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Star Wars: The Clone Wars, set between the films Attack of the Clones and Revenge of the Sith, is a groundbreaking spectacle that stretched the already seemingly boundless limits of the Star Wars galaxy. Created by George Lucas and later continuing entirely under the stewardship of Dave Filoni, The Clone Wars gave us the further adventures of many characters we already knew and loved, like Obi-Wan Kenobi, Anakin Skywalker, and Padmé Amidala. But it also introduced us to new characters who became instantly iconic, like Cad Bane and Ahsoka Tano. With over one hundred twenty episodes produced over many years, the series was able to forge deeper emotional connections with the characters than ever before. And despite the events of galactic importance happening around them, it is the characters themselves that keep fans coming back. The heroes we love and the villains we love to hate are the glue that holds everything together as we experience the fall of the Republic through their victories and losses.

Eleven incredible authors have gathered to retell some of the most memorable moments from the series, with each story seen through the eyes of a character who experienced it. From Yoda’s perspective during the early days of the war, by Jason Fry, to Darth Maul’s desperate time on Lotho Minor, by Rebecca Roanhorse, to Obi-Wan’s tragic loss on Mandalore, by Greg van Eekhout, relive just a handful of the many exciting stories from The Clone Wars that we will never forget. And for those of you who are new to the series, please enjoy experiencing these extraordinary moments for the first time. Completing this collection is an original story that digs into the lore of the Nightsisters of Dathomir, written by E. Anne Convery (and she brings a particularly unique perspective, being married to Dave Filoni). I hope you will fall under its spell.

—Jennifer Heddle


A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away….
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YODA HAD VISITED MANY PLANETS DURING more than eight centuries serving the Jedi Order. Back in his first years as a Padawan, he could have named them all. Now he couldn’t even remember how many he’d seen. All he knew was the number had to be in the tens of thousands.

But no matter how urgent the mission, when he visited a new world, Yoda would take a moment to open himself completely to the Force. He’d let his senses be flooded by the life energies around him. And everywhere he visited, he found beauty and wonder. Sometimes he had to look for them—look hard, even—but they were always there, and over the centuries he had decided they must be products of life, two more expressions of the ever-changing Force.

He didn’t have to look hard to find beauty and wonder on Rugosa. They were all around him from the moment his escape pod came to rest on the sandy soil. Coral fans spread red, yellow, and purple branches into the air from atop tall pillars while bulbous coral growths dotted the sand, reminding Yoda of giant fruit. The air was briny, the smell of the ocean on a moon that no longer had one. Above him, in the colorful branches, the gossamer wings of tiny creatures flashed in the watery yellow sunlight.

As Yoda leaned on his stick and looked around, three clone troopers carried rifles and equipment out of the escape pod. Yoda wondered if Thire, Rys, and Jek had noticed the little flying creatures, or studied the coral forest surrounding them. If so, did the three clones see it differently? Or were their perceptions as identical as the genetic code they shared? Clone troopers were new to Yoda—as was the idea that he was their general and they were under his command.

That idea was also not entirely welcome. But it was his duty to command them, now that the galaxy had been plunged into war. Katuunko, the Toydarian king, was somewhere nearby, awaiting them beneath a great treelike formation of coral. Yoda’s mission was to negotiate a treaty with Katuunko to establish a Republic base on Toydaria. The Separatists had learned of that mission and sent a task force to intercept Yoda’s ship and drive it away.

They’d succeeded, but the mission wasn’t a failure yet. Yoda and the three clones had ejected in an escape pod, determined to keep the promised rendezvous with Katuunko.

“Lieutenant,” Yoda said, and Thire stood up straight and saluted. “Contact with King Katuunko I wish you to make. Speak with him I must.”

“Right away, General,” said Thire, and Yoda could feel his eagerness as a pulse of emotion in the Force. Eagerness radiated from all three clones, in fact. They’d been assigned to diplomatic escort duty and sent to Coruscant, but the galactic capital was far from the war’s front lines, and they wanted desperately to prove themselves in combat. As if death and destruction proved anyone’s worth, and were anything other than a tragedy.

But some tragedies could not be avoided. The galaxy was at war—a war Yoda and his fellow Jedi had first failed to prevent and then found themselves a part of. It was important to end that war as quickly and painlessly as possible.

Thire knelt, holding a holoprojector in his hand. The image of King Katuunko—small wings, webbed feet, the ample belly of a high-status Toydarian—shimmered into existence in the trooper’s palm.

“A pleasure it is to hear your voice, Your Highness,” Yoda said. “Master Yoda of the Jedi Council this is.”

“Master Jedi, I thought perhaps Count Dooku had frightened you off,” Katuunko replied.

“Delayed have I been, but not too far away am I now,” said Yoda. “Unaware I was, Count Dooku was invited to our meeting.”

“The Count invited himself. He assures me that in this time of war, his droids can offer my world greater security than you Jedi.”

Thire’s shoulders stiffened with anger while Rys and Jek exchanged glances. Yoda silenced the clones with a stern look.

“Hmph. A matter of debate that is,” he told Katuunko.

“Your Majesty might prefer more than words,” interjected another voice—one that was silky and full of menace. “If Yoda is indeed the Jedi warrior you believe he is, let him prove it. Allow me to send my best troops to capture him. If he escapes, join the Republic. But should my droids defeat Yoda, consider an alliance with the Separatists.”

Katuunko turned his holoprojector to show the slender, taut figure of Asajj Ventress, her eyes a fierce blue against her bone-white skin.

Hmm. Dooku’s apprentice, Yoda thought.

So that was his adversary.

He had been hoping to see the face of Dooku himself. The Separatist leader had once been Yoda’s Padawan, and if Yoda could bring him back to the light, the war would end without further misery and ruin. But apparently that meeting was not to be.

Katuunko glared at Ventress. “I did not request Yoda’s presence here to test him in battle.”

Yoda could feel Ventress’s rage driving waves through the Force, as if a youngling had thrown a heavy rock into a still pond. But beneath her anger, he sensed raw hurt and a hunger for connection, for belonging. It was unfortunate that Dooku had sent Ventress rather than confront Yoda himself. But perhaps the apprentice could be taught a lesson that might help her find a different path than the destructive one chosen by the master.

A welcome outcome that would be. An opportunity we have been given.

“Accept the challenge I do, Your Highness,” Yoda told Katuunko, then turned his gaze on Ventress. “Arrive by nightfall I will.”

The transmission ended. Yoda looked from the pink fans of coral to the yellow sky. The flying creatures, he saw now, were baby neebray mantas. Rugosa must be a hatchery for them, the beginning of their lives’ journey. When the neebrays were ready, they would begin their long migration across space.

“Beautiful this moon is, hmm?” he said to the clones. “Amazing, the universe.”

A shadow fell over them. A Separatist landing ship passed overhead, its engines humming, and Yoda felt the vibration in the bones of his skull—an unpleasant sensation that was nearly painful. As Thire studied the ship’s underside, his hands instinctively racked his blaster rifle.

“Gotta be a full battalion in there,” said Rys, watching the ship descend near the massive coral tree where Katuunko awaited them. “Probably packing armor, too.”

“We’ll have something for them,” Jek promised, brandishing his deadly rotary cannon.

“Carry only what you need,” Yoda told the clones. “Too much weight, slow you down it will. Destroy Ventress your weapons will not. Now come, come, Lieutenant—hurry we must.”

He began walking away from the escape pod, taking slow steps and leaning on his stick.

“Sir, the rendezvous point is that way,” said Thire. Yoda could feel the trooper’s unease and reluctance to challenge his superior officer. He’d had to fight his instincts to point out what he thought was a mistake.

Yoda turned to regard Thire.

“As is our enemy,” he explained. “To reach our goal, a straight path we will not follow.”

He could feel the clones’ doubt as they watched him walk deeper into the coral forest. But they followed, like the obedient soldiers they were.
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The landing ship had deployed tanks—Yoda could hear the hum of their repulsorlifts somewhere behind him and the clones. And now he could hear the cough of their blaster cannons, too.

Yoda turned and clambered atop a rocky outcropping for a better look. The clones sprang up beside him, expecting combat, Thire flipping down his electrobinoculars.

“At ease be, my friends,” Yoda said. “Within range we are not.”

He could feel their disappointment but ignored it. The time to fight was coming soon, but it had not arrived. Hurrying into battle would only help Ventress.

The Separatist tanks came to an abrupt halt at the edge of the coral forest. One tried to smash through but quickly ground to a standstill.

“Strong the coral on this moon is,” Yoda said, taking a moment to admire the dappled patterns made by sunlight filtering through holes in the fans above them. “And everywhere resilient, life proves.”

Thire’s electrobinoculars whirred as he peered through them at their pursuers.

“Those tanks are too big to follow,” he said.

Yoda nodded. “See? Size is not everything, hmm? Smaller in number are we, but larger in mind.”

He put a finger to his brow and giggled, then led the troopers deeper into the forest. A few minutes later, Thire stopped him. Yoda already knew what he was going to say.

“Sir, there are two patrols coming in on foot,” Thire said, and Yoda sensed he was worried what the Jedi would decide.

“Now is the time to face the enemy, Lieutenant,” Yoda said. “Ambush them we will.”

He could feel the three clones’ relief—and their excitement at the chance to fight.

“We’ll flank them from the south,” Thire ordered.

“Right,” said Rys. “Let’s move!”

As the troopers hurried to take their positions, Yoda headed in the other direction, deeper into the coral forest. He heard the sharp sounds of blaster fire—both the clones’ weapons and those of the Separatist battle droids. He waited until the tramp of the droids’ metal feet was close, then darted in front of them, chortling as their laser blasts passed through empty air.

Yoda let the Force flow through him, asking it to lift him up and give him the speed that age had long since taken away. He felt the Force’s energies around him and moving through him, carrying him along like a rushing river. The droids were no threat—he could see their every move before it happened, and there weren’t enough of them to overwhelm his awareness or his reflexes. Chuckling, he ran atop a coral branch above them.

The droids split up in an effort to find him, which only made them easier to destroy. A minute later, Yoda heard a whine as Jek fired up his rotary cannon. The sound became a howl as the cannon spat laser blasts at the hapless mechanicals. A moment later, silence returned to the forest and Yoda felt a pulse of pride in the Force. Jek had destroyed the droids. But Yoda sensed a graver threat was nearing.

Six more battle droids marched into the clearing below, searching for him. Yoda knew he would have to destroy them quickly. He dropped onto one droid’s metal shoulders. The other battle droids turned clumsily, blasting the unlucky droid as Yoda jumped clear. The Force carried him from droid to droid, reminding him of skipping across the lily pads in the Jedi Temple’s meditation pond as a youngling. The memory made him smile as the droids blasted each other to scrap.

The whistle and crump of blaster fire was louder now. Yoda hurried through the coral forest and saw a squad of super battle droids ahead of him. The Separatists’ regular battle droids were spindly and fragile, but supers were hulking brutes, built to shrug off damage and vaporize any opposition.

They’d be too much for the clones to handle—and indeed, Yoda saw that Thire was limping away from the fight, helped by Jek. Yoda leapt over the supers’ broad backs, his lightsaber spinning like an emerald pinwheel, and landed between the droids and the clones. He deflected a laser blast back at the supers, dropping one of them, and followed the clones behind a chunk of fallen coral where they’d sought cover.

Thire poked his head over the coral and popped off a shot that dropped another super, but had to duck back down to escape withering fire.

“What are we going to do, sir?” he asked, and Yoda could hear pain and fear in his voice.

“Hmm.” Yoda deactivated his lightsaber and sat in front of the clones, legs crossed, ignoring the deadly energy flashing over their heads.

“What’s the general doing?” he heard Jek ask.

What Yoda was doing was stretching out with his feelings—the first lesson he’d taught so many younglings.

The first things he felt were the ripples and currents of the Force, generated by the countless tiny organisms that lived in the coral branches and in Rugosa’s soil and air. That life felt like an enormous web of energy. Within that web, Yoda could sense the clones—their minds seemed to blaze in the Force, radiating anger and fear, determination and worry.

Yoda couldn’t feel the super battle droids themselves—they were machines, imitations of life rather than life itself. But he could sense the empty spots they left in the Force, and because of that he knew where they were. He raised his hand, lifting one of the massive droids into the air. It continued to move its legs and fire, its sensors struggling to determine what was happening.

Yoda waved his hand and the super battle droid spun in the air, forearm cannons sending bolts ripping through its fellow droids. The other supers fired on the rogue droid, ignoring its protests until it fell silent. Yoda flicked his wrist and used the Force to hurl the inert droid into the others, hard enough to deactivate them all.

“Heh.” Thire turned to regard the Jedi with newfound respect. “You found us just in time, sir.”

Yoda looked up at the three clones. “Left behind no one will be.”

But even as he made this promise, he heard an ominous whir of fast-twitch motors. Three destroyer droids rolled into view and unfolded to stand on their tripod legs, pumping fire at the clones.

Yoda activated his lightsaber and batted the blasts back at the droids. Their deflector shields flared purple as the blasts bounced off them.

This was a fight Yoda and the clones couldn’t win.

“Retreat,” Yoda told the clones. “Cover you I will!”

He sensed their reluctance, but the urge to obey was more powerful. Jek helped Thire get to his feet and begin hobbling away. Yoda leapt onto Rys’s back, holding on with one hand and deflecting bolts back at the destroyer droids. Spotting a coral fan in the right place, he angled his lightsaber so the next blast severed it, causing it to fall and block the droids’ path.

A minute later, Thire’s holoprojector beeped. Yoda peered at Katuunko’s small figure, flickering in Thire’s hand.

“Master Yoda,” the king said. “I hear you’re having trouble with the droid army.”

“Trouble?” Yoda asked with a smile. “I know nothing of this trouble. Look forward to our meeting soon, I do.”
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Yoda had spotted the canyon while their escape pod was still in the air. Now that he could see it up close, he realized it was a hollow between two enormous coral reefs that had grown over the centuries. It wound its way back and forth, shot through with tunnels leading deeper into the coral. One of the tunnels would make an excellent refuge while Yoda waited for the Separatists to catch up.

As he led the clones inside, Yoda could feel their unease. The great tree where Katuunko was waiting was in a different direction, and the idea of retreating bothered them.

“Are you sure we should go in there, General?” asked Thire. “There’s no way out.”

“Now rest we must,” Yoda said.

It was cool inside the canyon, and even cooler once Yoda led them into a tubelike passage that snaked into the coral. As he felt his way with his walking stick, Yoda closed his eyes and reached out with the Force, letting his awareness brush the clones’ presences.

Their minds were open and their emotions were strong. In the Force, they reminded Yoda of children. That made him smile—he liked to say that over his centuries as a Jedi, he had learned more about the Force from younglings than he had from Jedi Masters.

The clones craved his approval and wanted to please him. But they were worried they would be unable to complete their mission and would wind up ashamed. To fail would be to prove unworthy—to their general and also to each other.

Yoda made a hmm noise down in his throat as he considered that. The clones’ instinct to obey disturbed him a little, particularly since they were humans.

Raucous and impatient creatures humans are. And too brief their lives are. End they do just as maturity and wisdom become possible.

But the clone troopers weren’t ordinary humans. He’d felt the difference the minute he stepped aboard a gunship back on Kamino, at the beginning of the war. The clones had been altered almost from their birth in Kamino’s labs. They’d been engineered, like machines, their brains changed to make them better soldiers. And their rate of growth had been drastically accelerated, Yoda reminded himself. If the clones felt like children in the Force, perhaps that was because in some ways they still were.

Made for war these children were. Made by the millions. Disposable their makers consider them.

Yoda was still pondering that when Rys lit a portable lamp, showing the weapons laid out for his inspection: three blasters, a pair of damaged rifles, and a rocket launcher.

“We’re low on ammo, sir,” Jek said. “Only two grenades, and one rocket for the launcher.”

“Against a battalion?” Rys asked. “Forget it, we’ve lost.”

Yoda told himself to stop brooding about the clones’ origins. However disturbing he found their need to be led, it was his duty to lead them. And their mission was his, as well.

He picked up the two damaged rifles and stacked them atop each other, then ignited his lightsaber.

“So certain of defeat are you, hmm?” he asked, lowering the blade of his Jedi weapon so that the metal bubbled and softened, then pressing the broken rifles together until the molten metal formed a weld.

“With respect, General, maybe you should go on,” Thire said. “Let us slow them down.”

“All around us is that which we need to prevail,” Yoda said, handing the makeshift metal crutch he’d created to Thire. “Come. Sit. Your helmets, remove them. Your faces I wish to see.”

The clones hesitated but removed their helmets. In the lamplight their armor’s red markings—the color of the diplomatic service—were a muddy brown.

“Not much to look at here, sir,” Thire said, his voice fuller and deeper without being filtered by his helmet’s communications system. “We all share the same face.”

“Deceive you, your eyes can. In the Force, very different each one of you is.”

Yoda stood and approached Rys, tapping his cane on the clone’s chest plate.

“Rys,” he said. “Always focused on the enemy are you. For inspiration, look to yourself and those around you.”

Jek regarded the Jedi Master doubtfully, his red-crested helmet cradled in his lap.

“Jek,” Yoda said. “Concerned about weapons you are. Weapons do not win battles. Your mind, powerful it is, hmm? Outthink the droids you can.”

Then there was Thire. He was in pain and racked by a need to prove himself, not just as a soldier but also as an officer.

“Thire,” Yoda said gently. “Rush not into fights. Long is the war. Only by surviving it will you prevail.”

Yoda settled back on his haunches, peering at the three troopers in the warm orange glow of the lamp.

“Clones you may be, but the Force resides in all life-forms,” he said. “Use it you can, to quiet your mind.”

The clones exchanged glances, and Yoda could feel their anxiety ebbing, replaced by peace and purpose. That made him smile—he had taught them their first lesson.

A moment later, the cave shivered around them, a tremor that was followed by the unmistakable rumble of Separatist tanks nearby. Ventress’s droids had found them.

Yoda picked his way out of their refuge, followed by the three clones. A line of tanks was creeping through the canyon below, accompanied by battle-droid infantry.

“Tanks,” muttered Rys. “Is that the best they can throw at us?”

“Yeah, but I’ve only got one shot left,” said Jek.

Yoda eyed the droids. “Greet them I will.”

“General, you don’t plan to take on the whole column by yourself?” asked Thire, leaning on his crutch.

“Have you three, I do,” Yoda said with a chuckle. “Outnumbered are they. Know the time to help me, you will.”
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As he leapt down into the canyon, Yoda spotted ribs sticking out of the coral, old enough that they’d been transformed from bone to rock. And they were huge—the fossilized bones of some leviathan that had called Rugosa home before the calamity that had boiled its oceans away. A school of neebrays had colonized the ribs and perched atop them, spreading their wings in the late-afternoon sun.

Past life nurturing future life. So is it always with the Force.

Yoda eyed the approaching tanks for a moment, then sat cross-legged in the center of the canyon, exhaled, and shut his eyes. He ignored the rumble of the engines, letting his consciousness expand. The neebrays were sparks in his awareness, craving warmth and food, exuberantly alive. He smiled and let his mind drift farther. Above him were the clones. Farther still, his mind brushed the cool intellect of Katuunko and the knot of anger and need that was Asajj Ventress.

The tanks had nearly reached him. Yoda felt the neebrays’ fear as they took flight. And then the sound of the tanks stopped, replaced by the chatter of confused battle droids.

“Shoot him!” he heard Ventress cry out over a holoprojector. “Shoot him now!”

The time to meditate was over.

Yoda opened his eyes and let the Force carry him into the air, springing over the lead tank’s barrel. He touched down long enough to get his balance and ignite his lightsaber, then charged a squad of battle droids, his emerald blade already slashing them apart. Then he was under the lead tank, carving a neat circle through its underbelly.

It smelled bad in the tank, like lubricant and fuel. His lightsaber flashed, guided by the Force. Two droids fled through the rear hatch and he flicked his hand to draw them back, like metal filings to a magnet. Then he was atop the tank, flinging droid limbs into the air.

The droids posed no danger, but this was taking too long. Yoda sprang from droid to droid until he landed on the barrel of the next tank’s cannon. It fired, hitting another Separatist vehicle, but Yoda didn’t spare the destruction a glance. He was too busy carving through the top hatch.

Moments later the tank was a smoking wreck and Yoda was on the move again, slashing spindly battle droids and hulking supers apart. He gutted the underside of another tank, feeling heat on the back of his neck when it exploded, and found himself facing more than a dozen destroyer droids. They began pumping energy blasts at him from behind their shields.

Yoda’s lightsaber was a continuous blur, reflecting bolts to all sides. But there were too many enemies, even for a Jedi Master with the Force as his ally.

He felt a surge of pride and satisfaction from Thire. A rocket streaked overhead, smashing into a huge outcropping above the destroyer droids. Shorn from its moorings, it plummeted into the canyon, smashing the machines flat.

“Hmm.” Yoda took a few steps back, to where the billowing dust wouldn’t reach him. Thire had known when to help, as Yoda had trusted he would.

When the clones reached the bottom of the canyon, they found their general sitting cross-legged on a clump of coral, smiling at a neebray perched on his finger. Another of the little creatures sat contentedly on one of the Jedi’s long green ears. Droid parts, some still smoking, were strewn around him.

Thire looked around with satisfaction at what their teamwork had accomplished.

“Learned something today have you, Lieutenant?” asked Yoda.

“I think we all did, General,” said Thire.

The neebrays spread their wings and flew away as Yoda hopped down to join the clones.

“Come,” he said. “Behind schedule are we. Not polite to be late.”
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Yoda kept his tone light, but he knew they had to hurry. Ventress’s droids had failed, humiliating her in front of Katuunko and her master. Yoda knew she would try to erase her shame and hurt with rage and revenge. And her failure was also Dooku’s. Katuunko would choose the Republic over the Separatists, something the ruthless Dooku was unlikely to accept.

So Yoda headed directly for the coral tree, with the clones marching alongside as quickly as Thire could move.

They arrived just as Ventress swung her twin crimson blades at Katuunko’s neck.

The killing strokes never landed. Yoda lifted his hand, freezing Ventress’s lightsabers in place. Ventress snarled and tried to free herself, but only her eyes moved.

“Jedi Master Yoda,” Katuunko said coolly, as if death weren’t centimeters away. “I am very pleased to meet you at last.”

“Share the feeling I do, King Katuunko.”

Yoda shoved Ventress away with the Force and considered the towering hologram of Count Dooku, who was watching from beneath lowered brows.

“Failed you Ventress has, Count,” Yoda told his old Padawan.

Ventress’s fury was a storm in the Force.

“I don’t fear you, Jedi,” she said, raising her lightsabers to attack position.

Yoda looked over mildly. “Strong you are with the dark side, young one. But not that strong.”

He raised his hand and Ventress’s lightsabers deactivated, the hilts flying out of her hands to smack into Yoda’s palm. He studied the quality of their construction with idle curiosity.

“Still much to learn you have,” he said, tossing the lightsabers back to her. “Surrender you should.”

Ventress’s eyes narrowed as she tucked the hilts into her belt, jabbing at a remote detonator. High above, a fireball consumed Katuunko’s ship, sending massive chunks of coral tumbling in the direction of Katuunko, Yoda, and the clones.

Ventress was already sprinting for her own ship. Yoda let her go, raising his arms and calling on the Force to stop the falling debris, then directing it to one side so it tumbled down harmlessly a safe distance away.

“Hmm.” Yoda watched as Ventress’s ship shot skyward. “In the end, cowards are those who follow the dark side.”

“It’s a pity I wasn’t there in person, my old master,” Dooku said icily.

“A pity indeed, my fallen apprentice,” Yoda said.
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Katuunko, true to his word, offered the Republic the use of Toydaria as a base and swore his people were at Yoda’s service. Yoda’s frigate soon returned, accompanied by a pair of Jedi cruisers. As the sun set on Rugosa, a gunship carried Yoda, the clones, and the Toydarians skyward.

“Mission accomplished, General,” Thire said with satisfaction as a medical droid swabbed his injured leg with bacta. “Thanks to you.”

“Succeed alone I could not,” Yoda said. “Lucky I was to have the three of you. By depending on one another, win the war we shall.”

Jek looked up from painting battle-droid silhouettes on the barrel of his rotary cannon.

“Those clankers will never know what hit them,” he vowed.

“For now, though, it’s back to Coruscant,” Rys said, and Yoda heard disappointment in his voice.

“For now,” Yoda said, smiling at the three clones. “But see each other again we shall. Feel it in the Force I do.”
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Back in his cabin aboard the Jedi cruiser, Yoda dimmed the lights and sat cross-legged on the floor. There was no beauty or wonder here, just intersections of metal and the thrum of machines in motion, hidden away beneath the surface of things.

Yoda reached out with his feelings and sensed the minds of the clones surrounding him. Their awareness was similar but not the same—in music they might have been variations on a theme. And, he knew, they would continue to diverge as different experiences shaped the clones.

Or at least the ones who lived.

And yet everywhere he sensed the same core desires. To obey orders. To complete missions. To be a good soldier.

Once again, he found that disturbing. He’d already heard Republic senators discussing the clones as if they were organic droids, bred to fight and expected to die—and no more to be mourned than a droid sent to the smelter.

Individuals the clones are. Understand that and nurture that we must. Treat them like machines we must not. If we do, lose something far worse than a war we will.

Yoda returned to his meditation, but the faces of the three clones kept coming to him.

He saw Rys. He looked faintly surprised, and his eyes were open but saw nothing. His face was speckled with spangles and flakes of color—brilliant scraps that had settled on his cheeks and forehead.

He saw Jek, in mottled green armor, hand to his helmet as he listened to his comlink. He sensed Jek’s feelings of disbelief and regret—but a moment later those feelings were gone, replaced by the need to obey.

And he saw Thire, in a helmet with bright crimson flares. He was searching for something. And with him was another presence—one that felt like a vast storm in the Force, full of malice and greed.

Troubled, Yoda opened his eyes.

Visions of the future were a dangerous lure. Jedi had dedicated their lives to thwarting them, only to bring about the very thing they had sought to avoid. To how many Padawans had he delivered that warning over the years? Thousands? Tens of thousands?

See each other again we shall.

For the first time, the thought brought apprehension, as well as reassurance.

“Always in motion is the future,” Yoda reminded himself. “Know this you do. Heed your own lessons you should.”

The Force would do as it willed, and he would seek to understand that will, and to accept it. It was all he had ever done. It was all any Jedi ever could do.
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HOLORECORDING INITIATED

DARTH TYRANUS SPEAKING



Greetings, my master.

As I record this message, I am piloting a Flarestar-class attack shuttle. I commandeered the vessel from a gang of nefarious pirates. Having only recently escaped their clutches, I am now en route to my personal frigate. How I came to be in such dire straits is no small tale. But I am sharing my experience in full as there may be some benefit in it for you to extract.

Some time ago, my ship came across a Delta-7B starfighter. Both the vessel and its shattered hyperspace docking ring were adrift in an ice field. The ship appeared to have taken heavy damage. My droid captain ordered it brought aboard for closer inspection but prepped a security detachment in the event of any surprises.

This proved a wise precaution as the starfighter belonged to none other than the Jedi Anakin Skywalker. And he was still aboard.

In predictable fashion, the impulsive young Skywalker leapt into action. In moments, he had destroyed several battle droids with his lightsaber. However, one of my B2 super battle droids was able to disarm the boy by shooting his weapon out of his hand. Unarmed and outnumbered, even that brash young fool saw the wisdom in a prompt surrender. He was quickly overpowered, and my droids locked him in a cell, there to await whatever doom you deemed fit when I delivered him to you.

Alas, it was not to be.

For his master, Obi-Wan Kenobi, snuck aboard my frigate. I was not alerted of any approaching ship, so presumably Kenobi utilized an enviro-suit to spacewalk and thus enter undetected. Once aboard, he freed Skywalker, and the two sought me out.

I was meditating on the nature of the dark side in my private chamber when they accosted me. The two of them were as overconfident as ever, strutting like a pair of preening tip-yips. I did not give them the satisfaction of a reply or even standing up, so little I thought of their foolish pomposity. Also, as you will see, I had another reason for keeping my seat.

“Surprise, surprise,” said Skywalker in his ever-annoying manner.

“If it isn’t Count Dooku,” Kenobi chimed in.

The Jedi thought they had the upper hand, but I had the situation well in control. And I refused to let their puerile attempts at humor nettle me.

“I thought I sensed an unpleasant disturbance in the Force,” I replied calmly. Then, addressing Kenobi, I added, “I see you’ve freed young Skywalker. Where might he be if you weren’t always around to rescue him?”

I would have enjoyed the burn this brought to the young Jedi’s cheeks, but at that moment, I was jolted severely. The Jedi felt it, too. Only one thing could account for a ship this size rocking.

“Sir,” a battle droid announced over the intercom, “there’s a Jedi cruiser attacking.”

“Your ship is surrounded, Count,” Skywalker said with an infuriating smirk. “Republic troops are boarding as we speak.”

They flourished their lightsabers in a show of bravado. (I realized that Kenobi must have supplied the boy with a replacement.)

“Jedi fools,” I pronounced them both. And so they were if they thought they truly had me at a disadvantage. For as you have taught me, a Sith is prepared for any contingency, and certainly for the possibility of hasty retreat. My prior reluctance to stand was because I had been sitting upon a hatch in the floor. It fell away beneath me at my command. I dropped into an escape tube and began a rapid slide. The tunnel would take me straight to the hangar where my private Punworcca interstellar sloop awaited.

Not surprisingly, Skywalker was soon in pursuit. This was a bother, but not an unexpected one given his character.

I sent a burst of Force lightning at him. Naturally, he blocked it with his lightsaber. But striking him was not the point. I had no illusions that I might take him out so easily. He had been trained by the Padawan of my own Padawan Qui-Gon Jinn, after all. He would thus have some portion of my own considerable skill and knowledge, albeit diluted and incomplete. But blinded by the crackling bluish energy of my lightning, he did not see which path I chose when the escape tube forked in two.

As intended, my deception bought me valuable moments. I reached the docking bay well ahead of Skywalker.

“Your ship is ready, sir,” the nearest battle droid informed me.

“Good.”

As I slipped into the cockpit of my solar sailer, my FA-4 pilot droid guided the sailer out of the hangar. Through the viewport, I saw Kenobi racing beside my ship, but he was powerless to stop me as I passed into the cold vacuum of space. However, the Jedi are not so easily discouraged when on the hunt. Kenobi and Skywalker quickly overpowered my droids, whereupon they stole one of my transport shuttles and gave pursuit.

My escort of Vulture-class starfighters engaged them with a flurry of blaster-cannon fire, but the Jedi managed to take evasive action. They dogged our attackers and clung tightly to my tail.

My ship rocked, nearly knocking me from my seat.

The Jedi had scored a direct hit! My engines were burning! To my considerable chagrin, I saw that they were done for. I had to make an emergency landing. Fortunately, it was not far to the nearest planet. I gazed at an unfamiliar world of swirling blue-gray clouds.

Then I was plummeting through the atmosphere, trailing fire and smoke. My pilot droid was useless. If I trusted its merely mechanical instincts, I would be as dead as my vessel. Shoving it aside, I took the controls myself. The clouds parted, and I crash-landed in a barren wilderness. I daresay a lesser pilot might not have survived. I, of course, was unhurt.

Extricating myself from the remains of my craft, I surveyed the damage. The engine was all but destroyed. I placed a homing beacon so that my troops could find me and set out to take stock of my surroundings.

The terrain was rocky, the sky overcast. The ground was marked by smoky crystalline formations. Silica dust crunched underfoot, but the wind caught it up and drove it into the air. I could see how a storm there would be most unpleasant.

I soon found a cave. The walls were coated in bioluminescent organisms that glowed in the dark, affording some small degree of dim light. However, I sensed many other life-forms inside, at least one of them quite large. Consequently, this was not a wise place in which to seek shelter. But perhaps it could be put to other uses. The Jedi would doubtless be along soon. And I would be ready for them. I began to formulate a trap.

Sure enough, my pursuers arrived and began their own exploration of the cave. They sensed the life-forms, as I anticipated they would. But there must be bait for a trap. Reaching out with my mind, I stirred the Force, just enough to ensure that the Jedi caught a hint of my presence. Then I withdrew so that they could not pinpoint my exact location. Good. They would seek me out. Indeed, the fools walked right past my hiding spot, unaware that their doom lurked behind them. Then I stretched out my senses. I had already loosened several layers of rock in the roof above. Now I used my powers to tear them free.

Before Skywalker or Kenobi could react, I brought the ceiling crashing down, crushing the Jedi beneath a pile of enormous boulders. It was thrilling to be so easily rid of such persistent thorns in my side.

When the dust cleared, I saw the hilt of Skywalker’s lightsaber poking out from under a rock. I drew it to me using the Force.

