots there were on these cruisers.

A new cluster of small ships appeared on the holo-display underneath the group of Republic cruisers, flashing in the tell-tale yellow that signified a new threat.

“Enemy starfighters launched, General,” the Neimodian communications director’s voice said through the comm.  “Thirty squadrons of Clonetrooper starfighters…and one squadron of Jedi starfighters.”
“Re-order half of the droid fighter groups to concentrate on the Jedi squadron.  Launch all sentient-piloted groups to handle the clone pilots,” Grievous ordered.

“Yes, General.”

Dooku watched as half of the droid fighters broke off of the main group and headed for the Jedi squadron.  He looked out the windows and saw the shimmering sphere of Coruscant rapidly growing larger.  

“How long until we reach Coruscant?” he asked.

“Estimated time of arrival; ten minutes,” a Neimodian technician’s voice said through the comm. unit.

Time was running out, but it was not yet gone.  Dooku’s keen observations and strength in the Force had afforded him sufficient warning for what was about to happen, and he had made his own plans, his own means of escape.  And, as he always did, Dooku found opportunity in the situation.  

“Very well,” he said, keeping himself alert for the trap he knew was to come.

*






*





*

“Okay, squadron, stay sharp.  Here they come,” Anakin Skywalker said into the comm. unit of his head set.

The new Jedi Starfighters were a tough lot.  They had the same wedged body shape as the originals, but were split down the middle from stern to the newly-designed, ball-shaped cockpit.  They also had a pair of extendable, stabilizing wings near their back sides.  Their shielding and weaponry were much stronger than their predecessors, and they were faster, too.  Ever the mechanic, Anakin had made some extra-special modifications to his own starfighter.  These modifications had proven so effective they had eventually been adopted by almost all of the other Jedi.  But modifications or not, none of them could pilot like Anakin.  

“Roger, Lead.”  “Affirmative, Lead.”  “Copy, Lead,” the voices of several Jedi said into his comm..

Lead, Anakin thought.  My call-sign.  A smirk crossed his lips.  It felt good to be in command; to have these Jedi—some of which were Jedi Master’s twice his age—listening to and carrying out his orders, to have the ability to decide who would do what and when, to be respected for his skills.  To have the power to do what he saw fit.  

He had definitely earned it, as well as the level of Jedi Knight.  For three years of the Clone Wars he had proved his worth countless times over.  Numerous battles against the Separatists had been won because of his skills and cunning.  Millions of lives had been saved and, yes, even ended, because of his decisions in battle.  But those lives ended had been either enemy combatants or just merely clones, so he felt no remorse for their losses.  Clonetroopers were disposable and easily replaced, and his enemies got what they deserved for their treachery.    

The Republic had forced the Separatists back in the last few months despite General Grievous’ hugely successful campaign.  Now, the Separatist forces were on the very edge of defeat and they knew it, which is why they dared something so bold as to kidnap the chancellor.

Anakin’s mechanical right hand began strangling the control yolk at this thought, the leather of the thick black glove over the hand crackling under the pressure.  His upper lip curled back in an angry scowl.  You’ll regret having done this soon enough, Dooku, he thought.

Anakin saw the swarm of droid starfighters headed towards them.  He looked to the blue and white astromech droid secured in its slot in his fighter and asked, “Artoo—how long until they are within firing range of Coruscant?”

The little droid swiveled its head around to peer at him through the viewport with its yellow and white, flashing visual sensor, then gave a series of whistles and beeps.

Anakin read the translation in his console, then said to himself, “Eight minutes….  We don’t have much time.”  Then, to the entire squadron, he said, “Lock wings into attack positions.”  He flicked a switch on his control console to extend the stabilizing wings of the fighter.  

Black panels with dull, gray lining folded out from the top and the bottom of the widest edge of the wedge-shaped fighters to create the wings.  These wings’ ionic chargers added extra power to the engines of the ships making them even faster.  This added power also made the fighters more agile, which the Jedi used to their advantage.

The mass of droid fighters grew closer and closer, blocking their path to the giant Separatist cruiser.

“Stay tight,” Anakin ordered.

“Roger that, Lead.”  “Copy, Lead.”  Will do, Lead.”  “May the Force be with us…,” were the responses.

  The tension was malleable—even in a group of well-trained Jedi.   Anakin could feel it in the Force.  “Stay focused,” he ordered, and almost immediately he felt the tension ease.  “Break into attack pattern beta on my mark.”

  The group of fighters were nearly upon them now. 

“Ready….”  Closer.  

Artoo gave a hurried series of beeps, and Anakin looked at the console to see that his ship had been locked on target by several fighters 

“Ready….”  Closer.  

Anakin could feel the Force telling him what was about to come. 

“Now!” he shouted.

The squadron of Jedi starfighters suddenly became a tangled maze.  In a fluid, perfect execution the Jedi pilots zigzagged, shifted, and rolled each other as a torrent of red laserfire sliced through the space they had just been in.  The maneuver was designed to throw off the tracking and targeting computer-brains of the droid fighters, causing them to waste precious time re-acquisitioning their targets—time the Jedi would use to their advantage.

The Jedi starfighters increased their speed, then barrel-rolled, dodged and spun their way through the groups of droid fighters.  None of the Jedi fighters returned fire as they spun through the flood of fighters.  The risk of hitting one of their own was too high.  Besides—they were too occupied with piloting through the mass of fighters to try something like that.

Except for one.

Anakin twisted and rolled his fighter with the greatest of ease, the slightest of touch, releasing blast after deadly blast of laserfire.  Each shot hit home, causing an explosion to erupt where a fighter had just been.  He was all over the place.  One second he was banking to the right, then he was in a barreling spin and rolling in the other direction.  He was heading straight for a fighter, then spinning away as a cloud of fire and debris raced by underneath.  

Anakin single-handedly cleared a wide swath in the middle of the swarm of droid fighters, and he did it all with nonchalant ease. 

Emerging on the other side, the Jedi banked and looped in tight, fast turns.  They attacked the backside of the group of droid fighters before they even had a chance to turn.

Working together through the Force and a plan of attack, the Jedi hammered the middle of the group with red lances of energy.  Droid fighters exploded everywhere as the Jedi raced through in a V-formation with Anakin in the lead.  

As Anakin continued to lead them through the group with half-closed eyes, Artoo cut into his thoughts with a series of beeps.  He opened his eyes and looked down at his tactical display.  The outer fringes of the group of droid fighters were swinging back around and in.  Like a giant swarm of angry insects, the droids were closing in the gaps and encapsulating the Jedi.  Once they did, the Jedi would be trapped in the middle of the sphere of droid fighters with attacks coming from all sides.

 “Just as expected,” Anakin said to himself with a smile.   “Squadron—their closing the net.  Break in your designated directions on my mark, then form up in your pairs.”  Anakin watched the tactical, holo-display of the fighters closing in all around them, and without even watching continued to shoot down fighters as he spun and dodged.

“Three, two, one—MARK!” he shouted, and the V-formation split with each Jedi fighter heading in a different direction.  Anakin spun straight up, picking off fighter after fighter as he climbed. 

When he finally came out of the group he had two enemy fighters on his tail.  The Vulture droid fighters fired rabidly, but Anakin dodged every bolt.  In an effort to shake the tails, he dove back into the swarm.  The two fighters followed, and Anakin slowed to allow them to catch up with him.  They were right on his tail now, but Anakin was able to avoid every one of their laser blasts.  He let them get even closer, and Artoo gave a series of bleeps and whistles that was so hurried the console couldn’t translate.

“I know what I’m doing,” Anakin told the droid, allowing the shots of the fighters to come even closer.  Then, he pulled the steering yolks hard and banked to the left.  The droid fighters tried to match his move, but couldn’t and slammed right into a cluster of their own in a fiery ball.

“See,” Anakin told Artoo, who was warbling a series of woes. 

“Anakin—where are you?” an all-too familiar voice said over his comm..  “I could use some help.”

“What’s your position, Obi-Wan?” 

“I’m at point-two-nine.  I’ve got three on my tail and can’t shake them.”

Anakin scanned his console, then looked out of the cockpit and over the right side of his fighter.  “I see you,” he said, then banked hard right to head towards him.  “Turn to point-oh-three and I’ll drop in right behind them.”

“Hurry, will you?  Two more just joined the others and they’re getting close!”

“Patience, you must have, Master Obi-Wan,” Anakin said, trying to sound like Master Yoda.

“That’s not funny,” Obi-Wan replied.

A broad smile crossed Anakin’s face.  

He put full throttle to the engines.  Several fighters tried to cut him off on his way, but he rolled and picked them off as he continued forward.  Finally, he came up behind the small group of fighters.

“Obi-Wan, I’m right behind them.  Turn hard right in three…two…ONE!”

Obi-Wan jerked his fighter into a steep bank to the right.  The fighters followed right behind him, as did Anakin.  But Anakin didn’t fire.  He just continued following behind the group of droid fighters and Obi-Wan.  

As soon as they came out of the turn the fighters began shooting at Obi-Wan’s ship again, and still Anakin did nothing.  

“Anakin—they’re still back there!  What are you doing!?” Obi-Wan asked as he spun and dove to keep from being blasted to pieces.  Several of the shots came rather close, and a flustered Obi-Wan said, “Look—this isn’t funny anymore.  This is no time for games.  Get them off me!”
Anakin smiled.  “All right.  All right.  Bank hard left in three…two…”


“Are you actually going to do it this time?  Or are you bluffing again?” Obi-Wan asked.


“Do you want to do this or not?” Anakin chided, his thumbs hovering over the fire buttons on the end of the control yolks.  


“All right.  Three…two…ONE!” Obi-Wan shouted.


Anakin pulled the yolks hard to the left, but realized as he did that Obi-Wan had banked to the right instead.  Too late to change direction, Anakin just continued through his turn.


As he was coming out of it, he said, “Hey, I thought we were going to the—“  He had to roll to the side to avoid crashing right into Obi-Wan’s starfighter, then had to continue to juke to avoid the hailstorm of laserfire coming from the five droid fighters right behind it. 


Narrowly coming out the other side unscathed, Anakin pulled his fighter back around after Obi-Wan and the pursuing fighters.  A broad smile on his face, Anakin said, “All right.  We’re even.”


“I wish I could have seen the expression on your face,” Obi-Wan said, and there was no mistaking the smile in his voice.  


Anakin sped up again and closed the gap.  The droid fighters were close now.  He closed his eyes to slits and let the Force guide his hands.  He thumbed the triggers in short bursts; one after another, after another, then raced through the balls of fire and debris.  When he opened his eyes again all that was in front of him was Obi-Wan’s fighter.  He pulled up next to him.


“Good shooting,” Obi-Wan said.


There had been a time when Anakin would have wondered if Obi-Wan were being sarcastic, but that time was long gone now.  The Clone Wars, and the long time they had spent fighting side-by-side in them, had changed that; had made them closer than ever before.  Obi-Wan knew first-hand how skilled Anakin was in combat.  A deep respect had grown between the two of them, and neither questioned the other’s abilities anymore.


“Thanks,” Anakin replied.  “That was some good flying you did back there.  I was impressed.  Now let’s get back to the fight, shall we?”


“Of course.  After you, Lead.”


The two of them rolled in unison, then dove back into the fray.  Working together, they cut through the droid fighters with ease.  Anakin was in the lead, with Obi-Wan slightly back and to the side as his wingman.  


As they ventured deeper into the fight, they saw a pair of Jedi Starfighters being pummeled by a pursuing group of ten droid fighters.  The Jedi did their best to evade, but they had been hit several times and were having trouble maneuvering.


“Anakin—“


“I already saw, Obi-Wan.  That’s Masters Torré and Bindu.  We’ve got to hurry,” he said, then they dove to catch the group. 


“Master Torré, Master Bindu, this is Anakin and Obi-Wan.  We’re coming around behind you.  Just hold on for a little while—“


Master Torré’s fighter took a quick series of laser bolts.

“Mmwwwaaaahhhh!!!” the Jedi screamed over the comm.,  and then his fighter exploded in a large fireball.

“No…,” Anakin whispered through clenched teeth.  He strangled the yolks and focused his anger.  He blasted the back two droid fighters of the group with quick shots, then three more.  Seeing that they were in danger of being picked off, the last three droid fighters broke away from pursuing Master Bindu.  

“Stay and protect Master Bindu, Obi-Wan,” Anakin said.  “I’ll take care of these three.”

Anakin took off after the trio of droids.  They tried to shake him as a group at first, but when they saw that wasn’t working they made to split up.  

“No you don’t,” Anakin seethed.  Closing his eyes and raising his hands off of the control yolks he concentrated his anger.  He crossed his raised hands.  Using the Force, he slammed the two outside fighters into the one in the middle in a violent blast.

Anakin’s breathing remained heavy, his face contorted into a grim expression as the raw power he had just summoned continued to surge through him.  He closed his eyes for a sweet, intoxicating moment and reveled in it.  It felt wonderful.  Using that power, he rejoined the fight.
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“We’re coming up on the planet’s first line of defenses now, General,” a Neimodian voice said over the comm..

Grievous switched the holo-display to show the group of ships coming up in front of them.  Twenty more Assault Cruisers, five more Venator-class Star Destroyers, and an assortment of smaller attack cruisers of differing designs.  Grievous checked the giant cruiser’s position, and when he saw it another evil grin crossed his eyes.

“Right on target,” he said aloud to himself.

“General, should we call up some of our support cruisers from the rear-battle to help fend off these new ships?” a Neimodian tactical assistant asked.  “Without them we’ll be rather vulnerable to enemy attack on the bow.”

Grievous paid the assistant no mind.  He just stared at the chrono-clock in the console of the holo-display as it counted down.  

Dooku watched Grievous, wondering if he should give the order to bring up the cruisers himself, but he could tell that Grievous knew what his next move was going to be so he held his tongue.

 “Prepare all missile ports to launch.  Prepare the main gun for firing,” Grievous ordered.  

He watched as the chrono continued to count down.  

Dooku’s eyebrows raised.  Perhaps Grievous didn’t have as much planned as he’d thought.

The Republic cruisers were getting closer and closer.

“Launch all missiles on my mark.”  Ten seconds left on the chrono.  

“MARK!” Grievous shouted.

Hundreds of streaks of white fire and blue light shot out from the giant cruiser, filling the entire bay of windows on the bridge.  They raced towards the on-coming Republic cruisers, who continued towards them unabated.  The missiles approached, and the cruisers opened fire with their turbo laser turrets.  Green and red laser fire was everywhere as the ships targeted the enormous barrage of missiles.  Brilliant explosions began erupting all across the line of missiles as they were shot down, and the number of explosions only intensified as the missiles got closer to their targets.  It looked as if the hail of missiles was going to be for nothing—that every last one of them would be destroyed before they even reached their targets.

Dooku shook his head in frustration.  

Seeing this, Grievous said, “Watch and learn, Dooku.  Watch and learn.”

Dooku was about to tell him that he’d had just about enough of watching him turn this attack into a disaster when forty massive Separatist battleships appeared from out of hyperspace a short distance behind and to one side of the Republic cruisers.  The newly arrived ships opened fire at once, launching volley after volley of their own missiles.

The Republic ships on that side were caught completely by surprise.  The power to their shields concentrated mostly to the front of the ships, their back sides were left virtually unprotected.  The newly arrived Separatist battleships’ missiles and laserfire tore into these ships’ sides and engine housings.  There were explosions all over the ships, and some of them even exploded completely in brilliant flashes like a sun going supernova.

The Republic cruisers on the far side of the group reacted quickly and balanced their shielding power out across their hulls.  They were able to withstand the blunt of the initial volley they received from the surprise attack, and several turned to face the new threat.

“Fire the main gun!” Grievous shouted, his synthesized voice charged with the elation of the battle.

The giant Separatist Cruiser rocked as the gun fired, and then a thick, red streak of light and energy shot away.  The powerful bolt struck the underside of a Republic cruiser that had been banking and ripped all the way through the ship.  A second later, the cruiser exploded in an massive fireball.  The shockwave and racing debris from the explosion struck two more close to it, ripping huge chunks out of their hulls and sending them spinning out of control.

The Giant Separatist Cruiser barreled forward through the cloud of debris and the hole that had just been created in the picket of Republic ships.  Several of the Separatist battleships fell into escort positions with the giant cruiser, while the others kept the Republic cruisers busy to keep them from pursuing.

Dooku peered up at Grievous and got smug, smiling eyes in return.

“We have things pretty much wrapped up here, Lead,” Obi-Wan’s voice said in Anakin’s headset.  “What are your orders?”
“The ARC fighters look like they could use some help,” another Jedi said.

Anakin looked at his console.  “Right.  Form up.  Let’s go help the clones and our cruisers, Squadron,” Anakin said.

What was left of the Jedi squadron formed up on Anakin and Obi-Wan’s wings.  Anakin inspected his squad.  They’d lost four in the fight, and several that had survived were damaged—some rather severely. 

Anakin scanned his tactical display to see how the halting of that giant Separatist cruiser was going, and was shocked to see that the ship had broken through the outer defense picket already.  The ship was now less that two hundred thousand kilometers from the capital planet, and gave no signs of being stopped.

Suddenly, a horrible voice erupted on the Republic comm. channel.

“Republic Military forces—we have your precious leader captive aboard our ship,” General Grievous’ menacing, synthesized voice said.  “The glorious, military might of the Separatists has reached the very heart of your government.  We have penetrated your pathetic defenses.  By now you must realize that there is nowhere in this galaxy where you or your children are safe from us.

“The Confederacy of Independent Systems demands the immediate halt of all Republic military aggressions and the withdrawal of your forces from within our borders.  Should you refuse to meet our demands, we will unleash terror and destruction the likes of which you have never seen.  Do as we say, and I promise mercy will be shown.  Defy us and you, and your Supreme Chancellor, will surely die!  You have been warned.”

Anakin’s lip curled in a snarl as the echoes of Grievous’ voice faded away on the comm..  Hatred, and with it power, surged through him.  He broke off from the rest of the Jedi Squadron and began speeding away towards the giant cruiser.

“Stay on assignment, Squadron.  I need to do something—alone.  Obi-Wan, you have the lead,” Anakin said.

“Anakin—“ Obi-Wan began to say, but Anakin clicked off his comm. before he could hear another word.

He was not going to sit by and do nothing as Grievous and Dooku held the Republic hostage and assassinated Chancellor Palpatine.  He had sacrificed too much, fought too hard and believed too strongly in the Republic and Palpatine’s greatness as a ruler to allow such a thing to happen.  And Palpatine had become too close of a friend.  Somehow, he would stop that cruiser and save the Supreme Chancellor.  Somehow.

An approaching Jedi Starfighter from behind caught his eye on his tactical display, and he clicked his comm. on.  “Get back to the rest of the Squadron, Obi-Wan,” he said, leaving no room in his voice for discussion.  “That’s an order.”

“Of course it is,” Obi-Wan replied, yet continued to follow.

“I’m not kidding.  You don’t want to go along with me on this one.  It’s not going to be easy.”

“Since when has anything with you ever been easy?” Obi-Wan jested.  “You’re going to need my help.  I’m going with you.”

Despite his anger, a small smile crossed Anakin’s lips and his anxiety lessened.  He had come to depend on Obi-Wan’s support and help in difficult situations, and vice-versa.  They made an excellent fighting team, and always found a way to get through the impossible with each other’s help.  With Obi-Wan at his side what he had planned no longer seemed like such a suicide mission.  There was hope.

“Thank you, Obi-Wan,” Anakin said, and there was no mistaking that he truly meant it.

“You can thank me later when we get through this.  Now—what’s your plan?” Obi-Wan asked as their starfighters raced through the chaos of the enormous battle and after the giant cruiser.
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Anakin and Obi-Wan plunged their Jedi fighters through the ever-expanding battlefield around Coruscant and raced in the direction of the giant Separatist Cruiser.  Even more massive battleships, cruisers and attack ships had emerged from hyperspace and joined in the fray.  Now the number of Republic and Separatist capital ships fighting were too great to count.  The battle was enormous; filled with a frenzied wrath and carnage the likes of which the galaxy had never seen.  The true nature of war momentarily reared its ugly head right there above the central planet of the Republic.  It presented itself proudly for all to see—death and destruction were its sole purpose.

The system’s sun was creeping around from behind the city-planet, and as it did it lit the terminator of the planet with a brilliant, red and orange glow.  The angle of the sun’s light cast upon the uppermost levels of the battle; illuminating it, as if highlighting the destruction there.  Dawn began creeping across the surface of the planet below, and the concentrated mass of lights of the city slowly began fading away.

The Cruiser was right above the planet now, positioning itself into a stable orbit.  Surrounding it was a wall of Separatist battleships.  These battleships fought like a crazed pack of Vulowolves, protecting their leader with such ferocity that no Republic ships had been able to penetrate their lines.  But the Republic forces were gathering around the group now, and appeared to be set on breaking the protective barrier and getting at the giant cruiser.  

Hundreds upon hundreds of Clone starfighters, droid fighters, other designs of Separatist fighters, and a handful of Jedi Starfighters that had come up from Coruscant, flocked around the enormous span of capital ships, locked in their own mortal combat.  Anakin and Obi-Wan dodged their way through the mess, too intent on their objective to engage enemy targets.  The chaos was terrible, and only beings as skilled in the Force as Anakin and Obi-Wan could pass through it unscathed.

The movements of their fighters were in perfect synchronism.  When Anakin turned, so did Obi-Wan.  When Anakin dove, twisted or spun, so did Obi-Wan.  It looked as if one mind were controlling both ships, as if the flight plan had been pre-programmed.  The long years of fighting together in The Wars had made them this way, had made them this good of a team.  

They turned and headed straight for the concentrated mass of capital ships around the giant cruiser.  This was where the fighting was the most intense, and the space was filled with blazing laser blasts, stray missiles, and enormous chunks of exploded cruisers on erratic paths.

A gap was beginning to form in the ring of battleships surrounding the giant cruiser.  One had massive fires spouting out all over its hull, while two others had lost their stabilizers and were floating off course.  Three of the Jedi Cruisers took advantage of the hole by focusing their weaponry on the ships in that area, overwhelming the battleships and making the hole even bigger.  The line began to deteriorate and the Star Destroyers moved in, but the fight was far from over.  

“Republic scum—if you dare to attack my flagship, I will rain down fire and destruction upon your capital city!” General Grievous’ voice said over the comm..  “And if that is not reason enough to give you pause, know this; I will not hesitate to kill your Chancellor should you attack!  So you know that I am telling the truth, I will demonstrate this ship’s awesome firepower!  Watch, and tremble!”

Anakin looked at the giant cruiser through the mass of ships, and saw a bright red streak of light race out from underneath it.  The giant laser beam raced towards the planet below, and Anakin’s heart stopped for one terrible moment.

Padmé…  She was all he could think about as he saw the red lance of light disappear through the atmosphere of the planet.  The horrifying thought that that laser blast might be heading straight for her engulfed him, gripping him with fear.  Padmé!  his rage screamed.

“Anakin, calm down.  It’s all right,” Obi-Wan said.  “That blast didn’t even come close to the Jedi Temple.  It struck somewhere in the industrial sector of the Old City.”

Anakin had to stop himself from spouting out that it hadn’t been the Jedi Temple, but Padmé he’d been so worried about.  Spilling the secret of he and Padmé’s relationship would have been a terrible mistake.  

He also berated himself for being so open with his feelings.  Obi-Wan had been able to detect his anger far too easily.  He needed to conceal it better than that if he wanted to continue to use such power in his former-Master’s presence.  And he knew that he needed to have such power at his disposal if he wanted to accomplish what he planned to.  He needed it.  Such power, if used wisely, could be a valuable tool.  He’d learned as much over the coarse of The Wars.  His raw emotions lent him abilities unmatched by any other Jedi.  

But Obi-Wan couldn’t know.  He, and the rest of the Jedi, just wouldn’t understand. They would accuse him of dabbling in the dark side and say that he was placing himself in grave danger.  But Anakin knew he was no ordinary Jedi.  He was The Chosen One!  He could use such power without peril, and had done so on numerous occasions already.  

Anakin closed his eyes and pulled his feelings in close, down into the depths of his presence in the Force.  There, he allowed the dark power to collect and well where none could see it.

“Okay.  Good,” Anakin said, playing off his mistake as best as he could.  

Cautiously, he reached out to Obi-Wan’s presence in the Force to see if he’d bought it, and was pleased to find that his former-Master was far too busy piloting to pay it much mind.  Anakin grinned.  He had covered himself well.  

Back to business, Anakin looked at his tactical display.  

“We’ve got company incoming, Obi-Wan,” Anakin said.  “A squad of Tri-Fighters.”

“Great,” Obi-Wan bemused.

Anakin tightened his grip on the control yolks as the squad of Tri-Droids approached.  Tri-Droids were a terrible menace.  Their triple-curved wing assembly gave them their name.  They were much faster, tactically-smarter and more heavily armed than Vulture Droidfighters, and were heading straight for them.

 “Which ones do you want?  The eight on the left, or the eight on the right?” Obi-Wan asked.  

“We don’t have time to deal with them.  We’ll just have to lose them somehow.”

“Ummm…how?”

“Heads up!” Anakin shouted as the squad of Tri-Fighters came barreling in at them with blasters blazing.  

The two Jedi fighters split out of the way of their charge and spun to safety.  After the squad had passed, Obi-Wan and Anakin joined back up in formation in perfect unison.

“They’re coming around, Anakin.  What are we going to do?”

Anakin scanned the space in front of him.  They were in the thick of things now.  Just slightly below them were numerous capital ships fighting it out in close combat.  The massive ships were pulling up right next to each other and pummeling their opponents at point-blank range.

Anakin got an idea.

The squad of Tri-Fighters had closed in behind them now.  They began opening fire.  Blaster bolts zipped right past Anakin and Obi-Wan’s fighters.

“Follow me!” Anakin said, then rolled his ship into a dive.  

Obi-Wan was right on his tail, and behind him the Tri-Droids.  The droids continued firing as they dove, and both of them had to juke to keep from being hit. 

Once they were nearing the battling capital ships, Anakin began bringing his fighter out of its dive and aimed to fly right between the big, opposing crafts.

“You must be joking,” Obi-Wan said when he saw where they were heading.

“Stay focused,” Anakin said, then dove his fighter between the two ships.  Obi-Wan followed.

The narrow corridor between the two ships was filled with blaster fire and the exchange of missiles.  With the utmost skill, Anakin and Obi-Wan spun, dove, and twisted their way through the obstacles.  More than once, the impact of a missile or a blast bolt sent debris exploding into their path.  But with the Force on their side, they were able to foresee these dangers and avoid them.  Moments later, they came out from between the two ships unscathed.

The Tri-Fighters, on the other hand, were not so lucky.  Most of them were picked off by debris, missiles or blaster fire.  But a handful made it through.

“There’s still four of them back there,” Obi-Wan said as the two of them sped away from the capital ships and toward another line of fighting cruisers.

Anakin checked his display, and saw Obi-Wan was right.  “We’ll have to do it again, then.”  He aimed his fighter right between two more large ships, a Venator-class Star Destroyer and a Separatist battleship.  Obi-Wan followed right behind.

The passage between these two ships was just as chaotic as the last.  Laserfire and missiles were everywhere.  Anakin noted as two more Tri-Fighters were picked off, but the last two were quite persistent.

A frenzied series of chirps and bleeps from Artoo snapped Anakin’s attention back out the viewport.

“Uhhhh…Anakin?” Obi-Wan said over the comm..

The two cruisers were no longer just flying next to each other, they were going to collide.  The front edge of the knife-like Star Destroyer collided and began cutting into the side of the battleship, tearing a gaping gash in its side.  Escape by going up or down was now impossible.  And the only thing keeping Anakin and Obi-Wan’s starfighters from being crushed was a narrow, indented corridor in the side of the Star Destroyer.  They were trapped in the middle of this trench with no way out but forward, and even that path was closing quickly.

 Anakin narrowed his eyes and grit his teeth.  “We can make it,” he said.

The walls became closer and closer.  Chuncks of durastell hull plating were all about.  The thunderous crash and screeches of the ships colliding filled Anakin’s cockpit.  The space visible at the end of the trench was growing smaller and smaller, and looked like it would close completely at any second.

The walls were nearly touching the sides of their starfighters now, and Artoo whaled a loud scream.  The end was almost closed completely.  Sweat dripped from Anakin’s brow.  Closer and closer…

Anakin and Obi-Wan’s starfighters zipped out from between the two ships only a split second before the opening closed completely.  The two remaining Tri-Fighters crashed into the closed opening in fireballs.

“That wasn’t so bad,” Anakin said with a sly grin as they flew away from the two crashing ships.

“Remind me again why I always go along with you on your foolish adventures,” Obi-Wan commented.

They were within the inner circle now.  The giant Separatist Cruiser lay before them.  The defensive line of battleships had been completely broken.  Republic Assault Cruisers and Jedi Cruisers were moving in to surround the ship holding the Supreme Chancellor, while a handful of enemy battleships tried desperately to keep them back.  Even though they now had a clear shot, no Republic ship fired upon the giant cruiser.  They only surrounded it to make sure it had nowhere to go.

Anakin and Obi-Wan were close to the cruiser.  It was so big that it filled the entire viewport of Anakin’s fighter.

“So, what do we do now?” Obi-Wan asked.

“We’re getting aboard that ship and rescuing Chancellor Palpatine,” Anakin stated.

“How did I know you were going to say that.  This is crazy.  You know that, don’t you?”

Anakin smiled.  “It wouldn’t be an adventure if it wasn’t.”

Artoo switched the image on the display to bring something to Anakin’s attention.  His brow furrowed, he pushed a few buttons on his console to magnify the image.

“Anakin, are you seeing this?” Obi-Wan asked. 

  “Was just taking a look,” he said as he inspected the objects more closely.  It was a group of droid starfighters, but they were a design he’d never seen before.  They were similar to the Vulture droidfighter, but were wider with a larger, flat and round central core covered with bumps. 

 “What do you make of them?” Obi-Wan asked.

“I’m not sure….  Artoo—can you make anything of them?”  

R2-D2 gave a series of beeps and whistles to tell Anakin that he’d never seen anything like them before either.  

Anakin read the droid’s response.  “We may be in for a surprise,” he said.

“I really hate flying,” Obi-Wan said.

The strange fighters continued towards them.  Anakin’s hands were ready to yank the control yolks at the first sign of danger, and he reached out through the Force to feel for any such feeling.  The fighters were closing in, and his thumbs moved over the triggers on the ends of the control yolks—hovering there and ready to fire.

The fighters were almost upon them now, and Anakin expected them to open fire at any second.  But instead of firing upon them, the small bumps all over the tops of the central cores of the droid fighters popped off, and the fighters dove down and away from the Jedi Starfighters.  The small cloud of half-sphere bumps raced towards Anakin and Obi-Wan’s starfighters on blue-white engines, and revelation suddenly struck Anakin.

“Break away!  Break away!” he shouted, turning his fighter sharply to the left and into a dive.

Obi-Wan, for the first time, reacted just a split second later, which was just a little too late.

Anakin watched as the cloud of half-spheres swarmed at Obi-Wan’s ship as he turned.  Right before they reached Obi-Wan’s ship the domes of the half-spheres popped up to reveal the heads and four short, grappling legs of small droids.  The droids turned  completely around and latched onto Obi-Wan’s fighter with their claw-like legs.

Once they landed the droids crawled across the surface like Dango beetles and headed straight for Obi-Wan’s blaster cannons.  Obi-Wan tried shaking his fighter back and forth to throw them off, but they held fast.  Two more, shorter legs emerged from the front of the small droids and began shooting out a green laserbeam.  The cutting lasers tore through the blaster cannons, and after only a few seconds the front half of one went flying off of the ship.  

“I could use a little help here,” Obi-Wan said through the comm..  “These things are cutting apart my ship!”

“I’m on it,” Anakin said.  He had come up behind Obi-Wan, and was waiting for a clear shot to try and blast some of them off of the ship.  “Hold still, Obi-Wan,” he said when Obi-Wan began shaking again to try to throw the droids off.  “I can’t have you moving around like that while I shoot them off.”

“You’re going to do what?!” 

Another of Obi-Wan’s cannons went flying off, and Anakin had to swerve to avoid being hit by it.  “Just hold still, will you?” he said.  

Anakin slipped into deep concentration and narrowed his eyes.  His tactical display zoomed in on the small droids, and he lined up the cross-hairs.  He waited for just a second, then fired one quick burst.  The shot hit the droid full-on and sent it spiraling off of the ship in a trail of fire.  He squeezed off another shot, then another and another—picking off three more.  

“Anakin, hurry!  They’re going after Arfour!”

Anakin looked and could see that four of the things were around R4.  The little, red and white astro-droid’s dome was spinning as it tried to look at all of its attackers at once.  The lasercutters began doing their work, and just moments later R4’s domed head went flying off and rolling across the front of Anakin’s fighter.

Artoo whistled and moaned after he watched the head float away, and Anakin fired twice more.  The two shots got three of the four that had just taken off R4’s head, but the forth began scurrying away.  Anakin tried to track it, but both of his shots missed and struck Obi-Wan’s fighter.

“Watch it!  I’m on your side, remember?”

“Sorry,” Anakin said.  “This is taking too long.  They’re going to get to your ship’s vitals before I can shoot them all off.  I’m going to try something different.”

Anakin punched up the throttle and came in right over Obi-Wan.  “Just hold steady,” he said, then rolled his ship so that he was upside down directly over Obi-Wan.  Anakin ground his teeth in concentration.  This was going to be tricky.

“I do hope you know what you’re doing,” Obi-Wan said.

Anakin moved his fighter quickly and with the greatest of skill.  Using the edge of his ship, he scrapped off several of the small droids and they went floating away into space.  Then, he did the same thing on the other side of Obi-Wan’s ship.  He got the droids there as well, but his turn wasn’t quite as precise this time.  His slight mistake scrapped off hull-plating and broke off one of his own ship’s wings. 

Anakin rolled away, and inspected the surface of Obi-Wan’s ship.  Sparks erupted all across its surface, but the droids were gone.  “Got ‘em,” he said.

Movement on the left edge of Anakin’s fighter caught his attention.  “Oh-oh,” he said under his breath as one of the small droids came into view.  The thing must have jumped over to his ship as he was scraping them off of Obi-Wan’s.

Artoo also saw the droid and gave a startled whistle, which caught the droid’s attention.  It crawled across the surface of the wing and up to Artoo.  It extended the two front legs, where the laser-cutters were located, towards the base of Artoo’s dome.  But just before it could begin cutting, Artoo opened a small hatch in his body and extended a metal arm.  Artoo zapped the droid with a blue-white shaft of electricity.  A spasm ran through the multi-legged droid’s mental body and blue-white light coursed over its frame.  Then it let go and floated away into space.   

“Ummm….  I seem to be having some problems here,” Obi-Wan said.  “I’ve lost my stabilizers, and the steering is hardly responding.”

