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For Kris, who is missed

And for Jen, for making my dreams come true by inviting me to be a Jedi
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The tentacles appeared with no warning, wrapping around Obi-Wan Kenobi’s wrist in a deadly barbed grip.

He yanked his hand toward his body. Scalding liquid added to his confusion and pain as he slipped and fell backward onto the hard ground. A bulbously inflating, acid-green-spiked central body writhed, making the tentacles twist tighter. Obi-Wan scrambled for the lightsaber at his waist. He felt the barbs sinking deeper, sensed the poison about to enter his bloodstream.

It couldn’t end here. Not like this.

“Help me!” He didn’t take his eyes off the creature, trusting that his fellow Padawans would leap to his defense.

“Is that a demon squid?” Prie squealed in her seat across from him, clapping her hands in delight. “Wait, wait, don’t hurt it!” She rushed around the dining table and knelt beside Obi-Wan, unconcerned about the hot soup spilled across the floor that was now soaking into her trousers and Obi-Wan’s robes.
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“Get it off!” Obi-Wan shouted. “Cut it off me!”

Prie scowled at him in disapproval, dark eyebrows drawing low over brown eyes. Her hair was braided away from her face, only her smaller Padawan braid trailing downward. She tucked it behind her ear as she leaned forward.

“It’s only a baby. See?” She stroked one hand down the spikes that lined the pulsing main sac of the demon squid’s body. It shivered and then, to Obi-Wan’s shock and relief, slowly deflated, retracted its barbs, and uncurled from his wrist. Prie lifted it off Obi-Wan’s now bright-red and welt-covered skin, cooing at it. This time the tentacle wrapping a wrist did so lovingly.

Obi-Wan stood, covered in the soup that definitely should not have contained a living predator. There was no sign of further threat in the Padawan dining hall, but that didn’t mean they were safe. “We should check the kitchens. Someone must have planted this. Maybe an assassin, or—”

The same liquid Obi-Wan was soaked in flew out of Bolla’s mouth, streaming down his scaled green chin as he laughed so hard he couldn’t contain it. His fingertips were still suctioned to his own bowl of steaming—and decidedly demon-squid-free—supper.

“Ow,” Bolla said, trying not to spill his bowl as he wiped under his mouth. “The spices in this soup hurt my skin!”

Obi-Wan’s hands clenched into fists. Pain spiked through his raw and throbbing wrist. “Hot soup also hurts when it splashes all over you while a demon squid tries to inject you with poison!”

“But you should have seen your face! When that first tentacle came waving up, and you looked at it like maybe it was part of the meal, debating whether or not to try eating it! Oh, I hadn’t even considered you might try to eat it. That went so much better than I had planned.”

“Poison,” Obi-Wan repeated, trying desperately to keep his anger in check.

Bolla had finally managed to set down his bowl, and he waved one long-fingered hand dismissively, his ears still twitching with mirth. “You would have been fine. I have the antidote in my—” he patted his belt where a pouch would normally be, and the white film over his shiny blue eyes blinked once. “Well, I have the antidote somewhere. You really would have been fine.”

“I don’t feel fine!” Obi-Wan grabbed a cloth napkin from the table. At least they were only in the Padawan dining hall and he hadn’t just embarrassed himself in front of—

“There you are,” said Qui-Gon Jinn, Jedi Knight and Obi-Wan’s master. Obi-Wan couldn’t tell whether Qui-Gon sounded amused or irritated to find his apprentice in this state.

Obi-Wan felt his face turning as red as his injured hand.

“You should really be more careful,” Prie chided, scowling at Obi-Wan as though any of this had been his fault. “It’s only a baby. You could have hurt it.”

“But he—What about—” Obi-Wan pointed at Bolla. Now that there was a Jedi Master in the room, Bolla was casually slurping his own soup as though nothing had happened.

Obi-Wan was sixteen years old. A Padawan learner, not a youngling initiate anymore. Still, the urge to tattle on Bolla was nearly overwhelming. If not tattle, at least get a chance to explain why he was covered in soup, holding an injured wrist. To recover some semblance of decorum in front of his master.

“It looks as though you’re finished with your meal,” Qui-Gon said, lifting an eyebrow. “Or perhaps it’s your meal that is finished with you?”