“You won’t be needing this anymore, Skywalker,” I said, pleased with my triumph. I admit that I even spun the weapon in a confident flourish before attaching it to my belt.

Exiting the cave, I stretched out my mind once again. Drawing upon the power of my anger and hatred of the hypocritical Jedi and their corrupt Republic, I collapsed the cave entrance. Had Skywalker and Kenobi somehow survived the rockfall, they would be trapped in the caverns with the large creature that dwelled there. In a weakened state and with only one lightsaber between them, the Jedi would not last long.

Leaving them in what I had every reason to suppose was their tomb, I went to see about getting off planet as quickly as possible.

What I found was a Corona-class armed frigate beside my own wrecked solar sailer. Tough, leathery-skinned individuals were picking over my ship like a swarm of insects. I realized they were salvaging my vessel for parts. They were Weequay, natives of the desert world Sriluur. I watched the rabble squabble among themselves, set off by nothing more than the antics of a Kowakian monkey-lizard.

The leader of the pirates spotted me.

“Well, well,” he said, “what do we have here?”

I preferred to meet his question with another question.

“Who are you?” I replied.

“More importantly, my friend,” he answered, “who are you?”

I did not tell him my name. He did not need to know that I was the count of Serenno and the head of state of the Confederacy of Independent Systems. Fortunately, he liked to hear himself talk more than he enjoyed listening to others, and I soon learned that this Weequay was named Hondo Ohnaka. Speaking with a musical lilt that others might find charming, he told me that he ran the group of reprobates known as the Ohnaka Gang. And he was very proud of both his gang and himself. I sensed that this Ohnaka was an opportunist, but his obvious greed presented the opportunity for me to manipulate him.

“Your solar sailer is very beautiful,” Ohnaka said. “It’s a pretty rare ship, very expensive. What are you doing all the way out here?”

There was, of course, an implied threat in his question. He wanted to know if I was alone, and he was sounding me out to see if I would object to his salvaging my vessel. While we talked, that irritating Kowakian monkey-lizard jumped from the pirate’s shoulder to my own. I wanted to crush the life out of it, but I resisted the urge to do so or, indeed, to betray any sign of my growing irritation with the Weequay. A Sith is nothing if not patient, striking only at the most opportune moments. Thus, I kept my tone calm and friendly.

“I sustained some damage in an asteroid storm and had to make a landing,” I lied. “Feel free to help yourself to it,” I added, speaking as nonchalantly as I could.

This seemed to satisfy Ohnaka. I had judged his shortsighted greed correctly.

“If you need transport,” he said, “the nearest planet is Florrum. It’s six parsecs away.”

Florrum. I had not heard of it. “Is it civilized?” I asked.

“That depends on your definition of civilized,” Ohnaka replied jovially. “But you would certainly be more comfortable there than here. Vanqor is no place to be after dark.”

So this was the planet Vanqor. That meant the large creature I sensed in the cave was a gundark. Most excellent. Gundarks are fearsome predators. It would either feast upon the Jedi’s remains or slay them quickly if they survived the rockfall. There was no reason for me to remain there any longer.

“Perhaps I shall take you up on your offer,” I said.

“Very good,” said Ohnaka. He gave a slight sniff. “Now all that’s left to do is settle my fee.”

“Fee?” I asked, astonished.

“Just a little something to cover my expenses,” the Weequay answered. He looked over my attire. “It shouldn’t be a problem for someone so obviously wealthy as yourself.”

I maintained a cool demeanor as I answered. After all, it was easy to make promises. When I was back with my droid army, nothing would require me to keep them.

“I’d be happy to compensate you for your services,” I said.

Ohnaka smiled.

“That’s it, boys!” he called to his gang. “We are heading home.”

In no time, they had secured the last of what they had pillaged from my ship, so I joined them in boarding the frigate. It goes without saying that I remained alert. This Hondo Ohnaka was clearly a scoundrel. Oh, he was a gracious enough host on our trip, regaling me with exaggerated stories of his exploits around the galaxy. I soon realized that I was in the presence of an individual whose self-importance rivaled even that of the Jedi Council. But I feigned interest and kept my wits about me. He was obviously trying to lower my suspicions with his jovial anecdotes, but his efforts had the opposite effect.

Eventually, we arrived on Florrum, which is located in the Sertar sector of the Outer Rim Territories. I accompanied Ohnaka and several of his gang on a Flarestar-class attack shuttle, which conveyed us to the planet’s surface.

“Welcome to Florrum,” said Ohnaka as we exited the boarding ramp. However, it was not much of a welcome. The world proved to be a sulfurous desert planet with very little to recommend it. And much not to. But as I set foot upon the parched ground, I was met by a group of Weequay who raised their blaster rifles and directed them at me.

I had been expecting something like this. But when I reached for my weapon, I discovered that both my own lightsaber and the one I had taken from Skywalker had vanished from my belt.

“Lose your flashy sword?” Ohnaka called from behind me. “Are these what you were looking for, Jedi?”

I turned and saw that he held up both lightsabers. I must admit, I was impressed despite myself. It would take no small skill to relieve me of weapons without my feeling or sensing the theft. And I had been on my guard. This Ohnaka was truly a skilled pickpocket. I was impressed, yes, but not in the mood for forgiveness.

“I am more powerful than any Jedi,” I warned him. “Know that you are dealing with a Sith Lord.”

Remarkably, Ohnaka was undeterred by my threat.

“You’re still outnumbered,” he said.

I glanced around me. He was right. I was surrounded by a score or more Weequay, all with blaster rifles trained my way. Being outnumbered was not a problem, but being outnumbered and unarmed was. I was faced with the same decision that young Skywalker had so recently confronted, and I made a similar choice.

“The leader of the clanker army and a Sith Lord, no less,” said Ohnaka. So he had guessed my identity. I wondered when he had figured it out. “Someone is sure to pay a pretty price for you.”

If money was all he was after, I knew how to deal with him. “Provide me with the proper means of communications,” I said. “I will arrange for any ransom to be paid.”

But Ohnaka was not convinced.

“And you will arrange for your armies to crush us, as well,” he replied. “You don’t survive in the Outer Rim by being stupid. If the Separatists will pay to get you back, chances are the Republic will offer even more.”

Scowling, I allowed myself to be led inside his fortress. We passed through a main room, where loud and annoying music played in the dim light. There was much dancing and drinking. I filed this away for future use. The sounds would provide more than adequate cover for an escape attempt, and the drink would dull my captors’ senses.

I was taken to a more private chamber, where Ohnaka wasted no time in contacting the Republic. In fact, as you well know, he made his demands of the Supreme Chancellor himself. A most impressive million credits. “The payment will be in spice delivered in an unarmed diplomatic ship,” he stipulated.

I was just to the side of the holoprojector. I listened to the debate going on in the Office of the Supreme Chancellor, humiliated when Ohnaka displayed my uniquely designed, curved-hilt lightsaber as proof of my capture, but even more irritated when Padmé Amidala chimed in: “We may never have a better chance to capture Count Dooku.” As if that naive upstart had anything to do with my present predicament!

I admit, my master, that I was puzzled by the demand that two Jedi be sent to meet with Ohnaka, as the presence of Jedi would doubtless hinder any of my attempts at escape. It did not bother Ohnaka, however. “They will be safe. We have no interest in getting involved in your war.”

I was taken to a cell and placed in a containment field. There I waited for the arrival of the Jedi. I wondered who they would send. I recalled my time on the Jedi Council, before the corruption of the Republic led me back to my homeworld Serenno. Going over likely candidates, I reviewed the abilities of each and considered ways to defeat them. But when the Jedi arrived, I was surprised to see who they were—Anakin Skywalker and Obi-Wan Kenobi!

Against the odds, they had managed to defeat the gundark on Vanqor, then dug themselves out of the collapsed caverns. And they had returned to plague me again. It was a struggle to keep my face a mask of calm in light of my frustration.

“Look how the mighty Sith Lord has fallen,” crowed Kenobi. The insult was juvenile, yet it stung. I had once beheld Kenobi in similar circumstances at my tower on Geonosis, where he was my prisoner. Now he believed our situations had reversed.

“This place suits you, Count,” added his fool companion.

“It wasn’t so long ago that you yourself were in similar surroundings on my ship,” I reminded him.

“Yeah, but now I’m free, and you’re not,” the boy replied.

I would not give him the satisfaction of showing offense. Indeed, I delighted in keeping my head around the young Skywalker. Instead, I said, “I’m confident the situation will rectify itself soon.”

“Soon,” chimed in Kenobi, “you’ll be brought to trial by the Senate and most likely spend a very long time in a cell just like this one.”

“And that’s if you’re lucky,” added Skywalker.

Enough. I could not take any more of their ignorant self-assurance. Could they not see the danger they themselves were in?

“My naive young Jedi,” I said, “you must be overly optimistic if you think these Weequay plan to let you leave this planet.”

“They’re planet-hopping thieves looking for a quick score,” said Kenobi. “They have no interest in picking a fight with Jedi.”

“They are devious and deceitful and, most importantly, stupid,” I corrected him.

“It’s a wonder you don’t get along with them, Dooku,” sneered Kenobi. “You have so much in common.”

“You underestimate them at your own peril, Kenobi,” I warned him as they left. The Jedi fools only wanted to score points in verbal banter, ignoring the wisdom of my words. Their own soft nature blinded them to the deceit around them. It would be their undoing.

I was soon proved correct. For it was only a few hours later that the unconscious Skywalker and Kenobi were dragged into my cell. I gave a satisfied laugh when they were dumped unceremoniously on the floor. But if I felt gratified at their predicament, the feeling was quashed when the Jedi’s bonds were attached to my own wrists. As the pair did not seem as though they would awaken for several more hours, I attempted to free myself from them, but I was unsuccessful.

Eventually, Skywalker stirred.

“Master, what happened?” he said groggily.

“I guess that pirate brew is stronger than we thought,” answered Kenobi. Neither of them had yet spotted me. I waited before alerting them to my presence, savoring their confusion and discomfort.

“I only took a sip,” the young Jedi protested.

“We were drugged, obviously,” said Kenobi.

“Why would they risk losing the ransom?” Skywalker asked.

“The deal appears to have changed. They must be trying to triple their payday.”

“A shrewd observation, Master Kenobi.”

I took a small joy in their surprise at being with me in my cell.

“Oh, great. It’s you,” groaned Skywalker.

“I did warn you these pirates were devious,” I replied. “You will notice our shackles are bound together. I have tried to separate us to no avail.”

“It’s bad enough we have to be in the same cell,” snapped Skywalker, “but could you at least spare me the sound of your constant chatter?”

“And while I hold my tongue, the two of you will devise a brilliant strategy for getting off this godforsaken planet?” I asked with no small dose of sarcasm.

“Yes!” they replied together.

“Excellent,” I said. Leave it to the Jedi to believe I actually had confidence in them.

Of course it was neither Skywalker nor Kenobi who freed us from imprisonment. It was I who managed it.

It happened like this. Our Weequay guard wandered off, leaving a plate of fruit he had been enjoying on a small table. I stretched out with my senses and began to rotate the plate.

Naturally, young Skywalker could not resist the opportunity to show off his stupidity.

“Don’t you think our priority should be escape first, eat second?” he said.

Unbelievable how the Jedi Order had declined in my absence. In my day, I trained Rael Averross and Qui-Gon Jinn. Now they saddled Kenobi with this fool.

“Do control your protégé’s insolence so I can concentrate,” I told Kenobi.

“Control your insolence,” Kenobi said to his apprentice. But his reprimand was tempered when he mocked me by adding, “The Count is concentrating.”

I ignored them both. They soon saw my true goal. Along with the fruit, a knife sat upon the plate. It was the knife that I was after. I lifted it into the air. It was all I could do to restrain myself from sending the blade plunging into either of their smug throats, but that was not my intended purpose.

Rather, I slid the knife into the control slot, and our prison door opened.

Even Kenobi had to admit that it was “most impressive.”

We exited our cell and crept down the corridor. I was first, then Kenobi, then Skywalker. Although we were free of our prison, we were still bound together at the wrists. It was an awkward and vexing experience.

“We do know where we’re going, don’t we?” asked Skywalker.

“Hush, Anakin,” his master replied. Then to me, he said, “Do we know where we’re going?”

“Quiet,” I admonished them both. A guard stood before a door. Before he could react, I kicked him quickly and then struck him savagely as he fell. He dropped to the ground, unconscious.

“I was brought this way when I was captured,” I explained. “It was open then.”

“I found the door key,” said Skywalker, retrieving it from the fallen guard.

I was dimly aware of another of those annoying monkey-lizards—or perhaps it was the same one as before—but it quickly scampered off, so I gave it no further thought.

“This is the way to the hangar,” I explained.

“Yes, but are you sure it’s safe?” asked Kenobi.

“The key works,” said Skywalker, sliding it into the control slot.

“Is it safe?” Kenobi repeated.

“Of course it is,” I said.

I had spoken too soon. The door opened on seven Weequay, who quickly drew their blaster rifles.

Behind us, that cursed monkey-lizard reappeared. It was leading four more Weequay, who moved to block our retreat. I regretted not crushing the creature earlier. Perhaps all Kowakian monkey-lizards should be exterminated for the good of the galaxy.

“Hold it right there, Jedi,” one of the the Weequay called.

“I am no Jedi,” I reminded them. Not that it mattered. We were all dragged back to our cell just the same, and this time we were bound back to back to back in a triangle. There were guards outside, and two guards inside, along with a very disappointed Hondo Ohnaka.

“What to do? What to do? What to do?” mused Ohnaka. “I don’t want to kill you, necessarily. In fact, you seem like decent fellows. Even you, Count. This is just business, and once I get my money, we can go back to being friends. It’s very simple. Now, try not to complicate things by breaking out again.”

Ohnaka took his leave, his guards following him out.

“We have to get out of here before the Republic arrives with the ransom,” said Kenobi.

“For once,” I said, “I agree with you.”

It was not long, indeed, before we made our second attempt at escape. The opportunity came when one of our two guards again wandered off, leaving a sole Weequay outside our cell.

“You do not want to stand guard,” Kenobi said to him.

“I do not want to stand guard,” the Weequay repeated.

“You want to deactivate the cell bars and go out drinking,” said Kenobi. It is my opinion that Kenobi is overly fond of the mind trick, especially if it allows him to avoid getting his hands dirty. But I was content to let him use it, rather than blend my own superior intellect with the inferior mind of our guard. I watched as the Jedi used his meager powers to predictable effect on the weak-willed buffoon.

“I want to deactivate the cell bars and go out drinking,” replied the guard. The Weequay smiled broadly. Obviously, this was something he would much prefer to do, even without the influence of the mind trick. It took very little effort on Kenobi’s part to sway him. The guard deactivated our bars and left rapidly.

“Not bad,” said Skywalker.

“Yes, most impressive, Master Kenobi,” I added. However, my tone of voice clearly indicated that I felt he did not deserve high praise for a small contrivance that anyone with a passing knowledge of the Force could accomplish. Nonetheless, we were free.

This time, young Skywalker led the way. I walked slowly, attempting to move with more stealth than in our previous escape attempt.

“Hurry it up, Dooku,” said Kenobi, misunderstanding my intent. He gave me a push, shoving me behind a cargo container. I opened my mouth to object to this indignity, then I saw the reason for his action. We hid as a guard crossed our path. When the Weequay was gone, we continued. But the young Jedi could not let the chance for one of his imbecilic jokes pass by.

“You should be more patient, Master,” said Skywalker. “After all, the Count is an elderly gentleman and doesn’t move like he used to.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Kenobi agreed.

Their facile humor was nearly more than I could bear.

“I would kill you both right now,” I said, “if I did not have to drag your bodies.”

Sadly, our escape was not to be without incident. We tripped a hidden alarm and, sirens blaring, were soon running for our lives.

As might be expected, the Jedi fled without thought or plan, so it was left to me to hinder our pursuers. I reached out to a stack of shipping containers and used the Force to send them tumbling into our captors’ path. Then Skywalker kicked open an outer door and we tumbled to the hot desert ground outside.

“Now we just have to get beyond that wall,” said Kenobi, stating the obvious.

Skywalker grabbed a pole, and assisted by the Force, we all used it to vault into the sky. For a moment, we were in harmony, two Jedi and a Sith in perfect synchronicity.

But the boy’s jump fell short. Alas, shackled as I was to the others, I was limited by their weak efforts.

Skywalker, in the lead, was the only one to grab the wall. We dangled from our bonds below him.

“This is not going well,” Skywalker cried, betraying the same tendency to state the obvious as his master.

“Don’t let them get away!” I heard a Weequay shout, and then a blaster bolt zipped over my head. The shot severed the cord that bound me to Kenobi. For a moment, I fell.

Remarkably, Kenobi caught me. I would not have done the same for him.

“Hey, what are you guys doing?” Skywalker shouted at the renewed strain of our combined weight. “You’re too heavy. I can’t do it.”

We had to swing back and forth, like an ungainly pendulum on a string, to avoid further blaster bolts. Most undignified.

“Drop Dooku!” Skywalker shouted. Perhaps the young Jedi had more sense than his master possessed.

But the shooting stopped abruptly. Then, from the wall above, I heard the voice of Hondo Ohnaka.

“I guess this means we won’t be friends?” the Weequay pirate said.

And so it was back to our cell a second time.

“We have to find a way out of here before Senator Kharrus and Jar Jar arrive,” whined Kenobi. As you know, Kharrus was the Gran politician who served as the senator of Kinyen. Together with that walking embarrassment, the Gungan known as Junior Representative Jar Jar Binks, he was coming on behalf of the Republic to deliver the ransom for the Jedi, as well as to take me captive for the Republic. As unpleasant as the situation was, I must say that I delighted in Kenobi’s admission. I might face imprisonment should I be handed over to the Republic, but the Jedi Master feared something worse—embarrassment.

“I think it’s time to lose the dead weight,” said Skywalker, meaning, of course, me. It was yet another hint of a most un-Jedi-like temperament lurking in the boy’s psyche. As it happened, they did abandon me, though through no efforts of their own. A guard entered and commanded the Jedi to accompany him. The Jedi were led away, while I was left in the cell.

While I was glad to be rid of their irksome company, I did wonder at what led to our separation. Perhaps freed of their scruples and their weaknesses, I might be better able to escape on my own. I sat down to meditate upon a successful means of extricating myself from the cell, but as it turned out, there was no need. The Force, ever my ally, came to my rescue once again.

The power in the complex suddenly went out, the barrier to our cell winking off.

I did not hesitate to take advantage of my good fortune. Stepping from my prison, I strangled the lone guard with the very cord that bound my wrists. Then I quietly made my way down the hallway.

But my caution was unnecessary. There was a commotion in the main room. I gathered from the sounds of battle that the Jedi had escaped. Doubtless they had been freed by the same power failure and recovered their lightsabers, and were now battling their way to freedom.

I managed to exit the complex unnoticed, but discovered that something else was occurring. Something beyond the Ohnaka Gang’s squabble with the Jedi.

I spotted two Weequay sneaking away from the fight and instead heading for the attack shuttle. What were they up to?

“We’re leaving without the spice?” said one in a nervous voice.

“It won’t be long until Hondo figures out what’s happened,” replied the other.

Ah. It was instantly clear to me that these Weequay had deceived their leader. They had planned some sort of double cross that had gone afoul. Perhaps they had even tried to secure the ransom for themselves alone. Though I did not understand the specifics, doubtless the hitch in their plans was somehow related to the loss of power and they were now seeking to flee. But their intended means of escape would become my own.

Reaching out with the Force, I gripped the throat of the stronger one. As he sputtered in my grasp, I made him draw his blaster and point it at his fellow.

“What are you doing?” his cowardly companion cried. I gave him his answer. Squeezing my finger, the Weequay tightened his grip on the trigger.

A single shot, and the nervous Weequay fell over dead. Then I closed my fist and crushed the throat of the other. I released the Weequay’s lifeless body to fall to the Florrum sands.

It was a small matter then to avail myself of their ship. Away I flew, thinking that one day I might repay this planet for the inconvenience it had caused me, but pleased for the moment to be leaving Florrum and all its aggravation behind.

And now, my master, you know the whole story. It would be tempting to view this entire excursion as a ridiculous waste of time. But it did afford me the opportunity to study our opponents close up and at length. Kenobi is as soft-hearted as ever, a weakness we can no doubt exploit. But his former apprentice is different. He was frequently impatient, rash, hot-tempered—qualities that could prove his undoing. But he also showed a most un-Jedi-like willingness to sacrifice me on several occasions. It was at these times that I sensed a hint of anger inside young Skywalker, an anger that, if properly stoked, could be used for our benefit. So perhaps my humiliations have some value after all.

Humiliations. Hmmm.

On second thought, I think that I would rather not share further details of my embarrassment with you. You already know too much about this regrettable incident. It was merely a ridiculous waste of time. Nothing more.

Computer, delete this holorecording.


HOLORECORDING DELETED
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ANAKIN LEANS BACK IN HIS CHAIR, LOCKS his arms behind his head, and looks at Padmé. He sits in front of her, just to the right and out of her line of sight. The bright light of the day streams through the massive floor-to-ceiling windows behind her, but even in shadow she’s beautiful. His wife is a hard worker, sitting at her Senate desk. His wife. He bites his cheek to hold back a smile. Just the thought of Padmé works to quiet the buzzing that’s always in the back of his head. That buzzing has only gotten louder since Ahsoka thwarted an assassination attempt on Padmé’s life. He can’t help obsessing about how he should have been there.

After one too many close calls, Obi-Wan and the Council recognized Anakin’s distraction, even if they didn’t know the cause, and sent him on a meditative retreat. Eyeing Padmé again, he grins. This is just as good as going on one of those. It could be better, though.

“Hey, I’m supposed to be on a meditative retreat. We should go away together.”

He stands up and starts pacing, trying to command Padmé’s attention. They’re alone in her spacious office, but it feels full even with just the two of them.

“I know a place far away from here where no one would recognize us.” He can feel the slightest movement as Padmé lifts her head marginally, halfway listening even though she’s trying not to. “Yeah, it’ll be like we’re actually husband and wife.” He stops in front of the window, watching the speeders of Coruscant fly by for a brief moment before turning to look directly at her, hoping his words hit home. “Instead of senator and Jedi.”

She doesn’t take her eyes off the screen but shakes her head. “I—I can’t, Ani.”

Anakin furrows his brow in frustration. If they love each other, that should be all that matters. He wants to forget being a Jedi and a senator for once and just be them.

“What do you mean you can’t?” He rolls his eyes. If they could get away from all this secrecy and have a few moments to themselves, the great weight of their responsibilities would evaporate, even for just a short while. They could spend the time together, being in love, and it would be enough. We’ll be back before anyone notices we’re gone.”

That gets her attention. She looks up at him.

“I have to bring this bill before the Senate.” She gestures emphatically at her screen. “It’s important.”

Anakin loves this about her. Her commitment in the face of chaos. Her belief in democracy, flawed as it is. But he needs more than what they have right now. He needs her to understand. He decides to switch tactics. A Jedi adapts.

“Uh-huh.” He moves closer to her, leans against her desk, and raises an eyebrow. A full-on charm assault. “More important than the way you feel about me?”

It doesn’t work.

Padmé shakes her head again, and the gold mesh holding back her hair catches the light of the sun, bright against the dark strands. Anakin holds in a groan and starts moving again, behind her and past the bustle of the city on the other side of the window.

“Not more important, but important. The work I do”—she reconsiders and continues—“the work we both do—is in service to the Republic. To protect those who would otherwise be powerless to protect themselves—”

Anakin nods and lifts his hand toward the ceiling in frustration. He knows this. What else has his life been for? Both their lives have been lost to the Republic, but when they married—Anakin was pledged to Padmé wholly, and nothing would ever matter more. Not the Republic, not the Jedi, not this war.

He stops and rests an arm on the back of her chair as she goes back to typing.

“Of course. But those are ideals. Isn’t our love more important to you?”

This is the question between them now: how much she recognizes the tangible thing they brought into being that keeps his darkest dreams at bay.

She sighs. “But I—”

“No, no but.” He won’t let her shift to the left, to focus on their duties, when he needs her to see what he means—what she means. “To me, there’s nothing more important than the way I feel about you. Nothing.”

This seems to get through to her. She stands, finally focusing. But it’s to move the conversation back to where she’s comfortable. He can sense it.

“Anakin, don’t be so—”

He won’t let her. He grins again.

“You don’t believe me?” He moves forward a step and rests against the desk.

“I didn’t say that I—”

Closing the distance, he leans down toward her so they can see eye to eye.

“I’ll prove it. Just watch.” He reaches down to the weapon at his belt, his lifeline in a war against the worst the galaxy can throw at him. He pulls the lightsaber free and lifts it up, feeling its cool metal through the cybernetics hidden by his glove. “When I constructed this lightsaber, Obi-Wan said to me, ‘Anakin, this weapon is your life.’” Softening his tone, he says, “This weapon is my life.” He breaks out a smile and offers the lightsaber to his wife.

But Padmé holds her hands up, reluctant to take it. “No, no, Anakin, I can’t—a Jedi lightsaber is—”

Anakin doesn’t let her finish that thought. He pulls her hand up toward him and puts the saber in it. And then he’s defenseless. “Wow, it’s heavier than I thought.” Padmé looks up at him, delighted. But he won’t let her joke away his seriousness.

“It’s yours.” This is all he wants, for her to understand. “Believe me now?”

But the light leaves her eyes, and she sighs again. She looks away from him, and he realizes he’s made a misstep. She moves closer in an attempt to bypass him.

“If all you want to do is make fun of me, I think you should just go.” And for a split second, it’s like they’re back in the fields of Naboo and he’s teasing her—this senator he can’t believe he’s had the good fortune to exist beside. But now they’re beyond that.

He grips her shoulder, and she hesitates.

“That’s not what I want.” Anakin lifts his hand to her hair, sliding it down until it rests against the nape of her neck. Padmé is everything to him, the one person in his life he trusts implicitly, and he’ll be lost if she doesn’t know that. So he pulls her closer and kisses her, barely even registering the movement as her arm drops down to place his saber on the desktop. This is where he’s happiest, in the silo of a world where only he and Padmé are real. But all too soon his illusion is shattered, and she pulls away as voices carry into her office. He hears C-3PO and another muffled voice outside the door.

“Quick, hide!” She steps back, and he stops himself from rolling his eyes again, picturing a reality in which they are anonymous and free to do as they like. He ducks down behind Padmé’s desk as Bail Organa’s insistence on being seen announces his arrival.

“The situation cannot be delayed,” the senator says, his voice still slightly dampened by the barrier between them.

As Anakin gets closer to the ground, he sees that his lightsaber is still on the desk. Fantasies aside, he can’t be found in Padmé’s office! But then he hears the scrape of metal when she swipes it and hides it behind her back. Organa’s voice is closer now.

“Now stand aside.”

The sound of doors sliding open hits him just before Organa’s voice, no longer muted behind the heavy metal, continues, “I apologize for my abruptness.”

“Oh, Senator Organa, how good to see you. What is it?”

Bail Organa won’t be able to tell, but Anakin can hear just a touch of nerves in Padmé’s voice. He pictures her glancing back toward him before catching herself. Organa’s clothes shift as he presumably bows to his fellow senator.

“Senator Philo has called a meeting in the lobby before we vote on the Enhanced Privacy Invasion Bill.”

“Right, Privacy Invasion Bill.” Clearly, the irony isn’t lost on Padmé. Should he risk a look to see?

“We must hurry if we are to stop the vote.” Heavy footsteps start heading away, but Anakin hears the chime of Padmé’s necklace as she turns her head in his direction. Bail’s voice interrupts once more. “Coming, Senator Amidala?”

“O-of course.”

At that Anakin risks a peek and sees Padmé framed by the open door. She catches his eye, and he urges her on with a subtle glance to the right. Her lips turn up in a slight smile, and he realizes she still has his lightsaber. He laughs to himself. Not like he was going to be using it on a “meditative retreat” anyway.
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When enough time has passed, Anakin opens the door to Padmé’s office, intending to sneak out during the vote with hopes of meeting up with her later. As he steps into the hall, he’s plunged into darkness before a red emergency light blinks to life, coloring his features. Something doesn’t feel right.

“What’s going on?” he muses out loud.

The Senate hallways are far too quiet; he doesn’t see the usual guards walking about, and there’s a curious lack of the random conversations floating here and there that he’s gotten used to. The opulence of the building is stark without its typical liveliness. The emergency lights bounce off the floor in a way that does nothing to ease his anxiety. Where did Bail say he and Padmé were going? That’s where Anakin needs to be. He hastens his steps.

He gets closer to an open atrium above the lobby outside of the Senate chambers, and Padmé’s voice breaks through the quiet.

“—senator from Naboo, and I demand that you release us immediately. The Galactic Senate will not treat with terrorists.”
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He creeps toward the balcony in the darkness and uses one of the large pillars the Senate building is known for to stay hidden. As he spies the scene below him, Anakin takes the situation in instantly. In the middle of the foyer, armed bounty hunters are surrounding a huddled mass of frightened senators, his wife among them. One of the hunters stands in the center, back to Anakin, holding themselves like a leader. There’s something familiar in the wide-brimmed hat and stance that pricks at the edge of Anakin’s brain…a memory…something particular about the ease with which the hunter holds the blaster, as if it’s an extension of their hand—a blaster, he notices, that is far too near Padmé’s face for comfort.

Anakin sets his jaw as he grits his teeth and glares at the figure in the hat, who has closed in completely on Padmé’s space, gripping her chin. A part of him is pleased to see there is no fear in her gaze, only disgust. They’ve been through enough action together that he knows that curl of her lip too well. But the rest of him bristles at this stranger daring to threaten Padmé. The memory starts to clarify just before the mysterious bounty hunter starts speaking.

“Ain’t you awful young and pretty to be a senator?”

That voice confirms it. Cad Bane. In his mind’s eye, Anakin sees Ahsoka collapsed behind an orange force field, Bane standing guard in a gross mockery of a protective servant. He sometimes hears Bane’s modulated tones from that time, when he considers the potential of loss. “Do you think you can kill me and then save her before she is pulled out into space? It’s a horrible way to die.”

If Bane thinks for a second he can—Before Anakin can finish that thought, Padmé’s eyes drift to him for the briefest moment, and Bane twirls around and starts shooting. The sound of blaster fire fills the room and Anakin takes off, the heat of the lasers following in his wake. What he wouldn’t give for that lightsaber he’s sure is still hidden in Padmé’s sleeve. He sends a thought up to fate for his great romantic timing. He takes solace in the idea, should it come to that, at least the lightsaber can protect her.

“Skywalker! After him!”

Bane might be even more upset by Anakin’s presence than Anakin is by Bane’s. As he runs, he knows that the bounty hunters in Bane’s employ must be coming after him. He pulls out the communicator hidden in his robes.

“Hello? Come in. Anyone there?”

But in reply there’s only static. He frowns. He’s on his own, trying to save Padmé—and the rest of the senators—from a bloodthirsty bounty hunter. He turns a corner and stalls; at the other end of the hallway, two of Bane’s crew fly onto the scene: a Weequay and an assassin droid. Totally in his wheelhouse. Easy. Out of instinct, he reaches for his lightsaber, grabbing air where it should be hanging at his hip.

“Uh-oh.”

The words are barely out of his mouth when the first two shots go off. He feels the heat of the lasers singe his hair as he ducks his head down to avoid a face full of fire. He stumbles back. Time to run.

He manages to outpace his pursuers, leaping past empty rooms to hide behind a column so when they finally catch up, it seems as if he’s disappeared entirely. He hears one of them—the Weequay—hush a BD-3000 as they poke into the rooms for any sign of Anakin. The click of the assassin droid’s feet gradually comes to a halt as it enters another room. The search has slowed them down, but he still needs to act fast. He finds an empty senatorial office with an open door and slips inside.

What does he need more than anything: a weapon, but the odds of finding a spare blaster are unlikely. What’s next?

Allies. He needs allies. He needs strong allies. And the way to allies is contact. The office is low-lit, only the emergency lights from the hall behind him giving guidance. His shadow falls on the circular console in the corner of the room, and Anakin rushes forward to pull open a hatch on the desk. Inside he finds the multicolored wires of a communications hub. Maybe his and Padmé’s luck is turning.

He pulls out his communicator again. He can probably find a way to talk to someone if he can put his communicator and this older tech together. He’s always been good at fixing things. He can fix this.

Anakin snaps his machine in half to expose its insides and it sparks, letting out a too-loud whine. He stills his hands and whips his head toward the door. The footsteps are getting closer. The crank of the assassin droid’s limbs starts to echo inside the senator’s office. There’s not much time now. He yanks a long gray wire out of the console, ignoring the bits of electricity it spits in his direction, and hardwires it directly to his communicator. He presses the center button; it beeps once and lights up.

“This is General Skywalker, Chancellor Palpatine. Can you hear me?”

The response is immediate. The Chancellor’s voice crackles through.