“Are your engines still working?”

“Yes.”  

“Good.  If they weren’t, you’d be in trouble,” Anakin said.  

As if on cue, the engines cut out.

“I think I’m in trouble.”
Anakin looked ahead and saw that Obi-Wan’s fighter was heading straight for the giant cruiser.  “Can you eject?”

There was a slight pause, then, “No.  None of my secondary functions are responding.” 

Anakin peered ahead and quickly assessed the situation.  He knew that he was going to have to act fast if he was going to be able to do anything to save Obi-Wan.  He pulled up right next to his former-Master, and with a swift jerk of the controls rammed the side of his fighter against Obi-Wan’s.

“What are you doing?” Obi-Wan yelled.

“Saving your life.  I’m aiming you at the open hangar of the ship.”  One more swift nudge, and Obi-Wan’s fighter was on a direct course to fly into the enormous hangar through the middle of the ship.

“Okay….  Okay….” Obi-Wan said.  His voice was filled with a tension Anakin had never heard before.  “You’re going to have to take out the shield generators for me to get through.”
“Right,” Anakin said, then sped ahead towards the ship.  

Gun turrets opened fire on him as he approached.  He dodged the fire with ease as he piloted towards an area right above the hangar opening.  A massive, metal sphere sat atop of this portion of the ship, and Anakin opened fire on it with all his guns.

The intensity of the laser fire coming at him increased as soon as he began firing, but they did nothing to slow him or halt his barrage.  He pummeled the power source of the shield generators with red lasers.  The Force told him where to shot.  It showed him the weakest spots in the sphere near its base.  Finally, it erupted in a rolling ball of flame that his ship flew through.

As soon as the shields for the hangar went down, the computer systems of the ship automatically began closing the hangar doors.  They were huge, lumbering pieces of durasteel, but they moved surprisingly fast.  

“This just keeps getting better and better,” Obi-Wan said.  

“You’ll make it,” Anakin assured, even though he wasn’t certain himself.

Artoo gave a series of concerned beeps and whistles.

Anakin positioned himself right behind and to the side of Obi-Wan’s fighter as the closing doors loomed closer and closer before them.  He could tell that it was going to be close.  Really close.

With the Force on their side, both of them raced through the closing doors with only a handful of meters to spare on either side of their fighters.  But now Obi-Wan was heading straight for the closed hangar doors on the other side of the ship. 

A flash of light in Obi-Wan’s cockpit caught Anakin’s eye and he knew what Obi-Wan had in mind.  Wanting to give him some room, Anakin banked away so as to make a pass of the inside of the hangar.

As he came around, he saw Obi-Wan’s blue-white lightsaber blade sticking out of the top of his cockpit, cutting a hole.  A second later the round piece flew away and Obi-Wan emerged.  Obi-Wan jumped from the ship just before it crashed into the closed doors on the other side of the hangar.

Anakin watched Obi-Wan fall to his feet on the dull gray floor of the hangar.  As soon as Obi-Wan landed he was attacked by a group of battledroids.  Anakin swung his fighter around and came in.  Obi-Wan was doing his best to fend off the tremendous number of attacking droids with his lightsaber, but there were too many.  Anakin swooped in and opened fire, taking out a large swath of the droids.

Anakin landed as quickly as he could a short ways away and sprang from his cockpit.  He ignited his own, blue-white lightsaber and ran to help Obi-Wan, taking out battledroid after battledroid along his way.  He was swift and incredibly efficient with the blade.  Each spin was tight, each swipe precise as if the blade were an extension of his body.  His control was nearly perfect.

He reached Obi-Wan and they turned back-to-back. 

“The elevators are this way.  Let’s get going,” Anakin said, then began side-stepping to his right.  Obi-Wan mirrored his moves as they swiftly walked towards the elevators with backs to each other, fighting off the attacking droids as they went.  

Anakin and Obi-Wan stood with their backs to the elevator doors as they waited for them to open.  Their lightsabers whirred up and down, back and forth as they continued to fend off the pursuing droids.  Sparks from stray bolts hitting the wall behind them splashed across the backs of their Jedi robes.  The droids walked after them slowly, firing as they came, stepping over their fallen comrades’ broken metal frames.  

A hiss from behind signified that the elevator doors were opening.  

“Go!  I’ll hold them off,” Anakin said over the noise of the fight. 

Obi-Wan took a handful of steps back, then turned only to find a blaster muzzle pointed right at his face.  Several battledroids were occupying the elevator, and were trying to get out to get at them.  Obi-Wan blocked the first shot right back where it came from, then slipped to the side to dodge the second.  He stepped right into the middle of the group of droids, spinning and chopping them down as he entered the elevator.

As he spun, something hard struck the hand holding his lightsaber.  It slipped from his grasp and deactivated as it slid across the floor.  Obi-Wan turned around to find a dazed droid standing behind him.  He had struck it in the head with his hand and almost knocked it over.  But it was regaining its balance quickly, and was raising its blaster to shoot.  With only a split second to react, Obi-Wan grabbed the blaster with both hands and began wrestling with the droid.  The droid held fast, and several shots fired off into the ceiling.

Anakin stepped backwards into the elevator, blocking blaster bolts coming from the charging droids outside until the doors closed.  He turned to see Obi-Wan still struggling with the droid.  

“Don’t move,” he warned Obi-Wan, then stabbed his blade right over his former-Master’s shoulder and into the face of the droid.  The droid went lax, then slumped to the floor to join the other droid bodies there. 

“Thanks,” Obi-Wan said, then the elevator began moving upwards.
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The bridge of the cruiser was even more bustling now.  Dooku studied the holo-display with a wary eye, keeping his senses peeled for any sudden movement from Grievous or his bodyguards.  Things were getting out of hand outside.  The ring of battleships that had been protecting their cruiser were mostly destroyed, and now the ship was surrounded by Assault and Jedi Cruisers.  It was as if the situation had been reversed.  The Republic cruisers didn’t fire upon the cruiser.  They were only firing outward at the Separatist ships trying to break through.

The giant cruiser was trapped with nowhere to go.

“What now, General?” Dooku asked.

Grievous peered at him for just a handful of seconds, then clicked on the comm. and said, “Prepare to fire on the Republic cruisers.”

Dooku had expected as much, but he still had to play his part of this whole charade to keep Grievous guessing.

Dooku clicked on the comm. and said, “Belay that order, Lieutenant.”

Grievous stared daggers at Dooku, and Dooku said, “Are you mad?  If we attack those ships they will surely defend themselves, and the fact that we hold their leader captive will no longer be a shield for us.  They cannot afford to allow this ship to gain such an advantage.  We will all be destroyed.”

“Those ships will not stand a chance against our superior shielding and firepower.”  Grievous said.  “Remember, Dooku—I have planned for everything on this mission.”  Grievous clicked the comm. on again.  “Commence firing!”

Dooku watched on the display as the blaster bolts and missiles began striking the Republic cruisers.  Apparently, the Republic ships had anticipated such a move, because they had their shields well balanced across their hulls and were able to withstand the onslaught without any serious damage.  The Republic ships sat there taking the pummeling for some time.  But then it was clear that the order to defend themselves was given, because all of them began returning fire.

“Prepare the main gun!” Grievous ordered.

“Sir!  The intruder alert has been activated,” a Neimodian voice said.  “Two Jedi have been spotted on the hangar level.”

Dooku could tell that Grievous hadn’t expected this.  Or so he thought….

“You seem surprised,” Dooku jabbed.  “Did your planning not include such an instance, General?”

“Lock down all elevators on that level,” Grievous ordered.  He began walking for the elevator, and his bodyguards followed right behind.  “I’ll handle this matter myself,” he said as he passed Dooku.

“I’m sure you will, General,” Dooku said with a sideways look as Grievous and his droids got in the elevator.  After the doors closed with a hiss, he turned back to the holo-display and said to himself, “I’m sure you will.”


Both Anakin and Obi-Wan nearly lost their balance and fell over as the elevator came to a sudden stop.  Standing next to the control panel, Anakin looked it over.  He tried pushing the button again.  Nothing happened.  Then, the flashing lights of the panel went out. 

“I think they know we’re here,” Anakin said.

“Right,” Obi-Wan said.  He moved to the doors and tried to pry them open, but they wouldn’t budge.  He tried again, and got the same result.  “The doors are magnetically sealed,” he said as he reached into his robes and produced his lightsaber.

He clicked it on with a snapp-hiss and began cutting into the doors.  Once he was finished, he deactivated the humming blade and replaced it on his hip.  Then, with a quick wave of his hand he yanked the cut out piece of durasteel out of the door and let it fall to the floor.  

Both he and Anakin approached the hole to peer through, and realized that there was no way they were getting out that way.  There was nothing but a solid wall of plating in front of them.  There was no door through which to get out of the shaft and back into the main part of the ship.

“We’re wasting time,” Anakin said, getting out his own blade and activating it.  But instead of trying to cut through the wall of the shaft outside of the hole Obi-Wan had cut, Anakin turned his attention upwards and began cutting a hole in the ceiling.  He made quick work of the hole, and once it was done he raised his black-gloved, right hand and blasted the metal out of the way with the Force.  He moved under the hole and, gathering the Force within him, sprang up through it and onto the top of the elevator.

The shaft was dark and impossibly tall, stretching high into the air with no end in sight.  Using the Force to aid his eyesight, Anakin saw a set of doors that led out of the shaft about twenty meters up.

He moved back to the edge of the hole in the ceiling of the elevator.  Obi-Wan was standing just below him peering up.  “I see a way out.  Come on,” he said. 

Obi-Wan nodded.  Then Anakin watched as his former-Master’s eyes were drawn away from his to focus on something else.  Obi-Wan squinted as he peered up and over Anakin’s shoulder.  Anakin was about to turn to see what he was looking at when a prompting in the Force told him to move—now!

Anakin rolled to the side on top of the elevator just in time to avoid being hit in the back by a barrage of red blaster bolts.  The bolts exploded on the top of the elevator with a spray of sparks.  Anakin came up out of the roll with his lightsaber in hand and activated it just in time to block three more shots from above.

A group of battledroids had opened the doors to the elevator shaft and were shooting down at him.  Anakin tried his best to deflect the bolts back up at the shooters, but the angle of the shaft made it difficult.  He waved his gloved hand and, using the Force, pulled the entire group of droids out of the doorway and tumbling into the shaft.  The droids crashed onto the top of the elevator in a heap.  With the door opening clear, Anakin gathered the Force within himself again and leapt into the air.

Anakin landed just inside of the doors with his lightsaber held at the ready.  A group of eight battledroids were running down the hall, and as soon as they saw him they raised their blasters and opened fire.  Anakin’s saber moved swiftly, blocking every blast that came close to hitting him and sending several right back at their sources.  The droids not taken down by deflected blaster fire met their end by the aggressive slashes of Anakin’s blade.

The hall was empty again, and only the hum of Anakin’s lightsaber and the soft hissing of the cut metal of the downed droids could be heard.  Wisps of smoke and the smell of ozone filled the air as Anakin surveyed the hall ahead.  He could hear something approaching, but wasn’t certain what it was yet.

It finally dawned on him what it was.  He tightened his grip on his lightsaber and held it up in front of him.  He moved his feet into a more effective defensive stance.

“Obi-Wan, I need you up here—quick!” he called over his shoulder into the elevator shaft.  

“I’m a little busy at the moment!” Anakin heard Obi-Wan’s faint voice call up the shaft. 

The sound grew louder, closer, and Anakin tensed.  He narrowed his eyes as four Destroyer Droids rolled around the corner of the hall.  The four droids unfolded mere meters away from Anakin and aimed their blaster arms at him.  Their shields activated, encapsulating their rounded frames with a blue-white energy field, and they opened fire.

Anakin submersed himself in the Force, and drew upon the power his emotions lent him to stave off the attack.  There were so many blaster bolts coming at him.  Too many.  His blue-white blade was a blur of motion as he moved to deflect each one that came too close to hitting him, but deflecting did no good.  The bolts were merely absorbed by the shields of the droideka.

One deflected shot hit a pipe in the wall to Anakin’s left side.  The ruptured pipe caused a small explosion, which ignited the escaping gas into a fireball.  The blast knocked Anakin backwards and off his feet.  When he landed he continued tumbling head over heels as he fell through the open doors of the elevator shaft.  His lightsaber fell out of his hand as he tumbled, and he grabbed the ledge of the doorway just in time to keep from falling into the darkness below.

Hanging on the ledge, unarmed, Anakin could hear the mechanical sounds of the droideka’s walking towards the open shaft.  They would be right in front of him any second, and he would be defenseless.  

Anakin gathered the Force within him and pulled his body upwards.  He launched up, and as he passed the open doorway he saw the Destroyer Droids just a handful of meters away.  The droids opened fire upon seeing him.  Anakin tucked and flipped to avoid being hit by the blasts, then let himself fall down into the darkness of the shaft. 

Obi-Wan watched Anakin disappear through the hole in the ceiling.  He moved under the hole to follow him up, and Anakin leaned back over the edge and said, “I think I see a way out.  Come on.”

Obi-Wan nodded, then the sudden appearance of light up the shaft over Anakin’s shoulder caught his attention.  He squinted and saw what the source of light was, then saw a streak of red light heading straight for them.  Anakin rolled to the side.  Obi-Wan ducked out of the way and moved back away from underneath the hole in the ceiling.  

He heard the sound of Anakin’s lightsaber igniting, followed by the whirring swish-swish of him blocking the blast bolts.  This went on for some time, but then the sounds ended just as quickly as they had started.  He couldn’t hear any blasters shooting, and he couldn’t hear the low hum of Anakin’s lightsaber anymore.

But then there was a thunderous series of THUDs! on the ceiling.  The loud crash caused Obi-Wan to flinch in spite of himself.  

“Anakin?” he asked after a few seconds passed without any further stirring.

There was no answer.  There was a slight scrapping noise, then the sound of footsteps.

“Anakin?” Obi-Wan asked again as he stepped towards the hole.  

All of a sudden a battledroid dropped down through the hole with its blaster pointed right at him.  Surprised, Obi-Wan ignited his lightsaber and blocked the first bolt, then cut the droid in half.  As the droid fell in two halves, another droid suddenly dropped out of the hole in the ceiling.  Obi-Wan backed away, blocking the blaster bolts as another, and another battle droid dropped down behind the first.  It seemed as if as soon as Obi-Wan managed to cut down one droid, another dropped down through the ceiling to take its place.  Sparks were erupting all over, and smoke began filling the elevator.

“Obi-Wan, I need you up here—quick!” Anakin’s voice called down through the shaft.

“I’m a little busy at the moment!” Obi-Wan called back as he blocked a flurry of laser bolts and cut down yet another droid.  

Finally, six battledroids later, the fight was over.  But just in case there were more on the roof, Obi-Wan kept his lightsaber ignited and held at the ready as the smoke dissipated and spraks continued to fly from holes in the walls.  With his free hand, he retrieved his comm. link from his utility belt.

“Artoo Deetoo, do you read me?” he said into the comm..  “Artoo Deetoo, come in.”

He waited for a second, then a series of chirps and bleeps erupted from the comm..

“Good.  I need you to get to a computer terminal for the ship right away.  Anakin and I are stuck in the elevators and we need you to get them moving again.  Do you think you can do that?”  Artoo gave an affirmative chirp.

Obi-Wan was about to respond, when another loud thud hit the ceiling of the elevator.  “Stand by,” Obi-Wan said to Artoo, then put the comm. up and raised his lightsaber.  He inched toward the hole in the ceiling as footsteps above came closer to it, ready to chop down the battledroids as soon as they appeared.  A dark-clad figure dropped down through the hole and Obi-Wan raised his lightsaber to strike.

Anakin’s eyes went wide at the sight of the raised blade.  “Whoa!  Whoa!  I thought we were on the same side,” Anakin said with raised hands.

Obi-Wan deactivated the blade.  “Sorry.  I thought you were another one of them,” he said, indicating to the pile of droid bodies on the floor.  More chips and whistles came from the comm. link, and Obi-Wan brought it back up to his mouth.  “I don’t know.” he said in response to Artoo’s question.  “Just get them all operational again, I guess.”

Artoo gave an affirmative bleep.

A second later the elevator lurched and began moving up again. 

The elevator stopped several stories later.  The outer doors opened, but the inner doors were damaged when Obi-Wan had cut through them, so they remained closed.  Anakin peered out, then stepped through the hole in the doors and out into the darkened hallway.  


The long hall showed no signs that any droid patrols were around.  There were signs of severe wear and tear throughout the hall.  Pockets of rust and dust were all over, and several pipes were leaking liquid and steam through cracks in their joint-sealings.  The floor was covered by scuffmarks and signs of heavy traffic.  Clearly The Wars were taking a toll on the Separatists’ well-lined pockets. 


Anakin waited for Obi-Wan to come through the elevator door, then the two of them began walking.


“All I’m saying is that this whole thing seems a little irrational—risking so much just to save one man,” Obi-Wan said.


“One great man that has done more for the Republic than anyone in the past millennium,” Anakin pointed out.


“From your point of view,” Obi-Wan said as he glanced down a side hall.


Anakin stopped dead in his tracks.  “What’s that supposed to mean?” he demanded.


Obi-Wan turned to regard Anakin.  He shrugged.  “I just don’t share with your view that Chancellor Palpatine is so great for the Republic.  He’s too quick to push for, and accept, further expansion of his Emergency Powers.”


“Only when necessary for the good of the Republic.”


“But at what cost?” Obi-Wan countered.  “How many more freedoms need to be removed “for the good of the Republic?”  How much more power does the office of the Supreme Chancellor really need?  Palpatine’s too comfortable with power and control.  It makes me worried.”


“Then why did you even come here?” Anakin asked, defensive.


“To help you get through this alive, my friend,” Obi-Wan said with a small smile, clasping a hand on Anakin’s shoulder.  Then he turned and began walking again.


Anakin was disarmed by Obi-Wan’s admission of loyalty.  He could say nothing as he watched Obi-Wan walk away down the hall.  Finally, he began walking again and said, “You’re wrong about Chancellor Palpatine.  He’s a good man and knows what’s best for the people.”


“I’ve always been under the impression that the people know what’s best for the people—not one man,” Obi-Wan said as he was about to turn a corner in the hall. 


A powerful shudder surged through the ship, and Anakin and Obi-Wan were tossed against the walls.  Both of them stared at the ceiling, wondering what was going on.  Another impact hit a second later, followed by the muffled echoes of explosions.


“They’re firing upon the ship,” Obi-Wan said.


“Have they gone mad!?  They’re risking killing the Chancellor by doing that!” Anakin said, angry.


“What choice do you think the senate has?” Obi-Wan asked.  “You saw what that bombardment gun was doing to Coruscant.  Chancellor’s life or not, the city needs to be protected.  Which means we’re running out of time…” Obi-Wan said, beginning to walk again.  


A string of chirps and whistles from behind caused the two of them to turn around.


“What are you doing here, Artoo?” Anakin asked.  “Wait back at the ship.  It’s not safe for you here.”


The small droid stopped short of Anakin, and gave a high-pitched protest.


“Yeah, well, that doesn’t do much good against battledroids, now does it?  Now get back to the ship,” Anakin said, pointing his gloved hand back down the hall.


Artoo gave a final, woeful warble, then turned and rolled back towards the elevator he had come from. 

Anakin and Obi-Wan watched until Artoo was half way down the hall, then turned and walked around the corner.

Artoo was almost to the elevator before he turned his domed head around to make certain that Anakin and Obi-Wan were out of sight.  Seeing that they were, the little droid turned around and began following them again—staying at a discrete distance so as not to be noticed.

Obi-Wan and Anakin hurried through the dark, dank corridors of the Separatist Cruiser, alert for any signs of droids and another elevator that would take them to a higher level.  Distant, and not so distant, explosions continued to rock the ship.  It appeared that the attack was in full force now, and that the Republic ships were determined to destroy the ship as quickly as they could.

A soft beeping suddenly erupted from Obi-Wan’s utility belt.  He retrieved the beeping device from his belt, clicked it open and looked at the small screen.

“We’re picking up Shaak Ti’s tracking signal,” he said.  

Jedi Master Shaak Ti had been in charge of the security for the Supreme Chancellor, and had been taken captive along with Palpatine.  They had thought her dead, but the activation of her tracking signal gave Obi-Wan hope that perhaps she had escaped and was nearby.  They could definitely use her help.

Slowly, Obi-Wan waved the tracking device from side to side to determine exactly which direction the signal was coming from, and how far away it was.  His brow furrowed when he saw the result.  He clicked the device closed and put it back in its pouch.  “She’s just down the hall and around the corner.”

Anakin peered down the darkened, steam-filled hall, and Obi-Wan did the same.  Something about the situation didn’t quite seem right, but neither of them could sense any immanent danger.  Regardless, they both retrieved their lightsabers.

“It’s a trap,” Anakin said.

“I agree.  We must be cautious,” Obi-Wan stated, then they began walking down the hall. 

The hall ended in a T-intersection.  The blast doors on the right were closed, so they could only turn left.  Cautiously, they rounded the corner, then ignited their lightsabers as soon as they saw what was down at the end of the hall.  Their eyes locked on the tall figure standing there, Anakin and Obi-Wan walked halfway down the hall, then stopped.

Anakin stared directly into General Grievous’ viper-like eyes, hate washing over him and surging through his body.  

Obi-Wan looked from The General, to his droid bodyguards and their electro-staffs, to Shaak Ti, who was standing directly in front of Grievous.  Shaak Ti appeared exhausted.  Her hands were in binders in front of her, and a smear of blood was running down the left side of her red and white colored face.  Her knees were like jelly and she seemed to be having trouble standing.  She might have collapsed onto the floor were it not for General Grievous’ skeletal hand gripping the back of her neck, holding her up. 

The Togruta Jedi peered at the floor in an defeated gaze, but once she finally mustered the strength to raise her head and saw Anakin and Obi-Wan they became wide and alert.

“Obi-Wan, it’s a tra—nnguupp,“ she managed to get out before Grievous’ vice-like fingers gripped her throat to silence her.  A spasm of pain surged through Shaak Ti as she was lifted up onto her tip-toes by the Droid General. 

Anakin took a bold step forward, but Obi-Wan brought him to a halt with an outstretched arm across his chest.

“No.  It’s exactly what he wants,” Obi-Wan said, scanning up and down the walls of the hallway, searching for something.  After a time he found what he was looking for and turned his attention back to Grievous.

“You should not have come aboard my ship, Jedi,” Grievous said, his strong, mechanical voice reverberating throughout the hall.  He released his grip on Shaak Ti’s neck and she crumpled onto all fours.  She gasped for air as her tired, bound hands pushed her up onto her knees.  Grievous raised his right hand to reveal Shaak Ti’s lightsaber.  With a snap-hiss, he ignited the blue-white blade.  

“The end of the Age of the Jedi is nigh!” Grievous declared, raising the blade into the air.  “Prepare to meet your destiny!”  Grievous brought the blade down.  With a quick, forward thrust he stabbed it through Shaak Ti’s back and out the middle of her chest.

Shaak Ti’s black eyes went wide and her mouth opened as if to scream, but only a soft gasp came out as her last breath left her.  Grievous retracted the blade, then deactivated it.  Shaak Ti fell forward onto her face with a thud.

Anakin and Obi-Wan watched in horror.  The brutality of it was too much for Anakin.  He could no longer contain his rage.  He rushed forward with his lightsaber held high.

Grievous reacted instantly.  He tossed the lightsaber to the side and pulled out his blasters.  He fired at Anakin with both barrels as he side-stepped to the right.  Anakin blocked the blaster bolts with ease as he rushed forward, and the shots exploded in a curving arch on the wall with a shower of sparks.  

Grievous continued to side-step until he was next to the wall.  Then, when Anakin was only a handful of meters away, Grievous slammed a metal fist down onto a pipe, breaking it in half.  The busted pipe spewed a torrent of white steam directly in Anakin’s path and across the hall, cutting the Jedi off from being able to reach Grievous.  

Anakin skidded to a stop to avoid being burnt by the blast, and through the hissing of the steam he could hear Grievous’ grating laugh.

“Stupid, predictable Jedi,” Grievous sneered at Anakin.

Filled with anger and an insatiable desire to kill Grievous, Anakin gathered his strength and took a step towards the scorching cloud of steam.  He was confident that if he could focus his hatred enough the power of it would protect him from the heat.  He knew he could do it.  Somehow, he knew it.

He took another step forward, the power of his rage swelling inside him.

“Anakin, droids!” Obi-Wan yelled from behind.

Anakin snapped out of it and turned to look at Obi-Wan, who was staving off an aggressively approaching line of twenty or so battledroids, Super battledroids and Droidekas with what looked like even more behind them.

“They came from the other end of the hallway—from behind the closed door,” Obi-Wan said.  

Anakin forgot about Grievous and rushed back to help Obi-Wan. 

“The hatch!  Open the hatch on the wall!” Obi-Wan shouted as Anakin approached.

Anakin looked along the wall until he found the ventilation hatch Obi-Wan was referring to.  With a few quick swipes of his lightsaber, Anakin cut the fastenings of the metal grating over the hatch, then he used the Force to yank the cover off and flung it across the hall to hit two approaching battledroids.

“Obi-Wan!” Anakin yelled as he put a foot inside the hatch.

“Go!” Obi-Wan yelled over the deafening sound of the laser fire as he backed towards the hatch.  “I’ll be right behind you!”

Anakin hesitated for a second, then disappeared into the vent shaft.

Obi-Wan blocked the flurry of blaster bolts with his lightsaber, moving it at incredible speed and accuracy.  Droid after approaching droid fell from the deflected blasts, but many, many others continued forward in their places.  Knowing that he needed to get out of there before he was overpowered, Obi-Wan turned and ran for the hatch opening and dove into its darkness.
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Anakin and Obi-Wan crawled their way down and through the darkened vent shaft.  Several times explosions coursing through the ship knocked them into the walls of the narrow shaft.  The attacks appeared to becoming more and more violent, and both of them knew that the damage the ship must be sustaining would eventually seal their own fate if they didn’t hurry.


“I think we were followed,” Obi-Wan said after hearing what sounded like metal bodies moving in the darkness behind him.


“I see light ahead,” Anakin said.  “We’re almost out.”


The source of the light came into view around the next bend in the shaft.  It was another vent grating, and from it emanated a low, rhythmic hum of pulsing energy and machinery.


Anakin made quick work of the grating with his lightsaber, and he and Obi-Wan dropped out to find themselves in the middle of the vast engine room of the ship.  

Twisting, metal pillars that reached to just below the ceiling of the long, narrow room, lining either side.  Short barbs that were electrodes stuck out from the ceiling just above the pillars, and yellow-white energy snaked between them before jumping to a central collection node in the middle of the ceiling that shot the energy in a twisting shaft down and away into the far recesses of the room.


Several pipes along one wall had been ruptured by the explosions, and liquid fuel was spilling into the room at an alarming rate.  Anakin and Obi-Wan began splashing through the shallow puddle, and Anakin noticed that after only a few steps the level had risen from his ankles to the middle of his shins.  He looked around him at the highly-flammable fuel, then up at the ceiling and the power couplings.  He turned to look at Obi-Wan and saw that he too was regarding the electrical surges with dread. 


Movement behind Obi-Wan caught Anakin’s eye and he looked to see several battledroids dropping out of the vent shaft they had recently exited.


“Come on,” Anakin said, then turned around and began high-stepping it through the quickly rising fuel.


Luckily for them, the droids had big enough processors to know not to open fire in such an environment.  If they had they could have possibly ignited the fuel and blown them, and most likely the ship, to pieces.  The battledroids sloshed after them as fast as they could and tried not to be swept away by the growing tide.


Soon the fuel level was so high that running through it became impossible, and shortly after that even wading was not an option.  So Anakin and Obi-Wan had to swim through the choppy torrent as it crawled closer and closer to the electrodes on the ceiling.


Obi-Wan glanced behind him for the battledroids, but they had disappeared.  Not programmed to swim, he was sure that they had sank to the bottom and were no longer a threat.  “We’ve got to get out of here!” he called to Anakin over the noise of the rushing fuel and the crackling of the power couplings only a few meters above their heads now. 


All of a sudden Obi-Wan felt a pair of metal hands grab his ankles, and the next thing he knew he was being pulled under the surface.


The fuel stung his eyes when he opened them to see what had grabbed him, and he found himself face to face with two battledroids.  One reached out to grab Obi-Wan by the neck, while the other tried to pin his arms to his sides.  He deflected the arms of one, then grabbed the wrists of the outstretched hands clawing for his throat.  With a quick twist of his arms and a shifting of his bodyweight, Obi-Wan snapped the hands right off of the droid’s arms and dropped them.  Then he kicked off of the floor, and as he floated back towards the surface he kicked the other droid in the head, knocking it off in the process.


He took a deep, much needed breath when he resurfaced, then began swimming to catch back up with Anakin, who was just about to the hatch of an access tunnel. 


The fuel level was getting dangerously close to the electrodes now, and Anakin eyed them warily as he forced the hatch open.


“Obi-Wan—hurry!” he yelled to his former Master, who was swimming towards him as fast as he could.  Anakin waited as long as he dared for him to catch up, then he climbed up into the hatch and began crawling as fast as he could through the metal-ribbed tunnel.  He could hear Obi-Wan trudging along behind him, and he hoped that they would both be fast enough to get out of this alive.  Anakin knew that once that fuel reached those electrodes it would ignite in a big way, and if they were still in the tunnel nothing they could do would save them.


Anakin could see the end of the tunnel up ahead now, and he quickened his pace even more.  When he reached the hatch he used all his muscle to open it and spilled out into the hall outside.  Surprisingly, Obi-Wan was already poking his head out of the tunnel when Anakin got to his feet and turned around.  Anakin pulled out his lightsaber as Obi-Wan dropped out of the hatch.  He slammed the door shut, then ignited his blue-white blade and welded the door shut.  

He had just finished when a deafening boom tore through his ears.  The ship lurched as if a giant hand had picked it up and shook it, sending Anakin and Obi-Wan flying off of their feet and crashing into the ceiling, then the walls and back to the floor.  The screeching sound of ripping metal pierced the hull of the ship, as if it were screaming from the pain of the explosion.  The lights went out, and pipes ruptured spewing steam and liquids onto them as they lay on the floor, dazed from the violent jolt.  

Klaxon alarms began droning in low, soft tones.  The emergency lighting came online casting an eerie, yellow glow throughout the hall.  Anakin and Obi-Wan came out of the shock of their tussle and struggled back to their feet.  Anakin clutched his stomach, still trying to catch the breath that had been knocked out of him.  They looked each other over, assessing one another for wounds or other serious injuries.  Seeing none, they traded assuring nods that they were both all right.

“Come on,” Anakin said, then began running down the hall.  

The severity and desperation of the situation had just stepped up a notch.  Anakin knew that the ship was no doubt severely damaged now, for how could it not be after such an explosion?  It was falling apart all around them and they still didn’t know where Chancellor Palpatine was.  Anakin had to find him and rescue him.  The very fate of the Republic depended on it.  He knew it, and he would not allow anything, or anyone, get in his way.  He would do whatever it took to do what he needed to do.  Whatever it took. 

The bridge of the giant cruiser was absolute chaos.  The lights were flickering off and on, and sparks were spraying out of numerous control panels.  Several of the Neimodian technicians manning the bridge had been tossed from their chairs at their consoles, and were groggily getting back up to re-man their posts.

Dooku had also been tossed off of his feet, but he had been able to control his fall and protect himself through the power of the dark side.  He stood now at the railing on the upper dais of the bridge.

“Lieutenant—damage report,” he ordered.  

“One moment, sir.  The computer isn’t functioning properly,” the Neimodian called up to him.

What in the galaxy does Grievous think he’s doing? Dooku thought as he waited for the damage report.  He was supposed to kill the Jedi, not destroy the entire ship!

“The computer is coming back in-line now, Count Dooku, sir…”

“What happened?”

“It appears that there was a fuel leak in the main engines housings, and that is what caused the explosion.  All primary propulsion systems are off-line.  No secondary propulsion systems are responding.  Hull breeches on levels twenty-six through fifty-three, and sub-level five through…” the lieutenant trailed off, then stared up at The Count with a horrified expression.  “The ship’s been torn in half!” he yelled.

Dooku stared at him for a second, not believing what he was hearing.  “Impossible!” he said.  He considered the matter for a handful of seconds, then moved to the giant holo-projector console in the middle of the upper dais.  He clicked a button and spoke into the receiver.  “Hail our closest ship.  Get me a holo-image of our ship—now!”

“Yes, sir.” 

Dooku peered out of the wide bank of windows that made up the viewport of the bridge.  Coruscant was enormous in their view, filling up the entire bay of windows, and Jedi Cruisers and Republic Assault Cruisers had them surrounded.  And if what the lieutenant was saying was true they were now at the mercy of the Republic’s forces—sitting ducks for them to do with as they pleased.

“Holo-image transmitting,” the Neimodian technician said through the comm.., and a second later a blue-white image of the outside of the giant cruiser appeared.  

The ship had indeed been ripped in two by the enormous explosion.  Right down to the keel.  Debris and venting gases were spilling out of the ends of the halves of the ship, which was still on fire in several places.  The force of the explosion had knocked the aft half of the ship quite a ways back towards the planet, and Republic and Separatist ships alike were trying desperately to scramble out of its way before it smashed into them.  

Dooku watched as the aft portion of the ship tumbled further and further away towards the city-planet below.  Without propulsion, the gravity well of the planet had grabbed a hold of the floating, mammoth piece of debris and was intent on reeling it in.  Dooku wondered how long it would be before the same thing happened to the bow portion of the ship.  Probably not long.

The sound of the elevator doors hissing open behind him brought Dooku out of his thoughts, and he turned to see Grievous and his droid bodyguards walking towards him.  Seething with rage, Dooku marched towards him.

“You fool!” Dooku yelled, raising his right hand with his palm facing up.  Grievous’ large metal frame rose into the air as if a giant hand had picked him up and was holding him there.  “You were supposed to dispense of the Jedi, not blast the ship in half,” Dooku said with his arm raised.

Grievous’ bodyguards came at Dooku with their electro-staffs ignited and ready.  Dooku lowered his arm as the droids ran at him and Grievous dropped back to his feet, stumbling to keep from falling over.  Then, with one quick wave of his hand, Dooku sent the droid bodyguards flying across the upper dais and into the far wall.  

Grievous had regained his balance by now, and he was standing just mere meters away from Dooku with his hands held ready to pull out a weapon.  The droids had untangled themselves from a pile on the floor and were standing again, but Dooku paid them no mind as they approached more cautiously this time.  Dooku just kept his eyes fixed on Grievous’, his right hand hovering over the curved lightsaber hilt hanging from his utility belt.  The chaos and noise on the bridge had come to a complete stand-still as everyone below watched the fight unfolding above them.