Qui-Gon was definitely laughing on the inside, whether he showed it or not. Obi-Wan wanted to be able to laugh, too, but his heart was still racing, not yet calmed down from the fight. If it could even be called that, since the demon squid in question was apparently so docile when handled correctly that it was now nestled into the space between Prie’s shoulder and neck.

She continued to whisper gentle nonsense at it. “Who spawned just right? You did! Who’s a good demon squid?”

Obi-Wan didn’t know who was a good demon squid, but certainly it wasn’t that one. Bolla had his bowl tipped up to hide his expression, but Obi-Wan could see his shoulders shaking with barely suppressed laughter.

Anger was a path to the dark side, and Obi-Wan wouldn’t take any steps down that path. Much as he wanted to fling Bolla’s soup in his face.

Qui-Gon clasped his hands beneath his sleeves. Whether he felt Obi-Wan’s turmoil or was simply embarrassed for him, he said nothing about it. “I’m on my way to meditate and thought you might want to join me.”

Meditation was the last thing Obi-Wan wanted to do, soaked and still caught somewhere between panic and fury. But given that it was the last thing he wanted to do, it was probably the best thing for him. Many things in the Jedi Order were like that: the less he wanted to do them, the better they were for him.

And he wanted to be better. He wanted to be the best. The best Padawan, the best learner, the best Jedi. He owed it to the Order.

“Could we do saber practice instead?” Obi-Wan asked, hopeful. He hadn’t been apprenticed to Qui-Gon for long, but so far his master hadn’t moved him beyond the most basic forms. Obi-Wan was good at them. Genuinely good. He was ready to move on, and working out some of this anger and frustration through saber forms would be much easier than trying to meditate. Meditation was always harder than movement, much as that felt like a paradox.

“I’m troubled,” Qui-Gon said, not elaborating on what was troubling him. “We’ll meditate.”

Obi-Wan’s stomach, sadly dinner-free thanks to Bolla, sank. Was he the source of Qui-Gon’s troubles? It seemed like the majority of their training was spent in meditation. The other Padawans were frequently out on missions, serving the Republic, helping the galaxy. Or in Bolla’s case, finding creatures to torment Obi-Wan with.

Was it Obi-Wan’s fault that he wasn’t ready? That Qui-Gon seemed content to remain on Coruscant, meditating? But maybe it wasn’t that Qui-Gon was content. Maybe it was that he was troubled by Obi-Wan, worried that his Padawan wasn’t actually ready for anything outside the protection of the Temple.

Obi-Wan was trying to be the best Padawan. He was trying so hard. But guessing what would impress and please the gentle, unflappable Master Qui-Gon Jinn was almost impossible. Obi-Wan couldn’t pass a test if he didn’t even know what he was being tested on.

Not bidding farewell to the others—Prie was absorbed with her new pet, and Bolla was still pretending not to laugh—Obi-Wan followed Qui-Gon out of the Padawan dining hall. They left the lower sections with their vast training rooms and various living areas, then wound their way up toward the gardens Qui-Gon favored. Obi-Wan liked them, as well. Or at least he used to, before they became the location of his most consistent training failures. Now even the fresh scent of a green space triggered a spike of anxiety.

In a quiet corner of the luscious and sprawling gardens, surrounded by vivid orange blossoms and the sound of unseen water, Qui-Gon sat on the floor. His legs were crossed at the ankles, his hands on his knees, his eyes closed, and his breathing instantly even. Measured. Purposeful.

Obi-Wan sat across from him. The rock courtyard of the garden was hard and uncomfortable beneath him. He couldn’t decide which ankle should go over the other. Left over right seemed best, but once he started thinking about it, was it really? He switched them. Then switched them back. Three more times. He tried palms down on his knees, and then palms up. Spine straight. Eyes closed. But he was squeezing them shut again, not letting them fall gently closed like a “leaf drifting to the ground.” Qui-Gon had advised that imagery once. Obi-Wan’s leaves were agitated and jittery things, apparently.

Once he had finally gotten as close to comfortable as he could, though, he became even more aware of his own body. His robes, wet in several spots with now cold soup. His wrist had ceased throbbing in time with his heartbeat and burned with a sullen, insistent pain.