“My dear boy, I’m glad to know you’re there and all right.”

“What is going on down there?” Anakin’s voice raises of its own accord. He’s been away from the hostage senators—from Padmé—for too long already.

“They’ve sealed the entire building. Nobody can get in, and we cannot get out. It’s up to you. You have to get to the power control room and turn off the security seal.”

As the Chancellor speaks, Anakin can hear movement directly outside the doorway. This is, at the very least, a plan. But he needs to survive the next thirty seconds to make it. He disconnects his communicator and hides behind the console. Harsh spots of white hit the wall behind him, lights from the droid’s eye and the Weequay’s gun. The bounty hunters move their beams this way and that along the office wall as if they’ll find Anakin just standing there, next to one of the decorative flower vases. It won’t be long before they move deeper into the room and see him hiding. He can’t persuade a droid to move along, but he can do something about the Weequay. He lifts his arm to channel the Force.

“You have two more floors to check,” he whispers.

“Come on, we have two more floors to check,” the Weequay repeats. The droid follows him, and they leave. Anakin pokes his head up and over the desk to watch their retreat, biting back an exhalation of relief. Now he needs to get to the power control room, on his terms.

He waits a beat and then follows Bane’s crew out of the room, letting them take a far lead before he trails in their wake. They separate at the stairs, the droid heading down a level and the Weequay heading up. Easy pickings. Anakin follows the droid first. He stalks it, softly sidestepping his way down the stairs, staying on the light-colored edges to deaden the chance of an echo. He stretches his arms, ready to use whatever tools he has. He finally takes a running leap, and the metal killer turns just as Anakin launches himself at it, fist out. Punching may not be the most elegant way to take down a machine, but needs must, and Anakin needs to take this thing out. Padmé is still on her own with Bane.

The droid’s stronger than he anticipates and pushes back, but he’s able to pull at the droid’s weapon and now they’ve both got hold of the gun. It pushes Anakin forward, and he feels a sharp pain in his head as he’s dragged through three heavy pots.

This is taking too long.

The Weequay won’t be long checking the upstairs floor, and Anakin can’t take on two hunters without a weapon. He’s almost got the blaster away when the droid curves the barrel back up and toward Anakin’s chest. In furious urgency, he uses the Force to slam the droid against the opposite wall. It crumples and falls, and before it can get back up, Anakin is on it, swinging the heavy metal of the gun against its head until sparks fly and it stops moving.

The Weequay is almost upon him; Anakin leaves the droid prone on the ground and takes off. He might not have his lightsaber, but he can still win. The galaxy knows that a Jedi with a lightsaber is a dangerous thing. It should learn that a Jedi without one is no less so.

After a while, the halls of the Senate start to bleed together, each one gold-and-blood-toned in the emergency lights. But he’s close to the power control room, finally. From the feel of it, the Weequay’s given up on him. Good, he could use a break. He runs down the final gallery, slowing to turn the corner in case Bane has posted guards outside the control room’s doors. He has a momentary sense of relief when he sees no one, before the doors slide open with a hiss and an eye-patched Patrolian strolls out.

He can’t even get a curse out before he’s off, running to catch the fishlike alien before he—But it’s too late, the Patrolian jumps and spins around to duck back into the room, door sliding shut behind him. Anakin desperately presses the button, but no luck. It’s locked, and without his Jedi lifeline, he can’t cut through the metal of the door. This may take some time, time he isn’t sure he has.

Anakin grits his teeth and bangs on the door again. The other side is silent. He tries re-pressing the buttons.

“Come on. Open the door. I won’t hurt you.” He’s deeply focused on this task, on getting into the control room and saving the day, and saving the woman who is his everything. His senses fail him then, and he’s surprised to hear a voice behind him.

“Well, well, what have we here?”

The Weequay has found him and has a blaster trained directly at the back of his head. Anakin doesn’t hesitate. He rises and turns, and faster than he knows the Weequay can follow, Anakin Force-pulls the blaster toward him and retrains it on the bounty hunter. Amateur.

His target raises his hands half-heartedly before grinning and ducking down to reveal another bounty hunter with a sniper rifle already firing. She shoots the gun right out of Anakin’s hand.

“Blast it!”

He dodges her fire one, two, three times! Then the door behind him opens and the Patrolian is at his back. He feels the intense pain of electrocution and a quick flash of fear and failure. And then, nothing.

[image: ]

Anakin’s eyes open slowly. What is he doing lying down? Why was he sleeping? A warm light fills his vision. His gaze focuses and he sees Padmé hovering over him. She looks worried and frightened. It feels wrong.

He brings his arm up to comfort her and notices that his wrists are cuffed. “What are you lookin’ so sad about?”

But she takes his hand and stops him before he can make contact, softening her deflection with a smile. They are not alone. Everything comes back to him in a rush as one of the Rodian senators starts speaking.

“The bounty hunter said we should just sit here. I think we should just sit here.”

Padmé pulls Anakin up, and he notices the crisscross of red lasers and explosives surrounding them. Cad Bane and his team are nowhere in sight.

“Well, that’s not a very good idea,” he scoffs. This whole day has been one disaster after another. “It’s too bad I don’t have my lightsaber.”

“You mean this.” Padmé pulls the saber out of her sleeve. “I found it where you dropped it.” A necessary lie for their audience’s benefit. He flashes her a small conspiratorial grin. Padmé presses the power switch and the blue blade fills to its height. Despite knowing how differently the day could have gone if he’d held on to the weapon, he feels nothing but love as he sees Padmé’s skin reflect the light of his saber.

She releases him from his bonds, and he takes the weapon from her, the hilt comfortable in his hands.

“Now, quickly! We don’t have much time.” This much he can do. He stabs his blade into the ground, the fabric and metal glowing molten orange as he rushes in a circle around the senators. Their energy starts to turn to panic as the buzz of the explosives heightens, but Anakin is fast. When the bombs go off, the floor beneath them is already dropping. They hit the ground with a heavy thud. Anakin bounds to his feet and finds Padmé first, offering a hand to help her up.

“Another daring rescue”—she pauses briefly, and he wonders what she’d say if they were alone—“Master Jedi.”

But they’re not alone.

Even so, he’s with her, and she’s safe, and that’s enough for now. He smiles in the way he knows she can’t resist.

“I do my best, Senator.”

Anakin bows to his wife.
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IT ISN’T SUPPOSED TO BE ME.

Padmé stands in her office, waiting to stride into the Galactic Senate chamber and try to convince her fellow senators to vote against a bill to commission more troops for the war against the Separatists. And all she can think is that it is not supposed to be her. She’s even convinced Bail Organa that she is the wrong person; she is still too new, too young, too partisan, proving herself—will she ever not be proving herself?

It is supposed to be Bail—trusted, respected, considered a voice of reason. Bail is the one they’ll listen to, and the bill on the table is too important for them not to listen.

There is no end to the war in sight. Clones are being slaughtered, and the Separatists are gaining ground. The Republic keeps throwing money at it, throwing clones at it, not realizing that the war is a fire that treats everything thrown at it as kindling.

The bill on the table not only would expand the war, it could bankrupt the whole Republic.

It is supposed to be Bail. He has spent days on his speech. But here Padmé is, with mere minutes to decide what she is going to say, and all she can think is:

It is not supposed to be me.

[image: ]

Just days before it had seemed as if there might be hope, for the first time in so long. The Senate had convened an emergency session to discuss the disaster the war had become. And the fix on the table was the same fix as always: more troops. As if more troops had done anything thus far; the Republic ordered more clones, the Separatists ordered more droids, and the war grew bigger. That was how it would go, on and on, until everything was destroyed.

But this time there was a new wrinkle: the Senate’s war funds were nearly extinguished; they simply could not afford more clones. Padmé had entertained a small hope that this, finally, might lead the Senate to discuss peace—but she should have known better.

War is good business.

The Senate should deregulate the banks so the Republic could borrow more money, proposed Gume Saam, whose Techno Union would profit from that same deregulation. Yes, that would mean the Banking Clan could do whatever they wanted, but wasn’t that a small price to pay for safety and freedom, exhorted Halle Burtoni, the senator whose planet produced and sold the clones.

It was astonishing to Padmé that anyone took them seriously when their motives were so clear. But it was wartime, and profiteers masqueraded as patriots.

Padmé knew all about masks. When you were queen you must keep your face blank, as if you had never felt an emotion in your life. In the Senate, you wore a different kind of mask. If you were on the side of continual war, you could contort your face in all kinds of ways—sorrow, horror, outrage—and no one cared what was underneath the mask. If you were against the war, if you were a partisan, if you were young, if you were everything Padmé was, you had to keep your face calm, reserved. You could show a bit of passion, but just a bit. Too much and you were too emotional. Too little and you were a protocol droid.

So Padmé put on her senator mask and stood up.

“Members of the Senate,” she proclaimed, “do you hear yourselves? ‘More money.’ ‘More clones.’ ‘More war.’ Say nothing of fiscal responsibility, what about moral responsibility? Hasn’t this war gone on long enough?”

And there was Saam, right on schedule. “Senator Amidala,” he intoned, wearing a mask of indignation, “are you suggesting that we surrender to the Separatists?”

“Of course not,” she said. She had to pretend it was a serious question, because somehow saying that he only cared about his own profit was against the rules. “But negotiation might be a better course of action.”

And that set off more outrage, a building wave that threatened to crash through the chamber and drown them all.

But then Bail spoke, urging them to slow down, to research the bill and its consequences, and his steady voice worked its magic over the room. The air settled. The gathering calmed. The Senate was adjourned.
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Padmé stalked into the hallway with Anakin and Ahsoka. Something had to be done. They needed another way.

She turned to Anakin. “You must ask the Jedi Council to speak with Chancellor Palpatine.”

Anakin threw up his hands. “Don’t involve me in this!”

Before Padmé could respond, Ahsoka said, “Why not? Aren’t we Jedi Knights? Isn’t it our duty to advise the Chancellor?”

Anakin sniffed. “I’d suggest you teach my young Padawan a thing or two about politics.”

“After today’s debate,” Padmé muttered darkly, “I was hoping she learned a great deal.”

“Truthfully,” Ahsoka said, “I didn’t understand any of it. I know the Separatists are evil, but all anyone argued about was banking deregulation, interest rates, and, well, almost nothing about what we’re fighting in the first place.”

Padmé smiled sadly. While Ahsoka’s viewpoint on the Separatists had all the nuance of a Senate debate, she was exactly right on what had happened in that room. That was the Galactic Senate for you. People were dying across the galaxy, and the Senate made it sound like a banking problem.

Anakin said, “War’s complicated, Ahsoka, but let me simplify it: the Separatists believe the Republic is corrupt, but they’re wrong, and we have to restore order.”

And that was Anakin. He needed to believe in right and wrong, good and evil. And if something was not all good, all right, then to him it was evil.

It made him a good Jedi but a terrible politician.

And no help to her at all.

Padmé headed to her office, motioning for Ahsoka to follow. There had to be a solution; there had to be another way. Surely the Separatists didn’t want continual war, either.

If only she could talk to Mina.

Mina Bonteri was the enemy now—a senator in the Confederacy. But once Mina was her friend, her mentor. Surely Mina wanted the war to end. But it was illegal to talk to Separatists, because that would be legitimizing them.

Which made it impossible to negotiate peace.

She spoke her thoughts out loud to Ahsoka, who couldn’t believe it. “Your friend is a Separatist? One of…Dooku’s pawns?”

It’s not that simple, she wanted to say. This was the problem; this was why the war would never stop. Back in the Senate chamber, Mot-Not Rab had called the Separatists animals. Ahsoka, evil and pawns. Anakin, wrong.

But what if things weren’t so black and white?

What if she could find another way?

And that was when Padmé got an idea.

“Are you suggesting,” Ahsoka asked after she explained her plan, “that I use my status as a Jedi to smuggle you behind enemy lines?”

Padmé blinked. Time to try a different tack. “It’s just,” she said carefully, “that you could get us through to meet with her, and I haven’t seen her and her family for so long.”

But Ahsoka grinned. “Relax,” she said. “I’ll help you.”

Padmé grinned back.
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It was simple, in the end. As a Jedi, Ahsoka could get Padmé to neutral systems, so they went to Mandalore, and then they took a cargo ship to Raxus, Mina Bonteri’s current home—and the site of the Separatist capital. They wrapped themselves in hooded cloaks and strode by battle droids as if they belonged there.

Padmé had known that Raxulon was a thriving city, but somehow she’d expected it to look different, shadowy and war-torn—even though the war had no more come to Raxus than it had to Coruscant. Coruscant hadn’t been attacked in a thousand years, and walking its streets you’d have no idea the galaxy around it was burning.

Nonetheless, a Republic senator was not supposed to be strolling onto a Raxulon landing platform swarming with battle droids, with a young Jedi at her side.

If they were caught…well, it was better not to think about it.

But they had a plan—the battle droids on Raxus were no less distractible than anywhere else in the galaxy—and suddenly Padmé was standing in front of Mina Bonteri. “It’s a pleasure to see you, old friend,” Mina said.

Padmé had forgotten how warm Mina’s voice was, how it could feel like an embrace just when she needed one. In a moment, the rest of it fell away—the Separatists, the war—and they were simply two old friends, beholding each other after all those years.

When they got to the Bonteri house, they were greeted by Mina’s son, Lux, who had been just a boy when Padmé saw him last. Mina did not look that much older than she had—a little grayer, and something else, too, maybe a little sadder—but Lux was like an entirely different person.

“He’s grown so much, Mina,” Padmé breathed when she and Ahsoka were inside the house. It was a foolish thing to say—of course he had—but right now she felt foolish.

“Time won’t stop,” Mina said gently, “even if we are at war. I’m afraid these events are shaping his young life.”

“With all due respect,” Ahsoka said, “as a Separatist, didn’t you create this war?”

Padmé turned to her. “Ahsoka!”

“It’s all right,” Mina reassured, and then turned her gaze to the young Jedi. “That’s a very polarized point of view, my dear. Would it surprise you to know that many of the people you call Separatists feel the same way about the Republic? And the Jedi? Lux’s father was like that.”

Ahsoka straightened. “Maybe I could speak with him.”

“If only you could,” she said.

Padmé heard the unsaid words in her old friend’s voice and looked at the rug, face burning. She hadn’t known.

“A year ago next week,” Mina added. “He was setting up base on Aargonar when the clones attacked. My husband fought bravely in self-defense but was killed.”

Ahsoka looked how Padmé felt; she made an excuse and stepped outside, leaving Padmé alone with Mina.

“I’m so sorry,” Padmé said after a moment.

“I know,” Mina said.

“I didn’t…” Padmé began.

“Of course you didn’t,” Mina said. “Let me get us something to drink.”

When Mina came back, carrying two glasses of wine, Padmé was ready. They discussed the war in general terms, speaking like friendly politicians and then, slowly, speaking like any pair of friends might. So much so that when talk turned to the Republic’s crisis, Padmé said what she would to any other friend:

“I sense Dooku’s dirty hand in this.”

Mina’s eyebrows quirked. “He’s just the leader of the Confederate Senate, he’s not the leader of the entire universe,” she said dryly.

“Oh, I forgot,” Padmé said, voice sharp. “You actually admire the man.”

The words were out of her mouth before she could stop them, before she could remember she was supposed to put all those feelings aside and try to talk peace. But talking like friends made her remember what it was like to be friends, before Mina had left the Republic, had sided with Dooku, had chosen betrayal.

War takes everything from you.

“We’ll never entirely agree on Dooku, my old friend,” Mina said after a moment. “But we can agree on the need to stop this war. The question is how.”

Padmé straightened, gathered herself, put on her diplomat mask. “That is why it was so urgent that I speak with you. The Republic Senate is holding a critical vote on whether or not to escalate the war effort. However, many of the delegates are undecided as to what to do.”

Mina nodded slowly. “How interesting. You would find the Separatist Parliament in a similar dilemma.”

That was what Padmé wanted to hear. “I am certain if you could convince your representatives to extend an olive branch toward the Republic, there might be enough sympathy in the Senate to finally open negotiations.”

“I admire your spirit, Padmé. I can at least put the motion on the floor.”

“Thank you, Mina. That’s all I ask.”

“To peace then,” Mina said, raising her glass.

“To hope.”
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And hope was what she had when she and Ahsoka left Raxus. Thanks to Mina’s efforts, the Confederate Senate, with a hologram of Dooku presiding, had passed a resolution to initiate peace talks. Padmé had said good-bye to Mina like a diplomat after a successful negotiation, but a little like an old friend, too.

She would never understand why Mina Bonteri would side with Dooku, no matter what issues her friend had with the Republic. She would not try to understand. But right now they were both on the side of peace. And maybe one day the war would end and they could really be on the same side again, and try to repair what had broken.

She had hope. She carried it with her back to Mandalore, then back to Coruscant, to the Senate building, and up to Chancellor Palpatine’s office, where she told him about the Confederate proposal, omitting everything she had done to bring it about.

“Well, well, well,” he said, face unreadable, “this is quite a stunning development.”

“Your Excellency,” Padmé said, every bit the proper senator, “we would be remiss, if not irresponsible, to reject the Separatists’ proposal. An end to the fighting would mean there’s no need to borrow money for more clones.”

The Chancellor beckoned to her, then walked her away from the others. “I can see,” he said, “why you would want so badly to believe that the Separatists desire peace.”

Padmé bristled. He still talked to her like she was a child. “I don’t understand.”

“In the past, whenever we’ve reached out our hands in peace, they’ve been slapped away. Can we believe that they’re ready to sue for peace so easily?”

Yes. Yes, they could. She weighed her options in a blink. “If I might speak with you confidentially,” she said. Chancellor Palpatine loved being in on secrets. “I know that this is sincere. I’ve been in contact with my old friend, Mina Bonteri, and the origin of the proposal is with her.”

“Bonteri? How was the dialogue established?”

She smiled winningly. “Does it matter, Chancellor, if the result is an end to the war?”

“I see your point, my child. Then we shall put the vote to the floor.”

So she carried her hope with her to the Grand Convocation Chamber, all the way up to her repulsorpod. Something was different. The other senators felt it, too. The air crackled. Padmé drew all the excitement to her and addressed the chamber.

“Given that the Separatists have put a call for negotiations on the table,” she proclaimed, “the call for additional troops seems ill-timed.”

“Which means,” Bail added, “there is no need to deregulate the banks.”

It was time to vote. Padmé pressed her button—NAY.

Then there was a distant explosion. The whole building shook.

And the lights went out.
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Coruscant had been attacked, a power generator bombed. The Separatists were blamed. It made no sense to Padmé—they’d just opened peace talks!—but it was wartime and no one cared about sense. Halle Burtoni moved to immediately deregulate the banks, and the Senate approved it in a flash. More troops, more fighting, more death, more war.

Always more war.

But Burtoni was not done. “In light of this unprovoked attack on Coruscant and the vulnerabilities it raises,” she said, “I propose the Republic purchase an additional five million clone troopers.”

Padmé could not speak. Five million.

“The Republic is already operating in deep debt,” Bail said. “How do you propose we pay for these additional troops?”

Of course Burtoni had an answer. “My people are drafting an emergency appropriations bill that would raise funds.”

Padmé could not help herself. “From the Banking Clan?”

Burtoni’s eyes went wide. “Yes, of course. Do you have an alternate means of paying?”

“One alternative might be to stop the war, not escalate it.”

That did it. Someone shouted, “Traitor!”

And in the blink of an eye, wanting peace had come to mean being a traitor.

But Padmé would not give up. “Whoever attacked the power grid wants us to continue to fight,” she said. “It’s a calculated attempt to destroy the peace process. Not everyone in the Confederacy wants this. I know this for a fact.”

“You have Separatist friends, Senator?” hissed another senator.

There was no point. She could say nothing. They were back to black and white, right and wrong, good and evil, and if she was not pro-war, she might as well be the enemy. A traitor.

Then a murmur from Palpatine, a blip in the air, and suddenly a giant hologram of Count Dooku appeared in the Senate chamber. Padmé reflexively stiffened.

“Your Republic forces have carried out a barbaric attack on our people,” he intoned, “and among the deaths was the very sponsor of the peace accord…Senator Mina Bonteri.”

The news hit Padmé like a slap. No. It couldn’t be.

There were cries around her. Other senators jeered.

But Padmé could barely hear them.

Mina was dead.
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In the hallway outside the Senate chamber, Bail and Padmé met, Padmé’s handmaiden Teckla at her side. Padmé could barely speak. Everything had gone so terribly wrong, and now Mina was dead. And Republic forces had done it?

“I can’t believe it,” she said.

Bail put his hand on her shoulder. “You shouldn’t believe it. Republic spies say she was killed by Dooku’s thugs.”

Padmé stopped. Of course. Dooku had killed her. He didn’t want democracy. He didn’t want peace. He let the Confederate Senate have its vote and then killed the senator who’d sponsored it.

He did control the universe. Mina had been wrong, and it had killed her.

“If your friend met with a violent end because of her politics,” Bail said, “let’s make sure her courageous efforts weren’t in vain.”

“What can we do?” Padmé asked. For once, she could see no way out. Bail proceeded to answer as if she was asking a practical question, but Teckla understood the helplessness underneath it. She touched Padmé’s elbow gently.

Bail had a plan: gather information on the real cost of Burtoni’s proposal and try to talk sense into the other senators before the vote. Fine. Padmé would try.

She went to the Banking Clan to find out exactly what these five million troops would cost. Free from regulation, the banks had raised the interest rate from ten percent to twenty-five—for every hundred credits borrowed, they’d owe a hundred twenty-five, and that amount would only grow the longer it took to pay it back. Already social services were being cut everywhere—education, health care, infrastructure—and that meant people were suffering. If they passed the bill, they wouldn’t even be able to meet people’s basic needs.

The bill would essentially destroy the Republic. The Separatists could just sit back and watch.

To make matters worse, senators had started to receive threats. Senator Farr had been jumped by two bounty hunters in the night, and his arm was in a sling. The Banking Clan would stop at nothing.

You’d think that would outrage some of the senators, but instead, as Padmé went from colleague to colleague pleading her case, she found that even the ones who were against the bill before suddenly thought the Republic needed nothing more than more clones.

Everyone cared about their own self-preservation over the people of the Republic. And she could do nothing.

“Some minds can’t be altered no matter what they hear,” Bail said when they met in his office.

“From my experience,” Padmé said, “it depends a great deal on who’s sending the message.”

No, they would not listen to her. That was clear. But they might listen to Bail. Bail was the best speaker in the Senate. Everyone respected him. He had dignity.

Bail needed to give a speech before the whole Senate.

He gazed at her and then nodded his assent. He would do it.

So for the first time since Mina’s death, Padmé felt a spark of hope. Perhaps one great speech could change the course of the war. Perhaps one great speech could save the Republic.
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Maybe that hope was what had made her so careless. Maybe it simply had never occurred to her that she might be in danger. After going to plea with Senator Christo at his house the evening before the vote, she decided to walk alone back to her speeder.

But when she got to where her speeder was parked, the driver was gone—and the speeder along with it.

She looked around. It was so dark. Were those footsteps? She slipped around a corner and ducked into an alleyway, blaster poised—

Then someone grabbed her.

A burly bounty hunter who looked like a giant armored bug jumped in front of her and roared; another one had taken hold of her from behind. Others had tried to kill Padmé enough times by then that she knew how to channel all her panic into fighting back. She was not going to let Banking Clan goons silence her. Find a way out. Get away. She thrashed and struggled. Being small could be an advantage; people underestimated you. Armored Bug came at her with a knife, and she thrashed more, giving him no clear target. He slapped her blaster away, and she struggled against the one who held her—he smelled like the Lianorm Swamp—and burst free.

She ducked ahead, but Armored Bug tripped her, and next thing she knew his knife was at her throat.

And then two Coruscant police droids shone their lights in the alleyway.

“Drop your weapons!”

Padmé pushed Armored Bug away and stood with the droids. With one glance back—the swamp-smelling one who’d had hold of her was a Patrolian with an eye patch—she sprinted away.

And then the bounty hunters attacked the droids.

Padmé was not going to hang around and see who won that fight. She ran out of the alley and darted toward an empty speeder bike. Senators were not generally supposed to hijack speeders, but these were extenuating circumstances.

Get away, get away. The words repeated in her head as she charged forward, the bounty hunters close behind her. Then Armored Bug hit a button on his wrist and a cable shot out, attaching itself to her speeder.

He was hanging off her speeder, with Swamp Stink following on another speeder.

One problem at a time, Padmé. Armored Bug first. He wanted to go for a ride? Fine. Padmé slammed her foot on the gas and sped forward. Bug pressed a button on his armor and, suddenly, the cable was retracting. He was getting closer.

He wanted more, then? Padmé veered right, then left, darting in and out of traffic while the bounty hunter banged and bounced against oncoming speeders. Stink was getting close enough to be a problem. She dragged Bug over a series of posts, then through a stack of crates—did he like that?

Bam! Swamp Stink slammed into her from the side. She slammed him back. Suddenly, the cable tugged again and Bug was on her bike. He grabbed for her. Padmé pulled at the fuel line, and fuel shot up into his face. They sped forward, fuel spraying into Bug’s face, Stink’s bike ramming into her.

And then police sirens.

A police speeder chased them—apparently they found the sight of two hijacked speeders slamming into each other while a giant metal bug person writhed on the back of one out of the ordinary. But Padmé did not have time for the police. She slammed Stink hard and he veered away. Bug was on her again, so she ducked under a bridge and then—bang—slammed him into a lamp.

He was off. She sped forward, but somehow Stink was behind her again, with Bug now on his bike. She turned a corner—

Into a police blockade.

She stopped the bike as police cruisers surrounded her. “That is a stolen vehicle! Put your hands in the air!”

She never thought she’d be so happy to be arrested.
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Back in her apartment, Teckla fretted over Padmé.

“Don’t you think you should report this to the Jedi Council?” the handmaiden asked.

“There’s nothing they can do. I know who did it. They were bounty hunters. Paid to stop me from voting against the troop increase. What has happened to democracy, and why doesn’t anyone seem to care?”

“You do,” Teckla said. “Forgive me, my lady. Um. You’re not like most politicians.”

Padmé nearly scoffed. “If only that were enough.”

“Well, you actually talk to the people. People like me. Good night, my lady.”

Padmé turned to look at her handmaiden, her friend. It wasn’t true. Maybe it had been true once, but in the chaos of war she’d lost sight of everything. She’d been running all over Coruscant, trying to get the senators to care about the suffering of their people, and she’d never asked her loyal friend if her family was suffering.

She was exactly like most politicians.

But she wouldn’t be anymore. She could have been killed that night. If they killed her, let it be for being the person she wanted to be.

“Teckla, tell me. How is your family?”

Teckla tilted her head. “They are fine.”

Padmé’s heart nearly broke. Of course they weren’t fine. “How is the war affecting them?”

Teckla eyed her uncertainly. Padmé did not break her gaze. “It hasn’t been easy. And it’s only getting worse.”

“How? Please tell me. Tell me how it’s been getting worse.”

She patted the couch next to her. She should have been asking these questions all along. But she would ask now. Maybe it was the end of the Republic, maybe she would lose everything else, but she would not lose her soul.
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It was the morning of the vote. Her conversation with Teckla replaced the despair she’d been feeling with resolve. She would fight for her people, and she would not stop. They could send all the bounty hunters they wanted after her; she would not stop fighting.

If she could find a way to survive with Armored Bug and Swamp Stink after her, she could survive the corruption of the Galactic Senate.

She was ready, ready to stride into the Senate chamber and support Bail.

And then the message came in.

Bail had been attacked on his way to the Senate chamber. He sent a message to Padmé on his way to the hospital: You must address the Senate.

Onaconda Farr and Teckla stood by her as she gaped into the dark holoscreen. “You must give the speech in his place,” Farr said.

Padmé shook her head. “If they didn’t listen to me before, why would they listen to me now?”

Teckla gave her a small smile. “Because you do listen. You understand what the people are going through. Please. Your people are waiting for you.”
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It is not supposed to be me.

But it is her.

And she will fight.

So Padmé takes a deep breath and strides in.

She hears Mee Deechi proclaiming, “Unfortunately, Senator Organa is nowhere to be found.”

“I will speak on his behalf!” Padmé announces.

The whole chamber goes quiet. All eyes are on her. And suddenly, she is not afraid. She will speak for the people.

She draws herself up. And she begins.

She has no mask. She has no strategy. All she can do is speak from the heart.

So she tells them about Teckla, how Teckla’s district rarely has electricity and running water as a result of the war, how children there can only bathe every two weeks. And how they have no light by which to read or study at night.

“The Republic has always funded these basic services,” she says, “but now, there are those who would divert the money to the war, with no thought for what the people need to survive. If not for people like Teckla and her children, who are we fighting for? My people, your people—all of our people.” She feels her words reverberate through the chamber. “But if we continue to impoverish our people, it is not on the battlefield where Dooku will defeat us, but in our own homes.”

The air crackles. No one is calling her traitor.

When she finishes, there is a moment of silence and then cheers. She feels the change in the room. She feels every one of them thinking of the people back home. She feels the Republic and its strength. She feels it take one step back from the brink.

The bill is defeated. She knows even before the vote is counted.

Who knows what tomorrow will bring. But today the Senate showed itself to be more concerned about the people of the Republic than its own coffers.

This is why she is here. This is how things are supposed to be.

And this is why she believes in the Republic. It is not without corruption. It is not without darkness. But there is good at its core. And just because something good has darkness in it doesn’t mean you abandon it. Just because there is darkness in something does not mean you do not love it. You show it love, you show it light, and you hope it chooses the light.
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CAPTAIN REX OF THE 501ST LEGION HAD seen many worlds during his service. Some troopers complained that all the planets blurred together. Rex had never found that to be true. Each one had its own sights, sounds, smells. This latest one—Umbara—was a case in point.

Umbara was blanketed in shadows. You couldn’t see incoming fire until it hit you. Some of the jungle plants glowed red, but they weren’t safe to approach. Between their immense grasping tentacles and jagged-toothed maws, they were as much of a hazard as the Umbaran troops.

Rex knew their mission. Umbara had aligned itself with the Separatists, and it was imperative that the Republic gain control of the strategic world by conquering its capital as quickly as possible. General Kenobi would advance from the south with the support of Masters Krell and Tiin, while General Skywalker and Rex’s men would approach from the north and take out enemy reinforcements. If they took the capital, the whole system would fall.

General Skywalker and Rex’s battalion had reached cover right before a Republic bomber run took out the first wave of opponents. To Rex’s surprise, they were accompanied by a Republic gunship that veered toward their position. Rex wondered who was on it.

The gunship landed, and a Jedi disembarked—a stern, four-armed Besalisk with a powerful build and two dual-bladed lightsabers clipped to his belt. Rex recognized him: General Pong Krell.

“Master Krell, thanks for the air support,” Skywalker said in greeting. “What’s the reason for your visit?”

“The Council has ordered you back to Coruscant,” Krell said.

Skywalker stared at him. “Why?”

“The Supreme Chancellor made a request, and the Council obliged. That’s all they told me.”

Skywalker’s lips thinned. “I can’t leave my men.”

“I’ll be taking over in the interim,” Krell said.

Rex turned to General Skywalker. “Don’t worry, sir. We’ll have this city under Republic control by the time you’re back.”

Skywalker smiled. “Master Krell, this is Rex, my first in command. You won’t find a finer or more loyal trooper.”

“Good to hear that,” Krell said. “I wish you well, Skywalker.”

General Skywalker hesitated, then boarded the gunship. Within moments it had lifted off.

Rex was determined to make the best of the situation. “Your reputation precedes you, General,” he said to Krell. “It’s an honor to be serving you.”

Krell’s response took him aback. “I find it interesting that a clone recognizes the value of honor.” His voice sharpened. “Stand at attention when I address you.”

Rex did so, cursing himself. General Skywalker had never been so harsh—but he wasn’t serving under Skywalker now.

“Your flattery is noted,” Krell went on, “but it will not be rewarded. There’s a reason my command is so effective. It’s because I do things by the book. Have all platoons ready to move out immediately.”

Rex hadn’t intended flattery, but he wouldn’t have dreamed of arguing with the general.
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The march dragged on for hours, through difficult terrain. Rex’s attempt to win some respite for the troops met with Krell’s disdain. Krell refused to let them rest at all, insisting that time was of the essence.

Rex received another unpleasant surprise when he reported on the battalion’s preparations midway through their march on the capital. “Sir,” he said to Krell, standing properly at attention, “we’re ready to make a surgical strike on the capital’s defenses.”

“There’s no need, Captain,” Krell said. He was gazing in the city’s direction, although nothing was visible yet.

“Sir?”

“All platoons will execute a forward assault along the main route to the city.”

“Sir,” Rex protested, “General Skywalker’s plan was to surprise them with multiple attacks. If we come in from the main route, the Umbarans will engage us in a full-frontal assault.” He dreaded the casualties that would follow.