Grievous raised a hand to signal to his bodyguards to stand down, then growled, “This was not my doing.  It was the Republic’s attack that caused the rupture in the engine room.”

Dooku’s anger was still potent, but he reigned it in for the sake of their mission.  “Now we have no choice but to evacuate the ship.  I hope, for your sake, General, that you can execute something as trivial as a successful escape from this fiasco.”

A growl seemed to emanate from Grievous’ vocal amplifier as he stared at Dooku with hatred in his eyes, then he started for the comm. console to contact the closest ships in order to organize their escape.  

The lull in the chaos on the bridge was short lived as two robed figures suddenly ran in from the hall onto the main, lower floor.  Holding ignited lightsabers in front of them defensively, the two Jedi rushed into the middle of the floor of the bridge, eyes scanning and senses alert for any possible attack.

The Neimodian technicians at their consoles in front of the bay of windows jumped up from their seats and shrank away from the invading Jedi duo like scared children.  They cowered in groups off to the sides, hiding their faces and looking to each other for comfort.  The pilot was the only Neimodian that didn’t run for cover, but that was only because he was separated from the Jedi by being on the small, middle level of the bridge.  Yet the pilot’s chair appeared even bigger than it already was because the Neimodian was sinking as low in it as he could to avoid drawing attention to himself.

Anakin and Obi-Wan scanned the bridge, then settled their eyes on the upper dais once they saw who was standing there.

Dooku was at the railing, leaning on it with both hands.  Grievous and his bodyguards moved to stand right next to him.

“Where’s Palpatine, Dooku?” Anakin demanded.

“Master Kenobi, Young Skywalker,” Dooku said with a taunting smile.  “I might have known it was the two of you.  Only you are dim-witted enough to risk your lives to save someone like Palpatine.”  He turned to Grievous, and with a nod ordered him to act. 

Grievous took the left flight of stairs down from the upper dais, while his bodyguards took the right.

“They’re coming at us from both sides,” Obi-Wan said.  “We’ve got to stick together.”

Anakin nodded, but he was only half listening.  He continued to stare up at Dooku with hatred in his eyes as Grievous and his bodyguards reached the ground level and approached from both sides.  Dooku stared right back, but not with hatred.  Rather, his expression was a contemptuous sneer, which only further enraged Anakin.

The droid bodyguards approached Anakin slowly, cautiously, while Grievous took bold, heavy steps toward Obi-Wan.  Obi-Wan raised his lightsaber defensively, ready for anything from General Greivous.  He had heard that Grievous was a cunning warrior and was skilled in combat with practically any weapon.  

A bony, white hand slipped into Grievous’ cloak as he walked forward and emerged holding a dull-silver lightsaber hilt.  Obi-Wan’s eyes went back and forth from the hilt to Grievous’ eyes.  A wicked smile crossed the Droid General’s eyes at seeing this, and he activated the green blade with a snap-hiss.

One of the droid bodyguards made the first move.  It lunged forward at Anakin with its electro-staff.  Still peering up at Dooku, Anakin raised his lightsaber to block the blow, then another, and another from the droid.  The impact of his blade with the electro-staff made a screeching sound, like some strange animal crying out in pain.  After the few futile attempts by the droid Anakin kicked it in the stomach and sent it skidding backwards across the floor.

The droid’s companion was on top of Anakin as soon as the kick had hit its mark.  It came at him quickly and without restraint.  The second bodyguard rejoined his companion and they tried to divide his attention by coming at him from both sides.  Anakin moved his lightsaber blade quickly from side to side, from shoulder to shoulder deflecting the swings from the droids.  

Just after the pair of droids attacked Anakin, Grievous lunged forward at Obi-Wan.  The Droid General came at Obi-Wan fast and hard, trading high swipes and low stabs at an incredible rate.  Obi-Wan had to focus deeply on the Force to keep up with the moves, and his face contorted into a visage of stern determination.

Connected by their strong bond in the Force, Anakin and Obi-Wan were a dangerous and cunning duo.  Their years of fighting together in such uneven matches had honed their skills to an unparalleled level.  Without even a word, they both spun in the opposite direction and traded opponents.  This unexpected move severely threw off the attacks of their aggressors, and they took advantage of the situation.

Anakin came at Grievous with so much aggression that The General was forced to backpedal.  Obi-Wan had the advantage on the pair of druids.  He drove them back several steps, but then the droids came at him with redoubled speed and determination and Obi-Wan was again forced to go on the defensive.

Or so the droids thought. 

Once again Anakin and Obi-Wan used their strong bond in the Force to their advantage to cause confusion amongst their attackers.  As Obi-Wan backed away from the two droids and their swinging electro-staffs, Anakin stopped his offensive push on Grievous and allowed himself to be backed up towards Obi-Wan’s back.

But just before their backs touched Anakin leapt into the air.  He back flipped over Obi-Wan and the two droids.  A split second later Obi-Wan turned to handle Grievous, and Anakin landed behind the droid duo.  With one quick horizontal swipe Anakin cut one of the droids in half at the waist, resulting in a brilliant spray of sparks and a gurgling sound from the droid as its red eyes went dark.  The other droid turned to block another swipe by Anakin that would have cut it from head to hip.

As Anakin traded blows with the droid he saw Dooku turn and walk away from the railing up above.  Dooku was was getting away, and Anakin couldn’t allow that.  He needed Dooku to show him where they were holding the Chancellor.

With a scowl, Anakin turned his full attention back to the droid and attacked with full force.  He spun and jabbed, parried and ducked until he got his opening.  Then, he came up out of a spin and thrust his left arm out at the droid, hitting it with a powerful Force Push.  The droid flew backwards through the air and crashed into the middle dais of the bridge right next to the pilot’s chair.  

Anakin began running after Dooku.  

“Anakin—where are you going?” Obi-Wan called after him.

“He’s getting away!” Anakin yelled.

“We’re supposed to stick together!  The Council wants Dooku alive.  You can’t do that alone!”

But Anakin didn’t listen. 

Seeing Anakin coming right for him, the panicked pilot jump up from his seat and ran off, screaming.  Anakin jumped into the air, flipped and landed on the floor of the upper dais.  Ahead of him he saw the doors of an elevator and knew that that must have been where Dooku had gone.  He ran to them and forced them open.  The elevator car wasn’t there.  Only an empty shaft.  Apparently the car was still wherever Dooku was.

“Anakin!  I still need your help down here!” Obi-Wan yelled as he parried Grievous’ swipes.

But still Anakin paid him no mind.  His thirst for revenge on Dooku and his desire to find and rescue Palpatine had taken complete control of him now.  He stepped to the edge of the shaft and looked up into the darkness.  Then he jumped into the air to pursue his prey and to find the man he cared for the most, leaving Obi-Wan behind to face his enemies alone.

Silently, Obi-Wan cursed Anakin for racing off without him.  Not only was he worried about handling Grievous and the remaining bodyguard alone, but he was also worried for Anakin’s safety.  Anakin’s lightsaber skills had improved immensely over the past three years since he and Dooku had last fought, but he still had much to learn about the Force and control.  

Dooku was skilled not only with a saber, but in many other, darker ways that Obi-Wan was certain Anakin would not be able to defend himself against.  Even Master Yoda had been greatly fatigued by his fight with Dooku in that Geonosis hanger all those years ago.  Even Master Yoda had not been able to stop Dooku from escaping alone.  So what chance could Anakin possibly have?

Grievous spun forward with his green blade and Obi-Wan was forced to bring his thoughts back to the matter at hand.  The remaining bodyguard had recovered from the toss Anakin had given him and was flipping through the air to land directly behind Obi-Wan.  When the droid did, Obi-Wan was forced with the difficult position of having to defend the attacks of two swift opponents coming at him from opposite sides.

Obi-Wan spun and moved his blade in a complicated choreography from high to low to defend himself.  Numerous times he tried to break to one side or the other to get out from between the two, but Grievous and the droid cut off his attempts with well-placed blows that forced him back between them.  Obi-Wan held his ground as he fended them off, but he knew that eventually he would begin to tire while these two, being mechanical, would still be at their fastest.  He needed to do something to get away from them and meet back up with Anakin before it was too late.

Obi-Wan tried again to get out from between them by side-stepping to the left.  He took a large step to try to beat the blows he knew would come to block his way, but Grievous and the droid countered his move by side-stepping to meet him and obstruct his path.  A quick glance over his shoulder showed Obi-Wan that his chance had come.  As Obi-Wan had hoped, Grievous and the droid had overstepped in order to cut him off to the left in the direction of the bay of windows.  Now there was a gap behind him, towards the middle of the room.  

Obi-Wan leapt into the air and did a double back flip, landing several meters back away from the bay of windows and further into the middle of the room.  Grievous and his bodyguard turned to watch him land then came towards him in a slow, predatorial gate, fanning out to either side to try to surround him once more.  But Obi-Wan wasn’t planning on giving them such an opportunity again.

Seeing that there was enough room to make a run for it, the Neimodian crew dashed across the floor behind Grievous and the bodyguard and off the bridge.  One of them hit a panel next to the doors as he ran out, and after he did the thick doors began to iris shut.

Closing his eyes to slits, Obi-Wan pulled at one of the high-backed chairs in front of a computer terminal with the Force.  The chair barely budged.  Obi-Wan dug in deeper and put more concentration into it and the chair began to tear from the bolts holding it to the floor.  

Grievous and the droid were almost to him now.  They were tensing, and Obi-Wan could sense that they were about to come in for an attack.

And then they did.

With one final jerk through the Force, Obi-Wan yanked the chair from its bolts and connecting wires with a spray of sparks.  The droid bodyguard was coming in to deliver the first blow.  It had its electro-staff held high and ready to swipe down at Obi-Wan.  It was only a step away when the chair slammed into its back.  Obi-Wan stepped to the side to take on Grievous as chair and droid raced by and crashed into the wall just below the pilot’s chair.

Obi-Wan came at Grievous with a ferocious fervor, sending the Droid General on the retreat.  He pushed the metal monster back, back across the main floor of the bridge.  But just as soon as Obi-Wan thought he had the upper hand, Grievous spun and came back around with a kick of his metal, talon-toed foot right in Obi-Wan’s chest.

A grunt escaped Obi-Wan’s lips as the wind was knocked out of him and he flew backwards through the air.  He crashed onto his side and slid across the floor until he ran into the short wall separating the lower dais from the middle.  Shaking the stars from his mind, Obi-Wan looked up to see Grievous coming towards him with thunderous steps.  Obi-Wan tried to push himself up to his feet, but he didn’t have the strength.  All he could do was lay there and watch as Grievous came towards him with murder in his yellow and black, viper eyes.

Grievous was only a few meters away now, and still Obi-Wan couldn’t muster up the energy to move.  His lightsaber lay just a small stretch away from his hand on the floor, and he focused what strength he could to reach out and grab it.  He knew that doing so would make no difference—he was still far too weak to defend any attack from Grievous—but just having it in his hand gave him some sense of peace.

But then, just as Grievous was almost upon Obi-Wan, a violent shudder shook the ship, ripping the lightsaber from Obi-Wan’s hand yet again.  The floor of the bridge rippled as if it were a pond disturbed by the dropping of a boulder.  The waves moved Obi-Wan involuntarily across the floor, towards Grievous who was trying desperately to keep his footing and, somehow, succeeding.

The rumbling quake stopped just as quickly as it had started, and Obi-Wan found himself right at the feet of General Grievous.  It was unfathomable.  It was as if some unseen force were trying to make Grievous’ job of killing him that much easier.  The Droid General looked down at Obi-Wan with a wicked smile in his eyes.  He raised the green lightsaber blade over his head to deliver the killing blow.  Obi-Wan watched, unable to take his eyes off of the glowing blade as it began its descent towards his chest and certain death.

But death did not come.

One side of the long, durasteel plate had been jostled loose by the most recent shaking of the ship, and it came swinging down from the ceiling and hit General Grievous right in the torso as he swung the lightsaber down.  Grievous went flying back through the air, and as soon as the plate struck the floor the other side of it came loose and the entire thing fell right on top of the Droid General and several of the computer terminals.

Obi-Wan staggered to his feet and stared at the plate in disbelief.  

“Thank the Force,” he breathed.

He turned and picked up his lightsaber, then drunkenly ran up the flight of stairs to reach the upper dais.  He walked to the elevator doors and they opened to reveal an elevator car with a meter-sized hole in the floor.  As he stepped in and inspected the hole he noticed that it appeared to have been made by a lightsaber.

Anakin… Obi-Wan thought as the doors closed and the elevator began ascending.  To where, he did not know.  He just hoped that he would get there in time to save Anakin, or Dooku…or both.

The huge, durasteel plate stirred, then flipped over as two metal arms flung it off of General Grievous’ body and it crashed to the floor with a thundering boom.  Grievous stood and flexed his arms, then peered at the shoulders of his cape and saw a small rip on one side.  He looked up at the upper dais with narrowed, hate-filled eyes, then followed after Obi-Wan Kenobi.
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Straddling the hole he’d cut in the elevator floor so that he could exit the shaft,   Anakin pried the doors open with his powerful arms and peered into the darkened room.  His deactivated lightsaber held ready in his black-gloved, mechanical right hand, he cautiously walked forward to the railing directly in front of the elevator and looked down into the General’s Quarters.  He quickly removed his dark brown Jedi cloak and activated his blade with a snap-hiss as soon as he saw who was below.  

Standing below and a just in front of a long, metal table in the middle of the room was Count Dooku, his blood-red lightsaber humming in his hand.


“I’ve been waiting for you, boy,” Dooku said.  “Come to learn another lesson?”


Anakin’s eyes narrowed in hatred at the memory of the pain of Dooku cutting off his hand in that Geonosis hanger.  The metal hand strangled the lightsaber hilt, the black glove crackling.  He wanted to jump over the railing and run Dooku through right then.  He wanted to make him feel the same pain he’d felt back in that hangar.  He wanted to see him suffer for all the horrific events he’d caused in the galaxy—all of the death and destruction that stained his hands.  He wanted revenge.  But his eyes caught sight of the figure strapped to the chair in front of the giant windows on the far side of the room and he controlled his rage.


His eyes back on Dooku, Anakin side-stepped to one of the curved flights of stairs and down to the lower level.  Cautiously, he approached Dooku. 


“Are you all right, You Excellency?” Anakin called across the room.  “Are you injured?”


“Anakin,” Palpatine said in relief.  “I knew you would come.  I am unharmed, but you must hurry.  The ship is beginning to fall back towards the planet.”


Anakin chanced a quick glance over Dooku’s shoulder and out the giant row of windows.  The gravity of the planet had a hold of the ship now, and it was pulling it in.  The shimmering sphere filled the windows with its pre-dawn glow as the systems sun came around the planet.  Jedi Cruisers and Trade Federation battleships fired upon each other with laser canons and missiles as they raced out of the path of the giant, falling hulk of debris.  The occasional squad of starfighters raced by, locked in mortal combat.  It reminded Anakin that the battle was still raging on outside, but his fight was just beginning.


“This ends here and now, Dooku,” Anakin seethed, raising his lightsaber with both hands above his head.


“It does indeed,” Dooku said with confidence, raising his own blade in salute.


They stood there for a handful of seconds, staring at one another.  Tense.  Both waited for the other to make the first move.  It became clear to Anakin that Dooku, smug and ever-confident as he was, was waiting for him to strike first.  Dooku was above doing so himself against such an opponent.


Anakin’s eyes narrowed, and then he attacked.


He came in fast and hard, but controlled.  He knew his skills had advanced greatly since their last meeting, but he also knew first hand how skilled and powerful Dooku was.  He wasn’t going to make careless mistakes by becoming too aggressive too soon.  It wouldn’t be like last time.  No.


Holding his lightsaber in just one hand, Dooku parried the blows with ease, twisting his grip from side to side, meeting Anakin at every turn, every spin.  Dooku footing was flawless.  His steps were measured for optimum balance and maneuverability.  He moved swiftly and with great power.  Clearly, his advanced years had no impact whatsoever on his performance—so strong was he in the Force. 


Anakin spun away after the preliminary exchange in order to asses the situation.  


“Your technique has improved since our last meeting,” Dooku said, his lightsaber held at the ready.  “The Wars have made you strong.  But are you strong enough?” 


Anakin came in for another exchange.  He hardened his focus and tightened his moves, making each as precise as could be.  His deepened concentration improved his speed.  His lightsaber flashed in a blue-white stream around him as he tried to break through Dooku’s defenses.  But Dooku continued to counter each move with nonchalant grace and impeccable form.


Then, all of a sudden, Dooku went on the offensive, pushing Anakin back with a series of quick strikes meant to make him loose his footing.  But Anakin stood strong and met Dooku’s sudden attack, not missing a beat or a step.  Dooku continued to push, forcing Anakin back towards one of the curved flights of stairs, but every time Dooku moved to strike Anakin’s blade was there.  He saw every feint for what it was and never took the bait.  He more than held his ground, and it surprised Dooku. 


Dooku backed off, peering at Anakin with narrowed, contemplative eyes as they slowly began circling one another.  


Anakin flashed a confident sneer.  “I think I can handle myself,” he said.


“So it would seem.”  

Dooku came at him again, this time even more aggressively than the last.  For just a split second Anakin was caught off guard by the intensity of the attack and he almost tripped over the first step of the flight of stairs behind him.  Anakin found the step without falling, then went up another, and another, then jumped into the air and flipped over Dooku to land back on the main floor of the room.  Dooku spun to his right to meet him and continued to attack.  

Anakin reached inside for his anger and used it to sharpen his abilities.  As soon as he did intoxicating power, energy and exhilaration surged through him, filling his whole body.  Instantly he regained his edge and continued to repel the attack without fault.  Filled with the Force, brimming with anger, Anakin went on the offensive and drove Dooku back.

“Anakin!” Obi-Wan shouted from the top of the stairs, drawing both Anakin’s and Dooku’s attention and unlocking them from their fight.  Ignited lightsaber in hand, Obi-Wan ran down the steps and flipped to land just meters away from Anakin and Dooku.

Seeing Obi-Wan caused Anakin to loose some of the anger he was holding on to.  Caused him to regain his posture and think as a Jedi should. 

Dooku took a handful of steps back further into the middle of the room.  He backed away from the twin sets of stairs to allow himself better positioning between the two Jedi.

Holding his lightsaber up defensively, Obi-Wan kept his eyes glued on Dooku as he cautiously walked to Anakin’s side.  “You should have waited for me,” he said.

“He was getting away.”

Obi-Wan eyed Dooku, thinking the matter over.  “The usual?” he asked Anakin.

Anakin nodded, and they spread out and came towards Dooku in slow steps. 

Dooku raised his lightsaber in front of him in his right hand and reset his feet for better balance.  Anakin and Obi-Wan approached on either side, closing in with every step.  Dooku stole quick glances at each in turn, an amused smile on his face.  “Yes, come now.  Put me out of my misery,” he taunted.

Suddenly, Obi-Wan lunged forward and delivered the first blow.  Anakin’s blade was right behind his, and yet Dooku shrugged off both with a quick step and swipe in each direction.  They traded several more blows in similar fashion, but only received the same result.  

Without a word of communication, both Anakin and Obi-Wan spun to the right around Dooku and continued to strike.  They circled the illustrious Count, trying to land a blow, but Dooku’s spinning blade denied them. 

Obi-Wan spun in low with his blade.  Dooku brought his blade quickly across his body and passed it to his left hand.  His red lightsaber met the blow with such force that he actually forced Obi-Wan’s blade back and out of the way.  Then, with his free right hand, Dooku punched an advancing Anakin across the face, then spun out from in between the two of them.

The blow to Anakin’s face hurt, and in more ways than one.  He tasted the bitter saltiness of blood in his mouth as anger began swelling in him again.  Quick on their feet, he and Obi-Wan came together, then after Dooku side by side.  

Connected by their strong bond in the Force, Anakin and Obi-Wan came at Dooku as if they were one being.  In a bizarre looking, precisely-timed dance they twisted in and out of in front of one another as they stabbed and slashed at Dooku.  Over and over again they traded positions, never staying in one place longer than a second.  The fluidity of their movement put Dooku’s abilities to the test and he was forced to backpedal greatly.  

One instant Anakin was coming at him from high and to the right, then just a split second later Obi-Wan’s blue-white blade was thrusting at his lower torso, then Anakin was slashing at him from yet another angle while Obi-Wan ducked under and in front to come at Dooku from the other side.  Dooku twisted and spun, somehow managing to block each blow with his red lightsaber.  But it wasn’t easy for him. 

All of a sudden Obi-Wan saw Dooku’s eyes flash to look at something above and behind them, and then he felt the Force prompting him of danger.  There was a loud THUD! behind them as if a huge hunk of metal had fallen to the floor, and Obi-Wan turned to see Grievous not a meter away swinging that green lightsaber blade right at his head.

Obi-Wan raised his own blade just in time to block the blow, then was forced to lean backwards to avoid the bone-white, metal fist aimed at his face.  Before he could even straighten from avoiding the punch, Grievous swung the green blade in at him again.  He blocked it, but the power behind the blow was so great that it knocked Obi-Wan off balance and falling to the side.  Obi-Wan rolled with the fall and came back up to his feet just a few steps away.  

“Obi-Wan!” Anakin exclaimed, seeing his former Master falling out of the corner of his eye.  Anakin spun to the side to rejoin Obi-Wan, and together they backed away from Grievous and Dooku and closer to the middle of the room.

They stepped down a short flight of steps and onto the small, oval shaped inlet of a level housing the long table.  Grievous and Dooku followed, Dooku eyeing them with disdain with plenty held in reserve for Grievous.

“Where are those machines you call bodyguards?” Dooku asked.

Grievous gave no answer, which was all the response Dooku needed to know what had happened to them.

Anakin and Obi-Wan were more than halfway down the length of the table, and well within reach of Palpatine’s voice without him having to shout.

“You must hurry, Anakin.  We don’t have much time,” the chancellor said.  “Do whatever you need to, whatever it takes, to finish this quickly!”

Not taking his eyes off of Dooku and Grievous, Obi-Wan said, “Don’t listen to him, Anakin.  Haste and panic will only worsen matters.”

But Anakin couldn’t help but listen to Palpatine, to hear and feel the pleading in the aged politician’s voice.  

Together, Dooku and Grievous attacked.  

Still distracted by Palpatine’s beseeching, Anakin barely blocked the red lightsaber stab in time.  Another came, then another and another.  Anakin felt himself completely off guard, his head swimming with the thought of not succeeding in this mission.  His lack of focus caused him to stumble and he fell, catching himself on the back of one of the tall chairs around the table.  

Dooku raised his blade high above his head to slice into Anakin.  He would have had Obi-Wan not acted quickly.  Obi-Wan spun away from Grievous, grabbed Anakin by the shoulders and dove with him out of the way.  

The red lightsaber cleaved the chair cleanly in two as the pair of Jedi rolled across the floor, then sprang back to their feet.

“Focus!” Obi-Wan yelled at him.

“Yes, focus your emotions, Anakin,” Palpatine encouraged.  “Use them to your advantage.”

Obi-Wan was just about to tell Palpatine that he wasn’t helping when he was forced to dive out of the way of Dooku flinging part of the severed chair at he and Anakin.

But the chair never struck.  It stopped in mid-air, then was flung right back at where it had come.

Grievous jumped onto the table and out of the way, while Dooku raised his red blade and cut the flying piece of furniture right down the middle so that it passed by on either side without so much as a glance.

Getting back to his feet, Obi-Wan looked to see Anakin standing with his right arm thrust out, a grim expression in his eyes.

Power surged through Anakin.  Power fueled by anger, hatred and despair.  The intoxicating splendor of it coursed through his every nerve-ending, every fiber of his being.  He felt life teeming throughout him, but with it came a strange chill that seeped ever-deeper into his soul, slowly eating at it.

But he didn’t care about that.  All he cared about was the incredible authority he felt.  And he wanted to use it, exude his will onto those that opposed him.

As if in slow-motion he came at Dooku, attacking him with speed, exactitude and agility the likes of which he had never known.  He saw Dooku’s eyes go wide for a second as he wheeled back from the potent attack, then they hardened into malicious resolve and intense concentration.

Somewhere, off in the distance, Anakin heard Obi-Wan yelling after him to stop and to calm himself, but he paid it no mind.  Shut it out.  For the cold, dark thing creeping through his soul didn’t want to hear it. 

Instead, he heard the voice of reason; the voice of the man he trusted and respected above all others speaking into his ear as if he were standing right beside him. 

“Good….  That’s it,” Palpatine hissed.  “Anger is a source of power.  Great power.  Use it.  Store it within you and draw from it like a well.  Bend it to your bidding.”

Anakin did as he said, and was pleased to see the power within him grow ever more potent.  He felt alive like never before.  He felt everything!  

He had Count Dooku on the run now.  The aged former-Jedi was back-stepping away from his blurring blue-white blade so quickly that they were already back in front of the balcony housing the elevator.  There was a short flight of stairs there, leading down into an area just below the elevator balcony, and Anakin was pushing Dooku towards it.  But just in front of the stairs Dooku jumped into the air and did a back flip up, over the stairs and the railing of the elevator-level balcony.  Anakin was in the air the moment Dooku left the ground and landed right in front of him, continuing his attack with great wroth.    

“Anakin!  Anakin, calm yourself!  Still your anger!” Obi-Wan called after him.  But Anakin gave no sign of hearing him.  He heard Palpatine saying something behind him, but he couldn’t make out what it was.  He turned to look at the aged politician strapped to the chair in front of the large windows and found him sitting with his eyes closed to slits, his lips moving around intangible words as if in a trance.

Swiftly, Obi-Wan turned his attention back to Grievous standing on the table.  He needed to go after Anakin to make certain he didn’t do something he would regret, but the only way around Grievous would be to face him first.  He jumped onto the table and came at the Droid General, flashing his blue-white blade back and forth in a flurry of motion.  Grievous blocked every blow, then began countering with a series of hammering strikes.  Obi-Wan ducked under one particularly powerful, sideways swipe into a crouching position.  Then he stuck out one leg and spun, sweeping Grievous’ legs out from under him. 

Grievous fell hard onto his back, his heavy metal frame denting the table top deeply.  But Grievous was far from helpless in such a position.  As soon as his back hit, he kicked out with one of his legs at Obi-Wan’s shin.  But Obi-Wan was already flipping through the air, over Grievous and to the far end of the table.

Obi-Wan landed and jumped off of the table to the floor.  He took the small flight of steps leading up to the main floor of the room with a single bound and continued to chase after Anakin and Dooku, who had both just jumped up to the elevator-level balcony.  A prompting in the Force entered Obi-Wan’s mind as he ran, and he dove to the side just as a blaster bolt went by where his head had just been.

Obi-Wan came up out of the dive on one knee facing back towards the table and blocked three more shots from Grievous’ blaster.

Standing at the end of the table, blaster and green-bladed lightsaber in hand, Grievous shouted, “I’m not through with you yet!” then jumped into the air. 

He landed right in front of Obi-Wan and attacked.  Grievous kept the blaster in his hand, but he didn’t use it.  Obi-Wan figured that he probably wouldn’t chance having the shot deflected right back at him at such close range and was just keeping the pistol in hand to throw off Obi-Wan’s focus.  Well, it was working.  Constantly, Grievous raised the pistol as he swiped with the lightsaber in the other hand, and Obi-Wan eyed the black barrel warily, senses alert for any coming shot.  

Again Grievous was right on top of him, and Obi-Wan had to spin out of the way to avoid another powerful lightsaber thrust.  Grievous was right there when he came out of the spin, and once more Obi-Wan was amazed by his speed as he blocked another blow, his eyes keeping that blaster in their sight.  The Droid General pushed hard, and not for the first time Obi-Wan wondered what he had done to make Grievous so mad at him.


His mind distracted, his concentration on that pistol and worrying about Anakin, Obi-Wan didn’t even sense it coming.  In an amazing flash of speed and agility Grievous planted the hand holding the pistol on the floor while the hand holding the lightsaber stayed high enough to deflect Obi-Wan’s.  Before Obi-Wan even knew what was happening Grievous’ legs were wrapped around his waist.  A split second later Grievous rolled onto his back and, using the momentum of his roll, threw Obi-Wan clear across the room.


Helpless to control his descent, Obi-Wan flailed his arms as he flew right at the two-meter high, multi-faceted display terminal tower.  With a grunt, he crashed right into one of the four display monitors making up the tower and crumbled to the floor.  His lightsaber shut off as it slipped from his limp hand, and then everything began going dark as his consciousness slipped away as well.


The last, fleeting image he saw was of Grievous stomping towards him from across the room, the green blade glowing in his hand. 
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Anakin pursued Count Dooku across the elevator-level balcony, keeping the leader of the Separatists continually on the defensive.  So overwhelmed was Dooku that he was now holding his lightsaber with both hands.  Gone was the smug smirk on the old man’s wrinkled, regal face.  Replacing it was a deep frown and eyes filled with concentration.


Dooku tried to offset Anakin’s drive by a series of counterstrikes of his own.  One swipe came in hard and from the left side.  Anakin met the blow with his lightsaber held in both hands, then using his anger and the immense power surging through him he shoved Dooku’s blade back and out wide to the side.  Then he jabbed his mechanical, right fist into Dooku’s wide-open ribs.


A small grunt escaped Dooku’s lips and he spun away, out of Anakin’s reach to regain his composure.  His lips curled back in an angry snarl.  It was the first time in as long as Dooku could remember that an opponent had actually struck him in battle.  


Anakin smirked.

Dooku’s eyes flashed with rage.  He came at Anakin with a ferocity he had never displayed before.  He hammered Anakin’s defenses with powerful, yet precise, blows that came in faster than seemed conceivable.  He advanced on Anakin as if intent on ending the fight right then and there.

But the fight did not end, nor did the tide of the battle shift to Dooku’s advantage.  Anakin delved deeper into the power surging through him and deflected every strike that Dooku gave.  He back-stepped along the balcony from Dooku’s enraged charge, but only to absorb the former-Jedi’s powerful attack and wait for an opening.  Anakin could sense that Dooku would soon begin to tire, so all he had to do was wait.

A flurry of stabs, thrusts, and swipes later the opening came.  

Dooku delivered a wide swipe from the right.  When Anakin blocked it, then used a sudden burst of power to block the red blade wide.  Anakin followed through with the momentum of the push and spun.  Then, when he came back around, he jumped and planted a kick right to the side of Dooku’s face.  The kick hurled Dooku backwards, over the railing and down into the darkness of the small, lower level of the room.

“Good,” Palpatine’s said, his voice strong and clear in Anakin’s ears.  “He is no match for you.  Use your anger and defeat him!” 

Anakin walked to the railing and looked down, but Dooku was nowhere to be seen.  All he saw were the long shadows of the lower level.  He was about to jump down to search for him, when a crashing sound and a prompting in the Force turned his attention elsewhere, across the room.

Anakin saw General Grievous standing over an unconscious Obi-Wan with that green-bladed lightsaber held ready to strike.  

The fear of losing Obi-Wan rushed added strength and power into Anakin and he acted instantly.  He reached out across the room to the Droid General with the Force and yanked him backwards nearly ten meters.  Anakin jumped down from the elevator level to the main floor and came at Grievous.  Grievous tumbled over onto his back, but recovered quickly and sprang to his feet to meet Anakin.  

Grievous tried to outmatch Anakin, but it wasn’t working.  Anakin was far too consumed by the incredible power surging through him. Grievous contorted his body in impossible ways, bending it to deliver unexpected blows from different angles, but Anakin parried every one.

In a blur of speed Grievous jabbed out with a fist at Anakin’s face, but Anakin had foreseen the attack coming and stepped to the side before it could hit.  Anakin grabbed the outstretched arm with his free hand and, using the Force, tossed Grievous up and over the railing of the elevator-level balcony.

“That’s it,” Palpatine’s voice interjected into his ears.  “Use your emotions, Anakin.  Let them guide you.  They can only make you stronger.”

Anakin felt compelled to do exactly what Palpatine said.  He focused more deeply on his hatred and anger, and he felt the power of the Force swelling within as he did.

He turned and was about to chase after Grievous to finish the job, but he saw Dooku standing at the top of the stairs leading up from the lower level.  Dooku emanated hatred and anger as he stared at Anakin with narrow eyes, his ignited lightsaber in his left hand.

Anakin stared right back.

The ship made a loud, low moaning sound as the planet’s gravity took hold.  A shudder ran through the ship as the pull from below began accelerating its fall.  The city-planet was huge in the windows now.  The orange and red glow of the sun rising across the planet’s metal surface cast a fiery glow into the room, bathing Anakin and Dooku in it.

Grievous, standing on the balcony and seeing the city-planet growing ever-larger in the windows, headed for the elevator and escape from the doomed cruiser.

“This has gone on far enough, boy!” Dooku said.  “Now it ends!”

Dooku raised his right hand and sent a shower of blue-white lightning racing at Anakin.  Anakin raised his lightsaber and caught the lightning on it in a broad arc.  The blade crackled and screeched as the lightning struck.  Dooku sent forth another stream, and again Anakin caught it with his lightsaber.  Yet this time the strength behind the blast began forcing Anakin’s blade back in recoil.  But he deflected it just the same.

Dooku took a handful of steps forward and unleashed another stream.  Again, though with increasing difficulty, Anakin deflected the power behind the blast.  But small lances of the blue-white, dark energy were coursing down the blade and into his arms now, causing him to grimace in pain and struggle to keep up his strength.  Dooku continued to walk forward, shooting out another stream.  No longer could Anakin repel the power of the blast with his lightsaber, so he was forced to retreat slowly from Dooku.

Panting, Anakin back away down the small flight of stairs leading to the strategy table in the middle of the room.  Dooku continued towards him, barring his teeth in an evil grin.

“Did you honestly think you could beat me?” he taunted, then shot out another stream of lightning.  

Anakin raised his lightsaber, but the lightning was too powerful and it spun him, sending him stumbling closer to the end of the table and the dais where Palpatine was seated.  He lost his footing and fell, landing on the single step leading back up out of the table-level and to the main floor.

Dooku laughed contemptuously as he continued walking after Anakin.  

As he struggled to push himself up from the step with his tired arms, Anakin looked up at Palpatine.  The Chancellor looked down at him from the dais with a morose, disappointed expression, as if he’d expected more from Anakin.

“You’re stronger than this, Anakin,” Palpatine’s sad voice said.  “Use the full extent of your anger.  Hold nothing back!” 

Looking up at him, Anakin knew Palpatine was right.  He had been holding back.  There was a place inside his anger that he’d feared to go—a dark place that led somewhere else.  There was great power in this place, but the darkness surrounding it made him apprehensive.

As if he were reading his mind, Palpatine quietly and calmly said, “It is the only way you can defeat him.  It is the only way….”