That was good, though! He wasn’t really meditating if he wasn’t working at it. It shouldn’t be easy. Should it? It had been easy when he was a tiny initiate. But he hadn’t understood it. Not like he did now.

He wanted to ask Master Qui-Gon whether or not meditation should be challenging, but one crack of an eye revealed Qui-Gon was far, far away. Obi-Wan could even swear there was the slightest hint of air between Qui-Gon and the terrace. He squeezed his eye shut again, lest he be caught cheating.

Meditation. Obi-Wan had to figure it out. He had never been bad at it before his trials, but then again, it had been only one small part of his training. Now, with Qui-Gon, it seemed to be the bulk of it. Obi-Wan couldn’t rely on his other skills to compensate. Maybe that was what he hated: meditation laid his weaknesses bare in front of him. There was nothing else to think about, nothing to do but face them. And Obi-Wan was terrified of them.

And then he was terrified of being terrified, because fear was a path to the dark side. Which made his need to figure out meditation even more desperate, which made his heart race, which made his wrist burn even more, which made it impossible to settle into any sort of peace. Any state where he could reach out and connect to the Force was blocked.

He could do this. He had to be able to do this. He reached for the Force, tried to grasp it, and ended up empty-handed time and again. So while his master sat in perfect harmony, Obi-Wan squirmed—miserable, soup-soaked, and utterly devoid of any sort of tranquility. His stomach twisted with the increasing certainty that the source of Qui-Gon’s troubles was, in fact, Obi-Wan himself.

He was failing as a Padawan.
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Obi-Wan’s eyes startled open as Qui-Gon’s voice broke the silence.

“Would you like to talk about it?” Qui-Gon asked. His tone was gentle and without judgment, which made Obi-Wan feel even worse. He should be judged! Qui-Gon should be berating him, chiding him, lecturing him.

Obi-Wan’s whole body was tense, seized up from trying so hard to be still and avoid attracting Qui-Gon’s notice, which apparently hadn’t worked. “No! What?” His voice came out an embarrassed squeak. It made him sound younger, and he hated it. He cleared his throat and tried again, trying to sound calm. Trying to sound settled. Trying to sound like he hadn’t spent this entire meditation period chasing his own fears around in a circle until he felt completely tied up by them. “Talk about what?”

“I know I’m not what you hoped,” Qui-Gon said.

Obi-Wan was fairly certain he wasn’t what Qui-Gon had hoped for in a Padawan. Was Qui-Gon actually blaming himself for what a terrible student Obi-Wan was turning out to be? Now Obi-Wan felt both scared and guilty. And his wrist still hurt, and his robes felt grimy and stiff, and one of his legs had gone numb from sitting on the stones. If he stood right now, he was fairly certain he would fall over.
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He knew he was supposed to try to exist in the present, but he very much wanted to excuse himself from this moment. This whole day, in fact.

“No, Master, I—”

Qui-Gon’s comlink beeped. He pulled it free from his belt and answered. “Yes?”

A high, pleasant voice responded. “You wanted me to notify you when he arrived.”

“I did. Thank you.” Qui-Gon stood, gathering his robes. Obi-Wan stood, too, stumbling and nearly falling thanks to his leg, which still didn’t have blood flow restored.

“Where are we going?”

“No,” Qui-Gon said, putting a hand on Obi-Wan’s shoulder. “Just me. Why don’t you get that wrist seen to, and you can change your robes, too.”

Obi-Wan’s pride stung even more than his wrist. He was half-tempted to follow Qui-Gon and see what was pulling him away, but that would be a betrayal of trust. So instead Obi-Wan trudged to his room. It was small and austere, but a shelf above his bed held a few treasures he had gathered. A rock from Ilum. A flower Siri had once tucked behind his ear as a joke. A shell Prie had given him that was probably from an unspeakably terrifying creature she adored. The spoon from their initiate days that Bolla had for some reason decided was his favorite, so they all made a game of stealing it. Obi-Wan had won, he supposed, since they were no longer younglings.

He changed out of his dirty clothes, trying and failing not to mentally curse Bolla. Then he washed and wrapped his wrist. All the initiates and Padawan learners had tidy little burn kits, designed to soothe minor burns from lightsaber learning errors. He hadn’t used his in so long, but he was glad to have it now. The gel instantly soothed his inflamed skin.