“Change of plans,” Krell said dismissively.

“With due respect, sir,” Rex said, “we don’t know what we’re up against. It might be wiser to think first—”

“Are you questioning me? This battalion will take the main road straight to the capital. You will not stop no matter what resistance you meet. You will attack with all our troops. Do I make myself clear, Seetee-Seven-Five-Six-Seven?”

The address brought him up short. Another thing Skywalker had done differently. “Yes, General,” Rex said stiffly.
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Shadows cloaked the road to the capital on all sides. Even the glowing trees receded into forests of murk. The troops were sitting ducks.

Suddenly a trooper screamed as fire exploded beneath his feet and flung him into the air. He was followed by another.

“Mines!” Rex shouted. “Nobody move!”

Everyone froze.

Two troopers checked the fallen. “Oz is down,” one said.

“So is Ringo,” said the other.

Fives examined the road. “It’s booby-trapped. Everyone watch your step.”

It was too late for caution to save them. Umbarans rushed them from all directions, firing wildly. They wore suits with helmets whose faceplates revealed pale features made sickly in appearance by greenish lights. Even worse, missiles started exploding among the troops, throwing up dirt—and bodies.

“Hold your ground!” Rex roared, remembering Krell’s orders. Never mind that they were surrounded, and that they had no cover.

The troopers did their best. Hardcase, ever bold, let loose with his rotary blaster cannon. But for all the clones’ firepower, the Umbarans had more. And the missiles kept coming.

Soldiers fell, and fell, and fell.

Despite orders, Rex couldn’t allow more of his men to perish. “Pull back,” he said. “Get the Umbarans to follow us. If we can draw them out, we can see them. If we can see them, we can hit them. Fall back now!”

The troopers retreated, firing as they abandoned the assault. We had no choice, Rex thought.

The Umbarans, scenting blood, pursued them. Rex’s plan might just work.

“Regroup!” Rex called out. The troops slowed. “Hit ’em with everything you’ve got!”

The Umbarans realized their mistake as they were met by withering fire from the clone troopers. It was their turn to retreat. The Republic’s troops were saved—for now.
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Rex’s relief was short-lived.

“Seetee-Seven-Five-Six-Seven,” General Krell roared, “do you have a malfunction in your design? You pulled your forces back from the capital. The enemy now controls this route. This operation has been compromised because of your failure!” He punctuated his words by jabbing Rex in the chest.

Fives intervened. “General Krell, Captain Rex saved this platoon. Surely you won’t fail to recognize that.”

To Rex’s shock, Krell rounded on Fives and drew one of his lightsabers. It ignited an ominous green. “Ayarsee-Five-Five-Five-Five,” he growled, “stand down.”

A Jedi wouldn’t really do that, Rex thought. Or would he?

“Sir, yes, sir,” Fives said.

Rex let out a breath he hadn’t known he’d been holding. “Sir,” he said, “I followed your orders in the face of a plan I thought severely flawed. A plan that cost us men—not clones! Men! While it’s my duty to remain loyal to your command, I have another duty to protect those men.”

Krell put the lightsaber away. “I know I don’t command like the Jedi you’re used to serving. But I have my way, and it’s proven effective. It may be difficult, but these are difficult times.

“I suppose your loyalty to your men is to be commended. That’s important in an effective commander. All right, Captain Rex, your opinion has been noted. Dismissed.”

“I think he almost complimented you,” Fives remarked after Krell had strode off.

Rex wasn’t so sure.

[image: ]

General Obi-Wan Kenobi contacted Krell with their next mission: capture an air base critical to supplying the capital’s defenses. Rex understood that once again their battalion was crucial to the invasion.

Their first view of the air base, from atop a steep ridge, gave Rex a better idea of what they faced. He surveyed the valley below through macrobinoculars, then said to Krell, “The base is heavily guarded. At least three tank divisions, plus guns.”

Krell had a plan. “We’ll advance along the central gorge and engage their forces in a full-forward assault.”

Rex’s heart sank. “The gorge is narrow, sir,” he said, hoping Krell would respond to reason. “We’ll only be able to move in single squads. Perhaps a closer recon would tell us if there’s a more secure route.”

Krell glowered. “Obi-Wan and the other battalions are holding off the enemy while they wait for us to take out this base. We don’t have the time.”

“Yes, sir.”
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Rex told the gathered troops, “Assemble the squads into two divisions. We’ll move straight up this gorge towards the air base at the far side.”

Protests rose from the ranks. Fives frowned. “We had to retreat from the capital because of the general’s flawed strategy. Now this?”

Dogma said, “I agree with the general’s plan. We’re running out of time and this is the best option.”

“No recon?” Jesse asked. “No air support? We don’t know what we’re up against! They have weapons we’ve never seen before!”

Despite his own reservations, Rex couldn’t undercut the general. “A few of General Skywalker’s plans seemed reckless, too,” he said, “but they worked.”

“General Skywalker leads from the front,” Fives said, “not bringing up the rear like General Krell.”

While the troops muttered among themselves, Rex took Fives aside. “It would help if you’d ease their minds.”

“You mean coax them into another of Krell’s suicide missions?” Fives shot back.

That was borderline insubordinate. “Krell does things differently,” Rex said, “but he’s a recognized war hero.”

“Have you seen his casualty numbers?” Fives asked. “More troops have been killed under his command than anyone else.”

“That’s the price of war,” Rex said. “We’re soldiers. We have a duty to follow orders even if we must lay down our lives for victory.” He began to walk away.

Fives grabbed his arm. “Do you believe that, or is that what you were engineered to think?”

“I honor my code,” Rex returned, and shook Fives off.
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Their first sign of the Umbaran attack was a boom and the shaking ground. Moments after that, immense robotic centipedes piloted by Umbarans burst from the ground, laying waste among the squads with blaster fire. The clone troopers’ blaster fire ricocheted harmlessly from the centipedes’ heads, which contained the cockpits.

“The heads are ray-shielded,” Fives called out. “We need rocket launchers!”

“Bring up the launchers,” Rex said. He pointed to a narrow corridor. “Spread detonators along there. Trap the tanks in the bottleneck. We’re going to blow those things sky-high.”

Troopers hurried to obey, completing the trap just in time.

Rex hit the detonator’s trigger once the centipedes arrived, and the bottleneck went up in flames.

Their triumph was short-lived. Rex peered through his macrobinoculars again—and spotted a massive silhouette: a walker tank. “Fall back now!” Rex yelled.

His warning was too late. The incoming blast laid waste to yet more of his troops.

As Rex and his men retreated, Rex received a call from Krell, who was observing from a safe distance. “What are you doing?” Krell demanded. “Captain, continue your attack.”

Rex outlined the situation. “Sir, we need reinforcements.”

“The rest of the battalion is holding the entrance to the gorge, Captain. They’re guarding it so your troops can break through to the air base. You must stand your ground. That’s an order!” With that, Krell signed off.

Rex didn’t like this, but he’d given his recommendation and Krell had rejected it. “You heard the general,” he said to the troops over the noise of blaster fire.

The order hadn’t improved Fives’s attitude. “I used to think that General Krell was reckless,” he said, “but now I think he just hates clones.”

Dogma backed Rex up, although Rex almost wished he wouldn’t. “The captain is right. Let’s move out.”

“We can’t take them head-on. We need to find another way,” Fives said.

Rex gave Fives a penetrating look. “You got any ideas?”

But Fives shook his head.

The tanks soon came into range. Their bubble cockpits glowed malevolently in the darkness. Green balls of plasma arced through the air and landed amid the troops. Men went down; others were sent flying. Injured men wept and groaned.

If the tide didn’t turn soon, they were finished.

Rex remembered Fives’s remark about finding another way to destroy the tanks. He had an idea. “Fives,” he called out.

Fives looked at him. “What are you thinking?”

“I have a mission for you and Hardcase.”
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Krell noticed that the assault wasn’t going as ordered. “Seetee-Seven-Five-Six-Seven, where are you?”

“I’ve dispatched two men on a stealth incursion into the air base,” Rex said, glad that he was talking to Krell over a holo. He hadn’t forgotten how Krell had drawn his lightsaber on Fives. “They’ve been ordered to co-opt enemy starfighters and use them against the tanks.”

Krell scoffed. “You’re hoping two clones can do what your entire group could not?”

This is for my men, Rex reminded himself. “Sir, rocket launchers don’t work on those tanks, and it’ll be easier for them to slip by while the rest of us keep the tanks occupied.”

“Captain,” Krell boomed, “you will launch a full-forward strike immediately! Or you will be relieved of duty.”

Rex could only do so much in the face of a direct order. He ordered the troops to hold position. The more time he could buy before they faced the tanks again, the better.

But time ran out, and the troops recommenced their advance. Once again the tanks took their toll. Rex’s heart ached at the cries of the wounded.

Just when Rex was beginning to wonder if he’d gambled poorly, two Umbaran fighters, their angled, hip-bone-shaped frames surrounding bulbous glowing cockpits, swooped into view. Fives and Hardcase! Their fire took out the Umbaran tanks in short order. The troops cheered as the Umbarans’ defenses were knocked out.

Once the fighters had landed safely and the base had been secured, Rex congratulated Fives and Hardcase for their bravery. Rex knew they wouldn’t receive any thanks from their general.

Krell arrived and sought Rex out. “Captain, report. What is our situation?”

“General,” Rex said, “we have taken the base and cut off enemy supply lines to the capital.”

“Luck has smiled on you today, Captain,” Krell said.

Rex bristled. “It wasn’t luck, sir. A lot of men died to take this base.” He could have named them—but Krell wouldn’t care.

“The price for victory,” Krell said. “Someday you’ll realize this.”
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Krell set up his command in the air base’s control tower. General Kenobi called him with another emergency. Too bad the general doesn’t know what we’re paying for these victories, Rex thought. Kenobi would have been appalled by Krell’s tactics.

“Congratulations on your capture of the Umbaran air base, General,” Kenobi said. “It’s refreshing to have good news.”

“There will be time for celebration when we’ve taken the capital,” Krell said.

“That’s going to be more difficult than anticipated,” Kenobi said. “The attacks have increased and their long-range missiles are forcing us to retreat.”

“I was hoping we’d cut off their arms shipments when we took this air base.”

“They’re receiving new shipments directly from a supply ship orbiting—” The signal cut out, then Kenobi said, “They must be jamming our signals.”

“Can’t we destroy the supply ship?” Rex said, asking the obvious question.

Kenobi said, “We’ve been trying, but their fleet outnumbers ours.”

“We’ll take the capital despite the missiles,” Krell assured him. “My battalion will meet you at the rendezvous coordinates.”
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Krell’s orders called for another frontal assault—this time in the face of missiles. The discontent among Rex’s troops grew.

“We won’t make it,” Fives said.

“I’ve tried to reason with him. Those are the orders,” Rex reminded him.

Jesse had objections, too. “Another suicide mission. The capital is too well armed.”

“You’re all overreacting,” Dogma said flatly. “General Krell knows what he’s doing. Do you really think he doesn’t care if he loses men?”

Men, Rex thought. Krell had made it clear what he thought of the difference between clones and men.

“His desire for victory has blinded him to the fact that there are lives at stake,” Jesse responded. “Look at his casualties.”

“He has no respect for us,” Fives said.

“I don’t agree with him, either,” Rex said, to quell the argument, “but I don’t have a better plan.”

But Fives did. “What about using these captured starfighters to destroy the supply ship?” He gestured at one. “We’ve got their access codes and their hardware. We can sneak past their blockade, get where our ships can’t. If we take out that supply ship, then we cut off arms to the capital.”

It was a good plan. “I’ll take it to the general,” Rex said.

[image: ]

Krell dismissed Fives’s plan out of hand. Rex was left to bring the bad news to the barracks. “The assault on the capital will continue as planned,” he said.

Jesse scowled. “That’s it? We just march into those missiles?”

“There’s another option. Go ahead with our plan, and suffer the consequences,” Fives said slowly.

“You’d be court-martialed,” Rex warned him. “If it were up to me and we had the time and the training, I’d say do it. But it’s out of my hands, and you are no pilots.”

“If Hardcase can fly one, we all can,” Jesse scoffed.

“If we’re in their fighters, they’re not going to be shooting at us,” Fives added.

Dogma arrived then, ending the discussion. Fives followed Rex out of the barracks.

“This is about more than following orders,” Fives said, his voice taut with suppressed anger.

“It is,” Rex said, searching for the right words. “It’s about honor.”

“Where’s the honor in marching blindly to our deaths?”

Rex shook his head. “It’s not our call. We’re part of something larger.”

“I can’t follow orders when I know they’re wrong. Especially when lives are at stake.”

Rex hardened his voice. “You will if you support the system we fight for.”

“I do support it,” Fives said, his voice rising. “But I’m not just another number! None of us are.” He turned on his heel.

“Where are you going?” Rex called after him.

“To round up some pilots,” Fives said.
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Rex was ordering a perimeter sweep at the air base when three troopers approached him: Fives, Jesse, and Hardcase. “What are you doing here?” Rex asked. “You should be in the barracks.”

“I found my pilots,” Fives said. “We’re going after that supply ship.”

“It’s a suicide mission and it’s against orders,” Rex said. Krell had had the fighters locked down.

“It’s the right thing to do. If you’re going to try to stop us,” Fives said, “we need to know.”

There was only one answer Rex could give. “I can’t help you when you get caught.”

“I understand, sir,” Fives said.

Rex wondered if he’d ever see them again.
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Only Fives and Jesse returned.

Hardcase had sacrificed himself to take out the supply ship. Rex wanted to mourn Hardcase properly, but there was no time. Krell had ordered Rex to escort the two troopers to the tower.

Krell examined Fives and Jesse once Rex brought them in. “They committed a very brave act,” he said. “Unfortunately,” and his voice deepened ominously, “they committed a crime by disobeying my order.”

“With all due respect, sir, the order to attack the cargo vessel was mine,” Rex lied. “Any punishment should be directed toward me. I’m their commanding officer.”

But Fives couldn’t keep his mouth shut. “Sir,” he said, “Captain Rex is attempting to take the blame for actions that were clearly mine. I request that the captain’s admission of guilt be denied and full blame placed upon me.”

“Do you?” Krell sneered. “You disobeyed my direct order, and you want to decide who should be punished for your insurrection?” He shoved Fives in the chest. “Let me be clear about the penalty for the treason committed by ARC trooper five-five-five-five and Seetee-Five-Five-Nine-Seven.”

Fives and Jesse, Rex thought angrily.

“They will be court-martialed. They will be found guilty. And they will be executed.”
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After Fives and Jesse had been escorted out, Rex tried to intervene. “General Krell,” he said, “I respectfully request you reconsider court-martialing Fives and Jesse.”

“Their actions were a clear act of disregard for my command,” Krell returned. “If punishment isn’t swift, their defiance may inspire others to follow suit.”

“The men are with you. It’s just that some feel you are putting their lives in danger needlessly.”

“They haven’t respected my command since the beginning,” Krell said. “I’ve seen it before. Some clones are just defective.”

Krell paused, then said: “You’re right, Captain. I don’t think I can court-martial them.” Whatever hope those words might have given Rex was dashed when Krell added, “Prepare a squad for execution.”
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Rex brought the bad news to Fives and Jesse, who were locked in a cell in the bowels of the base. The least he could do was tell them in person. “I’m sorry,” he said heavily. “General Krell has ordered your execution immediately.”

“He can’t do this!” Jesse exclaimed.

“He has authority to render punishment during combat.”

“I can understand a court-martial,” Jesse said, “but executing us?”

Rex grimaced. “I tried to convince him that it’s my fault, but he wouldn’t let me.”

Fives said, “Rex, you have to face it, he’s been using you. He needs your loyalty to control the others.”

Rex couldn’t argue the point. “I won’t let him get away with this.” With that, he opened the cell and watched the troopers lead Fives and Jesse away.

[image: ]

Rex put Dogma in charge of the execution squad, trusting him to carry out the orders. But Rex couldn’t help asking himself if it wasn’t cowardice, asking another man to do something distasteful.

“Line up the prisoners,” Dogma said.

Fives and Jesse arrived under guard. Rex brought up the rear.

“Will the prisoners request to be blindfolded?” Dogma asked.

Fives and Jesse, their backs to the wall, stared at him.

“I’ll take that as a no,” Dogma said. “Ready weapons.”

The squad cocked their rifles.

“Aim.”

They aimed.

“Wait!” Fives cried out. “The general is making a mistake. No clone should have to go out this way! We’re loyal soldiers. We follow orders, but we aren’t unthinking droids. We are men! We must be trusted to make the right decisions, especially when the orders we’re given are wrong!”

Dogma was unmoved. “Fire!”

Rifle blasts scorched the air—and hit the wall behind Fives and Jesse. Each shot had gone wide.

“What happened?” Dogma demanded.

As one, the squad dropped their rifles.

Rex couldn’t hide his relief. “They’re doing the right thing, Dogma,” he said. It had taken this to help him see that. “If this is how soldiers are rewarded for heroism, then one day every man in this battalion may face a similar fate. Take off their binders.”

A strange lightness filled his chest. He was disobeying orders.

He should have done it earlier.
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Krell summoned Rex once he heard. The moment Rex entered, Krell snapped, “I ordered those clones to be destroyed. You’re making a mistake by crossing me, clone.”

Rex met his gaze. “It’s Captain, sir.”

They were interrupted by an incoming transmission. “General,” a trooper said over the holo, “the Umbarans have stepped up their offensive.” Rex recognized him as Waxer. “We’re holding them off, but their squadrons have ambushed one of our platoons, seizing our weapons and uniforms. We believe they’re planning a massive attack.”

Krell turned to Rex. “You have your stay of execution—for now. Lock the traitors in the brig, and prepare to move out. We need to hit the enemy with everything we’ve got. We’re finally going to take the capital.” As Rex prepared to leave, Krell added, “Make sure the troops are aware that the enemy may disguise themselves as clones to try to trick us.”

[image: ]

Rex had almost gotten used to Umbara’s shadowed terrain. He observed as Tup pointed out the tentacle-vined vixil plants to Dogma. “Watch out for those,” Tup said. “I saw one attack Hardcase.” He threw a rock at the plant. It opened its maw, which glowed malevolently, and lashed out with tongue and tentacles in an attempt to find its prey.

Soon Rex had no attention to spare even for the vicious plants. Enemy blaster fire pierced the darkness. “Get those mortars up here!” Rex bellowed. “Anyone have a visual?”

“Negative,” Kix called back. “Too dark.”

The blaster fire intensified, and troops scrambled for cover.

“Wait!” It was Kix again. “I see them.” Dark shapes rushed them. “They’re disguised as clones.”

Rex’s blood sang with fury. The enemy fought as well as clones, too. They aimed with devastating precision. His men were taking heavy casualties.

Driven to unmask his opponents, Rex sprinted ahead of the main force. He spotted one of the fallen hostiles and bent to remove the stolen helmet. To his horror, the unmoving face he revealed was the same as his.

“Stop firing!” Rex yelled. “We’re shooting at our own men! They’re not Umbarans, they’re clones! Take off your helmets! Show them you’re not the enemy.”

Disorder spread at the appalling news. Rex’s troops hesitated. But one by one, they followed his orders.

“Look!” Rex called to the other side—their own side. He grabbed a trooper and pulled off his helmet. “We’re all clones!”

The men on both sides stopped firing and stared at each other, aghast.

Kix ran up to Rex. “Captain, I’ve found their platoon leader. It’s Waxer. He’s still alive.”

Rex heard what Kix wasn’t saying. We almost killed him. He followed Kix to the shadow of a tree where Waxer lay broken. The other man didn’t have much time left.

“Waxer,” Rex said gently. “Tell me who ordered you to attack us.”

Waxer coughed. “It was General Krell. He sent us here to stop the enemy. We thought the Umbarans were wearing our armor”—the same story Krell had fed Rex—“but it was you.”

Rex clenched his hands as Waxer took his last breath.
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In the battle’s aftermath, Rex addressed his men. “We know who’s responsible for what happened. What we don’t know is why. Something has to be done. What I’m proposing is highly treasonous. If anyone wants to opt out, do it now.”

No one did.

There was no other honorable course of action left. “We will arrest General Krell for treason against the Republic,” Rex said.
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Armed and armored, they marched to the tower. On their way they stopped by the brig and freed Jesse and Fives, who joined them.

The clones confronted Krell on the tower’s top floor. Troopers spread out to surround him. Rex entered last. “General Krell,” he said, “you are relieved of duty.”

Krell turned from the window and faced him. “It’s treason, then.”

Rex aimed both of his blasters at him.

Krell didn’t flinch. “You’re committing mutiny.”

“Explain why you ordered your troops to fight against one another,” Rex said.

“I’m surprised a clone was able to figure that out,” Krell said.

Rex’s aim didn’t waver. “Surrender, General. You’re outnumbered.”

Krell used the Force to shove the men around him, toppling them to the floor. “You dare to attack a Jedi? I will not be undermined by creatures bred in some laboratory!”

Rex’s troops rallied and fired on Krell, but Krell drew his two dual-bladed lightsabers and parried the blasts. Before they could stop him, he leapt through the window.

Rex and his men raced to take the lift to the ground floor.

Dogma met them there. He aimed a blaster at them. “Hold it right there!”

“Lower your weapon,” Rex said, pointing his own two blasters at Dogma in turn.

There was a wild look in Dogma’s eyes. “It’s my duty! You’re all traitors!”

Rex could have fired, but there had been enough of clones shooting clones already. He holstered one of his blasters and took off his helmet. “I used to believe that being a good soldier meant doing as I was told,” Rex said. “That’s how they engineered us. But we’re not droids. We’re not programmed. You have to learn to make your own decisions.”

Dogma hesitated, then lowered his blaster. Two troopers wrestled him to the ground.

“Take him to the brig,” Rex said.
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The interruption had cost them valuable time. Krell had escaped into the jungle, leaving a trail of fallen soldiers behind him. They had no choice but to follow him. If Krell made it off-planet—

But Krell had other plans. His laughter boomed from the jungle. “You should have listened to the ARC trooper from the beginning, Captain,” he called out.

Fives.

“He was right. I was using you.” Without warning, Krell dropped on them from above, his lightsabers moving in vicious glowing arcs. Rex’s soldiers fired at him, to no avail.

In seconds, Krell cut down several men and broke another’s back with his bare hands. Rex fought back despair.

Rex’s comlink chimed. “Captain Rex,” a voice said urgently, “this is Tup. Force the general towards me!”

“What? Why?” Rex demanded.

“Trust me, sir!”

It came down to trusting one of his men. It was an easy decision. “Troopers, circle around and lure Krell towards Tup!”

As the troopers herded Krell, Tup jeered, “Hey, ugly, come and get me!”

Krell’s overconfidence doomed him. He lunged toward Tup, only to run afoul of the nearby monstrous vixil plant. Its tentacle grabbed Krell and lifted him into the air, where his limbs flailed wildly. He cut himself free and tumbled to the ground, landing on his back.

Tup fired on him from behind, knocking him out.

The troopers lost no time cuffing him.
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Rex was waiting with his men when Krell woke up in the brig. Dogma occupied the cell next to his.

“Why kill your own men, General?” Rex asked.

Krell rose. “Because I can,” he said. “Because you fell for it. Because you’re inferior.”

“But you’re a Jedi!”

Krell laughed. “No longer. A new power is rising. The Jedi will lose this war, and the Republic will be ripped apart from the inside. A new order will rise, and I will rule as part of it.”

Rex couldn’t believe it. “You’re a Separatist!”

“I serve no one’s side, only my own. And soon, my new master.”

“You’re an agent of Dooku.”

“Not yet, but when I get out of here, I will be,” Krell said. “After I’ve succeeded in driving the Republic from Umbara, the Count will reward my actions and make me his new apprentice.”

Dogma burst out, “How could you do this? I followed your orders, and you made me kill my brothers!”

Krell laughed again. “You were the biggest fool of all. I counted on blind loyalty like yours to make my plan succeed.”

Rex had heard enough. “You’re a traitor, General, and you’ll be dealt with as one.”

Krell shook his head. “You never learn. The Umbarans are going to retake this base.” He sat back down. “And when they do, I will be free.”
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Krell wasn’t wrong. General Kenobi had captured the capital, but the remaining Umbarans were headed to the base.

After Rex ordered the troops to prepare for the attack, Fives took him aside. “Sir, if the Umbarans free General Krell, he’ll turn over all our intel. He’ll strike a crippling blow to the Republic.”

“We can’t risk the possibility that he might escape. As long as Krell’s alive,” Jesse said, “he’s a threat to all of us.”

“I agree,” Rex said. He knew what he had to do.

Rex returned to the brig with his men and freed Dogma from his cell. Then he pulled out a blaster and stood before Krell. “Turn around and step toward the wall.”

Krell rolled his eyes and did so.

“On your knees,” Rex said.

Jesse hit the controls, and the force field separating Rex from Krell blinked out.

Krell’s laugh sent chills down Rex’s spine. “You’re in a position of power now,” Krell said. “How does it feel?”

“I said, on your knees.”

Krell knelt. “It feels good, doesn’t it? But I can sense your fear. You’re shaking, aren’t you?”

He was.

“What are you waiting for?” Krell taunted. “The Umbarans are getting closer. You can’t do it, can you? Eventually you’ll have to do the right thing and—”

Krell thumped to the floor, shot from behind.

Rex turned to look at Dogma, who had taken Fives’s blaster. “I had to,” Dogma said in a shaken voice. “He betrayed us.”

Dogma, of all people, had done what Rex had not been able to. There was a certain justice to it.
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Afterward, Rex observed as troopers escorted Dogma, under arrest, to a gunship. They exchanged quiet nods. Rex appreciated what Dogma had done, even if he had to suffer the consequences.

Fives approached him. “General Kenobi’s battalions have routed the last Umbarans, and we’ve secured all sectors. We did it. We took Umbara.”

Rex gazed beyond him. “What’s the point of all this? Why?”

Fives shrugged. “I don’t know, sir. I don’t think anybody does. But I do know that someday this war is going to end.”

Rex’s disquiet was not so easily dismissed. “Then what? We’re soldiers. What happens to us then?”

Fives had no answer. Together, they watched as the gunship carrying Dogma flew off.
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“CAD BANE? BACK ALREADY? AFTER I went to all that trouble to help you bust outta here? Pretty sloppy.”

There was no man in the prison with the guts to talk to me that way.

But there was one kid.

A bounty hunter like me can’t afford to have friends, but this kid was all right. Plus, I owed his father, Jango, a few favors.

“HZUURRKZZ!”

Oh, yeah…Bossk was there, too.

“Boba…Bossk…take a seat,” I said. “I got a story that’ll turn your stomachs worse than that green glop on your plates.”

They sat down across the table from me. A couple small-time crooks at the other end slinked away to find other seats. Smart.

“A story, huh?” asked Boba. “I hope it’s got a happy ending where I get the money you promised for creating that distraction for you.”

“Nope.”

“HRRGKZZZZ,” hissed Bossk.

“Relax,” I said. “You were having so much fun smashing guards together, you should be paying me.”

“HRK HRKK,” snickered Bossk.

“I don’t get it,” Boba said. “You said Moralo Eval was paying you some heavy credits to break him out. We helped you do it. So where’s our cut?”

“Well,” I said, “you remember that punk that snuck out with us?”

“You mean Hardeen? The guy who killed Kenobi?”

“The guy who said he killed Kenobi.”

“But he did kill him. Long-range sniper shot. A couple other Jedi saw him do it. That’s how he wound up in here.”

“Kid, Kenobi ain’t even dead!”

“What? But—”

“Listen, kid, why don’t you two just shut up for a minute and let me tell you what happened?”
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Now, if you ask Moralo Eval, he’ll probably tell you something different. I wouldn’t be surprised if that ugly old wheeze bag tried to blame it all on me.

But I’ll tell you what really happened: the true story of the biggest crime ever attempted this side of Kessel.

The breakout was just the beginning. Moralo Eval had much bigger plans. Not good plans, just big ones. He tries to pass himself off as some sort of criminal mastermind, but he’s no Hutt, I can tell you that.

Eval was working for Count Dooku. And Dooku had gotten tired of sending out Separatist droids to fight Republic clones. He was going to try to finally win the Clone Wars by kidnapping the Chancellor of the Republic. Old Palpatine himself.

A job like that pays credits by the freighter load. And Eval had promised me a piece of the action once we got out. That’s where your money was going to come from, kid.

But, like I said, Hardeen showed up and ruined it all.

You remember how he strutted around here: “Look at me, I’m the guy who killed Obi-Wan.”

I didn’t buy it, but Eval did. And we both paid the price.

Eval arranged to have Hardeen brought to our cell for an interview.

“A man like you,” Eval wheezed at him, “there’s bigger game than Jedi…if you got the guts.”

“I’m listening,” grunted Hardeen.

“It’s a brilliant plan, if I do say so,” oozed Eval, “and it involves the Chancellor.”

I didn’t like where this was heading. “If I’m breaking out this goon along with us, it’ll cost you,” I told Eval. “Double my rate.”

“Who you calling a goon?” snarled Hardeen.

“Any imbecile can kill a Jedi with a lousy sniper blast,” I told him. “You want my respect, you do it face to face.”

“Who said I want your respect?” growled Hardeen, sticking his ugly tattooed face way too close to mine.

I locked my eyes on his, looking for that flicker of fear a young punk like him should have when trapped in a cell with me.

I didn’t see it.

And I didn’t like that one bit, either.

“Make that triple my rate,” I said.
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I thought that had settled it, but later that day when you two started the riot in the mess hall and we made a break for it, that miserable punk Hardeen tagged along.

“No one invited you!” I snarled at him.

“He killed a Jedi,” wheezed Eval, already out of breath from running down a couple service corridors. “He could be helpful.”

Alarms were blaring, comms were blasting out warnings, and more guards could come stomping in at any second.

“Fine,” I said. “We’re wasting time.”

And that was my mistake. I’d have been better off walking straight back to my cell.

Instead, I led them to the morgue.

“The morgue?” sneered Hardeen. “That’s your brilliant plan?”

“It’s not the first time I’ve broken out of this stink hole,” I said. “In a few minutes, they’ll start dragging the dead bodies out of that riot we started. They’ll put them in coffin pods and tube them down to the crematorium on level four thirteen.”

“What good does that do us?” asked Eval.

“We hitch rides with the stiffs in the coffins. They won’t be expecting any live bodies at the crematorium, so it’ll be an easy escape from there. I’ve got a ship waiting nearby to get us off-planet.”
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Turns out there were some complications.

We got out of the caskets, into our ship, and off-planet easy enough.

But it also turns out that when a “Jedi killer” like Hardeen escapes, there are some Jedi who don’t like that so much.

Turns out they’ll chase you from planet to planet doing their stupid Jedi tricks.

Turns out they’re not so different from us bounty hunters when they get mad.

I always heard Jedi were supposed to be in control of their feelings, but the two crazies on our tail sure weren’t in control.

You’re not going to believe this, but it was Skywalker and his little trainee, the one with the horns or whatever those things are. Every time I turn around those two are sticking their noses in my business!

Skywalker wanted revenge on Hardeen so bad, he actually jumped from their ship onto ours and started hacking a hole in it with his lightsaber! I went out there to boot him off, and the other Jedi—the little one with the horns—started ramming their ship into our ship.

Next thing I knew, both ships were crashing into some kind of refinery. There were flames and explosions, and me and Skywalker got hurled off the ship into a pile of pain.

The Jedi staggered to his feet and still wanted to fight. That was fine, because at that point I was in a fighting mood, too. I drew my LL-30s and let him have it. While he was busy deflecting my laser blasts with his lightsaber, I got him wrapped up with my electro-lash. Oldest trick in the book.

Hardeen finally showed up, but instead of killing Skywalker he just knocked him out. Some tough guy.

I moved in to let Skywalker have it at close range. That was when the other Jedi jumped out of their wrecked ship and went nuts. She had two lightsabers and was swinging them around so much I thought she was going to cut off her own horns.

I’m not afraid of nothing, but I do know when it’s smarter to slip out the back door of the cantina. Eval had gotten our ship running again, so I tipped my hat to the little lady and legged it.
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It was starting to feel like I was doing an awful lot of work for the amount Eval was paying me.

Eval kept insisting that if I stuck with him, his boss Count Dooku would hire me for that job with the Chancellor. And that was going to be big money. Really big.

But he made the same promise to Hardeen. So no matter how hard I tried to get rid of that slarping womp rat, he stuck with us all the way to Dooku’s place on Serenno.

Dooku’s joint was like a castle, and he was strutting around like he was a king. I wasn’t impressed. Money impresses me, not the fools who have it.

“Moralo Eval,” he boomed, “you’re finally here.”

“Count Dooku, I apologize for my delay,” groveled Eval. He knelt before Dooku and his big armored thugs.