Anakin knew he was right.  It was the only way.  He could feel it.  He tapped into his anger, allowing it to surge energy throughout his body.  The power washed away his fatigue.  His arms no longer ached, were no longer weak.  Once again the power he had used before while dueling Dooku filled him.  He concentrated on his hatred of Dooku and all of the horrible things he had done.  He added those thoughts to his anger, feeding the ever-consuming beast.  

Dooku came to a stop just a few steps from Anakin’s feet and looked down at him.  He raised his hand to deliver another blast of lightning.

The blue-white energy shot from his fingertips and across Anakin’s fallen body.  At first Dooku didn’t notice, but after a few seconds he realized that something was wrong.  Terribly wrong.

Anakin used the full extent of the power flowing through him to channel the deadly lightning across the surface of his body and harmlessly away, into the floor.  Dooku ceased his barrage, but only for a second before continuing.  Still Anakin absorbed and deflected the energy using his anger.  

He pushed himself to his feet in spite of the continued attack and turned to face Dooku.  Dooku’s eyes went wide, the surprise of it all causing him to stop shooting the lightning and lower his hand in uncertainty.  Anakin took a step forward, and the hand shot back up to deliver another salvo.  But Anakin merely raised his lightsaber and deflected it as he continued forward.  Dooku shot another in a desperate, last-ditch effort, but it did no good and Anakin continued towards him.

Anakin raised his lightsaber high above his head and brought it down at Dooku.  Dooku raised his red blade in both hands to block it, and had to struggle to repel the incredible force behind it.  No longer concerned with finesse or precision Anakin hacked at Dooku madly.  He forced Dooku back, along the length of the table.  Dooku stepped to the side to get out of the small area alongside the table and back up onto the main floor of the room.  Anakin chopped at him the entire way.  

Dooku continued to block the powerful blows coming from Anakin, but his red blade sagged further and further with each axing as his arms tired.  Dooku tried to escape to the side, but Anakin put up a wall with the Force that stopped Dooku cold in his tracks.  He tried moving in the other direction only to find the exact same barrier.  Finally, when Dooku could block the rage no longer, Anakin swiped Dooku’s blade wide.  Barring his teeth, Anakin slashed down at Dooku’s exposed saber-arm and severed it at the elbow.

“Aaaaahhhhh!!” Dooku screamed, falling to his knees.

Anakin stood over him, his chest heaving and his eyes flashing wildly.  He peered at what he had done to Dooku, and a satisfied smile slid across his lips.  He had repaid what Dooku had given him. 

Still, Anakin stood over Dooku with his lightsaber ignited, rage on his face. 

Wincing and exhausted, Dooku peered up at him.  

“Anakin, spare me.  Please don’t kill me.  You are a Jedi, and Jedi are above such things.  I beg of you…”

It took a moment for Dooku’s words to penetrate Anakin’s fury, but when they did he nearly recoiled at them.  He closed his eyes and shook his head, allowing some of the anger to drift away.  Kill him?  Why would he say that?  Why would he think that? Anakin thought.

His chest still heaving and his lips still curled around his teeth in a snarl, Anakin deactivated his lightsaber.  “I’m not going to kill you, Dooku.  You’re going to the Jedi Council, then you’re going to face trial for your crimes.”  He bit out the last few words, because he didn’t think that someone like Dooku deserved a trial.  But, he was a Jedi and he would do as The Council ordered.

“Anakin…” Palpatine said.  “You cannot do that.”

Surprised, Anakin turned to peer at Palpatine.

“What…do you mean?” he asked.

A saddened, painful expression crossed Palpatine’s face, as if it hurt just to think of what he was about to say.  “I’m afraid that a trial will only worsen matters.  Should Dooku be placed on trial it will become a spectacle.  He would use it as a platform to spout his traitorous ideals,” he almost spat, looking at Dooku with a disgusted expression.  

“Don’t listen to him, Ana—“ Dooku began to say, but Anakin swung around and hit him across the face with his mechanical hand to silence him.

Dooku fell onto all fours, a small trickle of blood seeping from his mouth and dripping onto the floor.

Dutifully, Anakin turned back around to face Palpatine so that he could continue while Dooku straightened to his knees.

“A trial would only bolster the resolve of his supporters and further the divide in the Republic,” Palpatine continued.  “He would become a martyr, and The Wars would continue needlessly.”  He leaned forward ever-so-slightly in the chair, and his voice became hushed, reverent.  “Or you could end it all here, and now.  You could stop all this chaos and misery by giving him what he deserves.  You could do it, Anakin.  You should do it!” 

“Shut up, old man!” Dooku said, extending his remaining arm and launching a volley of blue-white Force Lightning at Palpatine.  But the lightning never reached the consummate politician.  It struck an invisible, red force-field surrounding Palpatine being generated by the red stands around his chair.  The blue-white lightning scattered in all directions over the force-field and Palpatine gave the surprised Dooku a toothy grin. 

Anakin turned instantly and kneed Dooku in the chest, causing the Force Lightning to cease and Dooku to collapse back onto all fours.

Anakin stood over Dooku with wild eyes as he forced himself back up to his knees yet again. 

Dooku looked up at him, pleading in his eyes.

“Do it…” Palpatine hissed.

His anger swelled to untold heights, and Anakin ignited his blue-white blade with a snap-hiss.

“Anakin…please!  Show mercy!” Dooku begged through ragged breaths.

“Do it, Anakin,” Palpatine said.  “It is the only way…”

Anakin raised the blade.  Dooku’s old eyes took on a defiant, enraged look.  This made it all the more easier for Anakin to bring the blade in horizontally and through the enigmatic leader’s neck, severing his head from his shoulders. 

For a moment, the body stayed in the same position, unmoving, before collapsing to the floor in a heap.  Anakin looked down at what he had done.  He knew that, as usual, Palpatine was right and that it was the right thing to do for the Republic.  He knew that by doing what he had done he had saved countless lives.  His actions had brought the terrible Clone Wars that much closer to resolution.  But, still, he didn’t feel completely at ease with his decision.  

“It was the only way…” Palpatine said. 

And Anakin knew he was right—it was the only way. 
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Anakin deactivated his lightsaber and turned from Dooku’s lifeless body to look up at Palpatine.

“You’ve done well,” the aged politician said, the smallest hint of a smile creasing his lips.

Anakin knew that he should feel proud for what he had done, but he didn’t.  What he had done had been the right thing to do—he knew that deep down inside—but he still couldn’t shake Dooku’s pleading words from his mind.  He peered down at his lightsaber, then at his black-gloved, mechanical right hand, then at his other hand.  They felt dirty, as if they were covered with dry, cracked mud.  

Had he done what was right?

Another shudder shook the ship, bringing Anakin out of his thoughts.  He looked up, out of the windows and saw the ship tumbling ever-closer to the city-planet below.

“We’d better get out of here,” Anakin said, walking up to Palpatine.  

“That would probably be a good idea,” Palpatine jested with a smile.

A smirk sprang across Anakin’s face as he reached the chair and inspected the binders holding the Supreme Chancellor in it.  Palpatine always seemed calm and collected to Anakin.  No matter what the situation he never panicked which, in Anakin’s mind, was a sign of a true, confident leader.  Anakin admired him for this greatly and aspired to have such self-control.

“I’ll have to cut them,” Anakin said, clicking on his lightsaber.

“Do be careful, will you?  I like my hands just where they are,” Palpatine joked, receiving another smirk from Anakin.

Two quick slices at the base of each binder and the metal clasps fell to the floor.

Palpatine stood, rubbing his wrists.  Looking Anakin straight in the eye and with a heartfelt tone he said, “Thank you, my friend.  For all you’ve done.  I knew I could depend on you.” 

“It was an honor, Your Excellency,” Anakin said with a slight bow of his head.

The ship gave yet another low moan, and then Anakin and Palpatine stumbled to keep their footing as the room began to tilt ever so slowly.

“Let’s go,” Anakin said, then jogged past Dooku’s still form and towards Obi-Wan.  When they reached him Anakin rolled his unconscious former-Master over, scooped him up and placed him across his shoulders.  Using the Force to supplement his strong muscles, he continued towards the duel flights of stairs as the incline of the room’s floor slowly grew steeper and steeper, making the short journey that much more difficult.

Just before they reached the stairs the ship gave off a rumbling groan, as if it were voicing its displeasure at being dragged towards the planet, and the floor suddenly became too steep to walk on.  

Being top-heavy with Obi-Wan across his shoulders, Anakin lost his footing and fell right on his face, as did Palpatine behind him just a second later.  Anakin crawled and clawed his way forward, as did Palpatine, but the going was slow.  The floor continued vertically until both of them lost their grips and began to slip, but then just as unexpectedly as it had turned vertical it began turning back level.  Soon it was level enough for them to both stand and walk forward and they began up one of the flights of stairs.

When they reached the elevator, Anakin pushed the button and said, “I’m not sure how safe this is….”

“Well, at least we won’t have very far to fall in there if…”  The elevator doors opened, and Palpatine saw the hole in the floor.  “Oh…” 

That hole could cause them a lot of problems if the ship began spinning again.  Anakin wasn’t worried about himself.  But what if The Chancellor fell through that hole and into the shaft?  Or Obi-Wan, if he lost grip of him?

Another creak sounded throughout the ship, and Palpatine turned to peer out the windows.  “We’ll just have to take out chances,” he turned around and said, stepping into the elevator and around the hole.

Anakin got in behind him, the doors shut and the elevator started back down.

“How is he?” Palpatine asked, indicating at Obi-Wan, still draped across Anakin’s shoulders.

“I’m not sure.  He hit his head pretty—“  He cut off as the elevator suddenly started to lean and he fell into the wall.  “Hold on!” he warned as the elevator continued to turn.  He grabbed onto whatever he could, trying to plant his feet on whichever side of the elevator became the new floor.  At first the ship rotated slowly, but after a while the pace quickened and it became more and more difficult—especially with Obi-Wan on his back.  The elevator stopped its descent as the ship’s safety features kicked in.

Palpatine, Anakin noticed, was handling the situation rather well.  He adjusted to the new upside if the elevator quickly and without much trouble—which was more than Anakin could say.  Palpatine dodged the hole with ease every time it came around.  Again he found reason to admire the man.  Though aged as he was, Palpatine was still quite capable in a dangerous situation.  His strength intrigued Anakin, and he wondered from whence it came.

Finally, the tumbling slowed, then stopped all together.  Anakin wondered for how long.

The ship had stopped so that the doors were now the floor.  Because the elevator wasn’t very wide, Anakin was forced to stoop to avoid hitting his head.  Anakin and Palpatine stayed braced against the walls for several seconds just to make certain that the toppling was over.  Then Anakin moved to the hole in the floor of the elevator, which was now one of the walls, and peered out.

“I think we’ll have to walk the rest of the way,” he said.

Gently, he lowered Obi-Wan’s body by the arm through the hole and to the new floor of the shaft.  Then he crawled out, and once he was down he helped Chancellor Palpatine down, though he didn’t seem to need his help.

They started down the dark shaft in a quick walk, heading for a small patch of light further down that Anakin was sure was the exiting set of doors.  He kept his Jedi senses alert for any signs that the ship might start tossing around again as they went, and it was a little more than half way to the source of the light that he began to feel something.

“We’ve got to hurry,” he said, picking up the pace to a swift jog.  

A handful of seconds later the ship began to tilt vertically again.

“Run!” Anakin warned, and they did, as fast as they could for the light at the end of the shaft.

The ship didn’t only tilt.  It began rolling as well, which forced them to navigate the changing side of the shaft that became the next wall as they struggled to run uphill.  The incline increased more and more as the ship continued to roll back to its true center.  Running was becoming near impossible and their feet began slipping on the smooth surface of the wall of the shaft, yet they tried all the same.  They were almost there.  Just a few more meters….

Both of them jumped at the last minute before they lost their footing to grab the small inlet framing the doors.  The ship was now nearing being completely upside down.

Anakin looked up, and in the light he saw a small control box next to the inside of the doors just a little ways above him.  Using the Force to aid his muscles, he pulled himself up along the inside of the doors and closer to the control box—Obi-Wan still hanging over his shoulders as the ship continued to become more and more vertical.  It was difficult, and fatigue threatened to take him.  Gritting his teeth, he dug deeper into the Force and reached the small inset housing the control box.

He pulled himself up far enough so that he could stand on the bottom part of the inset of the doors and looked down at Palpatine.  The shaft was nearly vertical now, and Palpatine was just holding on by his fingertips.

“Just hold on a little longer!” Anakin called to him.

Palpatine looked up, a slightly worried look on his face, and gave a wordless nod.

Anakin flipped open the control box and looked it’s contents over.  There were several small wires of differing colors and two control circuit boards.  He ran his hand over the electronics, waiting for the usual prompting in the Force to tell him what to do.  He had always been able to do that with machinery and electronics, ever since he had been just a small boy.

But he felt nothing this time.

He tried again, and still got the same result.

“Anakin—hurry!  I don’t think I can hold on much longer,” Palpatine said, strain evident in his voice.

“Just hold on!” he urged, then gave the wires another quick scan.

He wasn’t getting any help through the Force, so he made his best guess.  One hand holding onto the door framing, the other in the control box, Anakin pulled out two wires from their control panels with a flash of sparks.  Then, he touched the ends of the wires together and waited to see what happened.  Nothing happened.

Or so he thought.

Deep down in the darkness of the shaft the elevator began moving again. 

Seeing that that hadn’t worked, Anakin tore two more wires from the board and twisted them together.  This caused the emergency lights running along the inside of the shaft to come on.  He tried again, and again, and again, but the doors didn’t open.  Frustrated, he scanned the panel for the next pair he would try.

A whirring sound from below caught Anakin’s ears and he looked down.  At first he didn’t understand what he was seeing.  It looked as if the lights along the inside of the shaft were shutting off down its length coming towards them.  His eyes went wide as he realized what it really was and he turned back to the wires, trying desperately to find the right combination to open the doors.

Palpatine had heard the sound as well and he looked down.  “Anakin—the elevator!”

Anakin pulled and twisted together wire after wire, but nothing seemed to work.  He looked down again and saw that the elevator was close, and getting closer by the second as it raced towards them.

He scanned the wires again for another pair to splice…nothing happened.

Closer…

He tried again…nothing.

The elevator was practically upon them now.

In a final fit of frustration Anakin smashed his mechanical fist into the control panel.  Sparks flew into his face as he did, and then the doors opened with a hiss.

Anakin’s eyes went wide in surprise.  He swung himself through the doors and onto the ceiling of the bridge of the cruiser.  Quickly, he set—rather, dropped—Obi-Wan off his shoulders and rushed back to the doors to grab Palpatine by the hand.  Using the Force he yanked Palpatine clear of the shaft just before the elevator car reached him.

The two of them fell backwards onto the ceiling of the bridge on top of Obi-Wan, who stirred and gave a soft grunt before going limp and unconscious again.

Both of them breathing heavily, Palpatine turned to Anakin and, with a broad smile, said, “That was quite fun.”

Anakin smiled, but then a loud thumping noise caught his attention.

He turned around, and as soon as he did he instantly sprang to his feet, his lightsaber in his hand, ignited.

General Grievous was coming right towards them, his blaster pistols drawn and raised.

Grievous stopped his approach several meters away and began shooting.  He’d learned his lesson before with Anakin and wasn’t about to get too close.  He side-stepped as he fired, the shots coming one right after the other from his duel blasters.  

Anakin moved his blade in a flurry to block them and tried to send several of the blasts right back at Grievous, but the Droid General’s side-stepping made it impossible.  All Anakin could do from this distance was deflect the shots.

“Stay down!” he warned Palpatine over the whirring of his blade, then took a handful of steps towards Grievous, blocking the laser blasts as he did.

Grievous backed just a bit, then did a back flip and landed several meters back.  He commenced firing as soon as he landed and continued to side-step out of the way of any deflected bolts.  Anakin barred his teeth in frustration as he side-stepped with Grievous, trying to stay between him and a clear shot of The Chancellor.

There was a meter-wide hole that stretched almost the entire length of the ceiling where a long piece of the plating had fallen, and Anakin and Grievous were forced to hop over it as they moved to the side.  The heavy piece of durasteel lay on the far side of the room, and by the looks of several of the consoles on the floor of the bridge above it had done quite a bit of damage when it had rolled around the room.  Some of the panels had even been knocked completely off of their base-plates and were sitting next to the long piece of fallen ceiling plating on the other side of the room.  The place was a shambles.

Yet another groan surged through the ship, followed by several loud creaks and pops as the ship began to roll again.  This time it rolled to the side, clockwise, as if it were trying to right itself and get the floor of the bridge back where it belonged.

Anakin stayed upright and kept his balance despite the tilt while he continued to deflect Grievous blaster shots, but after a while he began to slip.

Nearly losing balance himself, Grievous yelled, “MAGNETIZE!!”

The magnets in the soles of his feet activated and they clamped to the tilting surface of the ceiling, holding him there.

The incline quickly worsened, and Grievous continued to fire.  Still blocking the blasts, Anakin tried to find something on the ceiling to hold on to as he slipped and fell to his knees, but there was little to grab onto on the smooth surface.  Soon, the incline became so bad that he was forced to lay almost completely on his belly to keep from tumbling over backwards.  He dug the fingertips of his left hand into the creases in the durasteel plating, trying desperately to hold on as he deflected shots with the other.

Out of the corner of his eye, Anakin saw Palpatine and Obi-Wan’s unconscious body sliding down the incline across the room.  He worried that Grievous might try shooting at them, so he let go and slid down the inclined surface of the ceiling on his back to join them at the new bottom of the room.  Grievous continued firing at him as he slid, and Anakin was forced to block the shots without even seeing them with his lightsaber held up over his head.

Anakin stopped on the new bottom of the room—the wall—and got back to his feet.  He rushed to Palpatine to protect him and see if he and Obi-Wan were all right.  When Anakin reached them he chanced a quick glance away from the blaster shots Grievous was still sending at him and was glad to see that neither was hurt.  He was also relieved to see that Obi-Wan was actually beginning to come to.

The room had turned nearly ninety-degrees now, and the control consoles that had been knocked loose began falling to the new bottom of the room.  Anakin noticed the giant piece of ceiling plating right in front of them beginning to move.

“Move back!” he shouted to Palpatine.  He reached down and grabbed Obi-Wan by the collar with one hand while he held his lightsaber up in the other.  He dragged Obi-Wan back several meters and out of danger just in time.  Just a split second later the long piece of metal fell over onto the new floor of the room with a thunderous crash.

Looking rather strange standing fully erect on what was the room’s new wall, Grievous continued to rain down blaster shots on Anakin as the spin of the room seemed to pick up speed.  But Anakin had his footing, for the moment, and had no problems deflecting the bolts.  Yet Anakin didn’t want to just deflect the shots.  He wanted to take care of Grievous and stop this game.

The tilt of the room once again became rather precarious, and Anakin had to lean hard to keep from slipping.  All around him the broken-off consoles were sliding and tumbling towards the next bottom of the room, and the long piece of durasteel was beginning to slide as well.  If that durasteel plate began tumbling again, Anakin was certain that it would hit him, Palpatine, and Obi-Wan and crush them all.  He needed to do something to halt the chaos, and he needed to do it quickly.

But what could he do while Grievous continued to fire down on him?

Again Anakin saw Palpatine and Obi-Wan’s still-groggy form sliding down the incline towards the true floor of the bridge and he knew that he wouldn’t be too far behind them.  A console tumbled by as he tried to keep from sliding and he got an idea.

Channeling his frustration and anger, Anakin grabbed the console with the Force and reversed its course at more than five times the speed.   

Grievous saw the broken console coming right at him and altered his blaster fire.  He pummeled the box with several shots in a desperate attempt to blow it up as he tried to move his magnetized feet, but he wasn’t quick enough.  The console slammed into him hard, knocking his magnetized feet off of the ceiling and sending him falling for the floor across from Anakin.

Anakin came to a stop at the bottom of the incline on the floor of the bridge and watched as Grievous fell from the ceiling.  With a sneer, he began running across the room to the Droid General to finish him, but a sudden, loud noise from above and behind stopped him dead in his tracks and caused him to turn.  

The durasteel plate was sliding again, and right down at Palpatine and Obi-Wan.

Palpatine had seen it coming and was already running out of the way, but Obi-Wan didn’t move.  Fear gripped Anakin as he watched the durasteel plate begin to tumble down at his former-Master, and he knew that there was nothing he could do.  Desperately, he reached out at the enormously heavy plate with the Force, but it did nothing to halt its fall.

“Obi-Wan!” he yelled.  

Obi-Wan’s eyes opened and closed groggily as he came to, and they went suddenly wide as he saw the large plate of durasteel coming down right for him.  Adrenalin and the Force surged through him, giving him back his strength.  He rolled over and pushed himself up just enough so that he could dive out of the way.  Right after he did the plate crashed to the floor right behind him.

Anakin let go of the breath he hadn’t even known he was holding.  A frazzled Obi-Wan got to his feet and stared down at the durasteel plate, then turned and met Anakin’s eyes.  

“That was close,” Obi-Wan said.

Anakin smirked.  Then the sound of scrapping metal brought his attention back around towards where Grievous had fallen.

Grievous got to his feet, staring hate-filled eyes at Anakin.

Anakin raised his lightsaber up in front of him and took a handful of slow steps forward.

Grievous held his blasters at the ready, but didn’t fire as he slowly backed away from the powerful, young Jedi.

Obi-Wan joined Anakin, and together they came at Grievous.  His eyes still on Grievous, Anakin unclipped Obi-Wan’s lightsaber from his belt and tossed it to Obi-Wan, who caught it and ignited it without missing a step or taking his eyes off of the Droid General.  Together they stalked towards Grievous, who continued to retreat.

“This isn’t over yet, Jedi!” Grievous snarled, then spun and jumped up to one of the large windows along the wall.

Anakin and Obi-Wan lurched at his movement, but stopped as soon as they saw what he intended to do.

With his vice-like grip, Grievous gripped the metal framing of the window with one hand and smashed the other right through the window.  It shattered instantly, and a torrent erupted in the room.  

Obi-Wan and Anakin were swept off their feet and began flying across the room towards the window.  Their arms scrambled for something to hold on to.  Luckily, they both found a railing just meters away from the window and grabbed on for dear life, their legs flapping in the air behind them.

Anakin looked across the room for the Supreme Chancellor, and was glad to see that he had gripped the arm of a chair on the other side of the room and was safe.  

Grievous’ grip kept him from being sucked out of the room right away, but he didn’t stay inside for long.  He swung his legs through the shattered window and outside, then magnetized them again on the outer hull.  He began walking as soon as his feet were secured and disappeared from the window and across the outside of the ship to his personal hangar where his ship was docked.

The whirlwind continued for several seconds longer before the window’s safety-shutter slid down and re-sealed the bridge.

Anakin and Obi-Wan got back on their feet, and Anakin peered out of the large bay of windows at the glowing, dawn surface of the city-planet right in front of them.

“We’ve got to get the Chancellor out of here!” Anakin said.

Obi-Wan looked out the windows, then nodded his agreement.

They rushed to Palpatine and helped him to his feet.

“Are you all right, Chancellor?” Obi-Wan asked.

Brushing himself off, Palpatine smiled.  “I’m fine.”

“We’ve got to get you to an escape pod, Your Excellency.  Follow me,” Anakin said, then began for the bridge doors in a fast walk.

As they continued down the darkened hall beyond, Obi-Wan asked, “Anakin, what happened to Dooku?”

Anakin’s stomach tensed as he walked, but he gave no response.  He just kept his eyes down the hall.

“Anakin?”

“Anakin defeated him, of course,” Palpatine stated proudly, a broad smile across his face.  “Dooku’s dead, and with him any hope of victory for the Separatists.”

“What?” Obi-Wan said in disbelief.  “Anakin…” he called after his friend, but Anakin said nothing and kept walking.  Obi-Wan quickened his steps and came to stand in front of Anakin, stopping him.  His arms folded across his chest, Obi-Wan asked, “What were you thinking!?  We had explicit orders from The Council that should we ever meet up with Dooku he was to be taken alive!  How can The Council question him now?”

Anakin met his eyes, but still said nothing.  He knew that Obi-Wan wouldn’t understand why he had killed him; why Dooku couldn’t be allowed to face trial.  Obi-Wan wasn’t a realist like him, or Chancellor Palpatine.  Obi-Wan didn’t understand what a trail like Dooku’s would do to the Republic.  And yet, he found himself unable to lie to Obi-Wan and give some other explanation as to how it happened.

“Well…?” Obi-Wan asked.

Anakin was getting mad and defensive now, and he was about to tell Obi-Wan everything when Palpatine spoke.

“I’m afraid it was quite unavoidable, Master Obi-Wan,” the consummate politician said.  “Anakin had disarmed Count Dooku and was readying to take him into custody when Dooku suddenly attacked once more.  Anakin had merely a fraction of a second with which to defend himself.  It was kill, or be killed.  And, given the circumstances, I’d say he made the right choice,” Palpatine finished with a smile.

Obi-Wan looked at Anakin, who was peering at Chancellor Palpatine with a furrowed brow, and studied his face.  Something told him that he was not getting the full story, but he wasn’t sure.  Anakin gave Palpatine a small, imperceptible smile, then turned to look at Obi-Wan with renewed confidence, unflinching under his searching gaze.

“We’ll deal with this later,” Obi-Wan finally said.

A series of chirps and whistles down the hall caught their attention, and they all turned to see Artoo rolling towards them.

“Artoo?  I thought I told you to go back to the ship?” Anakin said.

Artoo gave a series of bleeps in reply, then came to a stop right in front of them.

“Well, I’m glad you’re here now.  We can use your help.  Can you tell us where the nearest escape pods are?” Anakin asked.

The little droid gave an excited string of whistles, and the light on his dome flashed back and forth between yellow and white.  Then, the droid turned and started back the way he had come, turning his dome around to whistle at them to follow.

They followed him down the hall in silence, the tension over the matter of Dooku’s death still thick in the air.  Two halls later, the ship groaned and began to slowly incline as if it were going into a dive.  The group quickened their pace as they trotted up the slight incline, and were relieved when Artoo finally came to a stop in front of a long series of wide doors.

Anakin came forward and touched the panel next to the door.  It opened with a hiss to reveal an escape pod.

The ship shuddered, and they all staggered to keep their balance.  Anakin peered up at the ceiling of the hall, deep in thought.  “Your Excellency,” Anakin finally said, motioning towards the escape pod.

Palpatine walked past him.  When he noticed they weren’t following him, he turned and gave Anakin a quizzical look.  “You’re not coming,” he stated once he understood.

Anakin shook his head.  “The ship is heading right for Capital City.” 

“Very well,” Palpatine said, obviously disappointed and worried.  “Do be careful.  The Republic needs a brave warrior such as yourself.”

“I will, Your Excellency,” Anakin said, then pushed the panel and closed the door.

Turning to Obi-Wan, Anakin said, “Come on.  You, too, Artoo.  We’ll need your help,” and began running down the decline of the hall and back towards the bridge. 

Artoo gave a warbled, worried moan, but followed nonetheless.

Padmé.  She was all Anakin could think about.  Her, and this ship crashing right towards her. 

Anakin began giving orders as soon as they ran back through the bridge doors.

“Artoo, plug into the computer and see if you can get those stabilizers working properly!”  

The little droid gave an affirmative chirp and rolled as fast as it could to a small port beside a console on the wall.  A door flipped open on his rotund body, and Artoo extended his computer interface arm and plugged in.   

“Obi-Wan, help me man the controls,” Anakin said, pointing to a nearby console as he headed up to the middle dais and the pilot’s chair.  Obi-Wan nodded, then went to take his seat.  Anakin reached the pilot’s chair and sat.  He punched a few buttons on the small display screens set in the arms of the chair to bring the chairs control systems on-line.  As they came up he turned to look out the windows.

The morning glow of Coruscant filled the bridge.  Normally, the warm hues of red, orange and purple would have been beautiful and peaceful, but in this situation they were a sign of doom.  Their radiance only reminded them of how close they were to the planet, and how desperate their situation was.  He could see the outline of the large circles and lines that covered the surface of the city-planet.  It was all so close now.  

Anakin pried his eyes away from the windows and back down to the small display screens next to his arms.  A deep frown crossed his face when he did.  Less than half of the bow stabilizers were communicating with the ship’s computers, and a great number of those still on-line were firing wildly.

“Artoo, I need you to get those stabilizers under control,” Anakin said.

Artoo gave a defensive series of bleeps and chips.  Anakin got the gist that he was working on it.

Anakin moved his fingers over the controls of the display in a flash and tried to adjust the ship’s angle of descent.  He put all of the working stabilizers on full power, but as the seconds went by he noticed that it hardly had any effect.  Then, to add insult to injury, several of them went off-line under the sudden strain.

“Great,” Anakin bemused under his breath.  Well this just keeps getting better and better, he thought.  But then an image of Padmé flashed into his mind and his focus was refined.  His eyes closed to angry slits as his fingers once again moved across the screens, trying something else he thought just might work.

“We’re coming in too steep,” Obi-Wan said, perring at his console display.  “I’m not sure the ship’s hull can handle such an entry.  It’s damaged rather badly,” he finished, turning to look up at Anakin.  

“We have to try,” Anakin said, his eyes fixed on his display screens.  Then, without looking up, he said, “You may want to hold on to someth—“

He cut off as the ship suddenly jolted and he was nearly tossed from the pilot’s chair.  He dug his hands into the armrests of the chair and held himself in place.  Obi-Wan nearly fell out of his chair, but steadied himself just in time. 

A constant shudder, a low rumbling ran through the ship as it penetrated the top layer of Coruscant’s atmosphere.  Anakin kept at the controls, trying his hardest to get the ship out of this suicidal dive as the trembling intensified.  A low rumble joined the shaking as the planet’s atmosphere buffeted the hull.  Outside the windows the warm radiance of the sunrise was intensified by the glowing of the surface of the ship.  Soon, flames began licking the bottom and the tops of the panel of windows, and Anakin knew that something had to be done quickly if they were ever going to get out of this mess.

The quaking of the ship reached a fevered pitch as its mass sliced through the thick atmosphere, and it felt as if the ship were literally being torn apart.  A second later Obi-Wan confirmed this suspicion from his console.

“Severe damage to the back quarter.  The hull breeches from the explosion have weakened the supports.  Giant pieces are breaking off!”

Anakin looked down at his own displays and saw that even more of the stabilizers were going off-line due to the breaking up of the back portion of the ship.  He ground his teeth in frustration as the broken ship continued to plummet towards the capital city of Coruscant.  The safety shutter over the window Grievous had shattered was beginning to glow bright red, and Anakin dreaded what would happen should it break or melt away.

Time was running out, and things were not looking good for them at all.  

“Artoo…!?” Anakin yelled over the rumbling of their reentry. 

Artoo’s computer terminal interface arm spun as he worked.  He gave a quick series of chips—none of which sounded encouraging—and continued to try to work out the problem.  

The ship’s shaking began to lessen, and the rumbling quieted until it was no more than a background noise as the ship exited the rough, upper layers of the atmosphere.  Smoke from the burning of the hull blocked the view out of the windows in a thick, gray cloud for several seconds.  Then, as if the heaven’s were being parted, it suddenly evaporated and Coruscant sprang into view.

The two kilometer long half of the ship streaked through the sky like a fireball.  Flames and smoke created a tail thrice the length of the ship across the morning sky high above the city planet, which was becoming more and more clear as the seconds went by.  The outlines of the towering buildings could be seen clearly now, and they were headed straight for the center of them.

Padmé, Anakin thought, despair gripping his heart, for there seemed to be nothing he could do.  He stared at the view in front of them.  Obi-Wan stood, also unable to look away from the impending impact.

But then, all of a sudden, Artoo gave a series of excited chirps and whistles and spun his domed head around to peer back at them. 

Anakin pried his eyes away from the sight outside and looked at the droid.  Then, after another series of chirps, he looked down at his control displays and saw that almost all of the stabilizers were now working.

Immediately he got to work.  He dialed every single one on the underside of the ship up to full power to try to get them out of this dive.  He didn’t worry about shorting them out, because there wasn’t time to do anything else.  Either it worked, or it didn’t and they crashed.  There was no middle ground.

“Obi-Wan, get that—“ he began, but cut off as he saw that his former-Master was already set on doing what he was going to say.  Obi-Wan had diverted extra power to the extreme-aft, top side stabilizers of the ship in order to push the backside down and help force them out of the steepness of the dive.  Anakin kicked up the power on the front, lower stabilizers to aid Obi-Wan’s move and slowly, very slowly, the ship’s nose began to rise.

“I’ll bring up the repulsors,” Obi-Wan said.

“No!  We’ll need the power for the stabilizers,” Anakin said.  “Besides—we’re still too high.  The repulsors wouldn’t do any good up here.”

The cityscape grew more and more perceptible, more defined, as they continued to dive towards it.  As it did, the nose of the giant vessel also continued to rise ever so slowly.  The upper traffic of military patrol craft and other such vehicles veered out of the way to avoid being slammed into, and some even fell in tow with the giant ship to keep an eye on its destination while radioing ahead to the lower traffic to get out of the way. 

Sweat beaded Anakin’s brow as the ship’s nose slowly continued to rise.  The towering skyscrapers were more than just abstract outlines now.  He could even discern some of the more distinct buildings and knew where they were headed.  The sweat began to trickle down the sides of his face as he saw that they were nearing the governmental district.

He cut off the stabilizers on the upper, aft section of the ship and put all power into the bottom stabilizers.  Then, he kicked the repulsors with as much power going to them as he could afford.

The nose rose in a sudden jerk that nearly knocked Anakin from his seat.  The skyscrapers were incredibly close now, and they all tensed as they continued getting closer by the second.  Anakin’s eyes narrowed as he saw that they were on a direct path with the top of one particularly tall building and, again, his fingers danced across the controls in a flash.

He cut off all of the repulsors on the starboard side of the ship and put full power to those on the port side.  The ship suddenly sagged to one side as he did this, and then it began turning ever so slightly.  The building continued to grow in the windows, and it was clear that impact was inevitable.

“Hang on!” Anakin warned as the skyscraper neared.

The ship continued to bank away from the building, but it wasn’t enough.  The front of the ship didn’t strike, but the entire bottom, port side did.

The ship shook violently as it tore through the side of the building.  Obi-Wan went flying out of his chair, and Artoo was sent falling on his side with a high-pitched scream.  Anakin hung on to the chair with the Force and his fingernails for a few seconds longer before he couldn’t anymore.

Anakin was back in the chair as soon as the shaking, and the collision, was over and readjusted the roll of the ship back to level.  The next tall building was approaching and, again, it looked like it would be close.  Another violent quake shook the ship as it skimmed across the top of the building, scraping off hull plating and several levels of the building itself.  

Anakin did his best to level the ship out as it sailed over the tops of other buildings and towards the rundown, abandoned industrial sector just beyond, but still the ship was in a slight dive.  They cleared the city, and the shinning, metal surface of the industrial sector rose to meet them.  