His wrist wasn’t so bad, really, but there were marks from the barbs. He was fortunate Prie had been there. Prie’s master worked extensively with animals, was known for it across the galaxy. If a planet was having issues with fauna, they requested him. Prie was a great fit as his Padawan. She had an intuitive way with creatures and an endless thirst for knowledge.

All his friends were good fits with their Jedi Masters. Siri’s was always taking her out on important, exciting missions. Their friend Jape had a brilliant grasp of astrophysics, which paired him perfectly with his more scholarly Jedi Master. Even Bolla, who had often struggled as an initiate, seemed thrilled with his new duties as a Padawan. He and his master spent much of their time in the Archives, researching. Bolla was never happier than when he had a holocron in his hands.

Everyone else was where they should be. So why had Qui-Gon picked Obi-Wan, when it felt like they couldn’t connect on anything?

Obi-Wan was still hungry, but he couldn’t bear to go back to the Padawan dining hall and risk seeing Bolla again. Or worse, Siri, who was due back from her latest daring mission at any moment. But if he stayed in his room, odds were someone would come looking for him.

He headed where he always went when he needed to escape. The rarely used formal banquet hall wasn’t technically off limits, and he leaned into that technicality. It was one of the few spaces in the Temple where Obi-Wan could go to be truly alone. He had spent so many hours in there, practicing his lightsaber forms when he didn’t want to see the other Padawans. He even tried to meditate in there, hoping that if he could get the hang of it alone, he could then impress Qui-Gon with his remarkable progress.

It hadn’t happened yet, but that didn’t mean Obi-Wan couldn’t make it happen. If he just worked harder, tried harder, put more effort in, surely he could get it.

He took several sets of stairs upward and then walked down a narrow service hallway that ran perpendicular to the main, soaring hallway. Conversation from that other hallway startled him, stopping him in his tracks.

“Did you know,” someone with a deep, commanding voice said, “that the banquet hall used to be the library? In ancient times, back when the Jedi cared about true knowledge.”

Obi-Wan frowned. He couldn’t place the voice, but someone openly criticizing the Jedi in the halls of their own temple? Who would do that? He wanted to hurry to an opening and see who had spoken, but he also wanted to be able to slip into the banquet hall without being caught. That desire won out. He waited until the sound of steps had passed, and then entered through a side door.

The banquet hall was cavernous, with a brilliantly white arched ceiling. It had all been lovingly carved centuries before. Back when, according to that mystery voice, it had been the Temple library. Obi-Wan could imagine it as a library. Maybe that was why he liked it so much. There was still that hushed sense of promise, that hum of knowledge.

He crossed the empty tiled floor, carefully laid out in mosaics telling the stories of great Jedi long since returned to the Force. Near the far wall, where pillars grew from the tiles to spread like branches and hold the ceiling—and where Obi-Wan could tuck himself to be hidden should someone come in—he lay flat on the floor.

The stars loomed overhead, staring down at the stray Padawan in silent, stony judgment. Though Obi-Wan Kenobi supposed they weren’t capable of any other type of judgment, since the stars in question were carved into the stone. He sighed with longing. What he wouldn’t give to be up in those stars! The real ones. Not the ones carved in stone.

But…what he wouldn’t give to be carved in stone, too. To have his destiny, his path through the Force, already written. Something he could study, reference, cross-check, and follow like his own personal course charted through his own personal stars. Because then he’d know what he was supposed to do and, more important, that he could do it. That he wasn’t disappointing anyone.

Master Qui-Gon’s troubled look flashed in his memory, and he was no longer capable of staying still. His plans to practice meditating deflated, like a calmed demon squid. He stood and paced instead, tracing the pattern of stars with his eyes.

Someone, countless ages before, had taken the time to carve these exact stars onto the wall. Nothing the Jedi did was meaningless. Which made Obi-Wan curious. And not because he was avoiding meditation. Or at least, not only because of that.

Why these stars? Why here? They couldn’t be random. Obi-Wan followed the stars along the wall, looking for something familiar. But before long, his path was blocked by a smaller pillar. It, like several others, had been added during reconstruction to hold up the raised dais where the Council sat during formal events.