“Your careless delay could have ruined my plan, Eval,” Dooku said with a sneer. Then he turned to me. “I see Cad Bane is with you.” He gave me a regal nod.

I hoped he wasn’t expecting me to kneel like Eval. That’s one thing I won’t do. Another is call some old man “my lord” just because he’s got a long beard and a big house.

“Who is the other one?” he demanded.

“This is Rako Hardeen,” said Eval. “I thought he might be useful for the tournament.”

That was the first time I’d heard anything about a tournament. What I really wanted to hear about was getting paid! “Enough small talk. I want my credits!”

“That makes two of us,” chimed in Hardeen.

“You shall have them,” claimed Dooku, “and perhaps much more, if you would like to enter our friendly little contest.”

“You already owe me for one job, Dooku,” I told him. “Anything else will cost you triple.”

“I assure you,” he said, “if you survive the challenge, the reward will be well worth it.”

“What’s the game?” I asked.

Dooku gestured toward a huge, dark cube with lots of doodads stuck all over it. It looked more like a wrecked sandcrawler than a part of the castle.

“Excuse the outward appearance,” said Dooku. “It’s something Eval designed for me. It’s a testing ground…for bounty hunters.”

“A test?” I spat on the floor. “I don’t need to pass no test.”

“Me neither,” said Hardeen. “I passed my test when I plugged Kenobi.”

“Certainly, certainly,” oozed Dooku. “For a normal job that would be more than enough. But, you see, I must have the very best for this mission. It’s more important than you could understand. There must not be a weak link.”

“So I designed the Box to find the weak links,” croaked Eval, “and eliminate them.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. Eval got where he is by lying, cheating, and shooting people in the back. Any test he designed would be about as fair as playing sabacc with a Socorrian.

“We’ve assembled a dozen of the best bounty hunters on this side of the galaxy,” continued Eval. “You’ll all go in the Box…and only the best five will come out.”

Well, that didn’t sound so bad. I didn’t care who they rounded up; there aren’t five bounty hunters better than me anywhere.

“Enough gabbing,” I said. “Let’s go.”
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I was curious to see who else Eval and Dooku had talked into taking their test. It was an ugly bunch, and Hardeen didn’t do much to make it prettier.

There were a couple old acquaintances, including that Kyuzo Embo. You know him, right? He’s not half bad. Not half as good as me, though.

There were also a couple old enemies and a few small-timers I’d never met.

But the one that stood out was the slime-sucking, knock-kneed hammerhead wearing my hat. Well, it wasn’t my hat, but it looked a lot better than the one I’d picked up on Nal Hutta.

“Nice hat,” I said. “Where did you get it?”

Everybody got real quiet waiting to hear his answer.

He looked me up and down before he answered—by reaching for his blaster.

I drew one of my LL-30s and blasted him before he even got his gun out of its holster.

I plucked my new hat off his head as he crashed to the floor. A perfect fit.

“Well,” said Dooku. “It looks like Bane has found our first weak link. Anyone else have unfinished business to take care of? No? Then welcome to the tournament.”

Dooku waved at Eval’s big box. From up close it looked like a building-sized womp rat trap.

And when we got inside I realized that was basically all it was: a trap. Nothing but dirty tricks and trapdoors. Flamethrowers in one room. Poison gas in the next.

And always some sort of trick before you could escape—like diving through the poison gas to find the exit.

I never had much trouble getting through each door, but what bothered me was that I was usually the second one through. Hardeen kept getting there ahead of me.

Twazzi beat me a couple times, too. You ever meet her? Well, watch your back if you do. She’s as fast as a Thunian wart-hornet and kinda looks like one, too.

Embo wasn’t as fast, but he always managed to make it through each door just in time.
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The last challenge was an impossible round of target shooting. Normally, a moving target’s no challenge for me. But this one moved at random. No way to guess where it was going to go next.

And did I mention we were standing on a narrow platform high above a pit of flames?

This cocky gunner, Sixtat, grabbed the rifle Eval had supplied us.

“Step back, boys. I’ll show you how it’s done.”

He started blazing away. He got a couple hits and then he missed. The platform gave way underneath him, and he fell into the pit of flames.

Not sure which killed him, the fall or the flames, but either way I wasn’t in a big hurry to go next.

“I get it,” said Hardeen. “If we miss the target, this platform gets smaller. Soon there won’t be any platform left.”

Another hatch opened and Hardeen grabbed the rifle inside.

At least I’ll finally get rid of him, I thought.

Except I didn’t. That ugly son of a Hutt never missed.

Seven shots. Seven hits. Seven impossible hits. Who was this guy?

Then he went for eight and his rifle just clicked.

“Oh, what a shame,” chortled Eval from the doorway. “Out of charges. It’s also important for a bounty hunter to be lucky…and your luck just ran out.”

He tapped a controller. The platform under Hardeen disappeared.

And that cocky punk fell into the pit.
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I flung out my electro-lash and caught Hardeen before he hit the flames.

Why?

Well, like I told Eval right then: “If you’re going to kill him, do it like a man.”

Dooku must have agreed with me. A blank wall turned into a huge screen showing his face, and his voice boomed into the Box.

“You heard him, Eval. Show us what you are really made of.”

Most of the flamethrowers at the bottom of the box turned off, giving Hardeen and Eval a large space for a brawl. The rest of us watched from our platform.

It was hardly a fair fight. Eval had a controller to activate all the leftover dirty tricks he’d built into the Box. Flying droids swarmed Hardeen, and walls popped up to trap him in a maze.

And yet a minute later, Hardeen had trashed the droids and escaped the maze. Then he busted the controller and knocked Eval senseless. “Finish him, Hardeen,” Dooku’s voice boomed.

But Hardeen just walked away.

“Very disappointing,” grumbled Dooku.

“All due respect, I just want to do my job and get my money,” Hardeen said.

It was the first time I’d agreed with him about anything.

“Nevertheless,” said Dooku, still glaring at us from the screen, “congratulations on surviving the Box.”

Just like Eval had predicted, there were five of us left: me and Hardeen, Embo, Twazzi, and this gas bag Derrown. When I say he’s a gas bag, I don’t just mean that he talks too much. He’s a Parwan. Ever met one? They fill themselves up with some kind of gas and float around grabbing stuff with their tentacles. It looks ridiculous.

The rest of the twelve were all dead—killed by Eval’s cheap tricks and traps. I wasn’t exactly crying over any of them, but I was glad Twazzi had made it—she owes me money.

The platform lowered itself and we stepped off to join Hardeen and the cringing would-be crime lord, Moralo Eval.

“Tomorrow you will kidnap Chancellor Palpatine at the festival on Naboo,” Dooku told us. “With the leader of the Republic as our hostage we will demand the release of all Separatist prisoners. If our demand is not met, the Chancellor will be executed. Either way you will help reshape the galaxy.”

That old buzzard sure likes to hear himself talk. But the next thing he said did get my attention.

“The operation on Naboo will be run by Cad Bane. All of you work for him now.”

Hardeen started to object, but since he could barely stand after that beating, he gave in.

As for me, I was thinking about how much my fee would go up now that I was running the show.
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A few hours later we were on a transport to Naboo.

It’s Palpatine’s home planet, so he was visiting to make a speech at their big festival.

If you ask me, listening to that old bag of wrinkles run his mouth ain’t no festival. If we could kidnap him before he started, the Naboolians or whatever they’re called would probably give us a medal.

“All right, Eval,” said Dooku after we made the jump to lightspeed. “Go over the plan with Bane so that he can lead our team.”

“But, Your Excellency, it’s my plan.”

“Quite so, and if you want to be paid for it, you’ll make sure that Bane knows every detail. The rest of you may get some sleep. We’re going to need everyone sharp from the second we land on Naboo.”

As the others filed out, Eval flipped on a holoprojector and a city map appeared.

Hardeen slowed down to get a good look. A real good look.

I flipped the holo off. “You heard Dooku. Go catch some shut-eye. I’ll tell you what you need to know when you need to know it.”

Hardeen left and I flipped the screen back on. We were looking at a big eyesore of a palace with balconies and turrets and fancy junk everywhere.

“Most of the festival will take place down below in the streets,” said Eval. “But the Chancellor will give his speech up here on this large platform, surrounded by the queen, some royalty and rich people, a lot of guards, and probably an electromagnetic shield.”

He zoomed in on the platform.

“Its only connection to the palace is a single walkway, which, of course, will be well guarded.”

“What’s your plan?” I asked.

It took him an hour to go over the details, but it boiled down to this: wear masks.

And they weren’t even real masks. Some kind of new shadow hologram gadget we were supposed to wear. It was supposed to make us look like guards.

That way one of us could sneak in and turn off a shield so another one could shoot Palpatine with a stun gun so another one could pretend to be Palpatine so another one…eh, you get it.

“That’s your perfect plan? A perfect pile of bantha dung if you ask me,” I replied. “A million things could go wrong, starting with those holograms.”

“Nothing is going to go wrong with my plan unless you mess it up,” snarled Eval.

[image: ]

The first thing that went wrong with his plan was when our ship landed at the abandoned docking bay he had found.

Turns out it wasn’t actually abandoned, so we all got a little warm-up taking out the techs who were working the late shift.

After we set up a base of operations, Dooku made a little speech that he probably thought sounded smart.

“This is it, my friends. The day of reckoning for the Republic,” he boomed. “Execute your roles and you will all be immortalized in history, not to mention rewarded with enough credits that you will never have to work again.” He was as much of a gas bag as the Parwan.

“I’ll let Cad Bane take it from here,” he finished. Finally.

I gave the team their assignments and their disguises. The shadow holograms actually worked, and I was starting to think Eval’s plan might, too. Or at least it would get us close enough that I could take matters into my own hands.

“When you leave here you’ll have no communication with the rest of the team,” I warned them. “Now get to your positions.”

The others left, but Dooku motioned for me to stay behind.

“Well handled. I should have put you in charge long ago,” he said. “A word of advice, though. Keep an eye on Hardeen. There’s something about him I do not trust.”

“Don’t worry,” I told him. “I’m keeping my eye on all of them.”

Turns out I should have kept an eye on Dooku, too.
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We split up and all took different routes to the festival.

I had a little difficulty getting in position myself. My holomask made me look like one of Palpatine’s toadies. Unfortunately, I ran into the real toady on my way to the festival platform. Blaster fire would have alerted the whole palace, so I knocked him out, tied him up, and left him in a droid-charging closet.

When I got up to the festival platform, I was shown to a seat next to even more toadies. I blended right in. Crowds of Naboolians were cheering far below. The Chancellor was crossing the narrow walkway from the palace to the platform. He was escorted by a whole bunch of royal-looking folks…and several Jedi. Including Skywalker and the little lady!

You know I’m not scared of no Jedi, but there’s a feeling that goes up your spine when you realize you’ve walked into something you might not walk out of. Some people might call it fear, but I call it being smart.

It looked to me like the Jedi knew something was up. And that meant the plan was already blown and I was really going to have to work for that reward.
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Palpatine started talking. And talking and talking. Another gas bag.

And sitting there among the toadies, I had to act like I gave a blurrg’s behind what he was saying. Clapping and cheering like some spineless lackey! It was probably the most humiliating thing I’ve ever done, and that includes what happened on Corellia that one time.

Suddenly, the Jedi sprang to their feet. Skywalker fired up his lightsaber and went running across the platform toward the shield generator.

Then with a loud zap the shield went down. The Parwan had managed to get his tentacles on the controls. But somehow the Jedi had known he was going to do it. They were at least one step ahead of us.

The whole thing was smelling worse than a rotting rathtar.

Meanwhile, the whole place was going crazy—Jedi waving lightsabers, rich people diving under their seats, guards trying to shield the royalty. I had to hope that two of those guards were Embo and Twazzi getting close to Palpatine.

And we all had to wait for Hardeen to blast the old man with a stun bolt.

It didn’t happen.

[image: ]

There was no time left to wonder why the plan wasn’t working, so I blasted the Chancellor myself. Real subtle-like, of course, and on stun to make Dooku happy.

Two guards leapt forward to catch Palpatine as he crumpled to the platform. I kept my eye on them and saw the switch. In the blink of an eye, one of the fake guards turned into a fake Palpatine. That was really Twazzi. Meanwhile, Embo planted a holomask on the real Palpatine, turning him into a fake guard. Then the other fake guard helped the fake Palpatine get away.

See what I mean about this plan being too complicated?

Well, like it or not, it was time to play my part. I knelt by the stunned body they’d left behind. It sure looked like a dead guard, so I reached through the hologram and felt the wrinkles on his face. Yeah, it was old Palpy, all right.

I started dragging him to the edge of the platform. No one tried to stop me or help me. All eyes were on the fakes.

I had the great pleasure of seeing Skywalker rush in to rescue “the Chancellor.” Instead of thanks, he got a punch in the face.

Eval zoomed up to the platform’s edge in a speeder.

“Move it! Move it!” he yelled at me. “Shove him in!”

Did he think I would fall for that old trick? I drew my blaster.

“Hands off the controls. You move before I’m in this speeder and I blow your head off.”

“You’re wasting time!”

“No, you’re wasting time. Hands off the controls!”

He complied. I shoved the old man in.

Without taking my gun off Eval, I glanced back at the action.

The Jedi had seen through the masks by then and were running my way.

I stepped into the speeder.

“So long, Jedi!” I said as Eval zoomed us out of there, leaving Skywalker and the others stranded on the platform.
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“What did I tell you, Bane?” crowed Eval as we landed in the canyon where we were supposed to meet Dooku. “My plan worked to perfection.”

“It wasn’t your plan. It was my execution of your plan,” I said, pushing the groggy Chancellor out of the speeder. “Your precious plan fell apart before it even got started. You’re lucky I was there to make it work.”

“That wasn’t luck, it was part of my plan!”

“Well, what about the part of your plan where we get paid? Where’s Dooku? I thought you said he’d meet us here.”

“That was the…plan,” mumbled Eval.

“What…what’s happening?” groaned the Chancellor.

“Just get up,” I told him, sticking my blaster in his face.

He staggered to his feet.

Pathetic, I thought, all of us fighting over this weak old man. I was getting a bad feeling and it got worse when Hardeen showed up.

“Hardeen, you’re not supposed to be here yet.”

“I don’t want to be double-crossed.”

“I think we’ve all been double-crossed,” I told him. “Dooku’s a no-show.”

“What do we do with the Chancellor now?” asked Eval.

“We ransom him ourselves,” I said. “If Dooku won’t pay us, somebody else will.”

And then all of a sudden, I had a blaster sticking in my face!
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“I’m afraid the Chancellor is coming with me,” snarled Hardeen.

Eval rushed him from the side. Hardeen flung him back easily, but it gave me a split second to duck under Hardeen’s blaster and knock him to the ground.

I was done talking and ready to start shooting.

I pulled my LL-30s and blasted him right in the heart…except…I missed. Hardeen wasn’t there anymore. He’d dodged my blast. Impossible! No one can dodge a blaster bolt, especially not when I’m doing the blasting. No one.

Except maybe…

A Jedi.

I’d seen Hardeen move pretty fast before, but now he was impossibly fast. Jedi fast. He managed to move in on me while I was blasting away. Next thing I knew he’d grabbed me and flung me on top of Eval.

Before we could get to our feet, more speeders were buzzing in and Jedi and clone troopers were swarming the place.
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Skywalker leapt off a speeder and ran over to join Hardeen.

“Obi-Wan?”

“Yes, it’s me, Anakin.”

“Kenobi?” wheezed Eval.

“I should have known,” I said. “Something smelled wrong about you from the start!”

“Well, spending so much time with you was no reward, either,” he said.

“Reward? I’ll give you your reward one of these days, Kenobi…when I plug you full of laser bolts!”

As Eval and I were dragged off by clones, I heard Skywalker getting angry with Kenobi.

“Why did you trick me, Master? Why did you let me think you were dead?”

“I had to, Anakin, I—”

I didn’t hear the rest, but who cares what Kenobi had to say? He’s a liar. He’d been lying from the start.

I would have expected that from Eval. Or Dooku. But a Jedi?

I remember when you could trust a Jedi to at least give you a fair fight.

Well, times change.
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“I told you that story would make you sick. We all got played for fools by that Jedi. And I never got paid for any of it. And I lost another hat.”

“Jedi are the worst!” spat Boba.

“Yeah, it’s not like it was back in the day. Almost makes me wonder if I should fly off into the sunset somewhere and let you take my place as the best bounty hunter in the galaxy.”

“KURZHRKZZZ!”

“Sure, you too, Bossk,” I lied. “Here, have some more glop.”

The big lizard grabbed my plate and slurped the green goo into his huge mouth.

“Htlhrkkzzzz,” he said, sighing.

“Well, don’t hang up your blasters yet, Bane,” said Boba. “’Cause me and Bossk have a plan. A big one. Way bigger than anything Eval ever dreamed of! And we need you. And you’re going to need the blasters.”

Sometimes this kid reminded me of myself a long, long time ago.

“Sounds pretty good,” I said. “And anyway, I won’t be ready to hang up my blasters until they give Kenobi his reward…right between the eyes.”
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ASAJJ VENTRESS WAS HARD TO KILL.

She’d survived being ripped away from her mother on Dathomir. She’d survived being enslaved. She’d survived Jedi training with her old master. She’d survived Count Dooku. She’d survived General Grievous’ massacre of her sisters. She’d survived dueling with Jedi scum like Obi-Wan Kenobi and Anakin Skywalker.

Ventress survived because the only other choice was not surviving, and she was too stubborn for that. But for a very brief moment inside the crammed cargo hold of the transport vessel, she did not think she’d survive the smell coming from the Weequay pirate sitting next to her. The aroma on this transport was like a fathier stable, but it was all she could afford for the time being.

Squeezed into the ship’s hold with dozens of other passengers headed to the Outer Rim, Ventress felt her mind slipping to recent events and how they all had ended in ruin. Returning to Dathomir was not something she had done lightly, but after Dooku’s betrayal, it had felt like the entire galaxy was punching down on her. And Mother Talzin had welcomed her home. She and the Nightsisters had put Ventress back together once before, giving her strength and purpose. But this time returning had been different. More permanent. That night, she’d pledged herself to the sisterhood. Abandoned her old life to become a sister of the night. Then Dooku’s droid army had destroyed everything.

Even wounded and on her own, she had been able to get away. She could barely remember it. Crawling onto a ship after the droids had left, she’d had no choice but to leave everything, and everyone, behind. Who had buried her sisters? Who would mourn them?

Once Dooku learned that Ventress was alive, he would come for her again. She needed to exile herself so deep into space that her former master wouldn’t find her. Somewhere she could find work and lay low. The remote desert planet the transport was approaching would do just as well as any other backwater on the fringes of the galaxy, even if she did have an enemy or two there.

But as the ship arrived on Tatooine, Ventress had her doubts about staying. She breathed in the dry air. Even a mouthful felt like it filled her with sand. Every step she took caused her mind to compare this wasteland to the place she’d just come from.

Dathomir was delectably dark. The twin suns on Tatooine made her retinas hurt. Dathomir’s air vibrated with ancient power. Tatooine simmered with heat and dust. Dathomir was supposed to be her home. Tatooine, at the very least, had a cantina.

As she walked toward Mos Eisley, she was keenly aware of the eyes that followed her. A Jawa standing beside an eopie tried to hail her attention. He called something she didn’t understand in a high-pitched voice. She ignored him and the other Jawas who lingered in front of wooden stalls, selling their scavenged goods and blasters. Ventress carried nothing with her except the clothes on her back and the lightsabers strapped to her hips. No matter what she’d been through, she held her head up high.

She approached the heart of the settlement, where more eopies sauntered lazily. Everyone else seemed to walk like they had somewhere to be. Ventress did the same. She knew the only place to get out of the heat was the cantina. Vibrant, cheerful music spilled from the establishment as she approached the door. The sound was far happier than she felt.

Ventress’s eyes adjusted to the dimly lit space. Hazy lights clung to the walls. Game tables were littered with cards and disgruntled losers. A Bith blew on a kloo horn while a yellow-skinned Twi’lek girl danced. Pirates and bounty hunters kept one hand on their drinks and the other on their blasters.

No one in there had any idea what had happened on Dathomir. To her. No one knew that her world had ended.

Every step she took was a reminder that she was alone. The thought rankled her. No, it infuriated her. The rage she’d felt for years simmered beneath her skin. Then she heard Mother Talzin’s words again. Your destiny will always be linked with ours. But you have your own path to follow now.

Well, here she was. What was her path? What was her destiny?

Enough, Ventress thought. She took a seat at the bar.

“Prow,” she said, throwing a credit on the counter. “Straight up.”

The bartender busied his beefy fingers to serve her right away. She could smell the bitter blue liquid as it was poured, just as she could still smell the smoke in the dark air of Dathomir. She wanted to wash her thoughts clean.

Ventress slammed the empty glass on the counter and said, “Another.”

The bartender refilled her glass, but before she could drink, she felt a presence. She should have noticed him earlier, but her connection with the Force had felt scattered since Dathomir.

“Hey, there,” came a deep voice.

She cut her eyes toward him but didn’t bother to look up.

“What’s a pretty bald babe like you doing in a desert like this?”

Ventress narrowed her eyes. The creep was humanoid, with pasty skin and two small horns right above the slits of his nose. Four fleshy tendrils hung from his flat face, framing a smile full of sharp teeth. She was in no mood for his pathetic attempt at conversation. “Get lost.”

She could sense that he wasn’t going to leave. Worse, he touched her. Grabbed her by the wrist like she was a thing he could possess. Ventress belonged to no one but herself.

“Hey, I’m talking to you, lady.”

Ventress remembered the way she’d felt helpless on Dathomir. She’d only ever felt that way two other times in her life. When she’d watched her Jedi master murdered. When Count Dooku had ordered her killed. Being helpless felt like drowning. When the stranger put his hand on her and she looked into his split-pupil eyes, she didn’t feel helpless. Here she could fight back. Best of all, she could win. With a grip around her lightsaber, Ventress pressed the hilt close to his stomach. She ignited it.

The surprise in his eyes, well, surprised her. It seemed that men who tried to push her around were always surprised when she fought back.

The music came to a screeching halt. Everyone from the gambling fuzzy-headed Snivvian to the green Rodian down the bar gaped at her. The Twi’lek dancer gasped. A glass shattered somewhere.

Ventress returned her drink to her lips and proclaimed, “I’m not much of a talker.”

The cantina patrons laughed at that, and the band of Biths resumed their playing.

For a moment, Ventress breathed a little easier. Now she was positive she’d be left alone.

The bartender returned with a glass in his hand. His dark eyes were wary, and she sensed his nerves sparking like cut circuits.

“Uh, compliments of the lizard in the back,” he said.

Sitting in a circular booth were two strangers. One was the lizard who’d sent the drink. He was with a young Theelin female. Her skin was lilac and her orange hair was split into pigtails. The lizard-faced Trandoshan held his bottle in the air and waved her over.

This wasn’t the sort of place where someone made friends. They’d just seen her impale the last guy who bothered her and they wanted to, what, talk? But something, a feeling she wasn’t quite sure of, made her get up and join them.

“What do you want?” Ventress asked, crossing her arms over her body.

Lizard-face’s tongue licked the air. “I’m Bossk and this is Latts Razzi. We’re bounty hunters, and—”

“We have a problem,” the Theelin girl said, cutting him off.

Ventress placed her hands on her lightsabers. Though she didn’t sense any animosity coming from the two, she could never be too careful. “What kind of problem?”

Bossk motioned to the body on the floor behind them. The bartender was dragging him out by his feet.

“You just killed one of our team,” Bossk said.

Ventress shrugged. “Sorry about that.”

Bossk looked at her curiously. His serpentine voice hissed with a flick of his flat tongue. “So, where’d you get the lightsabers?”

“Stole them,” she said without missing a beat.

He seemed impressed. “Bounty hunter, then?”

Bounty hunter. She was Asajj Ventress. An assassin. A Force wielder. She’d been so many things, but he thought she was nothing but a common hired gun.

“No,” she said.

“Ever considered it?” Bossk asked. His reptilian eyes looked her up and down. “You certainly have the right disposition.”

“Never thought about it,” she said, taking a seat. “Does it pay well?”

Latts Razzi held up her glass, displaying the many rings on her fingers. Expensive-looking, glittering rings. “Very well.”

“We have a job to do.” Bossk stood up to his full height. He wore a flight suit that protected his neck. “And you owe us a man. Join our merry band of bounty hunters, or we turn you over to the authorities.”

Ventress remained where she sat. She didn’t like threats or ultimatums. She quickly considered that he was lying. Were there authorities in a settlement like this? Then she remembered: there was a different kind of authority on Tatooine. The Hutts. And where there was a Hutt, there was someone willing to pay. Ventress couldn’t afford attention from Jabba, not after playing a part in kidnapping his kid.

“What do I have to do?”

“It’s best we show you,” Latts said.

In the back of her head she heard Mother Talzin’s words again: You have your own path to follow now. Her path couldn’t mean this job. But at least it was a start.
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Ventress followed Latts and Bossk back out into the dry day. They walked in heavy silence. Despite having decided to go along for the ride, Ventress didn’t fully trust them. Whenever she trusted people, it all turned out wrong.

Bossk headed toward a run-down house with a human male sitting on crates out front, cradling a blaster. He was swathed in scarves, and his head was covered to shield him from the sun.

“Hey, Bossk,” the man said. “Who’s your girlfriend?”

“Shut up, Dengar,” Bossk growled, and kept walking.

Bossk led the way, pushing aside a curtain. The room they entered was bare. Ventress recognized it for what it was: a ditch to hide in while their crew picked up a job. There stood a C-21 droid and a boy about half its size.

“Hey, boss,” the lizard said.

“Boss,” Ventress repeated. They had to be joking. “This is your boss?”

The boy had a familiar face she couldn’t place. His hair was buzzed to the scalp and there was a mean frown between his eyes. She sensed the fury, the anger that wrapped around him like a rope. “You got a problem with that? My name’s Boba, and this is Highsinger.”

The droid called Highsinger emitted a deep, metallic sound.

“I see you’ve already met Bossk and Latts,” Boba said. “What’s your name?”

“I don’t have a name,” Ventress said blandly.

Boba scoffed. “So, it’s gonna be like that, huh?”

“Look, kid,” she said darkly, closing the distance between them. “I don’t take orders very well. Especially from someone of your—stature, and obvious lack of experience.”

As if he could taste the tension in the room with his tongue, Bossk stepped forward to explain. “She killed Oked. So she agreed to fill in for him on this particular job.”

Latts turned to Boba. “She’s a little rough around the edges, but we need six hunters. Without her we got no job.”

“Fine. Let’s get going.” Boba pushed through them impatiently.

The matter was settled, then.

She followed them to the rectangular ship Latts called the Hound’s Tooth. As she boarded, Boba’s cunning eyes cut to her lightsabers with a mix of admiration and suspicion.

“Let’s see if you can keep up with the rest of Krayt’s Claw,” he said.

“Is that what you call yourselves?” she said with a smirk, and buckled in for the ride.
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The Hound’s Tooth docked at a star-shaped space station orbiting the planet Quarzite. When they disembarked they were greeted by a Belugan male. Within seconds, Ventress felt a strange sense of urgency. He was in a hurry to please someone very important.

“Welcome. Welcome. I am Major Rigosso,” he said. The four beak-like lips of his mouth revealed a row of small teeth. “We are thrilled to have you here. Please allow me the pleasure of explaining the mission.”

Major Rigosso clicked on a holo image of their station with a pointed nail. Ventress had never seen anything quite like the mechanism on the display, though she’d heard of planets that needed such contraptions to get to the surface when ships wouldn’t survive the trip through the atmosphere.

“These elevators will take us beneath the surface of the planet below. Waiting there is a subtram which is carrying very precious cargo. Your mission is to protect the tram as it makes its way to the final destination.”

“What is this precious cargo?” Dengar asked.

“That’s none of your concern,” Major Rigosso said curtly. “Just make sure it gets where it’s going.”

Latts stepped forward to ask, “And where exactly is it going?”

Major Rigosso gestured to a new holo image. The Belugan had a round belly and stood with one hand raised dramatically. Ventress recognized him as someone in power, or someone who believed himself to have power.

“To my lord, Otua Blank. He rules over this planet with an iron fist. If you fail to protect his cargo, losing your bounty will be the least of your concerns. This way, please.”

Major Rigosso allowed no room for comments. Or objections. Ventress didn’t care for the way he talked about his lord. Was that how she once sounded when talking about Dooku?

She followed the others to the elevator.

“Why do we have to travel by subtram?” Boba asked. “Wouldn’t it be easier just to land at our destination?”

“You’d think so. The atmosphere of our planet is completely pressurized, leaving all aerial travel impossible. If we attempted to land on the planet’s surface, our ship would immediately implode.”

She didn’t quite hear what Boba said next. They stepped up on circular platforms lit with blue lights. There was the pressurized hiss of the elevator, and then they were propelling down. Her ears popped and she felt the pressure ever so slightly against her body. A strange sensation gripped her, and she blamed it on their rapid-fire descent.

When they arrived, they were greeted by a group of guards standing around a giant trunk with ornate metal handles.

“No matter what happens, do not open this box,” Major Rigosso warned them.

“You make the rules,” Boba said with a shrug. “I follow them.”

Ventress watched as guards hauled the large box onto the tram. What could be so important as to hire six bounty hunters to protect it when this leader’s own guards could not?

She told herself it didn’t matter. She would do the job, collect her credits, and then disappear deeper into the Outer Rim.
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The tram set off at full speed on magnetic rings. Ventress was relegated to the back of the high-speed vehicle. As the newest addition to Krayt’s Claw, she expected the grunt work.

Ventress leaned against the rails and watched the strange landscape of Quarzite pass by. It was dark like Dathomir. Again and again her mind reeled back there. She had to stop. Living in the past was a dangerous thing. But so was living without a future, and as she stood alone in the back of the tram, she knew that was what waited for her. What she’d told Boba when he asked her name suddenly felt true. She was no one. Nothing.

Quarzite’s towering caves were dotted with clusters of crystals that glowed purple. She looked over the railing and saw hundreds, thousands more, pulsing like kyber crystals jutting out of the earth. The strange sensation she’d felt when listening to Major Rigosso returned. Slowly, she reached for the power that lived inside her, but that power did not answer back the way it used to. Whatever she’d thought she felt was gone.

Dengar was sent to protect the back of the car with her. He had an easy way about him, loose like his lips.

“So, what do you think is in that box?”

She thought about cargo she’d hauled for Count Dooku. Credits, gold, treasure—all those things were easy enough to get across the galaxy. So why was the lord of Quarzite having so much difficulty getting his prize? What could he have that was unique enough to steal?

“Whatever it is, it better be worth all this effort,” she told Dengar.

Then Ventress could feel their presence before she saw them.

Two warriors dressed in all black leapt onto the platform with them. Every part of their bodies was covered in leather except their eyes. Ventress recognized the distinct glowing yellow irises and markings of the Kage. Ventress took a moment to assess them. She knew their fighting technique was fast as shadows. But she was faster.

One jumped in the air and kicked Dengar in the face. The second lunged at her. She blocked his powerful blows and shoved him with her boot. But as soon as he went down, another climbed aboard. He twisted in the air over her head. Ventress whirled around in time to deflect. She punched and punched, then shoved the Kage warrior off the platform.

Adrenaline flooded her body. She felt the familiar spark of battle. Her instinct drew her attention to her left, but a fraction too late. A third warrior’s fist collided with her face. She felt the sting of her teeth cutting inside her lip. Tasted the metallic tang of her blood. Her heart soared with rage. She locked on to the feeling and used it to fight back. Gripping the Kage by his shoulders, she slammed him into her knee. She felt his rib crack and heard the groan that left him breathless.

Another wave of Kage warriors leapt onto the moving tram and raced across the roof. She didn’t have time to wonder where they were coming from. Her comlink came to life with Dengar’s voice. “Heads up, people. We’ve got company.”

Company was one way of putting it. It felt like they were materializing out of thin air. The violet crystals of the scenery were a blur. She looked up. They were outnumbered.

Dengar fought hard but was faltering. He slapped explosives on his two Kage opponents, then crouched with a grin on his face. He pressed the detonator attached to his belt. Ventress heard a familiar whir getting faster and faster just as two blasts lit up the back of the tram.

Seeing their mates get blown up did nothing to stop the three men throwing punches at her. She had to focus. The Kage were fast. They were relentless. Dodging their fists from side to side, she was defending herself. She needed to choose the offense. They backed her into a corner, but she did a backflip up on the caboose to get the high ground. All three of them drew electric blades that crackled with pale green lightning.

How quaint, she thought, and ignited her twin red lightsabers.

She drank in the moment of surprise as her blades cut through all three of theirs. She relished the fear emanating from them as she landed on a Kage warrior’s chest. Ventress jammed her elbow back and flashed her wide smile. After the dullness of travel, she realized that she missed this. She missed using her fists. Using her legs. Using the power that had marked her as special since she was a little girl. Ventress felt the surge of anger that came with getting hit, and she hit back harder.