The impact was tremendous, and this time there was nothing Anakin could do to hold on.  He was tossed from the pilot’s chair and clear to the main floor of the bridge.  Somewhere in the jumbled mess of it all he saw Obi-Wan flying through the air as well, and then they both hit the ground and slid, side by side, into the consoles right in front of the large windows as the skidding ship came to a stop.  
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Debris and loose wiring were everywhere in the halls of the crashed ship.  Artoo flashed his dome-light down the hall as he led Anakin and Obi-Wan through the maze.  The occasional spray of sparks lit up the dark corridor as Obi-Wan and Anakin followed, careful not to trip.  Half way down the corridor Artoo stopped and pointed his light into a small side hall.  Then, he turned and gave a series of beeps and whistles to the others. 

“I think he’s found a way out,” Obi-Wan said.  He walked to the side corridor and peered down it.  With the help of Artoo’s light, he saw what it was.  “It’s an emergency hatch.”  He walked into the small corridor and to the panel next to the narrow door.  None of the buttons on the panel were lit, but Obi-Wan pushed the hatch release button just in case.  Nothing happened.  “The panel’s dead.  We’ll have to see if we can manually override it somehow,” he said as he leaned in close and began searching the wall next to the door.  

The sound and dull glow of an igniting lightsaber filled the hall, and Obi-Wan turned to see Anakin plunging his blue blade into the framing of the door.  A few swift slices later, Anakin deactivated his blade and gave the door a powerful kick.  It went crashing out of the ship.  

“Well, I guess that’s one way to do it,” Obi-Wan said.

Sunlight and a stiff breeze spilled into the hall.  His tunic billowing in the wind, Anakin leaned out of the doorway and looked down.  “We’re still a ways up from the surface, but it looks like there’s a safe way down.”  

Obi-Wan joined Anakin in the doorway.  Indeed, they were still a ways up from the surface—at least one hundred meters up—but it looked as if the belly-landing of the ship had displaced several thick durasteel support beams from the surface, and that one of these giant beams was no more than a few meters down from where they were.  It would be tricky, especially with Artoo, but it was possible.  

“Artoo, move into the doorframe and I’ll lower you down,” Obi-Wan said.  The little droid complied, but once he saw what was ahead he turned his domed head and spat out a long series of questioning beeps.  “Don’t worry.  It’ll be all right,” Obi-Wan soothed.  “Trust me.”

Artoo gave a warbled, disbelieving moan, then turned back around.  Obi-Wan shut his eyes to slits and began lifting the little droid through the doorway with the Force.  After setting Artoo down on the beam, Obi-Wan leaped down behind him, followed by Anakin.

The trip down was slow and arduous, especially for Artoo who almost fell numerous times and made his displeasure explicitly known, but finally they made it to the surface.  

Anakin gazed back towards the city.  Giant plumes of thick, black smoke were snaking into the air from the buildings they had struck.  He also noted smoke in other places further off, and knew that they must have been the effect of the Separatist attack.  

As he stared at the carnage waves of relief washed over Anakin.  Padmé is safe, and so is Chancellor Palpatine, he thought.  He had saved them.  Unlike with his mother, this time he had made sure he was strong enough to save those he cared so much about.  He had done whatever it took to keep them alive—to keep them in his life—and it felt good.   

Moments later, the forms of ships began to materialize through the smoke.  

“Here they come,” Anakin said, drawing Obi-Wan’s attention away from a shaking Artoo.

Four Republic Gunships appeared.  Two stayed aloft while the other two swooped down and unloaded their contingents of Clonetroopers.  The white armored, helmeted troops with their tear-shaped, onyx eyes rushed at them with their blaster rifles in hand.  They made a defensive circle around the two Jedi and Artoo, staying alert for any possible threat from without.  

“Are we secure?” A red shouldered and helmet-marked clone asked his fellow troops.  He was answered with echoes of “clear!” from all around him.  Then, the soldier came directly up to the Jedi, and seeing their ragged appearance, the Clone Captain asked, “General Kenobi, Colonel Skywalker—are you in need of any medical assistance?”

“We’re fine,” Obi-Wan said.

“Right.” the clone captain said, then turned and began scanning the area around them with the other troops.  None of the Clonetroopers moved towards the gunships.  

Obi-Wan and Anakin exchanged puzzled looks.

“Uhhhh, Captain?  Shouldn’t we be boarding?” Obi-Wan asked.

“Negative, sir.  I have orders to hold up here,” the clone captain said over his shoulder, never taking his eyes off of scanning the surroundings and the sky for any possible threat.

“From whom?” Obi-Wan asked, confused.

“Directly from the Supreme Chancellor.”

Anakin and Obi-Wan exchanged another puzzled look.

“Here they come,” the clone captain said into their thoughts. 

Seconds later a long, red and black shuttle flanked by ten more gunships appeared from out of the smoke and began to set down on a flat portion of the ground a little ways away.

“The Chancellor’s shuttle has arrived.  Stay sharp,” the clone captain said to his troops. 

The Clonetroopers either nodded or gave quick hand signals to confirm they’d heard.  The Chancellor’s shuttle set down, and a few seconds later its ramp began to lower.  Four red robed Royal Guards filed out in their usual precision, followed by Mas Amedda, the Vice Chair of the senate.  The Royal Guards and Mas came forward.

Anakin and Obi-Wan peered at the blue-skinned, Chagrian politician uncertainly.  Neither of them knew what was going on.  

Obi-Wan noticed that as he approached, Mas looked only at Anakin.  Obi-Wan felt as if he wasn’t even there.  A deep frown crossed his face and his eyes narrowed as the man came to a stop right in front of Anakin.  He had never liked or trusted Mas Amedda.

“Master Jedi Skywalker,” Mas said with a slight bow.  “We are deeply glad that you have returned safely.”

“Thank you,” Anakin said with a nod.

“Supreme Chancellor Palpatine requests your company aboard his shuttle back to the city.  He wishes to speak with you,” Mas said.

Obi-Wan was surprised, and did nothing to conceal it, but Anakin merely gave a nod and started for the large shuttle.

“Master Kenobi,” Mas said coolly, as if he hated that he was even forced to recognize him.  Then, he turned and followed Anakin with the four crimson, Royal Guards flanking them.  The Clonetroopers surrounded the group and walked with them all the way back to the shuttle, leaving Obi-Wan standing alone.

The clones stopped at the bottom of the ramp of the shuttle, their helmets scanning from side to side, until Anakin, Mas and the Royal Guards boarded and the ramp closed.   Then they hurried to their Gunships and got onboard.  The chancellor’s shuttle took off and so did the Gunships, joining the other ten in escorting the shuttle back to the city.

Artoo rolled up to his side and Obi-Wan watched the ships disappear into the smoke as the sound of another approaching gunship caught his ears.  The ship landed a short distance away.  Seeing this new shuttle’s occupants, Obi-Wan and Artoo headed for it.  They got in, and as soon as Obi-Wan took his seat the ship took off.

“Where’s Anakin?” Jedi Master Windu asked, sitting next to Obi-Wan.

“He’s returning to the city with the chancellor,” Obi-Wan replied, shouting over the rushing wind.

A puzzled eye-exchange was shared between Mace and the being seated across from he and Obi-Wan.

“Tell us, you must, what happened aboard the ship.” Yoda said.

“We felt a disturbance in the Force,” Mace added. 

“Dooku’s dead,” Obi-Wan said, then added, “…and General Grievous escaped.” 

Mace and Yoda shared another quick glance, then Mace asked, “How did Dooku die?”

Obi-Wan hesitated for a second.  “Anakin killed him.”  

Yoda’s ears drooped, and a pained expression came over Mace’s face.  

Obi-Wan continued, “They said it was done in self defense—that he had to do it or be killed himself.”

“They?” Yoda asked, his curiosity peaked.

“Anakin and Chancellor Palpatine,” Obi-Wan replied.

“You weren’t there when it happened?” Mace asked, confused.

“I was unconscious,” Obi-Wan said.  “By the time I awoke it was over.  Palpatine told me what’d happened later.  Although…” Obi-Wan trailed off, deep in thought.

“What is it, Obi-Wan?” Mace asked.

“I’m not certain,” he admitted, shaking his head, “but it felt as if they were holding something back…like they weren’t telling me the whole story.”

“Hmmmmm…” Yoda said, his eyes closed to slits.  “Question him concerning this matter, The Council will.  Discover the truth, we must.”

Obi-Wan was surprised by his statement, and immediately he felt guilty for revealing his doubts of Anakin’s story.  But he knew deep inside that those doubts were justified, and that it was important that the Jedi Council know exactly why Anakin had killed Dooku.  He knew that his allegiance lay first and foremost with the Jedi, and that he shouldn’t allow his personal relationships to get in the way.  He must follow the code for the good of the Jedi…and possibly for Anakin’s own good.

“Yes, Master,” Obi-Wan said.

The landing platform just outside the Senate Building was filled with senators waiting to welcome back the Supreme Chancellor.  They stood in two lines along the base of the landing ramp, some jostling for position to be the first to greet Palpatine.  The quartet of Royal Guards disembarked first and took up position at the base of the ramp, baring the way of the jostling senators with their silver Force Pikes.  Palpatine, with Anakin close at his side, began down the ramp.  A wave of excitement rushed through the crowd at their appearance and applause broke out.  Senators whispered to each other about Jedi Skywalker’s heroics as they came down the ramp. 

Senators Bail Organa, Mon Mothma, Orn Fre Taa, and Ask Aak were waiting at the ramps base.  They all bowed as Palpatine and Anakin approached, and Bail said, “We’re all greatly relieved that you have returned safely, Chancellor.”

“Thank you, Senator Organa,” Palpatine said with a broad smile.  Then, turning to display Anakin, he said, “Although, I must say that I never would have returned were it not for the bravery of Jedi Skywalker.”

More applause broke out, and Anakin smiled.

Then, raising his voice, Palpatine said, “Master Jedi Skywalker defeated and killed Count Dooku in battle!”  A cheer rose up from almost all in the crowd.  “The Wars are that much closer to an end, thanks to Anakin Skywalker!”

Another cheer erupted, and continued as Palpatine and Anakin passed Bail and the senators standing with him and walked through the narrow path in the crowd.  

Anakin shook hands and received congratulatory pats on the back the whole way to the Senate Building as the cheering continued.  It was exhilarating for him.  Never before had beings showered him with such respect, admiration and honor.  Never before had he been so recognized for his deeds.  These senators—some of the most powerful and influential beings in the galaxy—were praising him.  A swell of pride rose in his chest.

“It feels good, doesn’t it?” Palpatine whispered over the cheering.  “—being recognized for your abilities.  You deserve this, Anakin.  What you did for the Republic was a great thing!”

Anakin smiled and gave a nod of consent.  

The applauding crowd followed them inside the building, filling the foyer.  

For some time Anakin shook even more hands as he remained at Palpatine’s side, hearing over and over again how wonderful what he’d done had been.  After a while the crowd calmed down a bit and the senators began to converse amongst themselves as they waited their turn to come forward and welcome back Palpatine.  Anakin began to search over the heads of the crowd for Padmé.  He knew that she was bound to be here somewhere.  He finally spotted her standing alone next to a window in the back of the crowd.  “If you’ll excuse me, Chancellor,” he said.

“Of course, Anakin,” Palpatine said before turning back to talk with senator Ask Aak. 

Anxious to be near Padmé, Anakin made his way through the crowd of senators as quickly as he could.  But the going was slow because of all the senators that wanted to congratulate him all over again.  He started with a series of polite thank you’s, followed by quick smiles that eventually turned into him just brushing senators off completely so that he could get by without having to be stopped.

“Ani!!” a familiar voice called out.

Anakin stopped and turned to face the source of the voice.  He knew that avoiding Jar Jar was impossible, so he decided to talk with him briefly before continuing on to Padmé.  Jar Jar shoved his way through the crowd of senators to get to him, gaining irritated looks from all he pushed.  Finally, the Gungan reached him.

“Ani!!” Jar Jar said throwing his arms around Anakin and squeezing the air from his lungs.  He finally stopped and stepped back.  “Mesa so proud of you, Ani!  Yousa did a grand thing!  A grand thing—saving da Supreme Chancella!”

“Thank you, Jar Jar,” Anakin said.  Despite himself, Anakin couldn’t help but smile.  Jar Jar was quite troublesome, but his exuberant energy and optimism was contagious.  

“Mesa heard about how you beatin’ Count Dooku!  Yousa a hero, Ani!  Yousa bombad!”

Anakin’s patience began to wear thin.  He was anxious to get to Padmé.  “Hey, Jar Jar, I was told that Vice Chair Amedda wanted to talk to you.  I think he wanted to congratulate you on your fine service in the Relief and Aid Committee.”

Jar Jar’s eyes went wide with surprise.  “Really?  Hesa wantsin’ to congratulate mesa!?!”

“Yes.  He’s right over there,” Anakin said, pointing across the room.  “You’d better hurry if you want to catch him.  I think he’s just about to leave.

“Oh!  Mooie, mooie, thanks, Ani!” he said before again pushing his way through the crowd.

A mischievous smile escaped Anakin’s lips as he watched him go, then he turned and continued towards Padmé.

She noticed his approach as soon as he emerged from the crowd and they stared at each other.  A smile escaped his lips as he came forward, and everyone else but her ceased to exist.  Her hair was pulled up in braids that twisted around the crown of her head, and she wore a flowing blue and black dress.  The dress was rather full-bodied and hid her figure well, but Anakin knew why—she carried a rotund belly that was sure to draw attention and unwanted questions from all who noticed it.

For three years now they had managed to keep their marriage a secret from the Jedi and those in the senate.  Only Padmé’s personal guards and handmaidens knew of the union, and fewer still knew about the child Padmé carried.  It had been difficult, because between The Wars and Anakin’s other Jedi duties, as well Padmé’s political obligations, they saw little of each other.  And when they did it was most often in a large group of onlookers like right now, so they were forced to keep their true emotions concealed.  But at least they were able to be together, and that counted for something.

“Welcome back, Master Jedi Skywalker,” Padmé said with a broad, sweet smile and a slight bow of her head.

“Senator Amidala,” Anakin said, taking her hand and touching it ever so gently to his lips.  As he did their eyes locked in a passionate embrace.  Padmé smiled warmly, then realized where they were and pulled her hand away.  She searched to make sure no one had seen.

“You shouldn’t do that in public,” Padmé admonished.

“I couldn’t help it.  You just looked so beautiful, I had to do it” Anakin said with a rougish grin.

Padmé blushed again and smiled.  Then, a shadow seemed to come over her face and she looked down at her feet.  When she finally looked back up her face was filled with worry, and her eyes were close to tears.  “Oh, Anakin, I was so worried when I’d heard.  For a while there I’d thought—“

The approach of someone from behind Anakin stopped her from speaking, and she turned her eyes down again in order to compose herself.  Anakin looked over his shoulder to see whom it was that was coming, and when he did he wasn’t pleased at all.

“Master Jedi Skywalker,” Senator Fang Zar said in his gruff voice, his wrinkled face beaming as he approached.  His arms were folded into the sleeves of his light purple, senatorial robe, and his black and gray hair was pulled up in a top-knot.

Anakin turned away from Senator Zar without saying a word, and Padmé was shocked to see the sudden glower on Anakin’s face.  Fang came and stood to the side of the two of them.

“I must thank you for a job well done,” Fang wheezed, extending his hand.  Anakin remained unmoving—didn’t even turn to look at the senator.  The smile melted away from Fang’s face and he lowered his hand, looking from Anakin to Padmé uncertainly.  “I…ahhh…know that your defeating Dooku will long be regarded as the turning point of this war.  You have helped to greatly weaken the Separatists, and soon the Republic will begin to go back to what it once was.”

Anakin still said nothing, but he turned to stare at Fang Zar with unguarded distaste in his eyes.  A flash of surprise crossed Fang’s face, but he had been in the political scene for far too long to allow his true feelings show.  

“Anakin…” Padmé scolded softly.  

Anakin gave her a quick look out of the corner of his eye, then in a low voice and with the slightest of nods, he said, “Thank you, Senator Zar.”

Fang smiled and bowed deeply.  “No—thank you, Master Jedi Skywalker.  The Republic owes you a great debt for your loyal service.  I see that I have interrupted your conversation here, so I will leave the two of you alone.  Good day, Senator Amidala.  Good day, Master Jedi Skywalker,” he said with a bow to each of them.

“Thank you, Fang,” Padmé said after him as he walked away.

Anakin watched him leave with ahte-filled eyes.

“What was that all about?  Why were you so mean to Senator Zar?” Padmé asked.

“I don’t trust him,” Anakin said with a sneer, still looking at Fang.

“Don’t trust him?  Why wouldn’t you trust him?  He’s one of the Republic’s most loyal senators.  He’s served in the senate for decades.  He’s a good man.”

Anakin turned to stare at her, and was about to speak when he felt a very familiar presence approaching.  “Obi-Wan,” he warned, then turned around so he could see his former-Master’s approach.

Obi-Wan emerged from the crowd of senators, receiving handshakes and pats on his back as well, and came towards the two of them.

“I’m so pleased to see you back safely, Master Obi-Wan,” Padmé said, and there was no mistaking the warmth and truth in her words.

Obi-Wan smiled and bowed, then shook her hand.  “Thank you, m’Lady.  And believe me—I’m glad I made it back in one piece, as well.”

Padmé gave a small laugh.  “Well, your heroism is greatly appreciated, as I was just telling Jedi Master Skywalker, here,” she said, indicating with her hand to Anakin.  “Both of you did a fine job.  This will be a day long remembered in the Republic.”

Obi-Wan smiled again, then turned to Anakin, his face all business.  “Anakin, The Council has asked for a report immediately.  We need to go.”

“Of course,” Anakin replied.  Turning to Padmé, Anakin bowed and said, “Thank you again for your kind words, m’lady.”  He stared into her eyes for just a moment to speak unsaid emotions and desires.  

“You’re welcome, Master Skywalker,” Padmé said, returning the quick exchange.

The moment was short and nearly undetectable, but Obi-Wan was still able to pick up small hints of it.  He wasn’t certain what it was, but he knew that he had just seen a glimpse of…something.

Anakin walked past Obi-Wan and towards the exit.  “Excuse us, m’lady, and thank you” Obi-Wan said with another small bow, then walked away.  

Padmé returned the bow, then stared after Anakin longingly as he disappeared from her sight.
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The giant bowl that was the Galactic Senate was bustling with voices as the senators and representatives waited for the emergency session to begin.  Although filled with thousands of beings of countless differing species, the senate was only two-thirds full.  The seats were empty not because the senators hadn’t been able to return in time for the emergency session, but because those systems had abandoned the Republic in favor of the Separatists.  

The loss had been quite an embarrassment for Palpatine, so he had attempted to fill those empty seats by creating new delegate positions and by allowing VIPs to sit in on sessions, which had caused even more controversy and claims that Palpatine was only appointing those that were favorable to him.  The most contentious of these new positions was the Delegate of Military Affairs because the seat was allowed not only a voice, but a vote as well.  Such a thing was unheard of in the Republic.  That, and the confrontational manner of the delegation’s appointed speaker, made them rather unpopular in certain circles.

Mas Amedda got to his feet in the chancellor’s platform located in the center of the senate and moved to stand at the podium.  Talking within the senate quieted, then stopped completely as everyone waited for him to speak. 

“Our first order of business must be to recognize the return of Supreme Chancellor Palpatine,” Mas Amedda finally said.  

Echoes of agreement rang out from the majority of the senators.  

“As vice-chair of the senate,” Mas continued, “I hereby call for the immediate reinstatement of Supreme Chancellor Palpatine and the returning of all powers currently related to that office.”

Numerous senators once again voiced their agreement, and applause broke out.

A lone pod floated into the center of the rotunda and came to stop just in front of the chancellor’s podium.  “Senators, instead of reinstating Palpatine, I move that the senate choose a new Supreme Chancellor,” Padmé Amidala said.  

The overwhelming negative response that ensued was powerful, but there were also dispersed voices of consent.  

“Chancellor Palpatine has served the Republic diligently,” Padmé continued calmly, ignoring the shouts, “but his service has far exceeded the allotted term limit.  Count Dooku is dead and the crisis of the Clone Wars is near its end.  Therefore, I believe that for the good of the Republic it is time that a new leader be selected.”

“Don’t be a fool, Senator Amidala,” the occupant of another approaching pod, a tall Dangu, said.  “The Clone Wars are far from over with General Grievous still out there.  The Republic still needs Palpatine.  He must remain in office until this crisis is fully resolved!”

Cheers of agreement filled the giant room.  Padmé stood in her pod in the middle of it all, not believing what she heard.  “Senators,” she called, but her voice was lost in the din.  “Senators!!” she yelled, finally bringing pause to the shouts.  “Have we lost sight of our democratic ideals so much that we no longer follow them?  The office of the Supreme Chancellor has a limited term to safeguard against the dangers of life-long rulers.  These rules are there to protect us—to protect our very freedoms!”

“Who is better equipped as a leader to protect us from the armies of the Separatists?” The hawk-nosed, gaunt-faced Delegate of Military Affairs asked as his pod floated forward.  “You, Senator Amidala?  

“I do not seek this position, Tarkin,” Padmé responded, watching the slick military commander with cautious eyes.  “But I do wish to see the laws of our government upheld.”

“Even if doing so meant the destruction of our government—our very way of life?” Tarkin asked.

“What do you mean?” Padmé asked.

“Appointing a new chancellor now, while we are in the middle of such a fierce war, would certainly ensure the Separatists’ victory.  Why, the time needed for the senate to agree on a suitable replacement alone would be long enough for General Grievous and his droid armies to conquer our forces.  Not to mention the time it would take for a new chancellor to gather enough support to be an effectual leader.”  

“I agree with Senator Amidala,” Bail Organa said, his own pod floating into the fray.  “Palpatine has served long enough.  A new chancellor must be appointed.”

“Ahhhhhh…  And now we hear from another of The Great Appeasers,” Tarkin mocked.  “Tell me, Senator Organa; what was the outcome of those unsanctioned peace talks you initiated with General Grievous?  Are your emissaries well?”

Three months prior, Bail had sent members of his personal staff to Duro to open prisoner exchange and temporary ceasefire negotiations with General Grievous.  There were several Separatist-occupied worlds in the Duro region where political prisoners and captured citizens were starving, and Bail wished for relief supplies to be shipped in unharmed.  Grievous had welcomed Bail’s aides under a banner of peace only to kill them and all of the political prisoners they had asked to be released.  It had been a terrible political embarrassment for Bail, as well as a painful, personal loss.

Yet, not allowing Tarkin to gain the upper hand, Bail retorted, “And how did your most recent campaign against the Separatists fair?”

Tarkin looked as if he might spit venom.  The forces of a campaign he’d organized had been utterly and completely destroyed in an ambush of Grievous’ just a few weeks ago.  It had been a terrible blow to Tarkin’s growing reputation as a great military strategist and the only one capable of standing up to Grievous’ military brilliance. 

  “At least I have the courage to face our enemies head-on,” Tarkin seethed.  “If it were left to you our forces would crumble under the banners of pacifism and peace and the Republic would be lost!”

“At least we know which of us actually wants peace,” Bail shot back with a casual air.

Infuriated, Tarkin was about to respond, but he was cut off.

“Enough!” Palpatine said from his spot on the central dais, and all eyes turned to him.  “Commandant Tarkin is right; the situation in the galaxy is still too unstable to consider the appointment of a new Supreme Chancellor at this time.”

“Chancellor, if I may be allowed to—“ Padmé interjected.

“Furthermore!” Palpatine cut her off with a raised hand.  “I fear recent events have left me with no choice but to reconsider my decision to take over complete control of the Republic’s military forces.”

Padmé stared in disbelief, as did Bail, and a collective hush filled the room at this unexpected change.  A small smile spread across Tarkin’s face.

  “I will not do such a thing at this time, but the matter is weighing heavily on my mind,” Palpatine continued.  “The senate has proven itself far too indecisive to handle these military matters. This attack on Coruscant—the very heart of the Republic!—has reopened my eyes to the need of such a thing.  General Grievous and his forces must be dealt with swiftly if we hope to end this war, senators.”  Sporadic applause broke out.   “This is not a time for debate, but for victory.  I promise you—if I do decide to take such control I will not allow our forces to fail!”

Cheers and applause erupted all around the rotunda.  Padmé and Bail stood unmoving, their shocked eyes on Palpatine as their pods drifted back and forth in front of his podium.

“In the meantime, I will use my authority granted me by this body and increase the security forces here on Coruscant.  I will place a soldier on every corner, a patrol on ever street.”  Clapping broke out again.  “The defense of this great planet will never again be compromised by the forces of the Separatists!”

The cheers became deafening.  Padmé stood in the middle of it all in her pod, not believing what she was hearing.

Anger filled Padmé’s face as she led the group of senators into the office of the Supreme Chancellor.  Her jaw was tight and her eyes stared directly at Palpatine, who was standing behind his desk conversing quietly with his two aides, Mas Amedda and Sly Moore.  Senators Bail Organa, Mon Mothma, Fang Zar, Giddean Danu, Bana Breemu, Nee Alavar, and a handful of others, followed behind Padmé, all equally as troubled.


“Chancellor—what is the meaning of this!?” Padmé demanded as they approached the small circle of chairs in front of Palpatine’s desk.  “I thought we had decided that you taking over control—“


“Senator Amidala,” Palpatine cut her off, a stern expression on his face.  “I will not allow such unruly behavior in my office.  Nor will I tolerate such disrespect.  Is that clear?”


The two locked eyes for several seconds.  Padmé was so upset she was tempted to go on another diatribe, but knew that it would get her nowhere.  Still, it wasn’t easy for her and she bit her cheek as she bowed ever so slightly.  “Forgive me, Chancellor.” 


Palpatine regarded her for several seconds, as if he were weighing whether or not to accept the apology.  Then, he moved to the chair at his desk and said, “Please, sit, and I will hear what you have to say.”


There was only a limited number of chairs available.  Padmé, Fang Zar, Mon Mothma and Bail sat while the other senators stood behind them.  The late morning sunlight spilled in through the wide window behind Palpatine’s desk.  Thick spires of smoke could be seen all throughout the city—harsh reminders of the Separatists’ attack.  It lent an odd effect to the sunlight, misting its warmth in a snaking darkness.


With everyone settled, Bail leaned forward with his elbows on his knees and spoke as diplomatically as he could.  “We are concerned with your decision to remain in office.  Some of us feel it was not your place to close the matter the way you did.  This is an issue that the senate must decide, not you.”


“You over-stepped your authority, Palpatine,” Senator Zar said in his raspy voice.


“I did no such thing,” Palpatine countered.  “I had the right to do so under the Emergency Powers Act.”


“But given the fact that Count Dooku is dead and the Separatist Leadership is fractured those powers should no longer be applicable,” Padmé said.  “There is no reason for you to have them any longer.  They need to be rescinded.”

“That is an issue for the senate, as I’m sure you all know.  And the senate has voiced its opinion that I should keep my Emergency Powers,” Palpatine said.

“You could give them up yourself—as you said you would when they were first given to you,” Senator Mon Mothma said in her regal tone.

 Palpatine said nothing for some time as he seemed to think the matter over.  The senators waited for his response, hope in their minds.

“No,” Palpatine finally said, and the senators sagged with disappointment.  “Not at this time.  Not while The Wars are still being fought.”

“Chancellor,” Padmé said, anger creeping back into her tone, “there is no guarantee that there ever will be a good time.  Who knows how much longer these wars will go on?  For the good of the Republic you must give up your powers and step down.”

“I cannot in good conscience abandon the Republic to utter desolation.  My abilities as a leader are needed far too much at this critical time.”

“Then at the very least put to rest this notion of taking control of the military forces away from the senate,” Bail said.  “I thought we had already settled the issue.  There needs to be some distribution of power.”  

“I know that we discussed it before, but recent events have forced me to reevaluate my position.  I must, after all, do what I think is in the best interest of the Republic,” Palpatine stated.  

“But Chancellor—” Mon Mothma began, but she was cut off as Palpatine suddenly got to his feet.

“Senators—debate on this issue is closed.  I will not be giving up my Emergency Powers, nor will I be stepping down from office unless the senate votes otherwise.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, there are many pressing matters I must address.”

The group of senators were stunned—so much so that for several seconds none of them moved.  Never before had Palpatine cut them off in such a manner and ordered a meeting to a close.  Finally, those that were seated got to their feet and they all walked out of the office—each of them eager to be away from there so that they could discuss these alarming events amongst themselves. 
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The Jedi Council room had changed quite a bit over the course of The Wars.  The floor was dirty and unpolished.  The chairs were nicked with scuffmarks and the upholstery was thinning on some.  Several lights were out, and a general feel of disrepair filled the room.  Those seated in the chairs had changed as a result of The Wars as well.  Gone were several longstanding members to be replaced by less experienced, though qualified, Jedi Masters.  The loss of Council Members in battle had been quite a shock to the moral of the Jedi Order at first, but as the horrors and defeats of The Wars continued it became less and less of a surprise.

Anakin walked into the room with confidence.  He could see, and feel, the eyes of the twelve council members on him as he walked to stand on the Jedi Crest in the center of the room.  The eyes were intent, searching, watching his every move.  He knew why.  He’d sensed their suspicions through the Force as he’d waited in the hall outside.  Yet he didn’t allow it to trouble him.  He merely squared his shoulders to The Council’s Head and prepared for what was to come.


As usual, Master Windu did nothing to veil the question in his eyes.  He stared right at Anakin, disappointment on his face.  Anakin met him pound for pound, taking it as a challenge from the powerful Jedi Master.


Ki-Adi-Mundi’s flickering, blue-white holo-image looked up from his chair with interest and puzzlement.  He was on duty somewhere off-world—and quite far away judging by the quality of the transmission.  His gaze wasn’t nearly as accusing as Master Windu’s, but Anakin could still see uncertainty on his face.  


Master Yoda peered up at him for only a heartbeat, then lowered his eyes and cradled his chin on his cane; a deep, thoughtful frown on his withered, green face.


Seated just to the left of Ki-Adi’s holo-image was Obi-Wan.  He had been appointed to The Council just a few months prior and it was still odd for Anakin to see him seated there.  Anakin looked to his friend and former-Master for some sign of reassurance, but Obi-Wan was hesitant to make eye contact.  He would shoot his eyes up in quick glances, yet when he saw Anakin peering back at him he would look away to the floor.  


Reassurance from Obi-Wan, it would seem, was out of the question. 


“Obi-Wan has already given his account of what happened aboard the Separatist ship,” Mace said getting right down to business, as usual.  “Now we’d like to hear your report.  You may begin by answering why you abandoned Obi-Wan and your assignment to capture General Grievous to go after Count Dooku alone.”


“Count Dooku escaped while we were taking control of the bridge,” Anakin replied, his voice strong and confident.  “I was concerned that he might get away, and seeing that Obi-Wan had the situation well under control with Grievous I decided to go after him by myself.  I followed him to the Command Room where he was holding the chancellor captive.”


“Why didn’t you capture General Grievous first?” Mace asked.  “That task was assigned to you by The Council, after all.”


Anakin waited just a second, then said, “As I already said; I was worried that Count Dooku would escape, or that he might harm the chancellor.”


“Did your desire to get Dooku cloud your judgment on this matter?” Ki-Adi’s flickering image asked.  “Is that why you abandoned the mission assigned to you by this council?” 


“Did you chase after Dooku for revenge?” Mace added, more to the point. 


 Anakin was surprised by the forwardness of the question.  He glanced to Obi-Wan.  He knew he could be the only source for them thinking such a thing.  But Obi-Wan still would not meet his eye.  He turned back to Master Mundi. “No,” he answered. 


The surrounding eyes pried.


“No?” Mace repeated.


“No.”


“Did you attack Dooku in anger at all during your fight?” Mace asked.


Again, Anakin’s eyes flicked to Obi-Wan.  How much has he told them? he thought, anger at the betrayal seeping into his heart.


Anakin knew that there was no way out of this one, so he sagged his shoulders and in his most penitent voice, said, “For a time, yes.  I did.”  He paused for a second, his head lowered for added effect.  He looked up.  “But then, at Obi-Wan’s heeding, I stilled my anger and fought on with a clear mind.”


Silence followed for several seconds as The Council absorbed his answer and searched his feelings for the truth.

“How did Count Dooku die?” Yoda finally asked in his slow voice.

“I disarmed Dooku, and was preparing to take him captive when he made a sudden attack,” Anakin lied.  “I only had a split second with which to react and, unfortunately, his death was the result.”

“Hmmmm…” Yoda said, his eyes closed and his brow furrowed.


Anakin knew what Yoda was doing; he could feel him searching his thoughts and feelings to discover the truth through the Force.  And Master Yoda wasn’t the only one doing this.  All the other council members were doing the same thing, but Anakin had been able to block and evade their prodding at every turn—including Master Yoda’s.  A tiny, triumphant smirk pulled at Anakin’s lip.  He saw Mace lean forward, his hand on his chin.  He was staring directly at him.  Anakin wiped any perceivable emotion from his face, and wondered if Master Windu had seen the smirk or not.

“So then that is a detailed, accurate account of how it happened?” Mace asked, question in his eyes.

“Yes,” Anakin said.

There was yet another pause as The Council evaluated this answer. 

“And what of the escape of General Grievous?” Ki-Adi Mundi asked.


“His escape is unfortunate, but not irreparable. I will find him again quickly.  Stopping Dooku and saving the Supreme Chancellor was more important in this instance, as I’m sure The Council would agree.”


Anakin glanced around the room for nods of consent, but none came.  


Stone-faced, Mace stated, “The Council does not agree.”


Anakin was taken aback by the admission.  He could hardly believe his ears.  “You think that capturing Grievous was more important than getting Dooku or saving Chancellor Palpatine?” Anakin asked.


Mace nodded, his face still stoic.  “The Council does.  Stopping The Wars is The Council’s first priority, and we believe that most easily be achieved by stopping General Grievous.  Without Grievous, the droid armies have no one to direct their battles.  They’d be lost and easily defeated.”


“You would let one of the greatest leaders of our time die just to stop General Grievous?” Anakin asked, still not believing what was being said.


Mace nodded, as did the majority of The Council.


A small flame of anger ignited in Anakin’s belly, and he folded his arms into the sleeves of his brown robe and looked at the floor to control his emotions.


“Agree, you do not?” Yoda asked.


Anakin looked up at him.  “No.  I do not.  Chancellor Palpatine has done more for the Republic than any one being in the past three centuries.  Saving his life should be The Council’s first priority in such a situation.” 


 “What of the millions of lives saved by stopping Grievous and ending The Wars?” Ki-Adi asked.  “Would you trade all those lives just to save one man?”


Anakin was about to answer with an emphatic yes, but he stopped when he studied the faces of those peering at him.  They were all looking at him with suspicious disbelief.  It was then that Anakin realized his folly; Jedi were not supposed to have such attachments.  They were supposed to rise above such things and consider the greater good.  