It wasn’t part of the original room design. There was a narrow gap between the new pillar and the wall, though. And Obi-Wan was quite lithe. (Lithe was the word he preferred over the others he was given—skinny, lanky, as stringy as a Wookiee’s hair sheddings.)

Letting out all the breath in his lungs, he managed to scrape through. On the other side of the pillar, it was dim. Obi-Wan sneezed. Dim and dusty, which was surprising. Nothing in the Temple was dusty. How much time had passed since anyone had even remembered there was space back here, hidden by the dais addition?

Obi-Wan traced the stars that had led him here and then paused, his finger on something new. A planet.

Strange, that whoever had carved this series of stars had added one single planet. He was sure it was a planet, too, ringed by a field of tiny dots, the planet itself perfectly circular instead of pointed like the stars. But what planet was it, and why had it earned a spot on the wall? Were there other planets he had missed?

Even stranger, under the planet two names were carved into the stone: Orla Jareni and Cohmac Vitus. He didn’t know either name, and he doubted, based on the relative clumsiness of the letters and inelegance of the placement, that the original artist had put them there. Whoever Orla and Cohmac were, they had also climbed back here and carved their names into the wall of the Temple.

Obi-Wan could barely contain both his outrage—making a literal mark on the Temple!—and his envy—making a literal mark on the Temple. Who had they been?

He went backward, squeezing through the gap once more, feeling the wall scrape his hips beneath his simple Padawan garb. He didn’t have many spare robes, so with one set dirty, he had to be careful. Orla and Cohmac. He burned with curiosity about who they were, and why they had carved their names there, beneath that planet. He could find the answers, though.

Obi-Wan hurried toward the Archives. This discovery felt like a mystery. Like something new and exciting. Like an excuse to avoid both the other Padawans and his fears of disappointing Qui-Gon Jinn.

When he arrived, he skirted the edges of the extensive rooms. He didn’t want to attract the attention of Jocasta Nu or any of the other librarians. They’d all be more than eager and willing to help him, but he wanted to do this on his own. And he definitely didn’t want to see Bolla.

Fortunately, there was no sign of the other Padawan, and all the librarians were occupied with a group of younglings. The younglings watched, rapt, as Jocasta Nu taught them how to navigate the labyrinthine shelves. Obi-Wan envied them their simple awe. Things had been easier back then. She pulled up a holocron that detailed the system where Ilum, the ice planet that held the kyber crystal caves, was located.

It was one of the few planets Obi-Wan had actually been to, thanks to the Gathering where he had harvested his kyber crystal.

His hand drifted to the lightsaber at his side. The Gathering had been beyond difficult. Maybe even worse than the Initiate Trials. The things the caves had shown him, the dread they whispered in his ear…He shook himself, a physical motion to try to dislodge the residual fear and worry. He didn’t have to hold on to it. After all, he had found his crystal and assembled his saber. He’d passed the test. He had been so proud that day, holding his glowing blue weapon, so sure of his place among the Jedi. So certain of his connection to the Force and his bright future in the galaxy.

Where had that connection gone? Where had that confidence evaporated to? Why, now that he was finally a Padawan, did he feel smaller and more lost than he ever had before?

Orla Jareni. Holding his breath that her name would bring something up, he stood at a table and entered it. And there: More than a little something. She had been a Jedi.

He skimmed the information about her various missions and assignments and her involvement in the Great Hyperspace Disaster, intrigued by her designation as a Wayseeker.

Did the Jedi Order even have Wayseekers anymore? Obi-Wan didn’t think it was allowed. It seemed rooted in defiance of the Council, a Jedi pursuing their own course independent of oversight or assignments. Surely if they still had Wayseekers, Qui-Gon Jinn would be one.

There was more information than he could digest in a single sitting. A quick search of Cohmac was also interesting, but he found himself drifting back to Orla. He felt a connection to her, to this Jedi who had come long before him. He suspected she had carved her name there as a youngling or a Padawan, and wondered if she, too, had struggled. If she had wanted her own destiny carved in stone just like he did.

There was a note in her data marked as a priority. Obi-Wan checked the record and confirmed that no one had pulled up her information in ages. It could have been because of the chaos and upheaval surrounding the Great Hyperspace Disaster, but as far as he could tell, no one had looked at this particular record since it had been made.