She was so enthralled with the fight that she only heard Dengar’s cry as he was falling off the tram. Protecting the rear was up to her now. The Kage were using a massive centipede-like animal to catch up to them. She caught a glimpse over the railing: a long beast hidden in the shadows. Whatever it was, it moved with great speed and carried the Kage on its back. They jumped up high. Some bypassed the platform and ran across the top of the tram.

“Is that all?” she asked dryly.

She ascended to the roof, slashing her lightsabers and kicking her opponents away. She envisioned the Kage as the droids that had descended on Dathomir. Her lightsabers cleft their pitiful blades. One lunged at her and she jumped, wrapping her long legs around his neck and twisting. She envisioned Count Dooku as she leaned back to avoid a blade. For once, her anger made her falter because thinking of him was a bruise she didn’t want to feel. That split second of hesitation made it possible for the Kage to get into her defenses. Her first mentor, a Jedi Master of all people, had taught her not to let her guard down that way. The Kage flanked her. She felt a kick on her back, another on her front. The breath left her, but she thought quickly. Reaching deep down, she leapt high and Force-pushed every one of them off the train. She inhaled her own sweat and the cool mineral air of the planet.

Ventress’s victory was short-lived. There were still more of them.

She activated her comm. “They’re boarding from the rear. I could use a hand back here.”

Two more Kage were at her back, and Ventress whirled just in time to deflect one of their electric blades.

“Bossk, get to the back and help the rookie!” Boba said into the comm. There was the sound of blaster fire and shattering windows as Bossk responded, “I’m on it.”

Ventress homed in on her power. She could fight, but she couldn’t contain the Kage in such numbers. They were like tidal waves that kept crashing and crashing.

That was when she recognized the beast the Kage were riding. A milodon—an insect with giant glowing eyes and pincers on its face. Its hundred legs moved fast enough to keep up with the tram. In its saddle was another Kage, this one with distinctive golden patterns across his leather clothes. Was he the leader?

Ventress spun to block another attack. Where was Bossk? She had to assume that he was in trouble. They all were. She had to retreat before she was even more outnumbered.

Running into the tram she could sense something was wrong. It was too quiet. Major Rigosso was unconscious on the floor. As she stepped over his body, the door to the compartment hissed open.

The gold Kage warrior was there, embracing a Kage girl with glowing pink eyes. Her yellow hair was tied into intricate knots. She had been in the box the entire time.

“Well, well, well, what do we have here?” Ventress asked.

“Stay back!” the boy spit.

“That little girl is worth a lot of money to me. Now step aside.” She ignited her lightsabers. She saw the girl hide behind the tall boy.

All at once, Ventress realized, they weren’t protecting the girl from the Kage. The Kage were protecting the girl from them.

It shouldn’t matter.

They were a crew of bounty hunters. That made the girl bounty.

Before Ventress could fight, the Kage boy detonated a smoke bomb. Smoke billowed all around her. She could only see by the red glow of her lightsabers. But the rest of her used the Force. Even as they hid, she could feel the girl’s fear and the boy’s defiance.

Ventress prowled down the aisles of seats. The smoke cleared and purple Quarzite light filtered through the windows.

Then she saw him laying across a stretch of seats. The Kage boy was faster than she’d anticipated. He knocked one of her lightsabers away. She punched, but he grabbed her other hand and twisted her wrist. The red light of the saber went out. He kicked high, then swept a leg over her head. If he hadn’t been trying to take her bounty, she would almost admire his skill. But she was tired of games. She shoved him down.

“Stop it!” the girl cried.

But the boy wouldn’t stay on the ground. His momentum let him get in too close. She drew on the Force. For so many days there had been different voices in her mind. Each voice was louder than her own. Doubt. Fear. Failure. They sounded like her past. In this moment, she only heard herself. Survive. She guided the Force around the boy’s throat and raised him up. The weight of his life was in her grasp. And yet, she didn’t want him dead. She wanted him out of her way. Ventress shoved the Kage leader across the tram car to come to rest at the girl’s feet.

“Krismo!” the girl called. There was so much pain in her voice.

Ventress remembered calling out her own sister’s name. Karis.

It was then that she noticed her boss was there, too. Boba sat up from where he’d been knocked unconscious. He quickly walked toward Ventress. “That girl’s crazy! We’re protecting her?”

Ventress wanted to laugh. The boy was showing his age. “Try not to be such a novice. Open your eyes. She’s on their side.”

Boba shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. Tie them down and let’s finish this job.”

As much as she hated to admit it, Boba was right. The job was to deliver the box. She needed the credits. She needed a new start. This job—this girl—was it.

As Boba left, Ventress dragged the Kage boy to a seat and locked him in binders across from the bound girl.

“Is this really necessary?” the girl asked. There was a defiance in the girl’s gemlike eyes that Ventress didn’t expect. Even though she wasn’t fighting back, Ventress felt her judgment.

“None of this was my choice,” the girl said. “I never asked to be ripped away from my home. From my family. You’ll never know what it’s like.”

Ventress stared out the window at the pulsing landscape. Of course Ventress knew. She knew better than anyone. Ventress had lost every family she’d ever had. She always ended up alone. Wasn’t it better? That way no one and nothing could hurt her again.

“I wish I didn’t, but I do,” she said.

“You’re just doing this for the money. It’s just another job to you. You don’t even care what’s going to happen to us once it’s over.”

Ventress wasn’t paid to care. She’d held hundreds of lives in her grasp. She’d felt them end. She hadn’t cared then. So why was this time different?

The tram doors opened.

“Hey, rookie! I need you in the back.”

Ventress looked at Boba. Then she turned to the girl on the ground. She thought of Karis telling her that she was proud to call Ventress her sister. Mother Talzin telling Ventress a new life was waiting for her. “You’re right. You are just another job that I couldn’t care less about,” she told the girl. Then lower, she added, “Don’t move.”

She stalked off to join Boba.

“We’re almost to the drop-off point,” he said. “Soon I’ll be delivering that brat to the warlord and collecting a handsome bounty, which you will get your share of.”

“Share of?” Ventress said. “There’s only two of us left. I get half.”

“Half? Please. You just got to the game.”

It occurred to her that he hadn’t asked after the others. Did he even know if the rest of Krayt’s Claw was alive or dead? This wasn’t a leader.

“Boy, don’t test me. I will be delivering the cargo and collecting the bounty. No one of true importance would lower themselves to a trade with a mere boy.”

At the word, Boba spun around. He clutched his helmet. Who was he without it? “Boy? You have no idea who you’re talking to. I have been in charge of this whole operation—”

She raised her hand to silence him, choking him with the Force. “No. You have no idea who you are talking to.”

Ventress squeezed until he dropped his helmet. She dragged him back into the car with her other hostages. The Kage boy and girl watched as Ventress pulled open the trunk lid. The girl whimpered and began to struggle.

“Pluma, no!” Krismo shouted.

“I’d listen to your brother if I were you,” Ventress said.

Ventress prepared the box for delivery. She shut the lid and pushed the box in front of the door. As the tram slowed, Ventress watched from the window. At the heart of Quarzite were thousands of crystal clusters lighting up the station.

Waiting for her was Otua Blank himself, flanked by a retinue of guards. Otua was less imposing than his holo. Warlords usually were.

“Welcome!” he chimed eagerly. “Ah, finally, my bride.”

Ventress pressed her hand on the lid of the box. “Bride?” That girl?

When a guard tried to open the box, Ventress kept it shut. “Uh-uh. Bounty first.”

Otua made a guttural sound, urging the guard forward. The guard opened up the parcel with payment. “Your unmarked credits, as promised.”

With her payment in hand, she boarded the tram. As the doors closed, she said, “Enjoy.”

She wished she could see Otua Blank’s face when he opened the box and found not his intended bride but Boba instead.
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“Why did you do that?” Pluma asked when Ventress returned to them. Her voice was soft. Innocent.

There were no innocents in the galaxy. Ventress had to remember that. Why should this girl have her pity and her mercy when her own sisters were not afforded the same?

Ventress looked at Krismo. “You’re free to go. As soon as you pay me for, what did you call her? Pluma. Pluma’s release.”

Pluma shook her head. “But—”

“Deal,” Krismo snarled. She could feel Pluma’s fear and Krismo’s simmering hatred toward her. Let them fear her. Let them hate her.

Ventress let him go. She had no reason to think that they would renege on their deal. They’d sacrificed dozens of people to get Pluma back. Part of Ventress was envious that there was someone willing to fight so hard for this girl. What made her so special? What made her worth—

No. She couldn’t think that way. This girl’s worth didn’t diminish her own. Ventress retrieved her lightsabers. She let Krismo walk ahead of them while she trained the weapon on Pluma.

“Why did you do it?” Pluma asked softly as they walked. “You never answered me.”

Ventress made a purring sound. “Double the payday, naturally.”

“Still, it’s a big risk. Even for the credits. You don’t know what they’re capable of.”

Ventress felt the wind lap around her. She breathed in deep. A spark built in her chest. One she hadn’t felt since the day she was reborn a Nightsister. “Little girl, they don’t know what I am capable of.”

That finally silenced Pluma.

Krismo whistled sharply and the milodon crawled along the jagged side of a cave. On its back were several Kage warriors. The beast crept up on the rear of the tram. Krismo turned around and leveled his gaze at Ventress.

“How do I know you won’t take the credits and then hand us over?”

“You don’t,” she said.

Krismo gave the signal, and then a bundle of credits was tossed into her hands. She turned off her lightsaber and released the girl.

“Run along now,” Ventress said.

Pluma hurried, but when she turned to look back, she said in a small voice: “Thank you.”

Ventress didn’t want thanks. What she needed was to get off-planet.

She made her way back to the pressurized elevator and up to the orbiting space station. She thought she’d find the Hound’s Tooth for the taking. Instead, she found the Krayt’s Claw crew. Ventress wasn’t sure who was more surprised, she or them.

“You made it?” Dengar said. His voice was more impressed than disappointed. “I don’t believe it.”

“Here’s the payment. I already subtracted my share. Boba’s is in there, too.” She thought of the angry boy she’d probably made angrier. She hoped this payoff would square them. “Make sure he gets it.”

“Where is he?” Bossk asked.

She smirked. “He’ll turn up.”

“You certainly turned out to be quite the member of the team, didn’t you?” Latts said.

“I’m not part of any team.”

“You’re too good for us now, is that it?” Bossk asked.

“No. Once I was just like you, but I’m not that person anymore. Now I have a future.”

This time, when she heard Mother Talzin, her words didn’t come with the same hurt. Your destiny will always be linked with ours. But you have your own path to follow now.

Ventress walked away, farther down the station. Millions of stars dotted the sky. There was always a ship she could steal. She thought about Pluma returning to her family. She thought of the possibility that waited for her out there. The truth was, she’d always had a path. She’d only lost it for some time. Ventress had been so many things. Slave. Jedi. Sith. Nightsister. Survivor. Bounty hunter. She had never been nothing. She had never been no one.

She was Asajj Ventress, and the galaxy was waiting.
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The True Story of Darth Maul and His Revenge Against the Jedi Known as Obi-Wan Kenobi



TELL ME, CHILD, DO YOU KNOW WHO I am? Do they whisper my name in the classrooms of your academy, down the winding halls of your space station, in the hollows and fields of your farming planet, or across the dunes of your desert home? If they do, what do they say of me? That I was once a great Sith Lord, apprenticed to the most powerful being in the galaxy? That I killed the legendary Jedi named Qui-Gon Jinn at the Battle of Naboo? Do they remember my glory? My distinctive black-and-red skin and horns? My unmatched skill with the double-bladed lightsaber? Or do they just remember how I died?

Ah, I can see your confusion. Dead? If I am dead, then how am I here, telling you this tale? You are perceptive, a good listener. You would have made a promising Sith apprentice.

You are right, of course. I am not dead. I did not die that day when, after I had defeated Qui-Gon Jinn, his selfish and murderous apprentice, Obi-Wan Kenobi, struck me down. Kenobi was maddened with rage, and in his rage he severed me in half, cut my legs from under me!

I know it is a gruesome image to contemplate, young friend, and I apologize if you are squeamish. But it is best you understand now what the Jedi are capable of. You have likely been lied to all your life about their nature, their goodness, but the truth is that…No, no, not yet. I get ahead of myself. We will come to the true nature of the Jedi soon enough. All you need to know is that I lived. I prefer to say only that I survived because it was not much of a life. I survived in darkness, lost to madness, discarded and forgotten…until my brother found me and set me on my path of revenge.
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I do not remember how I came to be on the junk planet Lotho Minor. I must assume that after the Battle of Naboo my body was dumped there like so much trash. Through sheer will and driven by my hate of Obi-Wan Kenobi, I survived down in the darkest depths of the planet. I fashioned for myself out of discarded metal a lower body that resembled the abdomen and legs of a spider. It suited my circumstances. Creeping, creeping, small and broken, always waiting, I was. Until the most unlikely day.

I found someone else in my cave. A man, as I used to be. With markings like mine and horns, bearing a lightsaber. At first I thought him a vision, a symptom of my madness, but then he called me brother!

What could it mean? A…brother? Come to find me, to save me? You must understand that my mind was very broken. I had lived alone in the darkness for so long, years and years I could not remember, lost in my pain and grief, thinking only of what had been taken from me. And now to be found? To be given another chance at life? Well, I am ashamed to say that at first I could not comprehend it. I fought him. Tried to kill him. But he was too strong and drove me back. He said his name was Savage Opress, but his name meant nothing to me. I could not even remember my own.

Only one name did I remember between my mutterings and rantings and screaming howls, and I said it then to him.

Kenobi, Kenobi, Kenobi.

Savage Opress did not recognize the Jedi’s name, but he knew I needed help. So he lured me to his ship and took me back to our home planet Dathomir. Again, I do not remember much of our journey. My mind, so broken. So lost…

But I remember what came next.

Mother Talzin was a witch, the most powerful of the Nightsisters. She wielded great magicks and all the Dathomirians respected her as our leader. She was there to greet our ship and take me to her altar. There, she commanded me to sleep. I lay back on the cold stone and let her work.

First came the green smoke. It enveloped me, entering my eyes and ears and mouth, filling my senses. At the same time, she drew out the darkness that had infested my brain, a black miasma of pain and confusion. And slowly, as she worked her magicks on me, my mind began to return. First my name. And then my brother’s name. Then my planet, and my past as a Sith Lord, and all the details of my life came rushing back. Especially Kenobi.

I was whole in mind but was still attached to my spider body. I can see now that it was a grotesquerie, but it had served me well on Lotho Minor. Nevertheless, Mother Talzin knew it would not do. She tore it from my flesh and fashioned me powerful mechanical legs from the wreckage of droids, and armored bracers for my arms, and a plated collar for my neck. It was agony and I screamed out, but I had suffered so much already, had known suffering like you will never know, my young friend, and I endured.

And in the end. I was whole.

“Brother,” Savage said, and this time I could answer him.

I sat up, grabbing his jaw. I pulled his face to mine to stare into his eyes. The same golden eyes as mine. The eyes of the man who had saved me.

“Brother,” I growled.

I released him and began to test my new legs. My feet were three-pronged claws. They looked sturdy, and I imagined they would move me swiftly across the ground. I tried to stand but immediately fell to my knees. It did not hurt, but I had to use the stone altar to drag myself up to standing. I could see that it would take some practice to master my new appendages.

On my second attempt to stand, I was able to walk, and then I was running. Oh, it felt wonderful to be whole again, to be Darth Maul. Savage followed after me as we ran across a desolate landscape. I looked around. I hadn’t noticed before, being too lost to my madness, but Dathomir was a wasteland. There was nothing but wreckage and red dirt and a lingering crimson fog. What had happened to my home?

I thought to ask Savage but guessed he would not know, either, since he had been gone, traveling the galaxy looking for me.

“I have missed so much,” I said, thinking not just of my home planet but the larger galaxy. Now that my sanity was restored, my Sith sensibilities were coming back. “The Force feels out of balance.”

“Yes,” Savage agreed. “There is conflict: the Clone Wars.”

Ah, the Clone Wars. “So it began without me?”

Savage stepped to my side. “You can begin again, Brother,” he said, his voice ever encouraging. He held out his hand, palm up. He held something there, something familiar. My old weapon. My lightsaber.

I reached toward it, holding my hand just above it. I let the Force move through me and for a moment I feared it would not work, but then the lightsaber rose on its own and came to my hand. The familiar sound of metal smacking against my flesh felt like another piece of my life being restored.

I looked at the lightsaber in my hand, remembering. “I had once been meant for greatness, set on a path to a glorious destiny. But I was robbed of that destiny by the Jedi, by Obi-Wan Kenobi.”

“Then you must have your revenge, my brother,” Savage said.

“Yes,” I growled, eyes narrowing as I looked across the plains, across my planet, and toward the place in the future where I would find Kenobi. “We shall start with revenge.”

Savage looked to me, a lopsided grin on his face. I returned his smile. We understood each other, and I had a plan.
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“Brother?” Savage asked. “What are we doing here?”

“Here” was a planet on the Outer Rim called Raydonia. As I guided our ship across its surface, I admired the landscape. Green and pink blossoms from some flowering plant swayed in the breeze, glowing in the morning light. Footpaths cut through the fields where men and women worked. There was a village below us. It looked peaceful, full of innocents who were living their lives in blissful ignorance. That was why I had chosen it.

I landed our ship, the same one my brother had stolen to get to Lotho Minor, in a clearing. The ship had been a supply ship, and I could see from the eager faces of the children running down the road to greet us that they still thought it was—which made my plan even easier.

“In a galaxy at war,” I explained to my brother as we walked to the door, “there is only one way to get the attention of the Jedi: the slaughter of innocents, mercilessly and without compromise.”

I pressed the button that slid the door open. The landing ramp descended. There before us were a dozen children, maybe more. They giggled and smiled, excited to see what we had brought them. But we had brought only death.

I ignited my lightsaber and stepped forward, my brother at my side.

Now, I know this part of my story must be difficult for you to hear, my friend. Death is never easy, but sometimes it is necessary for the innocent to be sacrificed.

I will not lie to you like the Jedi would. Many died by my hand that day. Many children among them, just like yourself.

Does that scare you? Disturb you? I understand. But do not blame me! This was all Kenobi’s fault. It was he who put me on this path, he who made me do it, and he whom I hoped would receive my message loud and clear.

Once we had raided the village, I had Savage line up some farmers. They were terrified and did as he commanded.

“Set the hologram to record,” I instructed him.

He did, and I began my message to Obi-Wan and the Jedi Council.

“There will be more innocent blood on your hands, Kenobi,” I said as I stalked menacingly back and forth in front of the frightened farmers. “Unless you come here. Face me. Come alone. And if you do not”—I ignited my lightsaber and struck the farmers down—“this world will burn.”
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I imagine what it must have been like for Kenobi and the rest of the Jedi to receive my message. Before the moment when they saw my face, recognized my cruelty, they thought I was dead. Oh, how their expressions must have fallen, their eyes widened in shock. I would not be surprised if some of them wept.

I did wonder if I had been too obvious and they could see that my plan was clearly a trap. Even a Jedi would know that if he came alone, I would have the advantage. But trust a Jedi to try to do the right thing. Whatever was said in that meeting, it worked. Obi-Wan Kenobi came to Raydonia alone to try to stop the slaughter of innocents, and I was there waiting for him.
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I watched Kenobi approach. He walked down the streets of the town that Savage and I had burned, past ruined droids and dead bodies. Smoke hung in the air from the fires we had set, and the city center was ablaze with red and yellow flames.

He had come alone, just as I instructed him to. Fool! But that would make my revenge all the more satisfying.

Once he was close enough, I revealed myself, stepping from the shadows to be framed by the blazing fire at my back.

“Jedi!” I called, my voice hoarse with rage. “I have been waiting for you.”

He looked up to the roof where I was standing, his eyes narrowing.

“I’m not sure I’ve made your acquaintance,” he said, and my heart almost burst. He was so calm, so glib—whereas I had been obsessed with him for years. I even knew his name when I did not know my own. But I kept my outrage hidden, for now.

“I am surprised you could have forgotten me so easily,” I said, some of my anger showing in my voice despite my effort to conceal it, “after I killed your master and you left me for dead on Naboo.” Surely he would remember that!

His mouth turned down in a frown and his blue eyes grew hard. “It is you,” he whispered, but I heard him.

“You may have forgotten me,” I growled, “but I will never forget you.” And then all the fury I had been trying to hold back came pouring out in my words.

“You cannot imagine the depths I would go to to stay alive, fueled by my singular hatred for you!” I exclaimed.

“That may be so,” Kenobi said. He pulled his lightsaber from his belt and ignited it. The blue light glowed brightly. “But I defeated you before and can defeat you again.”

Oh, the arrogance of the Jedi! Dear child, when I tell you they have no humility, believe me. He who had caused me so much pain stood before me and told me that he would do it all over again.

I laughed, a bitter sound even to my own ears. “Don’t be so certain,” I warned him.

That was the signal for my brother to drop from his hiding place and take his position behind Kenobi. Savage landed lightly on his feet, drawing his lightsaber, ready to join me in battling the treacherous Jedi.

Kenobi turned to face Savage, and I watched them battle. Kenobi slashed at my brother, but Savage countered his attack easily. They clashed again, lightsabers sizzling where they engaged, but the Jedi was no match for my brother. Savage saw an opening and moved forward. Spinning, he struck Kenobi with a vicious forearm across the face Kenobi went down with a grunt, lightsaber flying from his hand. He lay stunned for a moment.

I reached out my hand and called on the Force. Kenobi’s lightsaber came to me obediently. I held it up in victory, and then I used the Force to toss Kenobi into the air. He sailed toward Savage, who landed him a blow across the cheek. And down the Jedi went with an “Oof!”

But he would not give up. I must say I admire this about the Jedi. They are not easy to defeat. Kenobi stumbled to his feet, ready to continue the battle, but Savage was waiting. He punched him square in the jaw and, finally, the Jedi fell to the ground senseless.

I stood over Kenobi, happy to see him so easily beaten, but I was not done. There was no satisfaction in defeating him so quickly. I wanted him to suffer as I had suffered. It was only fair.

I nodded to Savage. He knew what to do. He picked up Kenobi like a bag of grain and, carrying him over one shoulder, hauled him back to our cargo ship. There we would have the privacy and the means to exact my painful revenge. Oh, yes, I was just getting started.

What I did not know, child, was that already outside forces were moving against me. Kenobi was not without allies. In fact, someone who should have been on my side, who should have been happy to see a Jedi fail, was at that very moment speeding toward us, about to ruin all my plans.
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Back on our ship, I watched as Savage threw Kenobi across the cargo bay. He landed in a pile of boxes that crashed to pieces on impact. Savage dragged the Jedi to his feet to make him face me. I drew back my hand and slapped Kenobi across the cheek, disgusted.

“Still as weak as ever,” I said, taunting him. “And they call you ‘Master.’” With a growl, Savage tossed him away, and Kenobi went skidding across the deck.

Once again, the Jedi pulled himself to his feet, out of breath and bruised from all the blows my brother and I had dealt him. “You know,” he said, hands resting on his knees, “when I cut you in half, I should have aimed for your neck instead.”

Insolence! What did I tell you about these Jedi? No remorse for what he had done to me.

I nodded to Savage to go to the cockpit and start the engines. Savage did as I asked, and soon enough, I could hear the grumble of the engines firing. The ship began to lift.

I approached Kenobi.

“Anything more to say?” I asked.

“I like your new legs,” he said. “They make you look taller.”

Oh, how I wished to crush him then and there. But I had waited too long for my revenge to let his cruel words push me into action before I was ready.

I used the Force to pull him toward me, my fingers wrapping around his neck. He choked, and I leaned in close, igniting my lightsaber and holding it to his throat.

“I will make sure you stay awake long enough to feel every single cut,” I whispered, my face centimeters from his. I could see his eyes clearly now. Defiant, hard. Well, I would break that defiance before I was done. “Your death will be beyond excruciating. You will suffer as I have suffered.”

The sound of doors opening drew my attention away, but it was only my brother returning from the cockpit. I relaxed, and then a voice came out of the darkness.

“What a surprise.”

I turned, startled. Someone else was on the ship! I peered into the shadows near the ceiling where the voice had come from. I couldn’t see very much. A pale face, dark clothing. But I knew it was a woman, and she greeted Savage.

“My former servant,” she said to him, “still an animal.” Her eyes turned to me. “And you have a friend now.”

“My brother,” Savage grunted.

“A brother?” the woman said, her voice high with false delight. Her dark eyes took me in. “Looks like he’s half the man you are, Savage,” she taunted. “How unfortunate. I was looking for a challenge. Not some wretched castoffs from the Nightbrothers clan. What a disappointment.” She laughed and sank back into the shadows.

“Who is this, Brother?” I asked. I let Kenobi fall senseless to the ground and moved closer to Savage, my eyes scanning the darkness to see where the woman had gone.

“A Dathomir witch named Ventress,” he explained, voice low with anger. “She betrayed me.”

“She knows too much,” I said. I couldn’t see her anywhere, but I knew she had to still be on the ship. She should not be too difficult to find.

“Destroy her.”
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We split up to search for the witch. I sent Savage up to the rafters where we had seen her, and I searched the rest of the ship. Finding nothing, I circled back around to hide among the boxes and cargo in the hold. Soon enough I heard voices. I returned quietly to see what could be seen.

The Dathomir witch was there with Kenobi, helping him to his feet. I ignited my lightsaber and moved closer, listening to their conversation. It sounded like they had once been enemies, were enemies still, and yet she was going to help him. Oh, the betrayal. I did not know this Ventress, it is true, but she was from Dathomir, same as I, and she served the dark side, same as I. And yet here she was, helping my mortal enemy.

Savage’s voice echoed down from above us.

“The witch and the Jedi!” he exclaimed, sounding as disgusted as I felt.

“Here for our taking,” I said, stepping from the shadows and making myself known.

The witch Ventress had two lightsabers, and she handed one to Kenobi. They took fighting stances, back to back. Savage dropped to the ground to face Ventress, and I faced Kenobi. And we fought.

The battle was swift and violent. Saber against saber. Thrust and counter. Each of us a warrior, gaining the advantage and then losing it, only to gain it again. But as the battle went on, it became clear that I needed to do something to force the Jedi to make a mistake.

Finally, I cornered Kenobi. He looked around, eyes desperate. There was only one way to go. He leapt straight up into the air and landed on the balcony above us. I followed, and we engaged again, pitting lightsaber against lightsaber. I knew I needed an advantage, just the tiniest crack in Kenobi’s defense, so I thought of what I could say that would provoke him the most.

“Your master, Qui-Gon Jinn,” I growled as we crossed sabers. “I gutted him while you stood helpless and watched. How did that make you feel, Obi-Wan?”

I knew I had him when his eyes narrowed in anger and he shoved me away, screaming. He attacked me furiously, saber flying. At first, I fell back under his powerful onslaught. His strokes were wild and uncontrolled. He struck the sides of the ship around us, sending sparks raining down everywhere. I parried and pushed back, and when I saw an opening, I kicked out, landing a solid blow to his chest. He went hurtling back with a cry to collapse on the floor. He looked up at me, his eyes lost and desperate. I almost felt pity for him. Almost.

“Your rage has unbalanced you,” I told him. I did not tell him that had been my plan all along. “That is not the Jedi way, is it?” My voice was silky smooth, mocking. I wanted to see what he would do.

He climbed to his feet and we continued our battle. But I was right; he was unbalanced now. I quickly had him on the ground again, but he got up and fought back. He swung wildly at me and missed. His momentum sent him stumbling toward the balcony’s ledge. His back was toward me, so I kicked him over the edge. He dropped to the ground below, frustratingly graceful, even managing to land on his feet next to Ventress.

I had not seen my brother’s battle with the witch, but clearly they had fought to a standstill, as well. Savage stood a handful of paces away, saber ready, watching.

“We’re outmatched,” I heard Kenobi say. I allowed myself a small smile of satisfaction. I couldn’t hear Ventress’s response and what Kenobi said after that, but then I heard the witch say one word loud and clear: “Cockpit?”

I knew the cockpit served as an escape shuttle for emergencies.

They were going to run! The cowards!

With a growl I launched myself from the balcony, somersaulting down, my lightsaber at the ready to cut off their escape. Ventress attacked, and I countered. We traded blows, and while I was stronger, she was swifter and able to avoid my powerful strikes. She was good, this Dathomir witch. Whoever had trained her had done well.

I heard a shout. Kenobi had outmaneuvered Savage and had the cockpit doors open.

“Come on!” he shouted to Ventress. She leapt in the air and kicked me in the face as she launched herself across the cargo hold. I stumbled back. She did a backflip across the room toward Kenobi. Savage tried to hit her, but she was out of reach and moving too quickly. He missed.

Ventress landed next to Kenobi. She flung her hands forward, striking out with the Force. Power hit Savage in the chest and he was hurled across the room. But I had anticipated her move. I leapt over Savage’s body, somersaulting forward, but she had already retreated into the cockpit and slammed the door shut.

I thrust my lightsaber through the door. It pierced the metal and I dragged it down, melting the barrier as I went.

“Hurry, Kenobi,” I heard her urge the Jedi.

Savage joined me, sinking his lightsaber into the opposite side of the door. We carved through the metal, slowly but surely. Only a few more moments and we’d be inside, and our enemies would have nowhere to run.

The ship shuddered as the cockpit capsule disengaged from the front of the ship. No! We had been too slow.

Space rushed into the suddenly empty area, creating a vacuum. Cargo boxes flew at us, missing by centimeters to hurl into the icy darkness beyond the door. I hit the emergency energy barrier to shut off the opening and return atmosphere to what was left of the ship.

Savage bent over, hands on his knees, heaving for air. Once he had recovered we both looked out across the energy field, tracking the cockpit escape capsule as it disappeared into the distance.

It would be a lie to say that I did not feel a degree of disappointment. It was like the raw gnawing in my belly when I could find nothing but trash and the smallest of rats to eat for weeks and weeks when I was on Lotho Minor. But even that sour feeling was not enough to discourage me.

“What now, Brother?” Savage asked. “Do we go after them?”

“No,” I said calmly. “We will be patient, Savage.” I knew he likely did not understand my reluctance to give chase to my enemy, so I tried to explain. “I’ve waited so many years for my revenge. I can wait a little longer.”

“But the Jedi will know that you have survived,” he protested. “They will be coming for us.”

And this is where my brother and I differ. I allowed myself a crooked smile, let my golden eyes shine bright with anticipation. The Jedi would come for us because they were foolish and predictable, and inevitably, they and Kenobi would fall into my trap. Let them come…and let them all die.

“I am counting on it,” I said to Savage.
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Ah, dear child, you probably have questions. Perhaps you, too, wonder why I let Kenobi go. Why I did not pursue him and the traitor Ventress. Why, if I was so obsessed with my revenge, I did not strike him down at the first opportunity.

If there is one thing I learned while I was in that cave, reduced to nothing more than an animal, devoid of rational thought and sustained only by hate, it is that vengeance cannot be rushed. No, one must take one’s time and play the game, wait for the enemy to make a mistake. I would bide my time, play this long and tortuous game to its conclusion. And when Kenobi finally fell, oh, I would enjoy it like the finest meal I had ever eaten.

It was enough for the moment to know he was alive and that he feared me. I knew we would meet again, and when we did, not only would I grant him an agonizing death, I would expose the Jedi for the false order they were. Then my revenge would be complete.

My path has been long and filled with pain, child. It is not the destiny I would have chosen for myself, but often we do what we must to survive, and we make our own destiny along the way. Today I did not exact my revenge, which will make tomorrow’s revenge all the sweeter.

Until we meet again, Obi-Wan Kenobi.
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I NEVER EXPECTED TO BE CHASED BY pirates once, much less twice, before I even finished my Jedi training. Or was this three times? It’s hard to keep track when you’re being chased by pirates!

As a laser blast sheared the side of our “borrowed” speeder tank, I ducked behind the engines with one of the other Jedi younglings, Petro. A second blast rattled the frame of the whole vehicle, and we were both knocked onto our rears. “Uh, I think they’re still upset that we tricked them,” I said.

Another blast rocked the speeder, and I scrambled to the hatch. Petro followed me inside. “They’ll get over it once we’re off their planet,” he said.

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Padawan Ahsoka said as she held the steering steady.

Yes, the Padawan Ahsoka Tano, apprentice to Jedi Master Anakin Skywalker and pretty much the strongest, fastest, bravest, and cleverest Padawan ever. (I drew a poster of her with her signature double lightsabers for my room at the Jedi Temple. Okay, I drew three posters of her.) She was assigned to escort all six of us—Petro, Ganodi, Zatt, Byph, Gungi, and me—on the rite of passage known as the Gathering. We were supposed to find our kyber crystals and learn to build our first lightsabers. We weren’t supposed to be attacked by pirates who wanted to steal our crystals. They didn’t get them, but they did capture Padawan Ahsoka. We then rescued her from the pirate leader, Hondo…or almost rescued her. Almost is the key word.