Yet it wasn’t just his personal relationship with Palpatine that made him feel this way.  He also knew Palpatine’s value as a political leader.  If Palpatine were to be killed who knew how many lives would be lost as a result?  The Republic would surely fall, but did he dare voice such concerns to The Council?  No.  They did not view Palpatine in the same way he did.  They would not understand.  They were quick to voice their mistrust for Palpatine and his political ways.  He could not voice his true feelings.

“No.  I would not trade those lives for that of just one man,” Anakin finally said. 


Most of The Council seemed content with his answer, but Anakin saw Obi-Wan studying him with a curious, knowing look.


 “Do you feel the outcome with Dooku would have been different had you and Master Obi-Wan taken care of General Grievous together first, then gone after Dooku as a team?” Ki-Adi asked, his voice and holo-image heavy with distortion. 


“No,” Anakin replied.  “Everything happened so quickly that even had Obi-Wan been conscious nothing would have changed.”


“Hmmm…know that for certain now, we will not,” Master Yoda said. 


“I agree,” Mace said.  “Since you disobeyed The Council’s direct orders and went after Dooku without Obi-Wan’s help we will never know if he could have been taken alive or not.” 


“I didn’t need Obi-Wan’s help,” Anakin said defensively.  “Besides—you wanted Dooku captured, I was worried he might escape so I went after him.  And now I’m being accused of disobeying a direct order?  Which is it?” Anakin asked, frustration and anger bubbling to the surface.  “Would you rather I had done nothing and just allowed him to escape, or worse—murder the Supreme Chancellor?”


Mace raised an eyebrow, as did many of the other Council members.  Anakin sensed that Obi-Wan, too, was taken aback by his sudden outburst.  He could feel his former Master staring in surprise.   


Anakin realized that he had failed to keep his composure.  He reigned his anger, then said with a bow, “I apologize, Masters.  That was uncalled for.” 


 “Unfortunate, this is.  Died with Dooku, answers to this mysterious Darth Sidious have.  But resolved for now, this matter is.  May the Force be with you,”  Yoda said with a wave of his hand, bringing discussion of the matter to a close.


Anakin bowed.  “I will be leaving the capital as soon as I receive word of General Grievous’ new location.  It shouldn’t take long for me to track him down again.”  Anakin began moving for the door.

“That won’t be necessary, Anakin,” Mace called after him.

Anakin stopped and turned to look at Mace.  “What do you mean?” he demanded, his eyes narrow as he moved back onto the crest.  Ki-Adi didn’t meet his searching gaze, nor did Obi-Wan or Master Yoda.  

But Mace met Anakin’s eyes without hesitation.  “You are no longer on the assignment,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone. 

Anakin was shocked. 

“We are sending Master Obi-Wan to track down General Grievous.  You will stay here on Coruscant,” Mace said. 


Anakin’s jaw clenched with anger.  He looked at Obi-Wan, and for once Obi-Wan met his stare with calm eyes.

“Might I remind The Council that my piloting skills halted the assault on the Ho’Din sector,” Anakin said.  “That I was directly responsible for the defeat of the Separatists at the Charro Outpost.  That I alone destroyed the fuel and munitions dump on Breigang.  That I am the one that rescued the Supreme Chancellor and that I was the only one here that was actually able to defeat Dooku—something even Master Yoda could not do!”


“Master Yoda wasn’t trying to kill Dooku.  He was trying to take him alive.  Which, I believe, is something even you couldn’t do,” Mace pointed out.  “And besides; you had your chance with Grievous and you passed it up.”


Anakin stared daggers at Mace, and Mace stared right back.


“Powerful you have become, Young Skywalker,” Yoda said.  “Recognize that, The Council does.”


Anakin pulled his eyes from Mace and looked at Master Yoda.  “Then why am I being removed from this assignment?”


“Skilled, you are, but reliable, you—are—not,” Yoda said, accentuating each word with a poke of his finger.  “Too aggressive, you have become.  Too sure of yourself, you are.  Too often, the orders of The Council, you disobey.”


“I didn’t come here for a lesson, Master Yoda.  I’m a Jedi Knight, remember?”


“Hmmph.  And if Master you wish to one day be, still learn—you—MUST!  Anger, you must control.  Patience, you must have.  Humility, and peace of mind you must learn, if become a true Jedi, you—“


Anakin couldn’t take any more.  He began walking for the doors, cutting Master Yoda off mid sentence.  Surprise crossed the aged Jedi Master’s face, but it was soon replaced by sadness.


“Anakin!?” Obi-Wan called after him in disbelief.  Anakin didn’t stop.   Everyone watched him go in stunned silence.  He looked over his shoulder at Mace with wrath-filled eyes as he walked through the doors and out of the Council Chamber.  

When the doors closed behind him, Mace turned to Obi-Wan with raised eyebrows.  Obi-Wan met his look.  

“I’ll go talk to him,” he said, then walked after his former apprentice.

Mace watched Obi-Wan leave before turning to Yoda.  “He’s definitely hiding something.  But what, exactly, I don’t know.  He was blocking me from his thoughts with the Force.”


“Hmmm…  As he was me,” Yoda said, deep in thought.  “Teach him that, we did not.”

“One thing is for certain; something about his story didn’t feel right.” 

“I agree,” Yoda said, his face heavy with worry.  “Concerned for Young Skywalker, am I.” 

“Anakin!” Obi-Wan shouted down the white-walled hall, but Anakin didn’t slow his long stride.  “Anakin—stop!” 


“I don’t want to hear it, Obi-Wan!” he called over his shoulder.  “I’m not your Padawan anymore.  I don’t have to do what you say.” 


It had taken Obi-Wan some time to finally catch up with his former apprentice.  He was already down on the hanger level, and seemed to be headed for a ship.  He had to stop him.  He had to try to make him understand The Council’s point and repair the hurt feelings before he could storm off.  

Obi-Wan knew that he would never be able to reach Anakin if he himself was upset.  That would only make matters worse.  So he loosed his anger.  “Anakin, please.  I just want to talk,” he said calmly.


Anakin wheeled on him.  “Did you know about this?  Was this your doing?”


“What?” Obi-Wan was dumbfounded.  “I had nothing to do with you being taken off the Grievous assignment.”


 Anakin stared at him with narrowed eyes for several seconds.  A jolt of pain shot through Obi-Wan as Anakin tore through his thoughts.  It was tremendously invasive, even violent, but Obi-Wan did nothing to shield his mind.  He wanted Anakin to see that he was telling the truth.  “I have nothing to hide,” Obi-Wan said, spreading out his hands.  Anakin finally stopped his prodding. 

 “I swear—no matter what I do I can never please them!” Anakin said.  “I finally take care of Dooku, and they remove me from my assignment because of it?!”


Obi-Wan didn’t say anything for some time.  He just let Anakin vent for a while.  

Once Anakin had stopped and was calmed a bit, Obi-Wan said, “I’m sorry for all this, Anakin.  I truly am.  And I know you don’t want to hear this right now, but you can’t act that way to The Council if you expect them to make you a Master.  You need to show them that you’re willing to follow their orders.  You need to show them that you can control your emotions.  You must show them the respect they deserve.”


“And what about the respect I deserve?” Anakin asked, poking his chest with his thumb.  “I’ve proven myself time and time again.  I’m the hero of the Clone Wars!  I’ve become more powerful than any of them, and still they try to control me!”  


Obi-Wan was shocked by his misrepresentation.  “They aren’t trying to control you, Anakin.  That’s not what it’s about at all.  They’re trying to guide you…teach you how to become a better Jedi.  I understand your frustration.  I know The Wars have been tough on you.  But Master Yoda does have a point.  You’ve become more aggressive, Anakin.  The Wars have filled you with anger.  Sometimes, I feel as though I don’t even know you anymore.”


Obi-Wan’s calm, soothing tone eased a part of Anakin’s anger.  His sneer began to melt away.  Obi-Wan saw this and knew that he was finally reaching him.  But he could feel that Anakin wasn’t convinced yet.


“No one doubts your abilities, Anakin.  They have grown at an astounding rate and  we are all proud of what you have accomplished.  But it’s your emotions that concerns The Council.  They’re worried that you may be too emotionally attached to the Grievous situation to be able to handle it properly.  We all know how you feel about him…we all know where that scar on your face came from.  The Council is just being cautious.”


Without even thinking, Anakin raised his hand and ran a finger down the scar next to his right eye.  Grievous had given it to him over two months ago, and Anakin had been waiting for the chance to get revenge ever since.  That’s why he’d wanted the assignment to begin with.  He would have taken care of it earlier on the cruiser, but he’d had a score to settle with Dooku first.


Deep down he knew that part of what Obi-Wan was saying was right.  He knew that seeking revenge was wrong for a Jedi.  But he couldn’t help it.  His hate ran too deep to be uprooted.  And besides, such hate gave him power, and why should he deny such power?  He could feel the hate and the power that accompanied it right below the surface.  Always it was there, waiting to be used…or wasted.

“Don’t give in to your despair, Anakin,” Obi-Wan pleaded.  “Listen to The Council.  They only want to help.” 

Anakin stepped to a wide window nearby.  He gazed out across the Coruscant sky for some time.  Lines of thick smoke still trailed into the air. 

Obi-Wan stayed where he was, allowing Anakin time to think and feel this through. 

In a far-off voice, Anakin said, “You’re wrong, Obi-Wan.”  He turned to face his former Master, and with growing conviction, continued, “You haven’t seen what I have—haven’t seen what the Force has shown me.  They are trying to control me.  And I won’t let them.”  He turned and walked through a set of sliding doors at the end of the hall.


“What’s that supposed to mean?” Obi-Wan asked, walking through the doors after him.


The Coruscant sky was filled with traffic.  The smoke had caused quite a traffic jam, and it was backed up for miles, crawling along.  The gusting wind tugged at their robes.  Anakin walked along the narrow walkway of the landing platform to the speeder at its end without saying a word.  Obi-Wan followed, trying to find the right words to stop his friend from storming off, but the words wouldn’t come.


“Where are you going?” Obi-Wan finally asked when Anakin opened the speeder’s swing-up door and began to step in.


One foot already in the cockpit, Anakin looked back at Obi-Wan.  “Somewhere where I can clear my mind for a little while,” he said.   


“Anakin, please, listen—“


“I’ve already listened enough!” Anakin cut him off, getting fully into the cockpit.  Reaching up to pull down the door, Anakin stopped.  He looked at Obi-Wan.  “You would understand if you could see what I have, Obi-Wan.  The Council can’t be trusted.”


“What are you talking about?” Obi-Wan asked, baffled.


Anakin gazed past Obi-Wan and up at the spires of the Jedi Temple.  “Nothing,” he finally said, then closed the speeder door.  He started the engine, and sped off without looking back.


Obi-Wan folded his arms into the sleeves of his robe and watched the speeder disappear into the ever flowing traffic of Coruscant.  He bowed his head and sighed in frustration.  Anakin had been growing more distant and harder to reach for months now.  He’d tried to talk to him about it, but that had only made matters worse.  Now he was openly defying the Jedi Council.    

With one final glance at where Anakin’s speeder had disappeared into the skyline, Obi-Wan turned and headed back inside the Jedi Temple.  He needed to talk to Master Yoda and Master Windu about all this.  Perhaps they would have some answers.
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Padmé was unusually quiet on the ride back to her apartment.  Sitting in the back of an open-topped speeder while the head of her security forces, Captain Typho, drove, she gazed absently at the slow moving Coruscant traffic all around her and the beginning of the sunset.  The destruction of the morning’s attack was still causing severe problems in and around the city as rescue and fire crews continued at their work.  The mayhem was unsettling, but Padmé did her best not allow it to affect her too deeply.  She had more than just herself to worry about, after all.


Her feet and lower back hurt, and she was looking forward to getting back to her apartment for some much needed rest.  It had been a long day, and the attack and Palpatine’s thoughts of taking over control of the military had only been the beginning.  


The majority of the day had been spent in different committees debating, and even arguing, with senators over where limited relief funds and supplies should be sent.  It had been an exhausting ordeal.  There was just too high of a demand for the relief materials and not nearly enough to go around.  Too much of the Republic’s funds were being channeled into the buildup of the military and security forces, and those affected most by the destruction of The Wars were suffering because of it.


She let go a long, tired sigh and received a soft kick in the stomach in response.


A small smile tugged at her lips, and she began rubbing her large belly through her flowing dress.


All right.  I get the message, she thought, calming her worries.


It never ceased to amaze her how sensitive the baby was.  It raised issue with even the smallest change in her mood.  Her stomach had taken quite the beating today, and she needed to give her little kicker some rest.  If not, she was sure she would hear about it from the little one.


Just moments later the speeder began decelerating and she looked up to find that they were pulling up to the veranda of her apartment.  Two of her handmaidens were waiting near the balcony of the veranda, the hoods of their gray robes pulled up over their heads and their hands clasped in front of them.  Her protocol droid, See Threepio, stood just behind and to the side of the handmaidens, plated in shimmering gold and looking eager to please.

Captain Typho stopped the speeder and got out.  His limp, Padmé noticed, was getting better, but he didn’t seem fully healed yet.  He had received the wound protecting her from yet another assassination attempt, and had never voiced a word of discomfort or complaint.  With an outstretched hand, he helped Padmé step up out of the speeder and onto the veranda.

“Rest well, M’Lady,” he said with a slight bow.

“Thank you, Captain,” Padmé said, then began forward towards her handmaidens.  “I’ll be up in a little while,” Padmé said.  

The pair of handmaidens gave silent nods, then turned and followed Padmé deeper into the large veranda with Threepio in tow.

Two tall-standing statues flanked the edges of the veranda, and a series of columns lined with white drapery extended further in towards the face of the building and the curving flight of stairs leading up into the main area of the apartment.  Two curved couches sat facing each other in the middle of the veranda with a small fountain at their end.  Padmé stopped at one of these couches and sat while the handmaidens continued towards the stairs and up into the apartment.

Relief washed over her as soon as she sank into the soft cushions of the couch, and she could feel relief emanating from the baby as well.  The slight breeze blowing through the air was soothing, and she closed her eyes and took a few deep, calming breaths.

The sound of shuffling feet and servo motors approaching caught her attention.

“Might I get you something, Mistress Padmé?” Threepio asked.

Padmé opened her eyes and smiled.  “No thank you, Threepio.  I’d like to be left alone for a little while.”

“Oh!  Of course,” he said, bowing deeply before trudging off.

Padmé watched him walk towards the stairs with a smile.  Threepio had been Anakin’s droid before—he’d built him, actually—and had been with her ever since they’d gotten married.  Although he was quite troublesome at times with his constant worry and nagging, Padmé was glad that he was here.  He did quite a bit to help, and was an excellent translator should she ever need one.  But most of all, he reminded her of Anakin and the day they’d first met.

Only a little boy, a slave on Tatooine at the time, Anakin had welcomed she, Jedi Master Qui-Gon Jinn, Jar-Jar and Artoo into his house for shelter from a storm.  Anakin had been so excited to have them there, and he’d dragged her away from the rest of the group to show off Threepio in his room.  

Even then she had been amazed by his skills and special, even abnormal, powers.  But that hadn’t been what had so endeared him to her; it had been his kind, welcoming nature.  It still amazed her to this day that he could have been so sweet and giving having been raised as a slave.  Most beings in similar situations would have been bitter and cold, but Anakin had welcomed complete strangers and offered them help at his own cost.

His caring, giving nature was what she loved about him the most.

A warm sense of pleasure washed over her, and once again she looked down at her belly and smiled.  The baby always seemed to like it when she dwelled on fond memories and her feelings for Anakin.  

Gently, lovingly, she began rubbing her belly again.  Then, she turned and peered out across Coruscant and let her thoughts drift as she unwound. 

The elevator doors opened to Padmé’s apartment and Anakin stepped into the familiar setting of the sitting room.  Immediately he was greeted by a familiar figure in gleaming gold coverings.


“Hello, Master Anakin,” Threepio said.  

“Hello, Threepio,” Anakin said with little interest as he walked further into the room and past the droid.  He really wasn’t in the mood to talk with him at the moment.  He wanted to find Padmé.  He needed to see her; needed to vent his frustrations and receive her reassurance. 

“It’s so nice to see you back safely,” Threepio said as he hurried to follow a searching Anakin back towards the bedroom.  “After what we’d heard, Artoo and I have been most worried about your well-being—as has Mistress Padmé, of course,” the golden droid added.

Anakin didn’t find her in the bedroom.  He turned to Threepio.

“…Which, considering her delicate condition, has made Artoo and I quite concerned.  I told Mistress Padmé that she ought to—“

“Where is she?” Anakin cut in.

For a moment Threepio stared at Anakin, not sure how to react to his interruption.  “Mistress Padmé is on the veranda with Artoo,” he finally said.  “I’ll take you to her.”

But Anakin was already walking through the wardrobe antechamber to the stairs leading down to the veranda.  Threepio shuffled behind him trying to keep up, but Anakin’s long strides put distance between them quickly.

Anakin walked down the curving stairway and out onto the veranda.  

Dusk was setting over the towering skyline of Coruscant, and the smoke filling the air was lending everything a warm glow.  The tall pillars along the inside of the balcony cast long shadows across the veranda.  The twin, winged statues flanking the stairs to the lower balcony appeared almost alive in the light, as if they might take flight at any second.   The small lights all around the veranda were illuminated, but it was still too bright out for them to cast any significant light upon their surroundings.  Mostly, their glow just added to the warmth.  

Being back in a place of such beauty and memory was good for Anakin right now, and he could already see Padmé sitting on one of the curved couches looking out across Coruscant’s setting sun, Artoo close at hand.  

Anakin stopped a few meters away to watch his young bride.  She looked beautiful as ever as she peered out over the cityscape, her face filled with thought.  Her long, brown hair was braided and pinned up at her ears by a metal headband.  Her maroon dress was long and flowing as it spilled over the cushions around her.  A smile creased Anakin’s face and his heart swelled at the sight of her.  
  

“There was a time when you greeted your visitors with a little more civility, senator,” Anakin joked.

Padmé turned in surprise, and Artoo’s domed head swiveled around to peer up at him.  “Anakin!” she exclaimed as Artoo let loose a series of excited beeps.  Padmé tried to spring to her feet, but it was difficult.

“Whoa there,” Anakin said rushing to her side.  With a loving arm around her he eased her back onto the couch.  “You need to take it easy.” 

“Oh, Anakin.  I was so worried, and then not being able to show my true feelings earlier was just…just...  I’m so glad you’re back safely!” she finally said, throwing her arms around him and hugging him tightly.  She pulled back, slightly winded from the exertion combined with her worry.  She shut her eyes and took a few deep breaths.  

“Are you all right?” Anakin asked.

“I’m fine.  Really.”

“You shouldn’t trouble yourself worrying about me.  You don’t need that added stress.  Besides, you should know by now that I always come out all right—no matter what the situation,” he said with a roguish grin.  

Padmé smiled.  “I know.  I guess I’m still not used to carrying this around.”  She patted her large belly.

Placing his hand on her stomach, Anakin smiled. “Has he been kicking again lately?”

“And what makes you so sure our baby is going to be a he?” Padmé asked.

Anakin flashed her another charming grin.  “It’s just a feeling I have,” he said with a shrug.

Padmé smiled back, then looked down at her belly and said, “There’s been some rather healthy kicking all day.  Quite the legs on this one.”

Despite her glowing face, Anakin could see how tired Padmé was in her eyes.  Waves of guilt washed over him.  “I’m sorry I can’t be here more often to help.  I really wish I could.”

“Oh, Anakin,” Padmé said, a gentle hand touching his face.  “There’s really nothing you could do even if you could be here.”

“Gee.  Thanks,” Anakin teased. 

“You know what I mean.” she admonished.  

Anakin smiled broadly.  “I know.  I just feel guilty not being able to help.”  Thoughtfulness washed over his face and the smile disappeared.  Staring at nothing, he said, “Perhaps soon I will have more time, though.”

Padmé’s brow furrowed, and she studied her husband’s face.  “Anakin, what’s wrong?”

He hesitated for a moment.  Eyes in his lap, he finally said, “The Council removed me from the assignment of tracking down General Grievous.  Obi-Wan has the mission now.”  

Padmé said nothing in response, so after a few seconds he continued with increasing emotion.  

“Even after all I’ve done, they took away my assignment.  They said I’m too reckless…too unpredictable.  And now they’re mad at me for killing Dooku!”  

Padmé still didn’t respond, and when Anakin looked up she turned away uncomfortably to straighten the folds of her dress.  

Hurt, Anakin said, “Well, aren’t you going to say something?”

“What would you like for me to say?” Padmé asked, looking at him.

Getting to his feet, Anakin said, “You could say that The Council is wrong and that I shouldn’t have been taken off the assignment, that I’m stronger and better than Obi-Wan, that I’m the only one that was able to defeat Dooku!  You could agree with me that The Council is still trying to hold me back after all I’ve done—after how powerful I have become!”

“It’s not all about you, Anakin,” Padmé said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Anakin demanded. 

Shocked by his sudden flare of anger, Padmé was momentarily taken aback.  “It means not everything has to be the way you want all the time,” she shot back.  “It means just because you’ve proven how skilled you are you’re not automatically entitled to special treatment.  It means perhaps the Jedi Council knows a little more than you.”

Anakin turned away, angry and hurt.  He walked to the small, round fountain and stared down into the water.  

“I thought at least you would understand,” he said.  

Padmé got to her feet and walked to him.  She hugged him from behind, resting her head on his back.  

“I do understand your frustration,” she soothed.  “But I also think you need to be patient…and listen to The Council and Obi-Wan.  They do, after all, have your best interests in mind.”

Anakin scoffed, not softening to her tenderness.  “You haven’t seen everything I have.”   

Releasing Anakin, Padmé sighed.  “I’ll just be glad when this whole conflict is over and the Republic can be put back to what it was before.  Now that Dooku is gone it’s time to start.  The sooner Palpatine rescinds his emergency powers, the better.”

“Palpatine can’t step down or give up his powers yet.  The Republic still needs his strength of leadership.”  Anakin turned from the fountain to look at her. “In fact, I think he should keep them permanently.”

Padmé was stunned.  “You don’t really think that, do you?”

“Look at all that’s been accomplished since he’s had those powers.  The senate has never been so efficient.  The Republic needs a strong leader like Palpatine who has the strength and vision to do what is right for the galaxy.”

“Anakin—do you hear what you’re saying?  You’re talking about taking the right to decide away from the people and placing it all in the hands of a single person.  Can’t you see what that would do to the Republic?  It would destroy it.”

“Not in the hands of the right person.  Chancellor Palpatine has never abused his powers, and I don’t think he ever would.  He’s a good man, and I believe in him.”

“And what if the wrong person got into office of Chancellor?  What would happen then?” Padmé asked.  Anakin was slow to give an answer, and wanting to drive her point home, Padmé added, “And I’m not so sure that Palpatine even is the right person.”

Anakin became defensive.  “Of course he’s the right person.”

Padmé was again shocked by his response.   She’d never realized just how strongly Anakin supported Palpatine.  

“Don’t be so sure,” she said.  “He’s a shrewd politician, and I don’t believe he’s above corruption.  He’s very good at hiding his true intentions and holding sway over senators.  He appears to be a good man, but I’m not convinced.  …His growing power and support in the government frightens me.”  

A chill ran down Padmé’s back at this last thought, and she turned to look out across the ever-flowing traffic of Coruscant.

Anakin’s voice was low, but filled with conviction as he spoke to Padmé’s back.  “You’re wrong about him, Padmé.  His strength is just what the Republic needs in these troubled times.  You’ll see.”

Padmé could tell that there would be no convincing him at the moment, so she decided to let the matter drop.  Heavy waves of fatigue suddenly crashed over her and her shoulders sagged.  She released a long, deep sigh.  She needed rest.  

She turned and walked to Anakin.  Her hands on his hips, she looked up into his stone face and said, “Let’s not argue, please.  We always have so little time together.  I don’t want to ruin it by debating politics.”  

She wrapped her arms around him and buried her face in his chest.  Anakin was still upset, so he left his hands at his sides.  But as the seconds went by his hard heart began to soften, and he finally gave in.  He wrapped his arms around her.  When he did a relieved sigh escaped Padmè’s lips and she began to weep softly.  Guilt at arguing with her filled Anakin, and he held her even more dearly.

Through her quiet sobs and with her head still buried in his chest, Padmé said, “I’m just worried about what the future holds, about what kind of galaxy our child will grow up in.”  They embraced until Padmé stopped crying, then she said, “I’m tired.  I need to go to sleep.”  Looking up into Anakin’s eyes, she pleaded, “Will you stay with me for a little while?”

Gently brushing tear-matted hair out of her face, Anakin said, “Of course I will,” then walked with her to the stairs leading back up into the apartment.
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The Capital City Theater House was a bustle of activity.  Located in the upper levels of the entertainment district it was the crown jewel of high society.  Long lines of limousines and hover cars waited outside the globe-shaped structure for their turn to unload their prominent passengers, while droid chauffeurs drove the empty cars out of the way for yet another round to pull up.  A red carpet led the dapper, Coruscant elite of politicians and influential businesspersons through the main entrance of the theater and into its opulent lobby.  

White marble veined with glittering gold filled the lobby, and the red carpet split into three differing paths; one leading straight ahead through velvet curtains and wide, arched doorways into the inner lobby and the main floor of the theater beyond, while the other two paths split away from each other up wide, curving staircases that led to the box seats above.  Only the most elite of the most powerful had box seats, so the numbers heading up these stairs were few.  These beings were watched with great envy by those below.

But Supreme Chancellor Palpatine and his entourage were by far the most watched as they walked up the stairs—even by those standing along the balcony at the top.  Everyone already on the stairs stopped to allow the Republic’s leader through, bowing their heads as he passed.  Flanked, as usual, by his red-robed, Royal Guards, Palpatine gave curt nods to those he wished to recognize, and ignored the rest entirely.  Accompanying him, Mas Amedda, Sly Moore, and senator Godan Ho’Din, looked straight ahead acknowledging no one.  

The stares and bows continued down the curved hallway of the upper level where beings conversed just outside the doors to their boxes.  Wide windows along the outer wall of the hall afforded those there a breathtaking view of the nighttime, Coruscant skyline, but none paid it any mind.  They were far too busy networking to waste time on something so trivial.  Palpatine continued to recognize only a select few as he and his entourage passed.  Recognized or not, everyone bowed deep and reverently to the Supreme Chancellor as he walked by and through the doors to his box.  

Inside, the elaborate theater was lined by white marble pillars, gold leaf trim, maroon walls and curtains.  An enormous, golden chandelier hovered just below the domed ceiling.  The occupants of the large hall stood in the aisles and next to their seats, conversing in a low din.  The wide stage’s maroon curtains, lined with gold tassels, were closed, and the multi-species orchestra was warming up in the pit.    

Two Royal Guards entered the Supreme Chancellor’s box and took up position on either side of the doorway, and all attention was immediately drawn there.  The din of the crowd and the warming up of the orchestra stopped as all eyes turned to watch the box.  Nothing happened for several seconds, yet everyone continued to stare eagerly.  

Finally, Palpatine emerged through the curtains and into his box.  The theater erupted in applause.  The Supreme Chancellor walked to the balcony as the other members of his entourage filed in to stand behind him.  Palpatine allowed himself to be viewed by the crowd below, kind, smiling face peering down upon them.  Then, he turned his attention to the occupants of other box seats.  All bowed as he looked over them, and again Palpatine only nodded back at those he wished to be noticed.  Those he nodded to held their noses slightly higher afterwards as the crowd below whispered about them. 

The applause continued for several minutes, accompanied by spontaneous cheers.  Palpatine stood at the balcony allowing it to continue, allowing the most influential of the Republic’s government to shower their leader with fervent praise, allowing them all to know where they ranked in the grand scheme of things and where their allegiance lay.  Another cheer erupted from the crowd, this one even more passionate than those preceding, and Palpatine finally raised his hands to still them.  But this only caused the cheers to become louder, more intense.  Matters continued in this way for several minutes more.

Finally, Palpatine took his seat.  After he did the applause finally died off, and everyone else took their seats.  The conductor stepped onto his podium and applause broke out again, though greatly sedated from what the Chancellor had received.  The alien conductor stared right up at the Supreme Chancellor, then gave a deep, theatrical bow.  Palpatine answered with an almost dismissive wave of two fingers.  The blue-skinned conductor raised his four arms and his baton, and with a swift downswing the orchestra began the opening overture. 

The music was extremely alien in origin; with deep, brooding notes and vivacious percussions.  It continued for several minutes in this way, then took on a slightly lighter, more playful tone.  The overture finished with a resounding burst of energy, then the music returned to the earlier lighter tone as the curtains drew back and the show began.

The flickering lights of traffic spilled in through the windows of Padmé’s 

bedroom, casting long shadows across the bed.  Anakin lay on his side, his head propped up by one arm while his gold, mechanical arm draped over Padmè’s side.  She was sound asleep and had been for over an hour now, but he was still wide awake, deep in thought.


Anakin hardly slept anymore since the beginning of The Wars.  He meditated most times now.  It was faster and did more for him, though it did have its drawbacks; recently he had been seeing disturbing images and sensing promptings of what he could only interpret to be the future.  Every time it was the same feelings of betrayal, the same disturbing images.   It had happened again tonight when he’d gone into his meditative state, only this time it had been much clearer and stronger than ever before.  

Careful not to wake Padmé, Anakin got out of bed.  He picked up a brown robe from the small bench at the end of the bed.  He walked passed Artoo, whose light turned on as he gave an inquisitive chirp, but the little droid didn’t follow.  Threepio was seated in a chair near the stairway leading down to the veranda.  He began to stir at seeing Anakin’s approach, but Anakin didn’t want to be bothered by the droid at the moment.  With a quick wave of his mechanical hand he shut the droid off.  Threepio’s eyes went dark as his head slumped.

Anakin walked down the curving set of stairs and out onto the veranda.  There was a slight chill in the air, so as he walked past the fountain he put the brown robe on over the scars and burn marks covering his back and chest—trophies from The Wars.

Standing at the top of the short flight of stairs leading down to the small, lower portion of the veranda, Anakin peered out across the shimmering Coruscant skyline.  Endless streams of hover traffic criss-crossed between the towering buildings, and the soft sound of engine noises drifted to his ears.  Something large up above caught his eye, and he looked up to see the outline of a patrolling Venator-class Star Destroyer a little ways above the tops of the skyscrapers.  He gave a silent nod of satisfaction at seeing the ship, and knew that there were no doubt several others doing the same thing further away.  But the pleasure at seeing the newly-added security was short-lived as the images and promptings resurfaced. 

 He folded his arms, wrapping the robe more tightly around his bulky frame.  Closing his eyes, he bowed his head and tried to force the images out of his mind, but they held fast.   

“…Anakin?” Padmé’s quiet, soft voice said into his thoughts.

He opened his eyes and turned to see Padmé, still in her silver evening gown, emerging from the staircase leading down from the apartment.  He walked to meet her half way, and they both stopped right in front of the fountain.

“I’m sorry I woke you,” he said, his voice distant but sincere as he sat on the edge of the fountain.

“You didn’t.  I just woke up and saw you were gone.”  Her brow wrinkled in concern as she studied his troubled face.  “What is it?”

“Nothing,” he lied.  He noticed that she was wearing the Jappor snippet he had given her all those years ago.  It reminded him of his childhood and more simple, carefree times.  But those times were long gone now.  Staring blankly at the far side of the veranda, he said, “Couldn’t sleep.  That’s all.”

“Are you having dreams again?”

Anakin’s eyes shot to her face in surprise at her insight.  Not wanting to lie anymore, he turned his eyes away again and gave a wordless nod.  “They’re visions,” he said.

“Of what?”

“The future…I think,” Anakin said.  He was almost positive that was what they were, but he wasn’t absolutely certain.

Padmé waited for him to elaborate.  When he didn’t, she asked, “What did you see?  What is it, Anakin?”

He wanted to tell her, but he was worried that she wouldn’t believe him.  He worried that she might tell him these visions and promptings were nothing more than his feelings and his fears creeping into his thoughts.  But he knew that wasn’t what they were.  Somewhere deep down inside he knew that what he was seeing was the truth.

No.  He couldn’t talk to her about it.  Nor could he tell Obi-Wan, for he surely wouldn’t understand. 

 Always, he could think of only one person he trusted to tell—the only person that he was sure was wise enough to put his mind at ease.  He had been hesitant to go to this person in the past because he knew what doing so could mean for the Jedi Order, but the matter felt to be at a precipice.  He had to do something.  He had to tell someone, and hope that person’s wisdom could assuage his fears.


His mind made up, Anakin got to his feet and said, “I’ve got to go somewhere.”

Padmé peered at him, worry filling her eyes.  “Anakin, please tell me what’s troubling you,” she pleaded.

He came forward, placed his hands on her shoulders and kissed her gently on the forehead.  Then, he wrapped his arms around her in a hug.  Padmé did the same and held him tight.

“I will,” he said.  “As soon as I figure it all out, I will.”

He released her and went back up to the bedroom to get dressed.  He only hoped that Chancellor Palpatine wasn’t too busy to speak with him.

Dressed in his Jedi robes, Anakin walked along the curved hallway of the box seats level of the theater house.  Getting onto this level of the building had been easy for him.  The theater security recognized him immediately as the famous Jedi that had rescued the chancellor from Count Dooku and had been eager to please.  All Anakin had to tell them was that he needed to speak with the chancellor and they let him pass—even offering to take him up to the box themselves.  But Anakin didn’t want to be bothered by anyone at the moment, so he told them he could find it on his own.


Which he had.  It had been easy to spot which one was Palpatine’s because of the two Red Royal guards standing outside of the box.  Anakin thought for a second that they might try to bar his way, but as he approached they actually opened the doors for him as if he were expected.  Surprised, and a little leery, his steps faltered for only a heartbeat.  He walked past them and into the chancellor’s box.


The entrance hall was dark, but he could see his way through.  He could hear the music of the orchestra playing a melodious tune with odd notes and beats. He parted the red velvet curtains slowly and saw Palpatine and his entourage just inside.  

He walked down the handful of steps to the duel rows of seats, and just before he reached Palpatine’s side he made his presence known.  “Your Excellency?”

Palpatine turned, and upon seeing whom it was he got to his feet.  “Anakin!  What a pleasant surprise,” he said as Mas, Sly and Ho’Din looked on.

“I’m sorry to disturb you,” Anakin said.

“Not at all, my friend.  Please, come sit with me and watch the show.  It’s quite good.”  With a smile, Palpatine gestured to the chair next to him, and Mas and the others began moving for the exit.  

Anakin nodded, then they both took their seats.  Anakin stole a glance around the lavish interior of the theater, and then at the performance taking place on the stage.  A group of tall, alien beings were dancing and flipping in impossibly-fluid motions while suspended in the air by anti-gravity projectors.  The sight of it was odd at first, but became rather beautiful and pleasing once he got used to it.