He opened the note and found a course charted to a planet. Obi-Wan’s heart picked up speed. He manipulated the image, zooming out to see that it was on the most distant reaches of the Outer Rim. The mystery planet didn’t even have a number. No official designation, which meant no official record in the Archives. Obi-Wan pulled Orla’s charting information, noticing the tricky flight path it would take to navigate to that section of space, and then he read the rest of the data.

Orla Jareni had marked this planet of potential importance and interest, and informed the Council she would be looking into it. But there was no further information, no indication as to whether she had ever made it there and, if so, what she had found.

If an ancient Wayseeker had suspected this planet was important and no one had ever followed up, surely that merited attention. And best of all, it was exactly the type of obscure research and activity that just might lure Master Qui-Gon out of the Temple. He was deeply fascinated by the Jedi of the past and the records they left behind. Or in this case, the lack of records, since Orla Jareni had never followed up.

If Obi-Wan approached this carefully, he might have a story to tell the other Padawans soon. One that didn’t involve fighting for his life at the dinner table but rather exploring the galaxy and doing some good for once.

A dark current of fear and worry tugged at him, whispering that the truth of why he wanted to go was much bigger than that. Maybe, going out there and doing something, he might at last feel like he was deserving of his place in the Jedi Order and worthy of his apprenticeship under such an inscrutable Jedi Knight.

Or maybe, like Orla and Cohmac, he wanted something of himself written on the Temple that had written so much of who he was. Either way, he had to make this work.
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When was a beacon not a beacon?

When it was actually a probe, left floating in space, tracking any nearby motion. Hiding in plain sight, hoping to hitch a ride.

All the probes sparkled, little lights on a screen, points of terrible hope and desperate waiting, watching, needing. Pinprick representations of the powerless agony he’d been in for years now.

His financier demanded results, threatened to pull funding, but what did that threat matter? He’d already had everything taken before. Everything that mattered far more than credits ever would.

If he lost his financier, he’d find another way. And a way after that. As many ways as he had to, as long as it took.

Nothing else mattered. There was only what had been left behind, and his way back to it.

He sighed, tweaking the settings on his newest probe, sweeping past endless swathes of empty black space, knowing that somewhere out there was a priceless jewel glowing blue. And somewhere out there, someone knew how to get to it. He was confident that no one who knew how to get there could resist for long.

When they went for it, he’d be ready.

“Out in the stars they gathered,” he sang to himself, and let the dream of his future carry him through the darkness.
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Obi-Wan paced outside Qui-Gon’s chambers, practicing his speech. Qui-Gon had a meeting with the Council this evening, which meant he’d be withdrawn and distant afterward. Obi-Wan might not feel like he knew or understood his master yet, but he was good at learning patterns. As evidenced by his skill with lightsaber forms. This was one of Qui-Gon’s most predictable patterns.

So Obi-Wan needed to plead his case before the meeting. He didn’t like his odds of getting Qui-Gon on his side afterward, when it was far more likely he would decide they needed a week in silent meditation. Qui-Gon would commune with the Force, and Obi-Wan would desperately try and miserably fail to do the same.

Sometimes, Qui-Gon got so deep into his meditation, he barely seemed to be breathing. Meanwhile, the last time Obi-Wan had tried to meditate as long as Qui-Gon did, he had fallen asleep and had a vivid nightmare of being pursued, alone, unarmed, and unable to use the Force, through a cave of horrors intent on eating him.
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Qui-Gon’s door slid open. “Oh, hello,” he said, startled to see Obi-Wan mid-pace, frozen like he had been caught doing something against the Code.

“Master! I have—I discovered—Do you know who Orla Jareni was?” Obi-Wan was definitely bungling this. All his practice, wasted.

But to his surprise, Qui-Gon’s distant, troubled gaze became focused. “Orla Jareni? Where did you hear that name?”

Obi-Wan tried to channel the same calm focus Qui-Gon always had. To project confidence, but also peace. To be the opposite of how he was actually feeling. “I was guided to her.”

Not a lie, exactly. He would never outright lie to his master. But he was being creative with the truth. He knew how much Qui-Gon liked the more ephemeral qualities of the Force, how much he trusted them to guide him. And while Obi-Wan didn’t have the same trust—didn’t know that the Force itself trusted him, either—he wasn’t above playing to Qui-Gon’s interests.