Petro contacted our starship. “Ganodi, we need a quick evac! Come in, please! Ganodi!”

We’d left Ganodi on the ship since she was the only one of us six younglings who’d taken flight simulator training. She was rebooting the ship’s systems, as well as working with R2-D2 to repair Professor Huyang, the droid who’d been training us in lightsaber construction. He’d been damaged in our first encounter with the pirates. By “damaged,” I mean that his head and arms had been knocked off. It was not his best day.

“Maybe the pirates are jamming the signal,” Zatt suggested behind me.

Gungi let out a Wookiee moan.

“Where can she be?” I asked. What if the ship had been attacked? What if she’d been captured? What if—

Suddenly, Ganodi’s voice crackled cheerfully through the comm unit. “I’m here! I was in the back fixing Huyang.”

“Great! That’s great!” Petro said. “But we’re all going to need repairs if you don’t have the engines running!”

He’s right about that, I thought as the pirates’ laser blasts rocked the speeder tank yet again.

“Where are you?” Ganodi asked.

Keeping her hands tight on the steering, Padawan Ahsoka leaned back to talk into Petro’s comm unit. “Ganodi, it’s Ahsoka.”

I heard Ganodi gasp. “Padawan Tano! We rescued you!”

“Almost,” she said.

Almost, I thought. Almost wasn’t good enough. Just like it wasn’t good enough that I’d almost assembled my lightsaber. “Almost” meant it was still a jingling mess of parts in my pocket. I was almost a Jedi. I was almost brave. I almost believed we’d survive this.

“We need you to get us home,” Ahsoka continued. “Fire up the engines and head to these coordinates.” She tapped on the screen, sending our location directly to R2-D2.

We raced between the boulders, the pirates close on our tail, firing shot after shot. I gripped the back of Ahsoka’s seat so hard that my fingers hurt. And then a shadow passed above us. They caught us! my brain shrieked.

But no, it was our rescue. Our ship was here!

“Everyone,” Ahsoka ordered, “get topside and stay down.”

Following her command, Zatt, Byph, and Gungi climbed up out of the hatch.

“But who’s going to pilot the tank?” Petro asked.

Twisting in her seat, Ahsoka pointed at one of the carnival masks we’d used to trick the pirates. “Katooni, grab that mask!”

She knows my name! I thought. And then the logical part of my brain followed with, Of course she knows my name. It was only that, aside from roll call, she’d never said it before. She’d always called us collectively “younglings.” I hurried to toss the rancor mask to Ahsoka, and she fit it over the tank’s controls.

We raced to the top of the tank as Ganodi lowered the boarding ramp above us. Drawing her double lightsabers, Ahsoka deflected the pirates’ laser blasts. One by one, the other younglings grabbed on—hands to ankles, making a chain up to the ramp.

“We got it!” I shouted.

And that was when the steering came loose, the speeder zoomed toward a cliff, and the pirates used their cannon to shoot the engine of our starship, our only escape route.

Above us, the starship lit up with blue lightning, and Ahsoka shouted into her comlink, “Artoo, get out of there now! Everyone, let go! Jump down!”

Explosions burst all over the starship, ripping it apart. We let go, crashing onto the top of the tank as the ship fell from the sky. Tilting, it clipped one of our engines, and the speeder tank tumbled, crashing into the rocks at the same time the starship slammed into the ground. We were thrown from the tank, and we rolled across the dirt and rocks, only a few meters from the crash.

I felt as if my entire body was one massive bruise, all the way to my fleshy head tendrils. As I lifted my face out of the dirt, I saw a pirate step in front of Ahsoka and pick up her two lightsabers. “Nice try, little Jedi,” he snarled. “But it looks like you’re coming with us.”

Almost was definitely not good enough.
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This was supposed to be a learning mission, and I was learning that I didn’t like being captured, I didn’t like binders, and I definitely didn’t like pirates. Gungi was learning that even a Wookiee can’t chew through steel.

As we sailed toward the base we’d just (almost) escaped from, one of the pirates scanned Hondo’s compound with his macrobinoculars. “What the—Droids!” He lowered the macrobinoculars and signaled the speeder tank to stop. “It’s an invasion!”

Guarded by our pirate captors, we hid behind an outcropping of rocks and peered down at the compound. While we’d been racing across the boulder-strewn planet, several droid transports had landed. I watched them disgorge row after row of battle droids. As one, the droids unfurled from their racks, were deposited on the ground, and began to march, followed by super battle droids and droid commandos parading in front of…

General Grievous.

I’d never seen him before, but I knew him instantly. Even from this distance, the cyborg was unmistakable and horrifying. He stalked out of his ship on his metal legs, back bent, with his hands clasped behind him. His body was made of metal plates, like armor, but welded together with no space for flesh, and his feet were steel talons. It was said only his eyes still looked like the man he had once been, and gazing into them was supposed to feel like looking into the gaping maw of a black hole. I was glad I couldn’t see them from here. In fact, it was fine by me if we never moved any closer at all.

“This isn’t good,” the pirate muttered. “Those scrappin’ droids are lootin’ the place! They’re dismantlin’ our ships!”

“The fact that Grievous is here with his entire fleet means that Master Kenobi must have been overrun,” Ahsoka said. “This entire system is now Separatist-controlled space.”

How could she say that so calmly? Maybe because she’s Padawan Ahsoka Tano, I thought, and she faces impossible situations all the time. For her, this is an ordinary afternoon. As for me, I wanted to burrow into the ground and hide like a Tholothian dirt-mole. I was keenly aware of the unfinished lightsaber in my pocket, useless even if I weren’t in binders. “What should we do?” I asked Ahsoka. “There’s nowhere to run.”

“You’ll not be runnin’ anywhere, skug,” the pirate said. “You’re still my prisoner. Maybe I can trade you to the Separatists in exchange for my freedom.”

That would be even worse than being a pirate prisoner! The Separatists hated Jedi!

“Not likely,” Ahsoka said. She twisted to meet his eyes, even though I knew the movement had to hurt with her wrists cuffed behind her back. The rest of us had been cuffed with our hands in front. But the pirates considered her more dangerous, which was accurate. “Grievous didn’t come here to make deals. He already controls the planet and the system. If you hand us over to him, he’ll kill us and then you. We have a common enemy in Grievous. Together, we can get out of this. You must have some other ship somewhere. You are pirates.”

I held my breath. Please work, I thought. Listen to Padawan Ahsoka. She clearly had a plan, even though I didn’t know what it was. Honestly, it all felt more than a little bit hopeless, with both pirates and droids.

The pirate seemed to be listening, but with all the coarse wrinkles on his face, I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. “Hondo’s got a private fleet,” he said, “but only he knows where those ships are.”

“Then we’ll have to rescue him,” Ahsoka said.

Wait, what? I thought. Rescue Hondo? He was the one who attacked our ship! He’d taken Ahsoka prisoner! He’d sent his goons to recapture us! But I didn’t say anything. I trusted our mentor. She was Padawan Ahsoka Tano, and she was going to get us out of this.

“I know Grievous, and I know droids,” Ahsoka continued. “With my help, you stand a better chance.”

Raising his weapon, the pirate aimed at Ahsoka’s back.

Oh no, he’s going to shoot!

I wanted to scream. But I didn’t, because Ahsoka wasn’t screaming. She bowed her head, her expression so brave and so calm. She looked every bit the dignified hero I wanted to be.

The pirate fired—and the binders around Ahsoka’s wrists split and fell to the ground.

“You’ve got yourself a deal, Jedi,” the pirate said.
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R2-D2 piloted the speeder tank into Hondo’s landing field as a distraction—he was, per Ahsoka’s instructions, supposed to claim in his beeps and chirps that he’d captured it—while we snuck past the droids on foot. It was surprisingly easy to sneak in. Battle droids, as I was learning, aren’t very bright, and pirates and Jedi are both very sneaky. I doubted, though, it would be so simple to sneak out.

Ahsoka sliced the two battle droids outside Hondo’s cell into thirds. She moved fluidly, almost faster than I could see: a voomm, voomm, voomm from her lightsabers and then a clatter as the droids’ bodies collapsed. Before the final head hit the ground, she slapped the control on the door, and it slid open.

Inside the cell, the pirate leader Hondo was suspended midair by binders on his wrists and ankles that glowed with blue energy—a ray shield. In the instant before he recognized us, I saw him cringe, fear in his face. And then he was all smiles. “Jedi! And here I thought you made your escape, no?”

“No,” Ahsoka agreed. “There were complications.”

Yeah, that’s putting it mildly, I thought. All of us piled into the room behind Ahsoka—six younglings, the two pirates who’d captured us, and the droid Professor Huyang. Ganodi had managed to reattach his head, though he was still missing his arms.

Dangling in the air, Hondo had clearly encountered his own complications. Staring at him caught in the blue energy, I thought he didn’t seem as scary as he had before. Maybe this was how Ahsoka faced so many enemies: she trusted that they could be defeated.

“Now we have to put our differences aside and be friends,” Ahsoka said, “or else we’re all going to die here.”

“Ah. Very diplomatic. Ha! I know you did not come back to rescue Hondo—how do you say it?—out of the goodness of your heart. No, no, no, no, you need something from me.”

I stepped forward. “A ship, to be specific.”

He looked at me as if noticing me for the first time. “Ah, yes! A ship, a ship, but where would we find one of those? My new friend General Grievous has destroyed my ships.”

Petro jumped in. “We know you have one. A whole pirate fleet!”

Hondo’s voice was still light, but the look he gave the two pirates was hard. “And one of my old friends apparently has been talking too much.”

The other pirates shrugged.

Hondo glared at them harder and then tossed his head back. “Ah, what does it matter? We’ll never reach the vault anyway. Grievous’s army is way too big.”

“Don’t give up,” Petro said. “We can fight.” He punched the air with so much enthusiasm that he nearly fell over. It didn’t exactly inspire confidence, but we all nodded anyway. We wanted to help.

The droid professor spoke up. “If I may, sir.” His monocle slid up as he surveyed us. “I have instructed Jedi younglings for over a thousand generations, and these are among the best I have ever seen.”

Did he…did he mean that? I wondered. Padawan Ahsoka had once been a youngling. As had Jedi Masters Obi-Wan Kenobi, Mace Windu, Luminara Unduli, Kit Fisto, Plo Koon…. Even Master Yoda must have been young once, though I couldn’t imagine it. Could Professor Huyang really think we were among the best? Including me?

“Well then, show me,” Hondo said. “Show me your swords, tiny Jedi!”

Oh, no.

Byph drew his saber, and blue light blazed as he ignited it.

Then Petro lit his.

“Show Hondo you are ready to fight!” Hondo crowed.

A smile on his furry mouth, Gungi ignited his, and his blade glowed green.

Then Ganodi.

And Zatt.

All five of them raised their lightsabers, but I didn’t move. I wished I could shrink smaller and smaller, folding in on myself until I was as small as an atom.

In a surprisingly kind voice, Hondo said, “And you, child, where is your saber?”

I pulled the pieces out of my pocket and held them up. “It’s not finished. I never finished it. I’ve done everything right, but it won’t work.” The others had assembled theirs back on the ship, before we tried to rescue Ahsoka, but I’d failed. The parts just wouldn’t connect, no matter how hard I’d tried.

Almost a Jedi is so close to never a Jedi, I thought. I didn’t need to be like Padawan Ahsoka right this instant, but I at least wanted that never to be someday. Standing there, though, with the power vortex ring, field conductor, blade emitter, pommel cap…all the pieces of a lightsaber in my hands, I felt closer to never.

Professor Huyang leaned over my shoulder. “You must trust that the components that form your lightsaber are meant to be together. There is no other way. It is the Force that binds them.”

“Yes, I was just going to say that,” Hondo said. “Finish it now! Finish, finish! This is worth the price of a ship, to see the construction of a Jedi lightsaber. This…this is priceless. Finish it, and together we can defeat Grievous!”

He seemed eager. Even excited. Staring at him, I realized that this pirate, our enemy, believed I could do it. He looked at me, and he didn’t see a Tholothian girl dreaming of an impossible future filled with brave deeds and glorious victories that she’d never achieve. He saw me, Katooni, a Jedi youngling with the kyber crystal I’d retrieved on my own and the pieces I’d chosen for my lightsaber. He saw a girl who had helped trick him to free Ahsoka. He saw someone who was here to rescue him. More than that, he saw someone who could become everything she wanted to be.

Sitting cross-legged on the floor of Hondo’s cell, I spread the components in front of me and I reached inside myself, to the quiet place in my mind. The Force felt like a pool of water, endlessly deep. I dipped my thoughts into it and let it soak into me.

In front of me, the lightsaber pieces swirled in the air.

Distantly, I heard Hondo’s voice: “Amazing! Oh, that is truly amazing!”

I quit thinking about how badly I wanted a lightsaber, how much I wanted Padawan Ahsoka to be proud of me, how long I’d dreamed about this moment. Instead I let the cool water of the Force flow through me. For the first time since this mission began, I let myself trust it—and myself.

The pieces clicked together, the cap whirled as it screwed onto the hilt, the rings slid into position, and the kyber crystal spun like a holocron and then settled into its chamber. I plucked the lightsaber—my lightsaber—out of the air and ignited it.

Blue light blazed with a familiar pssshew, and I stood, holding my lightsaber aloft. My lightsaber! Me, Katooni! I felt as if I were glowing inside as brightly as it was.

“Well, cut me down, little Jedi!” Hondo cried. “It’s time to leave.”

I sliced through the blue energy beneath his feet, and the binders released. He landed, free, and nodded at me with a smile. I smiled and returned the nod. Cheering, the other younglings crowded around me.

Behind me, I heard Ahsoka say to Hondo, “So why the big show? You didn’t really have a choice. You know we have to work together.”

In a low voice, Hondo replied, “Because, Jedi, you know what we are about to attempt is very dangerous. And I may be a pirate, but I do not like taking children into battle.”

“That didn’t seem to bother you when you attacked us.”

He laughed. “Well, today is a new day! And lucky for you”—he spun around, spread his arms wide, and winked at me—“today I like children. Now, let’s free the rest of my men.”

Lightsabers raised, we all raced out of his cell.

We ran from cell to cell, releasing the pirates, and they swarmed behind us. None of them seemed to have any problem with the fact that they were now following us instead of trying to capture us. Pirates, it seemed, weren’t picky about who they called ally and who they called enemy. Glad we’re allies today, I thought.

Hearing the commotion, battle droids jogged into the prison area. As we attacked, one of them shouted at a hologram of General Grievous that it held in its hand: “This is OOM-87, General. The prison area is under attack. There are several miniature Jedi here.”

Flickering, Grievous’s image said, “What? You aren’t making any sense. What Jedi?”

“Little ones! Half the size of normal Jedi! They’re freeing the prisoners and—My knees! Ahhh!”

Petro and Zatt sliced the droid in half, and the hologram of Grievous clattered to the floor. We surged forward, rushing through the corridors.

The building shook as if struck with a sudden groundquake—or, more likely, the cannons of a droid battle tank. Chunks of ceiling rained down on us, and the walls swayed. We put on extra speed and burst outside.

I was right, I thought. Sneaking out is not going to happen.

Row after row of battle droids were marching toward us. Each held a weapon at its waist and was firing. Super battle droids were advancing, as well, their arms raised to fire their wrist-mounted laser cannons. Red streaks of light flashed by as they kept firing.

In the lead, Ahsoka spun through the air, lightsabers out. She sliced through several droids before her feet touched the ground, leaving behind the wreckage of sparking metal. We ran after her, swinging our lightsabers to deflect blasts and cut down droids. The pirates used blasters, except Hondo, who swung a steel sword as if it were a lightsaber.

I didn’t hesitate.

I didn’t think.

I felt the Force flow through me, and I let it—and my training—guide me.

Launching myself into the air, I leapt onto the shoulders of a battle droid and sliced through its circuitry. As it fell, I landed in a crouch and smoothly cut through the legs of the next battle droid as Petro swung at its waist. It toppled, and both Petro and I stabbed our lightsabers directly into its circuits at the same time. It sparked, and we ran on.

Ahead, the pirates jumped onto speeder bikes and revved their engines. I raced toward them and jumped on a bike behind Hondo.

“I’ve got your back,” I told him.

“Great!” he said. “I feel…so safe.”

The hint of sarcasm in his voice didn’t faze me. I knew I would keep him safe. Just as I knew we’d escape. No almost this time.

Glancing back, I saw Ahsoka, the other younglings, and Professor Huyang pile onto the pirate speeder tank piloted by the astromech droid R2-D2. We all sped away from the compound. Ahead, a battalion of battle droids pivoted to march toward us, and we plowed through them.

Knowing the terrain, the pirates on speeder bikes, plus me, led the way, with the tank racing behind us. Only seconds behind them, droids chased us on their own speeders.

We raced into narrow canyons that cut through the land. I leaned with Hondo as we took the curves and ducked beneath arches shaped like whale ribs.

Looking over my shoulder again, I saw that General Grievous led the pursuit in a speeder powered by a podracer engine. This time, he was close enough that I could see his yellow reptilian eyes: horribly alive within his inanimate steel mask. I wasn’t going to let him catch us.

“Faster!” I told Hondo.

“Ah, yes, I had thought this a lovely pleasure ride, but perhaps you are correct.” He may have been teasing me, but he also increased speed. We zipped through the canyons.

Ahead, one of the arches began to crumble. It cracked and split. The speeder bikes shot beneath the falling rocks. Looking back, I saw the speeder tank with Ahsoka and the others veer off into another canyon, followed by General Grievous and the droids.

“They went the wrong way!” I called to Hondo.

“Don’t worry,” he called back.

He withdrew a remote from his coat and aimed it at a wall of rock below an old freighter that had crashed into the canyon. The rock wall slid down to reveal blast doors that opened to the sides. We zipped inside the hidden hangar.

Various ships were parked within Hondo’s hangar—all different kinds, all most likely stolen. The pirates parked the speeder bikes and hurried toward a dirty white-and-red Firespray-class starship with an oval base. It looked ancient, but it had a lot of cannons mounted on it. The first pirate to reach it lowered the boarding ramp.

I climbed off the bike and followed Hondo toward the ship. They couldn’t be…. They wouldn’t leave. Not after we’d freed them!

“What about the others?” I asked. “We can’t just leave them!”

Hondo started walking up the boarding ramp. “You are welcome to come, small one.” He flashed a smile at me. “You may join our merry band of pirates.”

“I won’t just run away.” As I said it, I realized how true it was. Maybe I had spent the past few days running away a lot—from pirates, from droids, and from the fear that I’d never be who I wanted to be—but I was done with that now. The others needed me. They needed us. “Ahsoka trusted you. We all trusted you.”

Halfway up the ramp, Hondo stopped and sighed.
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The pirate ship rose out of the canyons.

“Now, small one!” Hondo called over the comlink.

Hitting the control panel, I raised the door to reveal the boarding ramp. Wind slapped into me, and I held onto the inside of the ship as we hovered midair. The roar of the engines thundered in my ears. On the cliff below, I saw them.

Five Jedi younglings with their lightsabers drawn, Padawan Ahsoka standing in front of them with her arms spread out protectively, and R2-D2 with Professor Huyang behind the Jedi. All of them were braced for battle, with their backs toward us, as they faced General Grievous.

“Hurry!” I shouted to them. “Come on!”

I saw Ahsoka turn to the others, and I saw her mouth shape the word run.

The others pivoted and ran toward the cliff, the ship, and me.

On the ground, Ahsoka drew her two lightsabers. General Grievous stalked toward her, and his two metal arms split into four. Four lightsabers blazed, one from each of his arms.

They charged at each other. Grievous’s blades whirled in blurred circles. Ahsoka did a backflip and sliced. Their lightsabers hissed as they slammed into each other. Hearing tales of Ahsoka in action was one thing, but seeing it…She moved like a comet, relentlessly fast and jaw-droppingly strong.

Using the Force, Ahsoka threw Grievous into the air. He stabbed his four lightsabers into the ground as he skidded backward, slowing himself and releasing a terrible, hacking cough.

He launched himself at her. She flipped in the air, and they fought. Their lightsabers crossed again and again. My heart pounding fast and hard in my chest, I shouted to the others to run faster. “Hurry, hurry, hurry!”

Grabbing her with his clawed feet, Grievous tossed Ahsoka into the air. She smashed down and rolled as he charged, his blades spinning fast. She kept rolling and then leapt onto her feet and met his four blades with her two.

Zatt, Petro, Byph, Ganodi, and Gungi raced up the boarding ramp. Huyang jumped to safety after them, and R2-D2 used his boosters to fly over to the ramp.

Just as they reached me, Ahsoka shoved hard against Grievous. She then vaulted onto his shoulders and flipped over him to land in a crouch facing us.

“Ahsoka!” I called. “Come on!”

She ran toward the cliff and the ship.

Grievous charged after her.

Reaching the edge, she jumped, sailed over the gap, and landed on the ramp. As soon as she reached us, I slammed my palm on the control panel. The door to the ramp slid shut.

With the others, I raced up to the cockpit.

At the helm, Hondo was firing blast after blast from the ship’s cannons. The cliff was shrouded in dust and debris. I saw a flash of silver: Grievous, fleeing from the blasts, scuttling like a bug on all fours.

“Did we get him?” I asked.

“I can’t tell,” Petro said.

Two droid battle tanks rose over the cloud of red-brown dust and began firing at us.

Hondo tilted the steering column, and the ship reoriented to vertical. “Show’s over, kiddies,” he said. “Let’s get out of here.”

My last glimpse of the cliff was of General Grievous, standing in front of the tanks, his head tilted back as if he was howling at us in rage. And then we were facing the sky.

We blasted off toward the stars.
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Safely back on a Republic command vessel, we gathered in a hangar around Hondo’s ship. He was discussing our adventures with Jedi Master Obi-Wan Kenobi while we swapped stories about what we’d seen and done.

“Believe me, Kenobi,” I heard Hondo say. “Staging a rescue is not an inexpensive proposition!” I wondered exactly how Hondo had been describing what had happened.

Master Kenobi raised his very expressive eyebrows at him. “So you mean to tell me you were staging a rescue, not attempting to hijack a Jedi starship?”

“You’re welcome!” Hondo spun away from Master Kenobi. His coat flared out dramatically around him. “Eh, the thanklessness! What an accusation!” He flapped his arm in the air as if dismissing the entire matter. “I am gone! I will send you my bill!”

He stalked past us—Ahsoka, the droids, the other younglings, and me—and followed his pirates up the boarding ramp onto his ship. I watched him as he went.

In a strange way, this pirate who had nearly killed us, certainly tried to capture us, and almost betrayed us felt like…well, like a new friend. He’d believed in me, and he’d listened to me. He’d seen what I’d been having so much trouble seeing: that almost a Jedi doesn’t mean never. It means someday. Someday soon. Pausing at the top of the ramp, Hondo looked back, met my eyes, and nodded at me. I nodded back at him.

As the pirate ship flew from the hangar, Master Kenobi approached us. “Be proud,” he told us. “You’ve survived an ordeal few your age could.” Igniting his lightsaber, he held it low, its point toward us.

Standing in a circle, we all drew our own lightsabers and lowered them until the points touched. It looked like a star of blue-and-green light.

“Welcome home, young Jedi,” Master Kenobi said.

I smiled at him, at my friends, and at my hero, Ahsoka Tano, and for the first time felt as if almost really was good enough.
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“THIS MESSAGE IS FOR OBI-WAN KENOBI. I’ve lost Mandalore. My people have been massacred. There’s no time to explain everything now. Obi-Wan…I need your help.”

The holo flickered off, but Obi-Wan Kenobi remained focused on the projector in the center of the Jedi Council war room, as if by staring at it he could make it tell him more. The message was from Duchess Satine, leader of Mandalore. Her words were rushed and her normally regal bearing strained. Most disturbing of all, the transmission had ended with Mandalorian super commandos surrounding her, their blaster rifles drawn.

Obi-Wan resisted the urge to charge out of the chamber, board a ship, and make the hyperspace jump to help his friend. He would listen to Yoda and Ki-Adi-Mundi, the Jedi Masters who’d summoned him to hear Satine’s message.

Yoda was first to speak: “Your thoughts on this, Master Obi-Wan?”

Obi-Wan paused to gather himself before reporting what he knew of the situation on Mandalore. “Satine has enemies. She’s dealt with the corruption of her prime minister, but she’s also been at odds with Death Watch for years. The duchess strives to maintain peace, while Death Watch has stooped to terrorist tactics to overthrow her. If there was a takeover on Mandalore, I’m sure Death Watch is responsible.”

“Death Watch is a Mandalorian faction,” Master Ki-Adi-Mundi said, his manner gentle. “That means this is an internal affair for Mandalore. I’m afraid we cannot help.”

Obi-Wan could scarcely believe his ears. Had the master not just seen and heard the same holo?

“We can’t just hand Mandalore over and let Satine become a martyr,” Obi-Wan protested.

Ki-Adi-Mundi squared his shoulders. “I’m afraid her decision to keep Mandalore neutral makes this situation difficult.”

“With respect, Master, we face difficult decisions every day. Everything about this war is difficult.”

Yoda sighed. In sympathy or in frustration, Obi-Wan wasn’t sure. “Understand your feelings I do, Obi-Wan. But to take action, support from the Republic Senate we will need.”

Obi-Wan couldn’t keep the bitterness out of his voice. “You know what the Senate will decide. They will not send aid to a neutral system.”

Yoda closed his eyes. “At this time, nothing more can we do.”

Obi-Wan took note of their regretful expressions. He composed his own face. “Yes, Masters,” he said. “I understand.”

Slowly, calmly, he exited the chamber to begin disobeying their orders.
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Few in the bustling hangar took notice of Obi-Wan as he approached his Eta-2 Actis-class interceptor. Things would be different on Mandalore. The presence of a Jedi on a planet struggling to remain neutral in the war between the Republic and the Separatists would do more than attract attention. It might be considered an act of aggression. It might lead to further violence—more death.

At least Obi-Wan would be disguised. He adjusted the sack on his shoulder, which contained the Mandalorian armor of Rako Hardeen, an identity he’d assumed during a recent mission. But there was nothing he could do to hide the identity of his ship.

“Going somewhere, Master?”

Obi-Wan stopped in his tracks. Reluctantly, he turned around.

Anakin wore the exact smug smile Obi-Wan knew he would. But the smirk was balanced by the concern in his friend’s eyes.

“What’s in the bag?”

“Oh, you know, traveling clothes,” Obi-Wan said breezily. “One likes to be appropriately dressed for any occasion.”

Anakin lowered his voice. “Including an unauthorized mission to Mandalore?”

Obi-Wan waited for a mechanic to pass out of earshot. “I presume Padmé told you about Duchess Satine’s message to me?”

“Yes, and how the Jedi Council refused your request to help her.”

Obi-Wan frowned. Just hearing the words brought up a disturbing flash of anger. He took a calming breath.

“It’s not like you to disobey an order, Master.”

“This is…different, Anakin.”

“I understand. If it were Padmé in trouble…”

“That’s not what I mean.”

Again, Anakin’s barely suppressed smile said something different than the grave look in his eyes. “Well, in any case, I’m coming with you.”

Obi-Wan had foreseen this. Anakin was as close as a brother, and of course he wouldn’t let Obi-Wan face this mission alone. So Obi-Wan gave Anakin an answer crafted to convince him to stay behind.

“The presence of one Jedi on Mandalore will be hard enough to conceal. Two Jedi will be impossible. You’d put the mission at risk. And Satine.”

Obi-Wan watched the struggle on Anakin’s face: the thing he wanted to do versus the thing he needed to do. In the end, reason won out. This was much to Obi-Wan’s relief. He wasn’t sure what he would have done if Anakin had decided the other way.

“At least take my ship, Master.”

“The Twilight? That bucket of bolts? I thought you liked me.”

“Corellian freighters come and go from Mandalore by the dozens. She’s your best chance at landing unchallenged. Besides, the transponder’s malfunctioning, so you can leave Coruscant orbit without anybody noticing.”

It was Obi-Wan’s turn to smirk. “Malfunctioning or deactivated on purpose?”

Anakin shrugged with innocence. “Hey, you know the Twilight. She’s seen some heavy battles these last few weeks. It takes a toll.”

“Thank you, Anakin.” He clasped his Padawan’s shoulder in farewell. Obi-Wan’s jaw tightened. He felt…something. A shadow. Perhaps the grip of fear for Satine he’d been trying to control. Or a flash of anger at the Council’s unwillingness to help her.

“Master…?”

Obi-Wan swallowed. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

Anakin nodded. “You do what you need to do. I’ll be waiting.”
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Anakin’s ship didn’t like Obi-Wan. Trying to land a piece of rubbish like the Twilight convinced him more than ever that flying was for droids. Smoke billowed from the portside engine and leaked into the cabin as Obi-Wan struggled to squeeze the ship through a gap in the great dome of Sundari, capital city of Mandalore. He set down on a loading dock, but before he could congratulate himself on surviving the landing, a power junction centimeters from his face erupted in a death cough of sparks and flames.

“Anakin,” he grumbled. “That’s the last time I borrow a ship from you.” At least the flames hadn’t singed his beard.

He fitted Rako Hardeen’s helmet over his head and made his way down the landing ramp. A Mandalorian in the red-and-black armor of a super commando approached. He was fully outfitted with missiles, explosives, a blaster, and best of all, code cylinders. This was an opportunity for a disguise upgrade.

“Do you have a landing permit?” barked the commando.

Obi-Wan made a show of checking his pouches. “Um, I think I left it in my ship. Come with me and I’ll get it.”

The commando paused a moment and then followed Obi-Wan up the ramp.

Why did they always fall for that? Obi-Wan almost felt sorry for him.

Moments later, he came back down the ramp, wearing the unconscious commando’s armor.
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Obi-Wan landed the commando’s stolen speeder on the top-level landing platform of the prison complex. Prisoner transfers were handled there, and half a dozen guards stood watch. Obi-Wan walked up to a pair of them as if it was something he did several times a day. He handed over his code cylinder.

“You’re cleared,” one of them grunted. Obi-Wan was pleased he didn’t have to knock out another few Mandalorians.

The cellblocks formed a labyrinth of transparent walls, floors, and ceilings. Shaded figures of guards passed above and below, and the haunted eyes of prisoners looked out through the clear doors of their cells. Obi-Wan suspected most of them weren’t criminals but enemies of Prime Minister Almec, which meant they were friends of Satine. With help from the Jedi Council and a squad of clone troopers, he could free them all and help restore freedom to the whole planet. But that’s not what he was there for. He was there to free only one person.

His heart jumped when he found Satine, sitting on a bench in her bare cell, facing a blank wall. She was still dressed in the elegant robes of a duchess, but her hair hung limp and unkempt about her slumped shoulders. She always took care to present herself with dignity, wearing colors that reminded one of rich foliage and adopting floral-inspired hairstyles that she wore like a crown. It was not vanity. It was strategy. Her appearance was designed to remind her people that their world had been one of lush forests and jewel-colored lakes before war turned Mandalore into a desert. With the people’s help and consent, she would lead them forward to an even better age.

Obi-Wan tapped a control pad, and the cell door slid open. He stood on the threshold of her cell, too many words rising to his lips for him to speak.

Satine did not turn around. “Here to do your master’s bidding?”

There was contempt in her voice. But also strength.

Obi-Wan removed his helmet. “I do my own bidding.”

“Obi-Wan!” Satine sprang off the bench and ran to him, pressing her cheek against his chest.

He could not fully return her embrace, but neither could he stop himself from smiling. Gently, he pushed her away.

He examined her face. Her shadowed cheeks. The dark circles under her eyes.

“Are you alone?” she whispered.

“Yes. The Jedi Council and Galactic Senate will be of no help to us here.” He hoped he’d managed to conceal his bitterness and anger. These were unwelcome emotions, and Obi-Wan didn’t want Satine to witness them. Putting his helmet back on, he checked the corridor to make sure there were no guards approaching. The way was clear, at least for the moment. He took her hand and led her from her cell.

They hurried to the closest turbolift. Obi-Wan smacked the pad to summon a car, and they stood there, waiting for it to arrive, awkward and exposed to any guard who might happen to come along.

“I trust you have an escape plan?” she asked.

“As always, my dear.” It was more important to sound confident than to be confident.

At last, the lift door opened. And standing right there was the towering, broad-chested figure of yet another super commando. There was at least a 50 percent chance Obi-Wan would have to knock the massive guard out. Ah, well, he thought. As Master Yoda would say, size matters not.

He gave Satine a harsh shove into the lift as if she were his prisoner and stepped in behind the commando. The car began its descent.