“Quite captivating, isn’t it?” Palpatine said, noticing Anakin’s stares.  

This broke the trance and brought back all that was on Anakin’s mind.  But to be polite, he said, “Yes, it is.”

“The Rylonnae are well-known for their distinctive arts.  This particular piece is one of their finest, though it hasn’t been shown here on Coruscant for quite some time.  I’m glad to see it back now,” Palpatine said.

Anakin only half-listened, and watched the fluid, mid-air acrobatics on the stage without really seeing it.  His mind was too full of questions and doubts to really be interested in anything else now.  

He felt at ease with Palpatine, as usual, but he still found it difficult bringing up why he was there.  He was still too apprehensive, too unsure of what would happen if he were to actually tell him what his feelings and meditations were saying.  He worried what the result might be. 

“Anakin, I want to thank you again for what you did on the Separatist ship,” Palpatine said, turning to look at him.  “I know it wasn’t easy for you.  It took great courage and fortitude, and I’m glad you have both in you.  But I can see that it’s weighing heavily on your mind.  You are understandably upset.  Yet you must know that what you did was what was best for the Republic.  Had Dooku survived to stand trial, I fear matters would only have worsened in the Republic.”  Palpatine looked him straight in the eye, and with the most sincere expression said, “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, Your Excellency,” Anakin replied with a slight bow of his head.  “But killing Dooku isn’t what’s troubling me.  He deserved to die after what he’d done.  I have no problems with accepting that.  Though, some might…” he trailed off.

“If you’re worried about the Jedi Council, rest assured.  Only you and I know what happened and I will never tell anyone.  As I already told you, it will be our secret,” Palpatine said.

Then, “I understand The Council called you before them to report on the matter.  Did all go well?  Were they able to learn the truth through your thoughts?”

“No.  And I thank you for your guidance, Your Excellency.  Though…how did you know?” Anakin asked.

Palpatine smiled.  “I may just be Supreme Chancellor, but I know a thing or two about the Force,” was his cryptic answer.

Anakin studied his face, puzzled. 

“So tell me, my friend, have you come to say goodbye?  Are you leaving to track down this General Grievous?” Palpatine asked.

Anger and resentment rushed into Anakin at the question.  “No.  I was taken off of the assignment.  Master Obi-Wan is assigned to catch General Grievous now.”

“What?” Palpatine said, surprised.  He stared at Anakin for several seconds in disbelief.  Then, shaking his head, he said, “After all you’ve done, after proving your powers and abilities time and time again—even after defeating Dooku!—The Jedi Council still refuses to recognize your great abilities.”

Palpatine gave a heavy sigh, and Anakin slipped deeper into dwelling on his angry feelings towards The Council.  “I’m sorry, my friend.  Such disrespect must hurt,” Palpatine consoled.  He was silent for a beat, then said, “Though, I must admit I’m not the least bit surprised.  The Jedi Council has long been hesitant to recognize you for the powerful Jedi you have become.  I have watched them hold you back to keep you from becoming as powerful as you are meant to be.  The weak often stall those that excel because they are jealous of their gifts.  They don’t like being without power, so they deny it to those that are destined to have it.”

Anakin listened intently to what he was saying.  He believed every word of it.  Obi-Wan and The Council had always been holding him back, and all along he knew that it was because they were jealous of his abilities in the Force.  He knew it!  And hearing Palpatine, whom he trusted and respected so much, telling him the same thing only reaffirmed his feelings.  He began to feel relief from his problems, and was glad that he had come to Palpatine.

“There are those that do not recognize true talent when they see it, Anakin, but I am not one of them,” Palpatine said with a smile.  “I’m glad that you came to see me.  There is something that I have been wanting to discuss with you for quite some time, and now that you are without assignment I feel it is the perfect opportunity.”  

Anakin was puzzled.  “How may I be of service, Your Excellency?”

“These are troubled and dangerous times, Anakin, and those that are strongest must band together if the Republic is to get through them.  Just like you, I have many enemies both outside and within the Republic.  They wish to see all the great things I have done for the galaxy destroyed.  They want to see me removed from power because they long for it themselves.  The Republic cannot risk another destabilizing event.  If order is to be restored the people must be confident that their leader is safe, and that he has the strength to do what is right.  And the only way I can see assuring them of that is by asking you to be my personal bodyguard and key advisor.”

Anakin was stunned, speechless.

“You have proven yourself more than worthy,” Palpatine said.  “You have become as strong as I have always thought you would.  Your Jedi skills have no equal, your cunning is extraordinary, and you, too, have a clear vision of what the galaxy needs.  You have always been destined for greatness, Anakin.  You must remember that.  And I feel you will achieve your greatness with me.”

“I am deeply honored, Your Excellency, and accept your gracious offer.  I promise you—I won’t let you down.”

“I know you won’t, Anakin.  I know you won’t.”  

Anakin’s sudden elation evaporated as a thought entered his mind.  “The Council may not like this.  They make the assignments for Jedi.”

“You are forgetting, my friend, that the Jedi Council serves me,” Palpatine said with a smile.  “I do not abide by their rules.  If they do not agree it is of no concern.  They hold no sway over me.”

Anakin smiled.

A far-off, saddened expression came across the Supreme Chancellor’s face, and he said, “I must tell you, Anakin; I feel as though I am surrounded by duplicity and betrayal.  The courts are obsolete, the senate is corrupt, …and now, I feel you are the only Jedi I can trust.”

Silence was shared between them for several seconds.  Anakin looked at the worried, down-turned face of the chancellor and felt sorry for him.  Here was such a good, wise man.  

“The allegations that have been raised against the Jedi in the senate are too serious for me to ignore.  I am deeply troubled by them,” Palpatine said.  “Why did the Jedi commission this clone army ten years before there was even a need for it?  And why did they keep the army a secret?  If they foresaw trouble on the horizon, why didn’t they inform the senate of it so that this war could have been avoided all together?  And then there’s Dooku; why would a former, high-ranking Jedi create a movement like the Separatists?  These questions are…disturbing, to say the least.”

Palpatine turned and saw that Anakin was uncomfortable.  “I apologize for speaking so poorly about the Jedi in front of you, Anakin, but I felt it was something I needed to say.”

“It’s not what you’re saying, Chancellor.  It’s just…”  He trailed off.  It was too terrible to admit.  For years the Jedi Order had been the only life he’d known.  How could he betray them in such a way? 

But Palpatine saw what was on his mind.  “You have noticed these things yourself, haven’t you?”  

Anakin gave a somber nod.  

“What have you seen?  Tell me.”

Anakin hesitated one last time, then said, “I’ve felt promptings and seen visions of them turning against the forces of the Republic.  I’ve seen them walking into the senate with their lightsabers, …seen them storming your office, Your Excellency,” he admitted with his head hung low.

Palpatine turned to look out across the theater, his face morose.  

Anakin looked at him, feeling sorry for having brought such grief upon the good man.  He didn’t know what to do, what to say.  “I could be wrong about all of this,” Anakin said.  “It may just be my frustrations with The Order getting the best of me.”

“Perhaps, but I doubt it, Anakin.  Your are too skilled.”  Again, Palpatine retreated deep in thought.  “This is greatly troubling.”

“I’m sorry, Your Excellency,” Anakin said, and he meant it.

“Don’t be, my friend.  You have done a great thing by telling me this.  For some time I have suspected as much, but wasn’t certain till now.”

“What should we do?” Anakin asked.

“Nothing—for now.  I can’t very well go before the senate and declare the Jedi traitors without solid evidence.  We will wait.  We hold the advantage due to your foresight.  We will wait for them to come to us…and then we will be ready for them.”

“Yes, Your Excellence,” Anakin said.

“Come,” Palpatine said, getting to his feet.  “We should leave.  We have much to talk about.”

Anakin followed dutifully as they walked out of the box.  As soon as they emerged into the outer hall the Royal Guards snapped to attention and fell in step; Mas, Sly and Ho’Din in tow. 

Seated in his own box across the way, Senator Bail Organa lowered his theater binoculars in puzzlement.  He couldn’t begin to imagine what Palpatine and Jedi Anakin Skywalker had just talked about, but judging by their facial expressions it must have been rather serious.

Still contemplating the matter, Bail turned back to the performance on stage.
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General Grievous sat at the controls in the cockpit of his personal ship; the mottled, blue-white of hyperspace swirling outside.  The sleek, silver ship with its large, twin engines had been specially designed for Grievous.  Numerous weapons systems and shielding had been added to upgrade the vessel, as well as added speed and long-range communications capabilities.  All modifications had been made under Grievous’ close supervision, and he took great pride in the ship.


Two new droid bodyguards stood in the shadows at the rear of the cockpit, their red eyes glowing intently as they stood at attention.  Grievous cursed the loss of the others, because these two from the cargo bay of his ship were his last.  He would have to see to it that another set be built, and that would take time.

A red light began flashing on the control panel.  Grievous raised a bone-white hand to pull back the thick lever to bring the ship out of hyperspace.  The swirling torrent in the windows outside subsided, then stretched into star lines before reverting back into realspace.

The scene out the window was an eerie sight.  No bright star or system of planets was present in this remote region of uninhabited space.  Darkness covered the area like a thick blanket; interrupted solely by a wide, blood-red, spindly-fingered nebula and the blue-white engines of a fleet of Separatist starships.  

Immediately, Grievous punched up his sub-light engines and darted towards the large group of ships.

The fleet consisted of numerous different designs; Trade Federation battleships with their inward-curving arms and central core spheres, saucer-shaped Commerce Guild battle transports, Techno Union rocketships and, making up the bulk of the group, the long, sleek, Separatist battlecruisers.

As Grievous’ ship approached he could see numerous pinpoints of blue-white light across the hulls of several of these battlecruisers.  Immediately he knew what it was; worker droids and Geonosian crews repairing damage sustained by the battlecruisers in the recent battle above Coruscant.  Grievous noted the number of ships receiving repairs with mild displeasure, and the low number of ships that had actually made it to the rendezvous point with anger.

He’d expected losses in the battle, but hadn’t expected the Republic’s navy to perform so well.  The crews of his forces had shown themselves to be no match for the clone crews of the Republic.  The clones were too fast of thinkers, too well trained, and worked together far better and reacted much more quickly than mixed crews of droids and sentient beings.  Once again Grievous dreamed of what he could accomplish if he had an army of clones at his disposal.  A small smile crossed his face at the prospect of such a thing.

A yellow light, accompanied by a soft beeping, began flashing on his dash.  Grievous pulled his eyes away from the scene outside and turned his chair to face the side of the cockpit.  There was a meter-wide, blank square of space set into the wall there, and Grievous watched it intently as he pushed the flashing yellow button.

When he did there was a slight crackle of audio distortion as the wavy, holo-image of a man dressed in a black cloak with arms folded into the sleeves appeared.  The image came into sharp focus, and the life-sized figure peered out at the Droid General from the dark recesses of the cowl concealing his face.  Somehow, the cockpit suddenly seemed to grow darker.  Grievous bowed his head reverently.

“Darth Sidious, My Lord,” Grievous said.

“You’ve done well, General.  Everything went according to plan,” Darth Sidious’ grating voice said.

“Save one thing,” Grievous said, then bowed his head deeply in repentance.  “Kenobi survived.  I failed you, My Lord.”

“You will receive the opportunity to right this soon enough,” the Dark Lord said.  

Grievous peered up at him curiously.

“Kenobi has been assigned to hunt you down.  You will allow him to find you,” Sidious ordered.

“It will be a pleasure, My Lord.” 

“Contact the leaders at the hidden base.  Deploy all remaining forces.  Disperse the Jedi across the galaxy and keep them busy.  Kill as many as possible,” Darth Sidious seethed.

“Yes, Lord Sidious,” Grievous said as the holo-image flickered, then faded away.

General Grievous turned back to peer out the cockpit and the darkness beyond.  A snide smile in his eyes, he aimed for one of the battlecruisers.  He would contact the Separatist leaders from there as he coordinated his next series of attacks.

The planet Mustafar was in a perpetual state of fiery twilight.  There was little the nearby sun could do to penetrate the dense clouds of smoke and ash blanketing the turbulent sphere.  Constantly adding to this choking, suffocating barrier were the planet’s hundreds upon hundreds of active volcanoes; most of which erupted daily, if they stopped at all.

Magma flowed through valleys like water.  These rivers spilled into lakes of fire and smoke where the surface crusted into black, red-veined scabs of earth.  Scorching, high-velocity winds tore across the landscape, kicking up whirlwinds of soot and toxic fumes.

The planet gave every indication of being most inhospitable, yet nestled into the slopes of the volcanoes and atop of high cliffs was a vast complex of stout, rounded buildings.  Only a handful of windows pocketed the curved faces of the durasteel buildings.  Affixed to the top of each building was a forest of antennas and other such long-range communications equipment, and framing the groups of buildings were durasteel channels to divert any possible flows of magma safely around them.

A low-ceilinged, trapezoidal control room was located on the top level of one of these buildings, and huddled in the dank, dark room were the leaders of the Separatists.

A wide, metal table surrounded by high-backed chairs sat in the center of the room.  Control panels covered by multi-colored, flashing buttons filled the bottom halves of the four walls while slow-spinning, red holo-images of different planets across the galaxy hung suspended every three meters or so above them.  These transparent globes were backed by large display screens streaming information coming in from each planet.

“What are we going to do now?” San Hill, the lanky, narrow-faced leader of the InterGalactic Banking Clan asked as he stood in the group gathered at the end of the metal table.

“I don’t know!” Nute Gunray, Viceroy of the Trade Federation bit out.

Standing with Nute and San were Nute’s aide Rune Haako, Senator Po Nudo, Passel Argente, Tundra Dowmeia, Poggle the Lesser and Wat Tambor.  The control room, and the planet in general, was a far cry from the comfortable and spacious accommodations the privileged, corporate tycoons were used to.  They had been living there for months now, and still hadn’t become accustomed.  

“We’re doomed!  Our fleet is decimated, and with Dooku dead who will lead us now?” Rune Haako said.

“I told Grievous this would happen, but he wouldn’t listen to me!” Nute said, wheeling around to face Rune.  Never one to stay calm, Nute began spiraling into a hysteria of uncertainty.  His conical headdress bobbed precariously as he vented his continued frustrations with the Droid General.  “His plans are too bold.  His tactics too aggressive.  And now look what’s happened!”

A soft beeping from a nearby console caught Rune Haako’s attention, and he moved to see what it was.

“His plans always worked in the past,” Poggle the Lesser pointed out.  “He’s led our droid armies to victory more times than I can count.”

“Yes, but what good does that do us now?” Nute countered.  “How can we win with our fleet damaged so massively?”

Rune came rushing back up to the group.  “It’s him!” he said, a slight quaver in his voice and a cower in his posture.

“Put him on!” Nute demanded, then turned around to face a holo-projector on the other side of the room.

Grievous’  life-sized, holographic image took the place of one of the spinning planets.  Cape draped across his upper body, the Droid General looked down upon those gathered before him with an air of loftiness—something Nute loathed.

“Grievous—you’ve led us straight into disaster!” Nute shouted, scowling at the general.  “Our fleet is in shambles because of your foolish tactics and—“

“Be quiet, Viceroy,” Grievous cut him off dismissively.  “I have no wish to hear of your pathetic strategic insights.”

But Nute wouldn’t step down.  Rage on his face, he said, “No I will not be quiet!  Your foolishness has most likely cost us the war, not to mention Dooku!  And I’m sick of being trapped here on this accursed planet!  I don’t care what you say; we won’t tolerate it any longer.”

Suddenly, Grievous’ image changed to a giant close-up of his face; his viper-like eyes behind that horrific mask boring into the Separatists.  “I SAID SHUT UP!” Grievous’ voice boomed through the room, causing the group to recoil in terror.  “WHERE WOULD YOU BE IF NOT FOR ME!?  I’VE LED YOUR ARMIES TO MORE VICTORIES THAN YOU COULD POSSIBLY HAVE DREAMED AGAINST THE REPUBLIC’S CLONE ARMY!  YOU NEVER WOULD HAVE BREECHED THE MID-RIM WITHOUT MY CUNNING!  IT IS YOU WHO NEED ME.  I DO NOT NEED THE LIKES OF YOU TO RUN THIS WAR.”

The General’s voice echoed throughout the room several seconds longer after he’d finished.  Nute regained his composure and steeled himself against Grievous’ giant face, though he kept quiet this time.  He didn’t know how Grievous made the holo-projector do what he did, but he wished he could find out so he could stop him.  Seeing those terrible eyes staring down at him so big frightened him almost beyond anything. 

Once he was certain Nute Gunray would stay quiet, Grievous continued in a normal tone, though he left his image the same.  “The defeat at Coruscant and the loss of Dooku are only minor setbacks.  His usefulness as a political tool was used up years ago—since The Wars started.  My military brilliance is all we need now.  Our forces are still strong, and I will use them to strike back at the Jedi and the Republic for our loss!”

Grievous paused, then said, “I am ordering the immediate deployment of all our remaining forces across the galaxy.”

The Separatists were stunned.  A buzz of low conversation erupted behind Nute.  “You can’t be serious!” he said.  “All our forces?  And so soon after this latest attack?  That is suicide!” 

“No, Viceroy.  It is brilliant,” Grievous said, smugness in his voice.  “The Jedi will not expect a strike of such magnitude so quickly.  They will be caught completely off-guard.”

“But…but it will take more than a week to gather our forces together for such a strike,” Passel Argente said, receiving nods of agreement from the group.

“Not to mention the time needed to choose the appropriate targets,” Wat Tambor’s deep voice boomed, spurring discussion between the leaders.

“No time is needed,” Grievous said, bringing the group’s talking to a halt.  “Our forces launch within the hour.”

“How is that possible?” Poggle the Lesser asked.

Grievous’ eyes smiled.  “Because I planned the attacks more than a month ago.  All necessary forces are positioned exactly where I need them to be.”  His giant eyes looked at something below and in front of him, and he said, “here are the targets, and the comm. frequencies you’ll be needing to communicate with the leaders of the strike forces.”

The spinning globes around the room changed to different planets all at once, and the screens behind them displayed the needed contact information.

“Rest assured.  Victory is still well within reach.  I will contact you again shortly,” Grievous said.  “I know it may be difficult, but do try to keep your wits about you, Viceroy.”

Nute’s eyes narrowed as Grievous’ taunting eyes faded away.

“I’ve had enough of him!” Nute said, turning to address the group.  “I did not get into this and risk so much just to have someone like him tell me what to do!”

“What would you suggest—trying to remove him from command?” Wat Tambor asked.

The sudden thought of being without Grievous’ cunning struck Nute.  “No…” he said, not sure what else to say.

“Then what do we do?” San Hill asked.

“We do as he said and order the strike!” Viceroy Gunray answered.  Then, turning back to peer at where Grievous’ image had been with narrowed eyes, he thought, And it had better work…. 

*


*


*

“I’m pleased to see you all here,” Senator Bail Organa said, seated behind the desk in his Coruscant office.  “Thank you for coming.”


Seated across from him in the white and gray colored, tasteful but humble office were senators Mon Mothma, Bana Breemu, Padmé Amidala and Fang Zar.  A large, circular window filled almost the entire wall behind the seated senators, the mid-morning sunlight spilling in all around them as the endless sky traffic of the capital rushed by.  


“I’ve summoned you here today because I consider you my most trusted allies and friends,” Bail said.  “For years now we have fought to end corruption in the senate and to make certain that the Republic remains a body for the people…and governed by the people.  But I fear those notions are being swept away.”


Bail sighed.  “Palpatine isn’t going to give up his Emergency Powers willingly.  Nor will he step down on his own accord.  That much is painfully clear now.  I feel we must all come to terms with that fact.”

“There must be something we can do to convince him to step down,” Mon Mothma said.

“But what?  We’ve already tried talking sense to him, but he just won’t listen,”  Fang Zar rasped.  “He’s so overcome with self-worth that he’s convinced he’s the only thing that’s keeping the Republic together.”

“Well it’s no wonder,” Bana Breemu said.  “With the way the senate fawns over him….”

“I agree with Fang,” Padmé said.  “Palpatine has become far too wrapped up in his own importance.  But I also think it goes deeper than that.  I firmly believe that Palpatine knows full-well what he is doing and is taking advantage of the submissiveness of the senate to further his own ideals.  He has become too accustomed to having power, and now he doesn’t want to give it up.”

Pensive silence filled the room.  They all knew what Padmé had said to be true.  It was power that Palpatine really wanted.  The fate of the Republic was a far second to him.  Each and every one of them had known it for some time, but hadn’t actually admitted it until now—hadn’t dared to speak their concerns out loud.  It was a fear that had nagged at the edges of their minds for countless months, but it had been so unthinkable that none of them wanted to accept it.  Now, they all knew that they were paying the price for not listening to what their feelings were telling them.

“What do we do now?” Mon Mothma asked.

“That is why I called this meeting,” Bail said.  “What are we going to do about these troubling events?  How are we going to get Palpatine removed from office and see to it that true democracy is restored to the Republic?”


Stunned silence filled the room for several seconds.


Leaning forward slowly, his words spoken carefully, Senator Zar asked, “Bail…are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?”


Bail stared him right in the eye, his expression carved in stone.  “I don’t know, Fang.  What is it you think I’m suggesting?”


Padmé’s eyes went wide in disbelief.  Mon Mothma lowered her eyes in troubled thought.  Bana Breemu’s brow furrowed.  Slowly, Fang sat back, inspecting Bail for several seconds before giving small nods of agreement. 


“Bail—you can’t be serious!” Bana Breemu said.


“I’m afraid I am serious.  More serious than I’ve ever been before.”


“You’re talking about committing treason,” Mon Mothma said softly.


“I’m not suggesting we assassinate anyone or try to remove Palpatine by force,” Bail explained.  “But I am suggesting we discuss this issue openly.  Palpatine is a threat to the very existence of the Republic and cannot be allowed to continue to grab up power.”


“And besides,” Fang Zar pointed out, “how is it treason to defend and preserve the laws of our government?”


Padmé said nothing.  She sat deep in thought as the others talked.


“All I’m asking is that we talk about the possibility, and that each of you quietly, and as discretely as possible, see how many others in the senate share our views.”

“That will be difficult—and dangerous,” Bana said.  “The corruption in the senate has grown out of control.  Too many senators are on Palpatine’s side.”

“I fear most of them are being controlled by him in one way or another,” Mon Mothma said. “Either through favors or bribes.”

“Or intimidation,” Fang pointed out.  “His control over the special committees is staggering.  How many of us here have had requests for relief funds or materials for our homeworlds slowed or denied just because we’ve opposed him?  Every single one of us!”

“And the growing military presence here on Coruscant is troubling as well,” Bana Breemu said.  “I’ve heard rumors of people being arrested for no other reason than that they might somehow be affiliated with the Separatists.  No proof, no supporting evidence—just the thought that they are.  And Palpatine is behind it all.”

“But if he has such power then what can we do?” Mon Mothma asked.

“We must fight him,” Padmé finally spoke up, and there was no mistaking the conviction in her voice.  “I agree with Bail.  We cannot allow Palpatine to ruin the Republic.  He already has in a lot of ways with the use of his Emergency Powers.”

There was another lull as everyone absorbed this new statement of truth, as each of them came to terms with the idea.  

Then Mon Mothma said, “We would need the Jedi on our side if we were to actually go through with this.  I understand they are quite displeased with the way in which Palpatine is handling The Wars, and that they, too, are concerned with his growing power.”

“I don’t know if we can ask the Jedi to join us on this issue,” Bail said.  “They don’t get involved in politics.  It’s not their place.”

“But their place is to ensure justice and peace in the Republic,” Senator Zar said.  “Surely a matter such as this is within the realm of that mandate.”

“It would be if Palpatine were going against the senate,” Padmé said.  “But since he is being handed such power through legal means the Jedi cannot take action against him.”

“Senator Amidala is right,” Mon Mothma said.  “As long as the senate goes along with Palpatine there is little the Jedi can do.  But we can at the very least assume that the Jedi Order does not agree with what’s happening in the senate.  They have refused Palpatine’s request for their public support several times.  That says something.”

“The Jedi must become involved if we ever hope to win this fight!” Fang Zar said.

“Perhaps they could come before the senate and call for Palpatine to resign,” Mon Mothma said.  “Surely they would agree to getting involved in politics just this once on such an important matter.  If the senate will not listen to us, then perhaps they will listen to the Jedi.”

“Yes, perhaps the Jedi can convince the senate to vote Palpatine out…” Bana Breemu thought aloud.

“I fear that such a thing could be more harmful for them then it would be helpful for us,” Bail said.  “Their position has weakened considerably over these past few years because of the rumors in the senate.  Them clearly taking sides might only make matters worse.” 

“Those rumors are nonsense!” Fang Zar said.  “Who would ever believe that the Jedi orchestrated The Wars?”

“Quite a few senators, by the looks of it,” Bana Breemu said.

“The fact remains we need the Jedi for this to work,” Padmé said.  “I will open a channel of communication with them to see how they feel on the matter.  Even if they don’t openly side with us, anything they can do to help will be beneficial.”

“Yes.  The Jedi would be key to all of this,” Bail said.  “Without them, I fear we would not succeed.”


“What of Anakin Skywalker?” Fang asked, turning to Padmé  “I know that the two of you are friends.  Would he side with us?  The Great Hero of The Clone Wars would be most helpful on our side.”


Padmé opened her mouth to speak, but Bail said, “I’ve heard he’s just been appointed as Palpatine’s new personal bodyguard.  Apparently, Palpatine made the request himself.  I think they’re quite friendly towards one another.  I’m not so sure that he is with the rest of the Jedi on this issue.”


Shock flashed through Padmé, and her mouth remained hanging open for a second.  She caught a hold of her surprise quickly and masked it as best as she could, though some still showed.  The baby gave a sudden kick.


Palpatine’s personal bodyguard!? she thought, baffled.  Quickly, the confusion began morphing into anger at her having to find out about something so important from someone other than her own husband.  How could he not tell me? 


Then another chilling thought entered her mind—Anakin being even closer to and spending more time with Palpatine.  His support for the political leader and the way in which he governed was already at a frighteningly passionate level.  She worried that this new assignment would only serve to bolster Anakin’s political ideals, which were already a matter of great contention between the two of them, and between Anakin and the Jedi.


She lowered her head and gave a soft sigh as the baby kicked again.


“…Padmé?” Bail’s said, bringing her attention back to the discussion at hand.


“I will meet with a member of the Jedi Council as soon as possible,” she said.  


“Good,” Bail said.  Then, getting to his feet, he said, “We’ll meet again shortly.”


The others got to their feet as well and began for the doors of the office.  No words were shared as they left.  Each was consumed with their own thoughts on the magnitude of what had just happened; they had all agreed to subvert their own government.  They had, every one of them, agreed to commit treason.
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Jedi Masters Mace Windu stood at the base of the large holo-projector in the middle of the Jedi War Room located deep within the Jedi Temple.  The room was spacious, with an oval shaped floor bearing the Jedi Crest surrounded by a series of wide steps that served as seats for large gatherings of Jedi.  Tall pillars illuminated by dim lights lined the walls at the top of these wide steps.  The dull gray coloring of nearly everything but the floor conveyed that the room was geared more towards functionality than beauty; and rightfully so, for this was the room from which the Jedi coordinated the majority of their military operations.

Throughout the room were a handful of other Jedi monitoring display screens and holo-projectors showing information about this most recent campaign of Grievous’.

Mace peered ay the six-meter wide holo-display of the galaxy slightly above him.  Red flashes in the blue-white image indicated where the Separatists had attacked.  General Grievous had wasted no time in regrouping his forces for another strike after the battle over Coruscant, and the dispersed nature of the attack led Mace to believe that Grievous was set on inflicting as much damage and suffering as possible with his remaining forces.

“He’s attacking with much more determination than ever,” Jedi Master Ki-Adi-Mundi’s life-sized holo-image said.  “The attack is much more aggressive.”

“A last-ditch effort?” Mace asked.

“Perhaps.  It’s rather well organized if it is, though,” Ki-Adi said.  “They came almost from out of nowhere and with such ferocity.  It seems too well-planned to be so desperate.”

Master Ki-Adi’s image faded away to be replaced by that of Jedi Aayla Secura.  

“I’m sorry I’m late, Master Windu.  Would you like my report?” the blue-skinned, Twi’lek Jedi asked.

But before Mace could answer yet another holo-image appeared, splitting the display in two with Aayla on one side and the newcomer on the other.

The new image was that of a clonetrooper standing at attention with his arms tucked neatly to his sides and his helmetless head held high.

“Master Windu, I have urgent news from Utapau,” the clonetrooper said in his slightly accented voice.

“What is it, Commander Cody?” Mace asked, and Aayla’s blue-white form turned to peer at his image, folding her arms in frustration at the interuption.

“The Droid General has been spotted here on Utapau,” Commander Cody responded.

“Are you certain?” Mace asked, his hopes leaping at the possibility that they might track down Grievous so quickly.

“I’m certain, Master Windu.  I saw him myself from a distance of no more than two hundred meters.  He was right on the front lines of the attack here,” Cody said.

Mace’s brow furrowed, and several other Jedi nearby turned to peer at the Clonetrooper in puzzlement—including Aayla.

“Very well.  Thank you, Commander Cody.  Keep us posted on any new updates on the situation,” Mace said.

“Yes, sir!” Cody said, then his image faded away.

Mace ignored all around him as he punched buttons on the console in front of him to activate the comm. unit there.  He needed to alert Master Obi-Wan to this fortunate turn of events.


Obi-Wan stepped out of the speeder and onto the lower apron of senator Amidala’s veranda.  A gold-plated protocol droid was waiting for him on the small flight of stairs leading up to the main area of the balcony, and it addressed him as soon as he approached.


“Greetings, Master Jedi.  I am See-Threepio, human-cyborg relations.  Senator Amidala has been expecting you.  This way, please.”


Obi-Wan gave a nod and followed the droid further into the pillared, curtained veranda.  They passed the fountain, and the droid stopped next to one of the curved couches. 


“Make yourself comfortable,” Threepio said, gesturing at one of the couches.  “The senator will be with you shortly.”


“Thank you,” Obi-Wan said, wrapping his robe around him and sitting.


“Might I interest you in a refreshment?” Threepio asked.


“I’m fine, thank you.” 

Threepio nodded, then turned and shuffled towards the doorway and the flight of stairs leading up into the main area of the apartment.

Obi-Wan sat and waited on the veranda, peering around it at the statues and the stunning view.  A stiff breeze blew across the balcony, ruffling the beige curtains and wafting the sounds of the bustling Coruscant traffic towards his ears.  Although he had never been to this portion of Padmé’s apartment in his previous visits something about the place seemed familiar.  He couldn’t place exactly what it was, but he sensed a familiar presence that made him feel as if he’d been there before….  

“Thank you for waiting, Obi-Wan,” Padmé said into his thoughts.  

He turned to see her walking towards him with a warm smile on her face, bringing one to his in kind as he stood.  

“M’Lady.  It’s a pleasure to see you again,” he said with a bow, then shook her hand.  Obi-Wan noticed that she was dressed as informally as he’d ever seen her.  Her long, curly hair was down and she wore a simple, tan dress that hung lightly over her frame.  “I’m glad to see you are doing well.”

“Please, call me Padmé.  There is no need for such formality between old friends like us.” 

Obi-Wan gave a broad smile and said, “I’ll try to remember, but old habits die hard.”

Padmé smiled.  “Please, sit.” She gestured at the couch.

“Thank you,” Obi-Wan said and they both took a seat next to each other.  

“I’m glad to see that you have faired so well through The Wars.  In fact—I think I can speak for the entire senate by saying that the Jedi have done a tremendous job in protecting our way of life and defending the people of the Republic throughout this horrible conflict.  I understand that doing so has come at a high cost to The Order, and for that there can never be repayment.  We are forever in your debt.”

“Thank you,” Obi-Wan replied.  “The losses we’ve suffered have been unfortunate, but it’s been for a good cause.”

“And now, with Dooku gone,” Padmé said, “I hear the remaining leaders of the Separatists are disorganized and fracturing under the pressure.  I hear The Wars could be over completely fairly soon.”

Obi-Wan nodded.  “General Grievous still needs to be captured, but for the most part the Separatists are falling apart.  They’ve launched a surprise campaign across the mid and outer rim territories, but it seems to be nothing more than a last ditch effort.  It will all be resolved soon.  Thankfully, things are almost at their end.”

“Indeed.  And the sooner they are, the sooner things can get back to normal in the Republic,” Padmé said.  

She straightened her back as she sat on the edge of the couch and Obi-Wan noticed her warm familiarity disappear to be replaced with cool, diplomatic posturing.  

“I want to thank you for answering my request for a meeting on such short notice,” she stated formally.  “I understand that you are quite busy with the assignment of tracking down this Droid General, so I assure you I won’t take up too much of your time.”

“Thank you senator—er, Padmé,” Obi-Wan said, slightly thrown off by her sudden change in tone. 

Padmé gave him a bewildered look, then an embarrassed smile broke across her face.  “I’m sorry, Obi-Wan.  I’m speaking like a politician, not a friend.  I guess I’m just not used to this.”

“Like I said—old habits die hard,” Obi-Wan joked.  

Padmé’s smile broadened even more, relieving tension.

More relaxed, she said, “To get to the point; I’d like to know what the Jedi Council means to do about Chancellor Palpatine remaining in office and his ever-expanding power.”

“What…do you mean?” Obi-Wan asked.

 “Several senators, myself included, are deeply concerned with the longevity of his service; not to mention his refusal to resend his Emergency Powers.  He is growing too powerful.  It frightens me.  It frightens all of us!  No one person should have that much control and power in the Republic—especially someone as dubious as Palpatine.  We know that The Order is greatly displeased with the methods Palpatine has used in The Wars.  Therefore, my colleagues and I would like to know what The Council is planning on doing about this matter.”

Suddenly Obi-Wan realized he was in dangerous territory here.  This was all politics.  This was not an arena for the Jedi.  He knew that he must tread lightly.

“The Council will continue to do what it has done in the past; not get involved in the politics of the Republic,” Obi-Wan answered.

“You have no plans to make an exception on this matter then?” Padmé asked.

“There are no plans, yes.” 

“Even if doing so means the collapse of the Republic and the eradication of all its democratic ideals?  Because that is what will happen if Palpatine continues in this way.  He is changing the very nature of the entire government.”

“I don’t think the matter is quite as severe as you imply,” Obi-Wan said, trying to keep things calm.  “Besides, the mandate of the Jedi is to ensure peace and order in the Republic.  We have no right to become involved in the law making procedures of the senate.  If what the senate decides is the will of the people, then the Jedi can do nothing to interfere.  It is not our place.”