“I was meditating”—now Obi-Wan was definitely lying, and Qui-Gon raised a single eyebrow, so Obi-Wan rushed ahead—“in the grand banquet hall.”

“Why there?”

“It…felt like the right place.” It felt like a place to be alone. Which made it the right place for Obi-Wan. “My eye was drawn to old stonework on the walls. Did you know it used to be the library?”

Qui-Gon nodded sagely. Of course he knew. Obi-Wan was only mildly disappointed not to have information his master didn’t.

“Well, the carvings on the stone looked like a star chart. I felt compelled to follow the stars.” Not a lie. “Behind the new construction for the dais, I found the stars led to a planet. And under the planet were two names carved into the wall. One of which was Orla Jareni. So I looked her up. She marked that planet of interest to the Jedi and left behind a complicated path to reach it. But there was never any follow-up. I don’t know whether she ever made it there. Orla the Wayseeker’s story ended abruptly, and no one knew about her unnamed planet.”

“She was a Wayseeker?” As predicted, Qui-Gon’s eyes lit up with curiosity, even hunger. “And we don’t know if she ever went there?”

“There was no addition to the records. I don’t think anyone ever saw her information on the planet in the first place.”

Qui-Gon sat on the simple gray cushion he kept in place of more elaborate seating. He had never added furniture for hosting guests. Obi-Wan always felt like he was somehow intruding, like there really was no place for him in Qui-Gon’s life. He knew Siri’s master had a table for two in her living quarters where they took most meals together, and Prie’s had insisted on a Padawan room right next to his own so they could have easier access to each other when studying together.

“Interesting,” Qui-Gon said. “You may have rediscovered information no Jedi has known about for generations. Which makes me think the Force has guided you to it.”

Making a tremendous effort to keep his emotions under control and not let Qui-Gon see or sense just how triumphant he was feeling, Obi-Wan frowned and nodded. “Interesting,” he echoed. “In that case, I know it is not my place as a Padawan to suggest missions, but perhaps we could follow the path the Force led me to find, and see what it is that Orla the Wayseeker sensed was important about this unnamed planet.”

Please, Obi-Wan thought, please please please say yes.

It was wrong of him to want this, to try to manipulate Qui-Gon into agreeing. Obi-Wan should want only what the Force wanted, should accept and be grateful for whatever path the Force put him on. He should be patient and trust that his master would give him the experiences he needed, when he needed them.

But all Obi-Wan wanted was to be a Jedi Knight, to go out into the galaxy and be an agent of goodness, of order, of the light. He couldn’t do any of that stuck in the Temple.

Sure, he could run through the basic lightsaber combat forms in his sleep, and he could use the Force to push and pull and jump. His physical abilities were more than adequate. But he couldn’t shake the fear that, spiritually, he didn’t have what it took to be a Knight. And that constant fear made him feel both guilty and more afraid. It was a terrible cycle he didn’t know how to break out of, one he was certain was holding him back. Both from his connection to the Force and his own potential.

Maybe if he could get out of the Temple, if he could be among the stars, an active Jedi, maybe then he could feel the Force guiding him.

Maybe then he would feel like he deserved to be a Padawan.

Obi-Wan’s heart nearly burst with happiness and relief—and a fair squeeze of guilt—when Qui-Gon gave him a proud smile. It wasn’t that Qui-Gon was cold or impatient. If anything, he was too patient. Obi-Wan shared none of the resolute acceptance that eventually he would achieve what Qui-Gon had. It didn’t feel like he could ever get to Jedi Knight from where he was now.

Qui-Gon stood. “Make a flight plan and requisition a ship. A T-5 shuttle should be adequate. And remember…” Qui-Gon paused, and a flicker of worry crossed his face. “Always remember: sometimes the Force works in very small ways, too.”

Obi-Wan wasn’t sure what that warning had to do with anything. Normally he’d obsess over it, but luckily now he had something else to think about. He was going off-planet, on a mission. A mission that he had come up with. He felt like he could do backflips off the four Temple spires, were such a thing not definitely sacrilege and certainly a misuse of the abilities he had through the Force.