“What about justice?” Padmé asked.  “Justice is also a mandate of the Jedi.  What justice can be had if the Republic continues to be stripped of its democratic ideals?  And that is what will happen, I can assure you.  Palpatine has far too much support.  He holds sway over too many senators now to ever hope for his removal.  His power will only continue to grow until the Republic no longer resembles it’s former self.  What chance does justice have in a system like that—especially one already so wrought with corruption?”

She stared right at Obi-Wan, and after a time it was too much for him so he looked away at the floor.  He knew that she was right and couldn’t bare to look her in the eye.  He was too embarrassed that things had gotten so far out of control; that the Jedi could have allowed things to get so bad in the senate by claiming no responsibility for the goings-on there.  They had seen and had known about the corruption for years now, but had gotten themselves in a position they never should have been in—a position where they couldn’t do anything about it.

He gave a heavy sigh, then said, “M’Lady, I understand your concerns.  But what can the Jedi do?  We cannot take any direct action to cleanse the senate of corruption.  We cannot force Palpatine out of office.  All we can do now is wait and hope that the citizens of the Republic choose the right path.  It is not our place to force them to do so.”

“But you can voice your position.  You can alert the senate to the dangers of what is happening, to the dangers of where this is all leading!  The voice of the Jedi has long been regarded as one of reason and wisdom by the senate.  If you were to voice your concerns it very well may change the course of this issue.  It very well could push for a vote to remove Palpatine from office.  But if you stay silent…” she trailed off, leaving the statement open for Obi-Wan to draw his own conclusion.

“I’m afraid the reputation of the Jedi is no longer as influential as you think,” Obi-Wan said, his voice heavy with sadness and regret.  “These persistent accusations concerning The Wars have greatly damaged our credibility.”

“It isn’t as damaged as you think, I assure you.”

Obi-Wan gave her a broad grin.  “I appreciate your kindness, Padmé, but you have seen the same things happening in the senate that we have.  Ever since those rumors began gaining popularity The Order’s requests for troops and supplies have been delayed due to “verification.”   Our intelligence now has to go through a fact-checking committee before we can act on it.  Our movements are monitored, and some members of the Jedi Council are even being investigated   Our reputation is damaged, and severely.  Numerous battles have been lost that should have been easy victories because of this.  …And many Jedi have died that shouldn’t because of it.”

Padmé listened, and as she did her face grew more and more saddened.  “I’m sorry, Obi-Wan.  I hadn’t known the situation was so bad for the Jedi.  I’d never considered that these things would have such an effect on The Order.”

“Can you see now what I’m trying to tell you?” Obi-Wan asked.  “If the Jedi were to come out in open opposition to the Supreme Chancellor—the office we are supposed to serve—our position would only worsen.  We would lose all credibility in the senate.”

Padmé said nothing.  Her sad and worried eyes fell her stomach as she thought the matter over.

Obi-Wan could feel how distressed she was and it surprised him.  Her worry seemed to go far deeper than just her concerns about the political problems in the senate, and he wondered if there was something else that was causing her to press this issue so urgently.  

“I will forward your concerns and your request to The Jedi Council,” Obi-Wan soothed.  “I cannot guarantee they will take action, but I will let them know what it is you requested.”

“Thank you,” Padmé said.  She looked up, but not at Obi-Wan.  Instead, she peered out across the skyline of the capital city.

Obi-Wan watched her in confusion for several seconds.  He could sense that there was something else she wanted to say.  He could see it in her eyes.  Yet he didn’t want to press the matter, so he sat and waited.

“Obi-Wan,” she finally said, still peering out, her voice distant.  

She said nothing more, so after a time, Obi-Wan said, “…Yes?”

Padmé turned her head slowly to look at him, and he could see that tears were not far from her eyes.  “I’ve heard that Anakin has agreed to be Palpatine’s personal bodyguard.”

“…Yes, he has—and much to the displeasure of The Council.  It is their responsibility to assign the Chancellor’s protector, not Palpatine’s.”

“I’m…concerned about Anakin being so close to Palpatine,” Padmé said, struggling to get the words out.

Obi-Wan could tell that she was choosing her words most carefully, but wasn’t certain why.  He knew that she and Anakin had become close friends while Anakin had been assigned to protect her and that the friendship persisted to this day, but this seemed to go deeper.  He thought that she must have stronger feelings for Anakin than he’d thought, and that this was where her great concern was stemming from.  

“Why would you be concerned about that?” Obi-Wan asked, yet feeling that he already knew the answer.

“I’ve spoken with Anakin throughout these past few years and he’s given me the impression that he’s a strong supporter of Palpatine’s.  They are close friends, he and Palpatine, and I fear what influence Palpatine’s political views are having on him.”

Obi-Wan was surprised that she knew so much of Anakin’s personal feelings and beliefs.  Obi-Wan knew of most of them, but he had been Anakin’s Master for over ten years.  Although, he hadn’t known that Palpatine and Anakin were such close friends.  That was surprising…and, somehow, alarming.  He couldn’t place why, but he felt it through the Force.

“Anakin has his own ideals and beliefs concerning politics, but he’s a Jedi, Padmé.  I trust that he knows what is best and will not allow Palpatine to manipulate him in any way.  He will follow the Jedi Code as he always has.”

Padmé suddenly turned away from Obi-Wan and looked back out across the Coruscant skyline.  She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  Then, she turned back to look at him and said, “Obi-Wan, there’s something I need to tell you—something personal.  This is hard for me.  I made a promise to keep this a secret, but with the way things are going that is something I know I can no longer do.”

Obi-Wan listened, intent on her every word.  He could tell that whatever she wanted to say was causing her great personal pain to do so.  “Go on,” he urged when she didn’t speak.

“I need to tell you…I need you to know about—“

The beeping of Obi-Wan’s comm. unit cut her short.  “Excuse me,” Obi-Wan said, retrieving the small communications device from his utility belt.  As he did Padmé stood and walked a few paces away from the couch. 

“Yes, Master Windu,” Obi-Wan said.

“Obi-Wan,” Mace’s voice said through the comm. unit.  “We’ve just received word of The Droid General’s current location.  We need you back at the Temple as soon as possible.”  

“I’ll be right there,” Obi-Wan said, then fingered the comm. unit off and placed it back in his utility belt.  “I’m sorry.  You were saying?” he said, looking up at Padmé.

She turned and looked at him, a polite smile on her face.  “It can wait,” she said.  “You have an important job to do and had better go.”

Obi-Wan stood.  “Are you certain?” he asked.

“Yes.  It’ll be all right,” she assured him with another small smile.

Obi-Wan wasn’t convinced, but he couldn’t very well force her to tell him what was troubling her.  “Very well.  We’ll continue this conversation as soon as I return.  Would that be all right?” he asked.

“I’d like that,” Padmé said, another small smile on her face.

Obi-Wan bowed, then began for the edge of the veranda.  

“May the Force be with you, Obi-Wan,” Padmé called after him as he got ready to get into his speeder.  

Obi-Wan turned with a smile.  “May the Force be with you,” he said just before getting into the speeder and heading back to the Jedi Temple.
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Obi-Wan walked into the dimly lit, sparsely furnished room that was Master Yoda’s quarters to find Mace Windu and Yoda sitting on the round, cushioned seats in the middle of the room facing each other.  They glanced up at him from the small, blue-white holo-image projected from the silver pole in the floor between them, then turned their attention back to Senator Bail Organa’s image.


Obi-Wan walked closer and heard what was being said.


“His influence in the senate has grown considerably in the years since the beginning of The Wars,” Bail’s diminutive image said, “But it is unclear if Palpatine is pulling their strings, or if the senators are pulling his to get what they want.  I am certain of one thing, though; Palpatine has become increasingly more power hungry since he was given those Emergency Powers.  And now, since the death of Count Dooku, it seems that he’s out to gain even further control over the governing apparatus.”


“Then you’ve still heard nothing of this Darth Sidious?” Mace asked.  “No rumors…nothing?”


“I’m afraid not, Master Windu,” Bail’s image said.  “I’ve used every intelligence source available to me, and my staff has found nothing.  Which leads me to believe that Dooku was lying to cause unrest and suspicion amongst us.”


“Hmmmmm….  Clouded the Force is.  But out there, Darth Sidious is,” Yoda stated.  “Certain of that, am I.”


Standing to the side, Obi-Wan was surprised, and troubled by Master Yoda’s words.  It was the first time he had heard Master Yoda say that he actually thought this Darth Sidious existed.  

It made him think; Could Dooku have been telling the truth about the Dark Lord of the Sith controlling the senate with his dark influence?  Could he really be right here under the Jedis’ nose and them not be able to sense him?  

Obi-Wan noticed that Mace, too, was deeply troubled by Yoda’s statement.  The powerful Jedi Master was sitting with his head hung low and his strong hands tightly wrought together.


“Then that is most disconcerting,” Bail said.  “Things are much worse than I’d thought.  Do you think Palpatine might be under this Darth Sidious’ influence as well?”


“We will find out,” Mace said with conviction.  “Thank you for taking the time to talk with us, Senator Organa.  We’ll keep you posted, as usual.”


“Right.  And I’ll let you know as soon as I find anything else out,” Bail said, and then his image disappeared.


Nothing was said for several seconds.  The three of them just sat there lost in the thought that a Sith Lord really was manipulating the senate and, essentially, the Republic.


“When did you tell Senator Organa about Sidious?” Obi-Wan asked.


“Some time ago,” Mace said.  “We felt we needed his eyes to look for the Sith in the senate.”  Mace turned to Yoda, and asked, “How could this have happened?  How could the Dark Lord of the Sith slip in right in front of us and us not know it?”


“Hmmmmm…  Hard to sense, the dark side is,” Yoda said.  “But ourselves, I fear, we only have to blame.  Over-confident, the Jedi have become.  Alert for danger, ready for evil, we were not.”  He gave a heavy sigh.  “Paying the price for our mistakes, are we.”


The three of them shared another pensive moment, then Mace got back to business.  “What did Senator Amidala want to see you about?” he asked Obi-Wan.


“She wanted to know what the Jedi Council means to do about Chancellor Palpatine and his growing powers.  I told her that I would pass on her request for a member of The Council to address the senate about the dangers of such radical changes.”


“Difficult for us now, that would be,” Yoda said.


“Our position in the senate has been weakened too much,” Mace added.  “And Palpatine has far too much support.”


“I know.  I told her as much, but she insisted,” Obi-Wan said.  “I also believe that Senator Amidala and a group of senators mean to…cause trouble should Palpatine remain in office.  She was quite frustrated with the situation, and I sensed that she means to act on that should matters worsen.  I sense that Bail Organa may be a part of this group as well.”


Yoda grunted in displeasure.  “Need that, we do not.  Our strongest allies, are they.”


“If they rebel it will be yet another conflict we’ll have to face,” Mace said.  “And I fear our strong ties with those senators will only worsen our reputation in the senate.”


“Troubling, this is,” Yoda said.  “Defy Palpatine’s grasp for power, we should, but unable we are.”


Saddened, regretful silence fell over the group for a short time.


“She also mentioned something I found quite puzzling,” Obi-Wan finally said.  “She mentioned that she was worried about Anakin being so close to Palpatine.  She said she was concerned about the influence the Chancellor has over Anakin’s political ideals and what effect it might have.”


“Hmmmph.  Over-steeped his bounds, Palpatine has.  His place to assign young Skywalker, it was not.  Talk with him on the matter, we must.”


“I agree,” Mace said.


“What of The Prophecy, Master?  Will Anakin bring balance back to the Force?” Obi-Wan asked.


“If The Chosen One he is, The Prophecy he will fulfill.  But troubled am I, for Young Skywalker.  Distanced from the Jedi, he has become.  Too aggressive is he.”  Yoda shook his head.  “Uncertain, the future is.”


Another pensive silence was shared between the three Jedi.      

Then, Mace looked at Obi-Wan and said, “We’ve received word that General Grievous is currently on the planet Utapau.  You leave immediately.  His forces have already engaged ours on the planet and are giving them quite a bit of trouble; not to mention the numerous other campaigns he has launched across the mid-rim since Dooku’s death.  You must find him and stop him, Obi-Wan.  We need to bring The Wars to an end.  The sooner he’s stopped, the better.”


“Understood, Master,” Obi-Wan said with a nod.


“Careful, you must be, Obi-Wan,” Yoda said.  “Dangerous, General Grievous is.”


“I will be.”


“May the Force be with you,” Mace said, letting Obi-Wan know that it was time for him to leave.


Obi-Wan bowed, then said, “I will contact you as soon as I have completed the mission.”  Then, he turned and walked out of the room.


Troubled, Anakin strode past the desk of Dar Wac, Palpatine’s personal aide, and towards the doors leading into the office of the Supreme Chancellor.  The doors slid open as he approached.  Anakin walked past the pair of red-robed guards flanking the outside of the doors, then past the two just inside and into the room.  He saw the Supreme Chancellor emerging through the doorway leading from the room’s antechamber and walked down to meet him.


Palpatine greeted his approach with a kind smile.


“Master Yoda and Master Windu are on their way.  They’re just down the hall,” Anakin said, worry in his voice.  

“Yes, I know.  They’re here to contest my appointing you to your new position.  They see you slipping away from their control, and so they’ve come to re-stake their claim.”


Anakin’s brow furrowed.  “How do you know?”

“I have foreseen it,” Palpatine stated as if such a thing were not uncommon, peering out the wide window behind his desk across the room. 

Anakin looked at him, puzzled.  “What are we going to do?” 

Papatine turned with a small, reassuring smile.  “Rest assured, my friend; the Jedi Council has not the authority to dispute my appointments.”  A beeping noise rose from his desk.  As he moved to it, he said, “I will remind them of their place.”

Anakin watched him walk away, the corner of his lip turned up in a smirk.

Palpatine sat, then pressed the flashing button on the arm of his chair.  A half-meter tall holo-image of Dar Wac appeared in the middle of the desk.  Dar Wac gave a bow, but before he could announce the arrival of the Jedi Masters Palpatine cut him off by saying, “Send them in.”

Dar Wac peered at him for a handful of seconds, not knowing what to say.  Then, he bowed and his image disappeared.

“Come,” Palpatine said to Anakin.  “Stand at my side.”

Anakin did as he was told, and watched as the doors to the office opened and Master Windu and Master Yoda came through them.  Yoda hobbled along as quickly as he could with his cane, and Mace walk slow to keep pace with him.  As he approached, Yoda peered at Anakin with thoughtful, brown eyes.  Anakin tried to retain his anger towards the diminutive, feeble Jedi Master for his admonishing words within The Council the other day, but he found it difficult.  He had looked up to Master Yoda since he had been a padawan, and a part of him knew that what he had said was true.

He lowered his head and shut his eyes for a second to gather himself.  

“I’m glad you are here, my friends,” Palpatine called out with a smile once they were almost to his desk.  “I was just about to contact you.”

Mace and Yoda took their seats across the desk from Anakin and Palpatine.  Mace wore a mask of calm, but Anakin could see that just behind it he was quite irritated.  Seeing this allowed Anakin’s anger to bubble back towards the surface.

“Now—what is it you wished to talk to me about?” Palpatine said with a smile.


Mace glanced at Anakin, then said, “We came to discuss your assigning Jedi Skywalker to be your personal bodyguard without first consulting the Jedi Council.”


Palpatine appeared puzzled.  “It was my understanding that Anakin was currently without assignment.  The Council did remove him from the assignment of tracking down General Grievous, did you not?”


Mace looked at Anakin, who peered back with narrowed eyes.


“He was,” Mace said, looking back at Palpatine.  “But—“


“Well, then.  I see no reason why he shouldn’t be able to fulfill his duty to protect me,” Palpatine said with a dismissive air.  “Anakin is most gifted, and I will not allow such skill to go to waste.  Someone must recognize and reward him for the powerful Jedi that he is.”


Anakin looked at Palpatine with a small, pleased smirk.  


“Your place, it was not, Palpatine.  A matter for the Jedi, it is,” Yoda said, raising his small hand and pointing his index finger.  


Palpatine fixed Yoda with a stern stare.  “And might I remind you, Master Yoda, that it is the place of the Jedi to follow the orders of the office of the Supreme Chancellor.”  

Mace was quite taken aback by his tone.  Palpatine had never spoken to the Jedi in such a way.  After the shock washed away he leaned forward to peer at Palpatine with his elbows resting on his knees.  

A broad smirk spread across Anakin’s face at seeing the two most superior members of the Jedi Council being berated in such a way.

Yoda stared right back at Palpatine, not budging one bit.  “Too many times have you overstepped your bounds, Palpatine.  Too much control you take in the senate.  Too long in office, have you stayed.”

“You seem to be losing sight of your place, Master Yoda,” Palpatine said.  “The length of my service and the extent of my powers are matters for the senate—not for the Jedi Order.”

  The two leaders locked eyes for several seconds more, and Anakin looked between the two, uncertain what to do.

 “These are troubling times,” Palpatine finally said, lightening his tone.  “I can only afford the best protection, which is why I wanted Anakin.”

Mace and Yoda exchanged saddened looks, and fell silent on the matter.

“As I mentioned earlier,” Palpatine went, “I was just about to send for you, Master Yoda.  There is a most delicate mission that demands your handling.”

“What is it?” Mace asked.

“As you might have heard, the Kashyyyk system has once again come under attack from the Separatists.  This is the third time this year.  The Wookiees have suffered massive casualties, and are desperate for help to ward off this vicious assault.  I have spoken with senator Yarua from Kashyyyk, and have told him that I would be sending you, Master Yoda, to help them win this fight.”

“I will go,” Mace said.  “Master Yoda is needed here on Coruscant.”

“Thank you for your valiant offer, Master Windu, but I feel very strongly that Master Yoda would be the best choice.  The Wookiees do not take well to humans.  And besides—Senator Yarua specifically requested Master Yoda.  The senator is a long-time friend of mine, and I promised him that you would go.”

“Hmmmmm…” Yoda said, his eyes closed as he reached out with the Force.  He reopened them and looked at Palpatine.   “Very well.  Go to Kashyyyk, I will.”

“The matter is settled, then,” Palpatine said, getting to his feet.  Mace and Yoda followed suit.  “Now, if you’ll excuse me, there are matters I must attend to.”

Mace gave a small, almost reluctant, nod, then started for the door. 

After a few steps he noticed that Yoda wasn’t with him.  He turned to see Yoda standing a few paces in front of Palpatine, looking up at him with thoughtful eyes.  Palpatine returned his look with a guarded one of his own.  And then, Yoda turned and began hobbling towards the door, Mace at his side.

Once they were through the doors and they had shut behind them, Yoda grumbled, “Hmmmph!  Tell the Jedi what to do…”

“Did you sense anything in him through the Force?” Mace asked.

“Hiding something, he is.  But sense the dark side in him, I do not.”

“Do you believe he is under the influence of Darth Sidious then?” Mace asked.

“Hmmmmm…” Yoda said, stopping in the hallway just outside of Palpatine’s office and once again reaching out with the Force.  Mace stopped as well and looked down at him.  “Impossible to tell.  Too powerful, the dark lord of the Sith has become.  Too shrouded, the Force is.  But certain am I; dangerous, this mission to the Wookiee planet will be.  Clouded by the dark side, it is.”

“Do you think it could be a trap?”

Yoda looked back at the doors to Palpatine’s office thoughtfully.  “Know that, I do not.  But ready for one, will I be,” he said, then began hobbling back down the hall with Mace at his side.
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Obi-Wan’s new Jedi Starfighter came out of hyperspace a short distance away from the planet Utapau.  He kicked in the sublight engines and headed for the cluster of Venator-class Star Destroyers orbiting the sphere. 


He had expected to see Separatist cruisers surrounding the planet as well and find the opposing sides locked in combat, but only the Jedi Cruisers were present.  He knew what it must mean; the Separatist ships had dropped off their forces and retreated to a place of safety.  Which meant that Grievous was worried about losing more ships, which meant that their forces had been severely weakened in the battle above Coruscant.


This was all good news for Obi-Wan, because it meant that The Wars were that much closer to their long-overdue end.


His new bronze-domed, copper-paneled astro-droid gave a series of beeps and whistles, and he looked down at his screen.  He was being hailed by one of the Star Destroyers.


He opened the comm. channel to be greeted by the all-too familiar voice of a clone soldier.  “Please identify.”

Obi-Wan could see four of the cross-winged, clone starfighters heading towards him from the cluster of ships.


“This is General Obi-Wan Kenobi.  Identification confirmation transmitting now,” he said, pushing a button on the console of his ship to transmit the appropriate data.


There was silence for a handful of seconds, then, “General Kenobi, we’re  honored to have you here.  Commander Cody has been waiting for you.  Sending you his current location now, and I’ll alert him of your arrival.  The fighters will escort you in.  Good luck, General.”

“Thank you, lieutenant,” Obi-Wan said, peering at the new data coming up on his screen.


The quartet of ARC fighters zipped around and feel into escort position around Obi-Wan’s fighter and the group continued through the cluster of Star Destroyers.    

Utapau was an odd looking planet from space.  It contained no surface water, only giant aquifers throughout its cave-riddled subsurface.  Therefore, the majority of its surface was dull gray lined with veins of black, but there were small patches of bright, vibrant color here and there; blues like that of a deep, clear pool, dark reds, bright greens and orange the shade of a warm, Coruscant sunset.  This patchwork of color was the giant plant life of Utapau. 

Obi-Wan had read about the plant life on his journey here.  They were, for the most part, giant vines that crawled up and down across the sinkholed surface, and the bursts of color were the pods and leaves of these vines.  The leaves only grew to five or six meters at the most, but the pods got much larger.  Some of the biggest were over forty meters long.  These pods were of sturdy construction, so once they died they were hollowed out and put to use in different ways by the planet’s inhabitants.

Obi-Wan peered at his display console after the ships emerged into the atmosphere.  His sensors were picking up quite a bit of activity in the north-east hemisphere—just a few kilometers away from one of the larger cities of the planet.  This was where they were headed.

“Have they attacked the city?” Obi-Wan asked over the comm..

“Not yet, General, but that appears to be their objective.  The residents are evacuating as we speak,” one of the clone pilots answered.

Obi-Wan nodded.

They came through a patch of clouds, and then they could see the mottled surface of the planet below.  The battlefield could be seen further off to the east.  Streaks of red and blue laser fire slashed through the sky, accompanied by the occasional fireball or falling streak of smoke as a fighter or gunship went down.

The group of ships was low now—just a few hundred meters up.  They passed over sinkhole after huge sinkhole on the surface below, stretching deep down into black darkness.  Some of the sinkholes glowed with eerie, blue light along their walls and further down along their bottoms.  These were the lights of the cities built into these giant pits.  Other holes contained no cities, but their edges were covered by the bright colors of the leaves and pods of the vines spilling out of them and across the surface.

Several bright, curving streaks of light and fire being shot into the air came into view every few seconds on the horizon, and they headed straight for them.  As they neared, Obi-Wan began to make out the source of the fiery streaks.  It was the fifteen-meter tall barrels of a group of Republic cannons.  As they neared the guns the military command center, located right next to the cannons, came into view.  The command center was a grouping of three large, circular platforms manned by more than thirty Clonetroopers at display consoles.  These clones directed the numerous aspects of the fight according to the information they received from their recon units.

Obi-Wan thought that his escort would slow and land at the command center, but they didn’t.  They just flew right past it and further towards the north.

“Aren’t we going to the command center?” Obi-Wan asked.

“Negative, sir.  Commander Cody is elsewhere at the moment.  Seems the leader of the planet wants to meet you.”

A few minutes later the wide lip of a giant sinkhole came into view.  It was the largest one Obi-Wan had seen so far, and judging by the number of ships both big and small leaving from it he knew that this was that large city.  They headed for the extreme outskirts of the city—more than ten kilometers from the actual sinkhole—and a small grouping of buildings came into view.  

The buildings were clearly native in design.  They were oval-shaped, ribbed structures with a blue-white glow emanating from their latticed rooftops.  They appeared to have been designed after the shape of the pods on the vines—if they weren’t actual pods themselves.  Five Republic AT-TE’s were around the buildings, keeping watch on the surrounding landscape.  The lights of a circular landing pad were flashing on and off, and Obi-Wan knew that this must be where he was supposed to land.

He broke off from his escort of clonefighters and slowed in order to put down.

As his Jedi starfighter set down on the landing platform Obi-Wan caught his first glimpse of the locals.  A handful of the tall, gaunt beings shuffled across the landing platform as quickly as their long limbs would carry them and up to his ship with fuel lines and other instruments that Obi-Wan didn’t readily recognize.  They were all dressed in yellow jumpsuits that were covered in dirt and spots of spilled fuel.  As they neared Obi-Wan saw their faces and his eyes went wide.  They were a frightening sight.

Their skin was ashen and covered by row upon row of vertical lines.  It looked as if their skin had shrunk onto their thin frames, and the lines were the result.  Spindly fingers tipped with long, yellow nails reached out from the ends of elongated arms, and their obsidian eyes betrayed no emotion.

Obi-Wan clicked off a few switches and shut the engines down, then opened the canopy.  The hatch swung open as his Astro-droid warbled in fear at one of the beings inspecting it’s bronze dome for any possible damage.  Obi-Wan hopped down to the stone surface of the landing platform and started across to the edge where he could see a group of three regally dressed natives waiting for him.

One of the trio stepped forward as he approached, and judging by his ornate dress Obi-Wan deducted that he must be the leader.  He wore a rust-colored robe with high, ridged collars that curved all the way up the sides of his face and around the back of his head.  The tall being had a long, metal cane that was incredibly detailed with swirling lines carved into its length and topped by a rounded, deep-blue stone.  

The being inspected Obi-Wan with those black pools of eyes as he came to a stop in front of him, his expression guarded.  Rather weary, Obi-Wan gave a deep bow and waited to be addressed.  He came out of the bow to find the being, and his companions behind him, still studying him intently.  Then, finally, the being’s face softened and he gave a bow in return, splaying a claw-tipped hand out theatrically.

“Greetings, General Kenobi.  I am Tion Medon, administrator of the nearby city,” he said in a smooth, soothing voice.  “We are honored to have you here with us.  We here on Utapau have heard a great deal about your heroics throughout The Wars.”

Obi-Wan was quite surprised by the calming nature of his voice, and it showed as he responded, “Th…thank you, administrator.  I am looking forward to helping your people in any way I can.”

“As we knew you would,” Tion said with a small nod of a bow.  “It would seem that General Grievous is intent on attacking and destroying our beloved city.  The Republic forces have fought valiantly, but I fear much ground has been lost to the droid army.  Yet now that you are here, I know that we can rest assured that our city will remain safe,” Tion said, leaning forward and flashing a jagged mouthful of teeth in a smile.

“Thank you, administrator.  I’ll do my very best,” Obi-Wan said.

Tion and his companions continued to gaze at Obi-Wan with those horrific smiles for several seconds longer.  Then, Tion said, “Well then, let us not waste anymore of your time.  We have secured you transportation as per your request, and your men await you.  Please, follow me.”

Tion and his two companions turned and walked back along the narrow path curving down from the landing platform and towards one of the buildings.  Standing at the base of the curving path was a familiar-looking person; and it wasn’t only because he was a Clonetrooper.  A wry smile crossed Obi-Wan’s face as he neared.

The group stopped in front of the yellow-shouldered, armored clone.

“It’s been some time, General,” the gruff, scar-faced man said with an outstretched hand and a soldier’s smile on his face, holding his helmet in the other hand.  

Obi-Wan took the hand and shook warmly.  “Good to see you again, Commander Cody.  Glad to see you’re still faring so well.”

Cody’s smile actually crossed his lips.  “I should say the same to you.  I heard all about your little adventure above Coruscant.  Sounds fun.”

As usual, Commander Cody was his dry, no-nonsense self.  He was a clone, but an exceptional one at that.  The cloners had given a small number of the clones more personality and individuality so that they might make better leaders.  They were still fiercely loyal and obedient, but more independent than their brethren.  It made for an unusual combination, but one that Obi-Wan liked.

He was a great deal like the original host, Jango Fett, which made the friendship even more odd to Obi-Wan.  Every time he peered into Cody’s hard eyes and scarred face he was reminded of his brief time on the planet Kamino and his near-death tussle with Jango.  Of course, all of the Clonetroopers looked and sounded like Jango, but Cody’s wry humor and tough demenor reminded him even more of the bounty hunter.  It made him wonder if had he and Jango met under different circumstances, at a different time, if they could have been friends as well.  With Jango dead he would never know.  But still, it was an intriguing and puzzling thought.

“We’ll leave you here with your men so that you might begin planning your counter attack,” Tion said, gazing down on Obi-Wan with those black eyes.  “Please let me know if you need anything.  I’d be most honored to help.”

“Thank you, administrator,” Obi-Wan said with a bow, receiving one in return.

Obi-Wan and Commander Cody watched as the trio walked away.

“Cold bunch, aren’t they?” Cody asked.

A smile crossed the corner of Obi-Wan’s lip.  You’re one to talk he thought, but only said, “Yes.  They are.”

All business again, Cody said, “Let’s get you to your ride,” and turned and began walking towards the other side of the pod-shaped building.

Obi-Wan followed.  “When was Grievous last spotted?”

“Just over three hours ago, making that a total of five times since the beginning of the battle,” Cody answered.

Obi-Wan’s brow furrowed.  “That’s odd….  Not like him to show himself that much.”

“Agreed.  We think it’s because he knows this latest campaign is the deal-breaker for the Separatists and he wants to make sure all goes well.

Obi-Wan thought the matter over.  “…Or because he wants to be seen,” he said quietly, almost under his breath.

“What was that, sir?” Cody asked.

Obi-Wan shook the thought out of his head.  “Nothing,” he said as they began rounding the building.

Suddenly, Obi-Wan began hearing loud banging noises and a strange squealing cry coming from just around the other side of the building.  Reflexively, he stopped dead in his tracks, pulled his robe back and reached for his lightsaber, but stopped as he reached out with the Force and saw that it was not an attack.

Beginning to walk again, he asked, “What in the galaxy was that?”

Just before they came around the curve, Cody turned to look at him with the biggest smile Obi-Wan had ever seen on the clone commander’s face.  “It’s your ride,” he said, and there was no mistaking the amusement in his tone.

Dumbfounded, Obi-Wan walked around the corner to find what looked like a giant lizard bucking and lashing about in the middle of a corral.  Six poor Clonetroopers in full armor were desperately holding on to ropes attached to a bridle around the beasts face, trying to subdue it.  Obi-Wan and Commander Cody approached the corral and peered through at the goings-on.  Obi-Wan continued to watch with wide eyes, wondering how he was ever going to ride such a livid animal.

The thing gave a deafening cry, then got up on its two back legs and lifted the group of Clonetroopers off of their feet.  When it landed, it shook its head from side to side and flung the troopers into the air.  One trooper slammed into the corral fence right in front of Obi-Wan and Commander Cody, and they ducked at the impact.

Straightening back up, Cody turned to Obi-Wan and clasped a hand on his shoulder warmly.  “Why do you always get the fun assignments?” he joked, an even bigger smile than before on his face.

“Was it always like this?  Shouldn’t it be domesticated?” Obi-Wan asked.

“It was calm when the natives first showed us where it was.  But then, all of a sudden, it went crazy when I sent the men in to get it ready for you.”

Obi-Wan’s brow furrowed in thought as he watched the beast chase two Clonetroopers across the corral.  The clones had to dive through the fence to avoid being trampled, and as soon as they were away from it the animal stopped charging and bucking and calmed.

Suddenly, Obi-Wan realized what was wrong and made to step through the fence.

“Looks like it’s tiring, now,” Cody said.  Then he noticed Obi-Wan stepping through into the corral and he said, “What are you doing?”

Standing within the corral, Obi-Wan said, “Going to get my ride.”

Cody shook his head.  “You really are crazy.  And all this time I thought it was just because you were a Jedi.”

The lizard-beast had spotted Obi-Wan within the corral and was eyeing him visciously, as if it meant to charge across at him at any second.

“Watch and learn, my friend.  Watch and learn,” Obi-Wan said over his shoulder as he slowly began walking towards the animal.

The beast reared up onto its hind legs and gave a loud, threatening cry as Obi-Wan approached, but Obi-Wan stretched a hand out and began soothing it with the Force.  “Shhhhh…  It’s all right.  Shhhhhh…” he soothed.  The beast stopped rearing and calmed considerably, but it continued to eye him wearily and give the occasional cry of uncertainty.

He was close now—only a handful of meters away.  He looked up at the lizard’s face and into its deep brown eyes, his hand still stretched out as he continued to calm it through the Force.

“Clonetroopers, form up!” Cody called across the corral.

“Hold your positions!” Obi-Wan shouted back over his shoulder, and the clones did exactly as he said.  The lizard-beast’s eyes went wild and rolled around in their sockets at seeing the Clonetroopers again and it gave another troubled cry.  “Whoa….  Easy there, girl.  Easy….” Obi-Wan soothed, and the animal calmed.

He was right in front of it now.  The beast bent its head down at Obi-Wan timidely, smelling him.  It gave a soft, friendly-sounding cry and Obi-Wan reached up to pet its face.  The beast gave another soft, pleased cry, then laid down on its belly.  Obi-Wan stroked it kindly as he moved back along its shoulders to the saddle.  He climbed up into the leather seat and the animal got back up to its feet as he took ahold of the reins. 

Obi-Wan patted the animal softly.  “Good girl….  Good girl.”

He knew that the problem had been the clones themselves.  It wasn’t the first time he had heard of such a thing happening.  It seemed there was something about the presence the clones gave off in the Force that troubled certain animals.  Obi-Wan didn’t know what it was exactly, but he guessed that feeling so many beings with the same presence was disturbing to these animals.  That it was unnatural.  

He wondered if he should tell Cody what had caused the animal to go so crazy, but thought against it.  He knew that Cody would take no offense, but telling someone that their presence in the Force was unnatural just didn’t seem nice.

Obi-Wan made a clicking noise with his mouth and heeled the beast forward, towards the fence the clones had opened on the far side of the corral.

Standing atop of a mounting platform just next to the fence, Commander Cody watched as Obi-Wan came up and stopped right in front of him.  “I’ll be damned…,” he said, peering at Obi-Wan.

“We’d better get going.  I don’t want that droid army coming any closer to the city,” Obi-Wan said.

“How do you plan to find General Grievous?  My scouts say they haven’t seen him again since that last sighting a couple of hours ago.”

“I wouldn’t worry about that,” Obi-Wan said, peering out across the gray, potted surface of the landscape ahead.  “I have a feeling he’ll find me once I make my presence known.  Now let’s get a move on.  We still have a battle to win.  Heyaaa!” he said, kicking the animal into motion.

“Yes sir,” Cody said, putting on his helmet as Obi-Wan and the beast began moving away at a fast walk.  He walked down from the platform to find his group of clones already on their speeder bikes.  His was on and ideling at the front of the group.  He got on, and they took off after Obi-Wan across the ashen surface of Utapau.  