Qui-Gon sighed, worry lines pulling his graying brows close together. “I must meet with the Council now.”

“Will you tell them about our mission?” Obi-Wan was seized with worry that they needed to get permission, and that Master Yoda, in his infinite wisdom, would immediately know that the Force had nothing to do with Obi-Wan’s discovery. Or that one of the other Jedi Masters would tell Qui-Gon that the mystery planet had been explored centuries earlier, and deemed irrelevant. Pointless. Having no importance to the Force and no impact on the galaxy.

Obi-Wan’s throat tightened. Either event would prove that Obi-Wan was wrong to want to pursue this. He couldn’t say with any certainty that the Force had led him to Orla Jareni and the mystery planet, but his curiosity had, and he was desperate to see it through.

Qui-Gon’s frown deepened, and Obi-Wan held his breath. But he was surprised by what Qui-Gon said next. “The Council doesn’t need to know everything, much as they might think they already do.”

Rather than relief, Obi-Wan felt a prickling of anxiety at even hearing such rebellious talk. He swallowed the urge to caution his master—even rebuke him. It wasn’t Obi-Wan’s place to tell Qui-Gon how to engage with the Jedi Council. And he didn’t want to do anything to upset Qui-Gon. Nothing could jeopardize this mission out into the galaxy. Obi-Wan needed it in a way he could barely explain to himself, much less to his master.

Obi-Wan bowed farewell, then rushed to the hangar. He scheduled the shuttle for the morning and put in a supply request. It was astonishing how many people it took to run the Temple and keep the Jedi functioning. Evidence of how important the Jedi were to the galaxy. Obi-Wan wanted to be deserving of all this effort, too.

As he made his way back to Qui-Gon’s chambers, nodding and waving to the various familiar faces, he saw Bolla heading his way. Obi-Wan quickly ducked into a side hall, waiting until the other Padawan had passed. He didn’t want to talk to him. With his back pressed to the wall, he heard a squeak.

“Be careful, young Padawan,” a man said, in that same deep voice Obi-Wan had heard talking about how the banquet hall had once been the library.

“Sorry, Mast—Count—sir,” Bolla said, stumbling awkwardly over how to address whoever he had nearly run into.

Obi-Wan almost wished he hadn’t ducked out of the way so he could have seen Bolla embarrass himself. He peered around the corner and caught sight of a tall black-cloaked frame and a head of elegant silver hair disappearing through a doorway.

Whoever he was, that man knew a lot of the Temple’s history. Maybe he was a senator. Politicians weren’t common sights in the Temple but weren’t unheard of. Qui-Gon, unsurprisingly, had no patience for politicians, so Obi-Wan had never engaged with any of them.

Obi-Wan hadn’t engaged with much, actually. Sometimes he wondered why Qui-Gon ever took him on as a Padawan. It wasn’t required of Jedi Knights. When they did choose an initiate after the Trials, they were always guided by the Force. What had guided Qui-Gon to Obi-Wan? His friends and their masters all made sense together. It seemed to him that he and Qui-Gon had almost nothing in common.

Qui-Gon was a Jedi Knight, and therefore Obi-Wan shouldn’t question him, but he didn’t ever seem to push Obi-Wan beyond what he had already learned before becoming a Padawan.

Really, the only thing Qui-Gon insisted on was meditation. There were many avenues to becoming a Knight that Obi-Wan was sure involved almost no meditation whatsoever. So why had the Jedi most enamored of meditation picked him as Padawan?

At least that was another bright side to this mission: the shuttle didn’t have enough room for two to meditate comfortably. And he’d insist that he needed to keep an eye on their charted course, not trusting it to the ship’s systems.

Back in his room, Obi-Wan packed quickly. He wondered if he should pack for Qui-Gon, too, but since it hadn’t been requested, it seemed too eager for Obi-Wan to take the initiative. Besides, it wasn’t like it would take either of them long. Jedi had very little in the way of possessions. His lightsaber, a spare change of clothing. Down to just one for now, thanks to the soup incident. At least he’d finally get to take advantage of some of the pouches on his belt.

With no other preparations to make, Obi-Wan realized that he still hadn’t eaten. And, hallway-dodging of Bolla notwithstanding, he didn’t need to avoid the Padawan
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