There were a few seconds of blissful silence, but then the guard had to ruin it. “There’s no record of a prisoner transfer here.”

“The orders came from upstairs,” Obi-Wan said. He wasn’t precisely sure who or what was upstairs, but there was always an upstairs.

Satine shook her head and rolled her eyes. They’d found themselves in situations like this many times during the Mandalorian civil war. They’d fought together and they’d fought each other, and they’d grown close. If she had but said the word, he would have left the Jedi Order for her. But that was a long time ago.

“What’s the authorization code?” said the guard.

Obi-Wan sighed.
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The lift reached its floor, the doors opened, and the commando’s unconscious form fell with a hard thunk on the deck. Obi-Wan and Satine made a quick dash through the tunnel to a landing platform, where they found an unattended speeder.

“I hope you won’t object to me stealing this,” Obi-Wan said.

“Well, I am the duchess of Mandalore, and this is a government speeder, so technically the speeder is mine.”

Obi-Wan grinned.

As they flew off, a commando ran out on the platform. “Hey, you! Stop!”

Had “Hey, you! Stop!” ever successfully stopped anyone in the entire history of the galaxy? “Not likely,” muttered Obi-Wan, accelerating. “Are we being followed?”

“The duchess of Mandalore just escaped a high-security cell with an imposter commando,” Satine shouted back. “What do you think?”

“This does bring back memories.”

“We have a lot of bad memories, Obi-Wan.”

“A few of them are pleasant.”

“Hopefully in the end, this will be one of them.”

Obi-Wan spotted the Twilight parked on an elevated cargo platform ahead. “Hold on tight.”

He landed the speeder, skidding to a stop and just barely managing not to smash into anything. It was as Anakin often said: “Any landing that doesn’t burn you to a crisp is a good landing.”

With four pursuing speeders coming in fast, Obi-Wan and Satine sprinted for the Twilight’s ramp. Sparks and debris flew in an onslaught of blaster fire. Returning fire, Obi-Wan followed Satine up the ramp and into the ship.

He slid into the pilot’s seat and watched with alarm through the cockpit window as more commandos arrived, dismounting their speeders and loosing a storm of energy bolts from their weapons. He didn’t trust Anakin’s ship to withstand the attack. Really, he didn’t trust it to do anything.

“We have to contact my sister for help,” said Satine. “She’ll send reinforcements.”

Obi-Wan looked at her with surprise as the Twilight’s landing pods lifted from the platform. Satine had a sister with access to troops?

“Who’s your sister?”

“It’s a long story. She’s part of Death Watch.”

How could that be possible? Death Watch was a violent splinter group of Mandalorians who stood in direct opposition to Satine’s rule. How could her sister be in league with them?

Before Obi-Wan could respond, a sensor screen on the ship’s console picked up a pair of incoming projectiles.

“Brace yourself!” he screamed.

Explosions rocked the ship so hard that Obi-Wan felt the concussive force in his teeth. Waves of terrific heat flooded the cabin.

Satine coughed. “I fear this won’t be one of the good memories, my dear.”

The ship spun out of control, sending Obi-Wan and Satine careening into the bulkheads. They struggled through flames and toxic fumes for the ramp. If they couldn’t get out of the ship, this would end up being a very bad landing, even by Anakin’s standards.

Obi-Wan was able to get the ramp open, but a sudden lurch of the ship sent him falling into free space. He just barely managed to grab on to a hydraulic strut, glowing flakes of charred hull threatening to burn him.

“Obi-Wan!” Satine called out. She hurried down the ramp, holding out her hand to help him, but another lurch knocked her off her feet. She plummeted, with the hard deck still several meters below.

There was no time for thought. No time for feelings. No flames, no heat, no past, no future—only the now. Obi-Wan calmed his mind and calmed his heart. He reached out with the Force and suspended Satine’s fall. She floated in midair, held aloft by Obi-Wan’s will. He drew her to him and held her tight against his side.

And then they crashed along with the Twilight to the platform.

Obi-Wan hit hard, smashing his head. He was dimly aware of a cracking noise that must have been ribs. Smoke poured into his agonized lungs, and he wanted nothing more than to slip into unconsciousness.

But there was Satine, lying pinned beneath a large slab of debris from the wreckage.

Extending his hand and banishing fear, Obi-Wan let himself serve as a conduit for the Force. The debris elevated off of her, floated to the side, and fell a few meters away with a massive boom. Satine moaned. She was still alive.

Obi-Wan tried to ignore the pain of his injuries and get up, but something colder than ice gripped his entire body.

He knew this sensation.

This was more than injury.

This was something far more hideous—more sickening.

This was darkness.

Through a haze of pain and hot smoke, shapes appeared. Commandos, blasters at the ready. Obi-Wan didn’t think he could fight them in his condition.

A figure strode behind them with the mechanical whir of powerful legs.

“No,” croaked Obi-Wan, “it can’t be.”

He recognized the black markings on the Dathomirian’s red flesh. This was the man who’d killed Obi-Wan’s master. The one Obi-Wan had sliced in half. The one he’d watched fall down a chasm to his doom. The one who kept coming back, dragging with him the deepest, heaviest shadow of wrath and leaving nothing but death and mourning in his wake.

Hate was not the Jedi way. But for this man, Obi-Wan had grown weary of keeping it at bay.

Wincing, he forced himself to his feet. With the press of a button and a commitment to whatever would happen next, he extended the blade of his lightsaber and found himself once again facing Darth Maul.

Maul reached out his black-gloved hand. A horrific power robbed Obi-Wan of control. Helpless, he sailed through a veil of smoke and landed with Maul’s fingers wrapped around his throat. His saber clattered to the ground.

“We meet again, Kenobi.” Maul’s voice was a deep whisper loaded with perverse malice and cheer. “Welcome to my world.”

As if Obi-Wan were nothing more than a rag, Maul tossed him to a pair of commandos. “Take them to the palace” was the last thing Obi-Wan heard before agony overtook him.

[image: ]

Maul had staged a scene in the palace throne room. He sat on the duchess’s throne, with Satine bound on her knees before him. On Maul’s left stood Prime Minister Almec, a traitor to his people and Maul’s obvious puppet. And on his right loomed Maul’s apprentice, Savage Opress, a hulking Dathomirian with a tattooed face and crown of sharp horns.

Restrained in binders and held tight by a pair of super commandos, Obi-Wan was the audience for Maul’s grim play. Pain still racked his body from the crash of the Twilight and from his brutal treatment at Maul’s hands. The commandos had taken his lightsaber. But Obi-Wan would not let Satine down.

Maul seemed to sense his thoughts. “Your noble flaw is a weakness shared by you and the duchess.” With a gesture, and without touching Satine, he lifted her, kept her dangling in midair, and squeezed her throat. He rose from his throne and took slow, deliberate steps toward Obi-Wan. Struggling to breathe, feet kicking uselessly, Satine trailed behind him. “You should have chosen the dark side, Master Jedi.”

“Obi-Wan—” Satine rasped.

The commandos yanked Obi-Wan off his knees. As his eyes shifted from Satine to Maul, the image of a red lightsaber blade flashed in his mind.

Maul seemed pleased. “Your emotions betray you. Your fear and, yes, your anger. Let your anger deepen your hatred.”

“Don’t listen to him, Obi,” Satine managed to say.

“Quiet,” growled the other Dathomirian.

Satine should not be there. She should not have been dragged into a conflict years in the making, begun when Maul murdered Qui-Gon Jinn, the man who’d been the closest thing Obi-Wan had to a father since the Jedi took him from his parents.

“You can kill me, but you will never destroy me,” Obi-Wan said, trying to keep his anger under control. “It takes strength to resist the dark side. Only the weak embrace it.”

“It is more powerful than you know.”

“And those who oppose it are more powerful than you’ll ever be.”

There was still a chance to turn this right. He could not overpower Maul, but maybe he could reach him. Maybe he could match Maul’s fury, not with equal fury but with understanding. With sympathy. Maul had not always been this way. He’d had his future stolen from him. He’d been warped by the Force-wielders of Dathomir. He’d been groomed to become the creature of anger and vengeance who stood before Obi-Wan.

“I know where you’re from,” said Obi-Wan. “I’ve been to your village. I know the decision to join the dark side wasn’t yours. The Nightsisters made it for you.”

Obi-Wan cringed. The words had not come out as he’d intended. He’d wanted to extend a kindness that Maul had perhaps never experienced. But he let his own anger and his own fear infect his words with venom.

“Silence!” Maul roared. “You think you know me? It was I who languished for years thinking of nothing but you, nothing but this moment, and now the perfect tool for my vengeance is in front of us. I never planned on killing you. But I will make you share my pain, Kenobi.”

Maul drew a lightsaber hilt, and as Satine’s struggle for air worsened, Obi-Wan’s fear turned to terror. He twisted to free himself from the guards, only to receive a sharp blow to the head that knocked him to the floor.

No. He would not let this happen. He would not.

But with another gesture, Maul drew Satine forward. He ignited his blade, a wedge of blackness like a hole in space shot through with crackling white threads.

The blade went through Satine’s back. Threads of smoke rose from her chest.

“Satine,” Obi-Wan gasped. He broke free of the commandos’ grip and rushed to Satine as Maul let her crash to the ground.

Brushing the hair out of her eyes, cradling her in his arms, he felt something course through his veins. It was not blood. It was something simultaneously colder and yet hotter than blood. It was anger. He fought to hold it back and listened to Satine’s last words.

“Remember, my dear Obi-Wan, I’ve loved you always.” Her fingers touched his face. “I always will.”

She closed her eyes. Her body went limp in his arms.

And she was dead.

When Maul killed Qui-Gon Jinn, Obi-Wan was stricken with sorrow. Sorrow gripped him again. But there was something else, as well. Something dangerous. Something that scorched. Satine wasn’t Maul’s enemy. She was just a tool Maul had used to get something he wanted, the throne of Mandalore. And a tool to hurt Obi-Wan. Using a person that way was the worst form of cruelty. Satine had been a person, and her death wasn’t just a loss for Obi-Wan. It was a loss for so many more. She’d been a child on this world. Like other children, she’d taken her first step, uttered her first word, laughed and chased flitters in the tall grass of the Mandalorian plains. She’d learned to read, made friends, suffered hurts, recovered and laughed again. And she’d become a leader. She should have lived to see her world thrive, to see her people find peace, to prosper, to make music and art. She should have grown old and been able to look back on all she’d achieved.

But in a split second, Maul had ended all that. He’d extinguished a light in the universe and replaced it with shadow. Such an act was truly the definition of the dark side. And Obi-Wan burned with rage.

With the rage came a vision: Eyes smoldering with hatred. Screams in the red glare of a lightsaber.

Obi-Wan would cleave Maul in two. He would do much worse. There would be nothing left of him. Or the other Dathomirian. Or the commandos, those Mandalorian traitors. He would kill Almec. He would kill anyone who’d had a hand in overthrowing Satine, anyone who’d contributed to her death.

And he would kill anyone who tried to stop him. Anyone who stood in his way, by word or by deed.

Anyone.

Maul laughed. “And now we see the true Obi-Wan Kenobi. The one he hides behind a mask of wit and charm. The one who yearns to be set free.”

And if Obi-Wan gave in to his desires, he’d be giving Maul exactly what he wanted.

He’d become the thing he’d dedicated his life to oppose.

He’d no longer be himself.

None of that was what Satine would have wanted. Not on her world. Not anywhere.

“You can’t win, Maul. Not this way.”

“Imprison him below,” Maul seethed. “Let him drown in his misery. Take him to his cell to rot.”

As Obi-Wan allowed the commandos to drag him away, only he knew of the painful victory he’d just won—and how he could not have done it without drawing strength from Satine Kryze, duchess of Mandalore.
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A squad of commandos trained their blasters on Obi-Wan’s back, forcing him to the cellblocks. With his hands immobilized in binders, his muscles and bones still radiating pain from the crash of the Twilight, and his lightsaber clipped to the belt of one of the guards, this was his last chance to make a move.

Metallic impacts rang out as magnetic darts attached themselves to the nearest commando’s jet pack. It seemed someone was giving Obi-Wan an opportunity. Whether a friend or a new foe, it hardly mattered.

The darts blinked with red lights. Blinking red lights usually meant one thing. Obi-Wan gave the commando a sharp kick to get some distance from him, and he took satisfaction when the darts detonated. Before the echo of the booms had even faded, another Mandalorian set down on the platform. She moved in a blur, blasting the rifle out of one commando’s hands, taking out another guard with a high spinning kick, and firing his gauntlet cable into the chest plate of another. She knifed the jet pack’s control trigger, and the hapless guard launched off the platform, dragging his comrade behind him into the side of a building.

In fewer than three seconds, the newcomer had taken out the entire squad.

Obi-Wan rose to his feet. There was something familiar about the woman’s sharp-angled face, framed by bluntly cut red hair.

“I’m sorry,” he said, “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

She picked up Obi-Wan’s lightsaber from the deck. Four warriors in Death Watch armor descended to the platform, flanking her. Her armor matched theirs.

“Bo-Katan,” she said, slicing through Obi-Wan’s binders. She handed Obi-Wan his lightsaber. “I’m here to rescue you. That’s all you need to know.”

“Sounds good to me.”

She attached one of the fallen commando’s jet packs to his back. “You ever use one of these before?”

No, thought Obi-Wan. Not once. Not ever. But just sound confident, he reminded himself. “In this case I’m a fast learner. Where to?”

“Platform one-D.”

Of course, Obi-Wan had no idea where platform 1D was. “I’ll follow you, then.”

With commandos in pursuit and blaster bolts leaving sizzling craters on the sharp-edged buildings and catwalks, Obi-Wan considered every second he didn’t crash or get shot to be a great success.

He even managed a somewhat-controlled landing on the lip of the connecting tunnel to the platform. The commandos were right behind them, firing salvos from their rifles. Obi-Wan deflected blasts with his lightsaber while the Death Watch troopers returned fire.

The tunnel doors opened to the exterior platform, revealing even more intense fighting, both on the platform and in the skies. Explosions shook the deck. The air burned with blaster fire. Through heat and noise, Obi-Wan could make out Maul’s super commandos waging a battle against Death Watch loyalists.

“Maul must really want you dead,” Bo-Katan said, impressed.

No, not dead. Maul wanted him in pain. Almost as badly as Obi-Wan had wanted to hurt him back. “You have no idea,” was all he would say.

Together, they raced for the nearest ship not yet engulfed in flames. Obi-Wan ran partway up the ramp, drawing fire with his blade, but Bo-Katan didn’t follow.

“Aren’t you coming?”

With a blaster in each hand, she never paused squeezing the triggers. “Go back to your Republic and tell them what happened.”

Obi-Wan ducked as a blaster bolt passed within a centimeter of his head. “That would likely lead to a Republic invasion of Mandalore.”

“Yes. And Maul will die. But Mandalore will survive. We always survive. Now go!”

“Bringing war to Mandalore is not what the duchess would have wanted.”

Still firing, and still hitting her targets, Bo-Katan turned to face him. “Satine wanted peace. She wanted to stay out of this war. But she was not a fool. The war has come, and if she were still here, she would do anything to protect her world. I understand that now.”

There was such pain in her eyes. It was a pain Obi-Wan shared. “You’re Satine’s sister, aren’t you?”

She didn’t need words to give him the answer.

Obi-Wan nodded. “I’m so sorry.”

He climbed the rest of the way up the ramp into the ship and left Bo-Katan behind to fight.

But he would be back someday.

He would not forget Satine. Or her dream of better days for Mandalore.
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Anakin was waiting for him in the hangar bay when he returned to the Jedi Temple.

Obi-Wan tried to compose a calm and serene expression, but Anakin must have seen through it.

“Master…what happened?”

The words came with struggle. He didn’t want to talk. Not yet. Maybe not ever. But he knew he needed to speak. He knew it was important that Anakin hear it. “I lost someone important to me,” Obi-Wan said. “And I understand anger in a way I never have. I know how difficult it is not to give in to it.”

Anakin held his gaze a long time, struggles of his own evident on his face.

“I have to report to the Council,” Obi-Wan said finally.

“May I come with you, Master?”

Obi-Wan managed a smile. He clapped Anakin on the shoulder. “Yes,” Obi-Wan said. “We’ll do this together.”
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SÍDI WAS A GRAY, OUTER RIM PLANETOID that lay cold under a heavy sky and smelled, when the wind blew out of the east, of rotten eggs. The girl had learned, as many small creatures with a talent for survival do, to blend into her environment. Her unusual silver hair made her look like the ghost of a twelve-year-old girl, and she maintained such a level of grime on her face and clothes that she was nearly indistinguishable from the dim, drab walls of her home. Even alone in the narrow passages of her parents’ inn, she crept close to the walls and went about her work hunched over her broom and making about as much noise as the small, armored ash-beetles that were the only other living thing that thrived on Sídi.

Her parents, Rank and Leera, viewed the ash-beetles the way they viewed her, as a nuisance, but she didn’t mind them. Gentle and quiet, they bumbled along not hurting anything or anyone, except maybe the microscopic bugs they fed on, filtered through their bristly teeth. They were sweepers like she was, keeping things as clean as anyone could. And if you bothered to polish their armored sides, as the girl had, they gleamed.

When she was very young, the girl decided to keep one as a pet. She replaced the missing monnok piece from the old dejarik set they had in the common room—not holographic, just a wooden table and clumsy clay pieces that looked only vaguely like the creatures they were meant to represent—but the ash-beetle kept skittering away on its thousand tiny feet, and her next move was always forgotten in her rush to save it from plunging over the side of the board. Even so, she loved it, and fashioned it a tiny leash out of a piece of thread, and took it for walks in the courtyard. But Leera, in one of her foul moods, stumbled outside to yell at her daughter and ground it under her heel. The girl had cried, and Leera had laughed. “Stop that whining. I’ll give you something to cry about. All this over a bug? Huh, come to think of it, that’s a better name for you, little Bug. Now get back inside and make yourself useful.” This had happened such a long time before that she wouldn’t be able to tell anyone her real name if they bothered to ask. Bug it was, and Bug it remained.

The inn’s one real attraction was an abandoned military relay tower, set there and then forgotten when the planetoid proved to be just as useless for a strategic base as it was for anything else. Still, in this sparsely populated part of the Outer Rim, it was the only way to send and receive messages to and from somewhere you might actually want to go. Late at night or early before anyone stirred, Bug would steal to the little room at the top of the relay tower and listen to messages as they came through.

No one officially monitored it anymore; they only checked the recording databanks now and then. Whenever someone came looking to send or receive a comm, her parents charged desperate people a ransom in credits.

Bug had trailed quietly after Rank one day, spying as he punched in the passcode to the tower to take some poor refugees from Balith up there, hoping for good news from their war-torn planet. They received none, though Rank still got plenty of credits out of them. But that day Bug also came away with what she wanted: a way in. Since then, she’d sometimes spent half the night listening to old comm recordings or, if she was lucky, caught new ones as they came in.

Transmissions bounced in from all parts of the galaxy, often scrambled or more static than message, but Bug didn’t care. She sat there by the hour, her back against the wall and her knees tucked up under her chin. On clear nights she could see the whole galaxy of stars out the tower window and imagined they were the planets on the other end of each transmission. Every place sounded exotic to her: she’d heard a strange language that sounded like a bunch of barking out of somewhere in the Mytaranor sector, and a young man’s smooth, musical laugh from a place with an equally musical name, Socorro. These other voices conjured up pictures in her mind of green places, or wet ones, or warm cities full of light and life. It was better than sitting by the fire in the common room for taking the chill out of her bones.

But as the Clone War intensified, so had the transmissions. Most comms now were cries for help in a thousand different languages. The last message she had heard had been the only one to come through on a slow night. Bug had dozed off, waiting, when she was woken by a voice. It startled her in its closeness, as though the woman it belonged to were right there in the room, whispering into her ear between bursts of static. She spoke softly but with a breathless intensity that sounded like a fear Bug was all too familiar with, the fear of being caught: “On Mother’s instructions I’ve placed her in a class three lifepod marked…fought, so I cast a spell of sleep on her and she may resist when she…estimated travel time from Dathomir is…and drop coordinates in the Mid Rim are as foll—” But Bug would not learn what those coordinates were. The transmission was cut short by an explosion, and the mingled screeching sounds of the woman’s screams and metal tearing.

Bug had not returned to the tower since that night. She dreaded sleep. All her dreams were the same: urgent, whispered voices on the edge of hearing until she woke sure that a bomb had gone off and she was about to fall from some great height into an abyss of red flame.

So she worked herself to exhaustion, hoping by the time she fell asleep she would be too tired to dream. Even Leera had nothing to complain about when the floors had been swept four or five times in one day. After that, Bug might sit quietly in a dark corner of the common room and eavesdrop on guests’ conversations or watch them play dejarik until the late hours.

Watching dejarik being played, even played badly, was comforting. Often, once guests wandered off to their quarters for the night, Bug would replay their games for them, playing both sides of the table, trying to understand the strategies they’d used and how they’d failed. She had grown up at the chessboard, she had a good memory for it, and it amused her to “fix” the mistakes lesser players made. It bothered her, still, that missing monnok piece. She’d sigh. Someday.

One night in the common room, her ears pricked up when she overheard Rank mention something about a particularly bloody battle on a planet called Dathomir. He was talking to one of the travelers from a junker of a transport barge that had limped in the week before, in need of fuel and repairs. The people who had disembarked and checked into the inn were not travelers by choice but, as was more and more often the case, refugees from the war. Even Sídi’s thin daylight made them squint after the long, dark hours they’d spent in the ship’s hold. Shell-shocked and ragged, they shoveled their first meals into their mouths, hunched over their plates. They were a desperate bunch.

Except for one: a tall, pale woman dressed in black, with curious red markings on her temples and cheeks that gave her face a narrow, hungry look. She stood apart from the other travelers and took her meals alone in her quarters. The dust of the planet didn’t cling to her cloak like it did to everything else, and sometimes Bug glimpsed a flash of red beneath its dark folds. She would come into the common room now and again, bothering Rank for updates on the repairs or asking when another transport might be expected.

When Bug’s father stalled or began the familiar act of shaking his head as though he were sorry, it was out of his control, these things took time and lots of credits, the old woman stared at him with her yellow eyes, unblinking. Rank’s usual speeches—“Hyperdrives don’t come cheap, you know, especially out here at the dead end of space”—died in his throat. Under her gaze he could only mutter, “Not yet. But soon. Promise,” and scuttle back out to the hangar.

Leera was less easily intimidated during her own run-ins with the woman. “That old mynock wants me to let her into the relay tower to check the comms for free. Can you believe it? I told her she could go straight back to whatever swamp she crawled out of before I let her anywhere near ’em.”

“What news out of Dathomir?” the woman demanded now, looking expectantly at Rank. He took a couple of steps toward the door, but she also took a couple of steps, putting herself between him and escape. Rank sighed, defeated.

“They say the witches are destroyed.” He seemed to take heart at this and puffed out his chest, addressing the guests gathered for dinner in the common room. “By a droid army! Their magic wasn’t all that impressive if it couldn’t save them from a bunch of tin cans, eh?” A couple of people snickered, but the woman in black spoke again, sharply, and their laughter quickly died.

“Have you done battle with a droid army, innkeeper?”

“What would an army want with Sídi?” Rank was defensive. “All’s I’m saying is, you hear things, and those witches outta Dathomir were supposed to be these deadly assassin types, and where are they now?”

“Indeed. It is a question many would be wise to ask themselves: where are they now?” She held Rank’s gaze an uncomfortably long time until she broke the silence abruptly. “But! Your news, like the bread you serve here, is old. The Nightsisters’ fortress fell months ago. Other clans will take it over. There are more witches in that world and this than you know. Find me if you come across any news of Dathomir worth telling, or when your wife comes to her senses and gives me the access I’ve requested.” She scooped up the scrawny black tooka cat that followed her everywhere and stalked off to her quarters; the animal stared malevolently at the innkeeper over the old woman’s shoulder and hissed. Rank shook his head.

“That’s it. Credits or no credits, I’m finishing the repairs on that barge tonight. I want that old woman out of here. She turns my stomach.”

Bug was dismayed. She wanted to know more about the woman in black, and though the very word frightened her, about Dathomir. She knew the woman tended to go for long walks after her evening meal. Bug didn’t understand this. Where was there to go on Sídi? But she always came stalking back, a feeling like anger coming off her in waves, and the green-eyed cat sparking static electricity from its fur, all along its back to the tip of its tail. They were like wild animals in a cage, growing more impatient with each passing day. That Bug understood.

One evening she lurked in the hallway until the old woman went out for one of these walks, her cat scurrying like a small, dense shadow at her feet. She crept to the woman’s room and punched in the override passcode that she used to access all the rooms for cleaning. The door slid open, she stepped inside, and it slid closed behind her. Bug’s plan, if the woman returned, was to pretend to be making the bed or sweeping the floor. But honestly, there was nothing to clean. Like the woman in black, the room was so neat Bug couldn’t find a speck of dust in it. She would hardly know anyone had slept in the bed. The blankets were tucked in tight, and there were no personal items anywhere, except…on a small table on the far side of the room, there was a plain clay bowl, overturned. Bug sighed. She turned it over to clean the spilled remains of whatever slop Leera had served for dinner that night and found, instead, the last thing she would have expected: a perfect, absolutely perfect model of a monnok, poised as if to strike. It was nicer than any of the pieces they had in the common room. No chips, no cracks. It even had the staff! She picked it up and turned it over in her hands. It was a small work of art, and she couldn’t help smiling as she examined it.

With a grinding sound and a sudden snap, the door to the old woman’s room slid open. Bug jumped and, acting on instinct, shoved the dejarik piece in the front pocket of her apron. Head down, she grabbed her broom and began sweeping the already spotless floor. But when she stole a glance at the doorway, no one stood there. A cold sweat dripped down her back, and she shivered. Someone’s just been messing with the keypads again, she thought. Plenty of petty thieves passed through the inn. She walked slowly back to the door and looked carefully, both ways, down the passage. Not a soul, not a sound but her own heart hammering in her ears.

She slipped out, the door sliding shut behind her. She started to walk back to the common room but remembered the monnok. She pulled out the piece for one more look. It really was perfect. Couldn’t she just…borrow it? For one game. Her fingers hovered over the keypad. It had been under that bowl anyway. And who knew when the old woman would be back? She would borrow it, for one perfect game with all the pieces, and slip it back in before it was even missed.

If Bug had been using her head, she would have realized how strange it was: the severely tidy room except for the bowl, and under the bowl, exactly the piece she’d been missing. But her mind was already racing ahead of her, contemplating her next move with the monnok.

The fire in the common room burned low and red, yet Bug was so caught up in her game she hardly noticed. She could have used anything in place of the monnok, and had—the ash-beetle, a spoon, a rock—but she had never played so well or for so long. She was having what, if she’d ever used the word in her young life, she would have called “fun.”

Bug was so involved in her game that when the old woman’s black cat jumped onto the dejarik board and scattered the pieces, she had to cover her mouth to stifle a scream. She jumped to her feet and snatched up the monnok, which had landed half in the fire. She looked, worried it was broken or damaged, and for a second she would have sworn the game piece had shrunk in her hand, turned dull and gray, and wore not the monnok’s savage face but her own startled one. She yelped and dropped it like a hot waffle, running her hand down the front of her apron as if she could wipe away the greasy feeling that lingered on her fingertips. She looked around uneasily.

“Where’s your mistress?” she asked the cat. If ever an animal looked like it could talk it was this one.

But of course the cat did not answer. It sat still and perfectly composed in the middle of the dejarik table and watched her with slitted eyes. It began to purr, and its eyes widened. Bug backed away from it.

And right into the woman in black. This time she really did scream.

“Hush! No one’s hurt you. Yet, anyway. You did do a thorough job cleaning my quarters,” the woman said. She moved around the table in two long strides and sat opposite Bug, motioning for her to sit, too. Bug hesitated. With both sets of eyes on her, the gold and the green, she felt trapped. It was easier to obey than try to run. Where would she go?

The cat jumped from the table to the old woman’s lap, where it curled into a little round ball and appeared, immediately, to fall asleep. She stroked its head, and its tail twitched.

“It was a good game you were playing, if a strange one, against yourself. As you can see, Ichor is not so impressed as I. But he has never been one for games with rules. Cats only know two rules: eat and sleep.” The old woman smiled. Bug surprised herself by thinking that it wasn’t such a bad smile. She relaxed and almost smiled back.

She tensed again as the woman reached into the folds of her cloak, but she only drew out the little clay bowl from her room. She set it, upright this time, on the table and pulled out a small vial from yet another hidden pocket. She unstopped the vial and poured its clear contents into the bowl. The liquid hit the clay with a hiss and flashed a series of colors—blue, green, and finally red, which it stayed. Ruddy steam hovered over the bowl like a miniature storm cloud, and Bug could make out letters or shapes glittering on the sides of the vessel, though previously it had appeared smooth and unadorned. She felt she should say something or applaud, like someone who had just been shown a magician’s trick, but as she summoned up the courage, the woman in black finally spoke again.

“Do you like stories?”

Bug opened her mouth and closed it, unsure of what to say. She wasn’t used to adults addressing her unless they were ordering her about, so she wasn’t prepared for a real conversation. Especially not one this…odd.

“I…I was just going to borrow the piece. I wasn’t stealing or anything.”

The old woman gave her a long look that made Bug feel more than ever like her namesake, squirming under a microscope. “Do you like stories?” she repeated.

Bug did not know how to respond to this. Her parents had never read her bedtime stories. She was dying to hear what the woman had to say, but she was also confused, and that made her angry. Finally, she shrugged, defensive. “I’m not a baby.”

“Good. Babies can’t understand stories. Many adults can’t, either, but we’ll give you the benefit of the doubt.” The old woman frowned. “How do stories start? Ah, yes. Once upon a time…but this isn’t exactly that kind of story.

“Not so very long ago, nor so very far away, there lived on the bloodred planet of Dathomir a woman named Falta. She was a small magick maker whose home lay on the far side of the marshes from the fortress of the Nightsisters, most warlike and merciless of the witch clans. Their leader, ruthless and calculating, was one they called Mother Talzin, or simply Mother.”

An edge of bitterness crept into the old woman’s voice on the word Mother, and she paused in her story to dip just the tip of a finger in the bowl. A few small sparks went up, and a sweet smell crept over the room as the little cloud of red mist began to spread. It hung most thickly over the dejarik table, shifting around the little monnok figure so it looked as though it moved in the dim light.

“Falta was a member of no clan and claimed no leader, preferring her own company. She was more interested in the business of creation and living than in war and death. She tended a few small rancors as mounts and for meat in times of scarcity, and a tooka cat would come in from its hunting to sit by her fire or even in her lap on cold evenings. Though sometimes lonely, she was mostly content. She traded with the Nightsisters for such things as she could not forage or grow or make for herself.

“There was very little she could not make. The Nightsisters called her ‘Hearth-Dweller,’ for her makings and magicks were of the simple, day-to-day kind, for feeding and caretaking: bowls and cups, utensils, sometimes large ceremonial urns.

“But simple did not mean unlovely. Falta’s way with magick was such that her vessels and trinkets and tools were sought after by clans beyond even the Great Canyon. They were useful yet beautiful, sturdy yet elegant. Even water tasted better from her cups, it was said.

“Beauty, in societies where women and men share spaces, can be dangerous, I’ve heard. It is so among societies of only women, too, though perhaps in another way. The beauty of Falta’s work meant that Falta herself became not just a nameless witch on the edge of the swamp, but someone with a name, and a reputation. That reputation grew when Falta performed a magick so great that not even a powerful witch like Mother Talzin, or the wisest and eldest of the Nightsisters, Old Daka, had dared attempt it.

“The Nightsisters of Dathomir had what might seem to some a curious custom for burying their dead. They believed that dead witches rejoined their ancestors on the spirit plane and that the living should do all in their power to help them along. That is why they bundled the bodies of their dead with great ceremony into bags of rancor hide—adorned with bones and shells and strung with herbs against the smell of decay—and hoisted them up high above the ground. The branches of the trees between Falta’s home and the Nightsisters’ fortress were thick with the burial pods of sisters whose souls had passed from Dathomir to the next world. They hung down like ripe, and I suppose to an outsider’s eye, horrible fruit. Yet it was one of the ways of the Dathomiri, and the witches never cared to explain their ways to others.

“But to Falta, the practice seemed unnatural. Fruit was meant to ripen and give life, not die on the branch. She was inspired to magick of a new kind.

“She began to collect what she would need: clay from the Singing Mountain and water from the Dreaming River. She traded for colorful shells with a traveling witch from the Blue Coral Divers Clan and gathered berries bright as rubies from the Red Hills. She bundled these things and more together not in an old, dead rancor hide, but swaddled in the living fronds of giant ferns that grew beside the Misty Falls. She hung it all from a tree in a quiet glade not far from her house. Each day she would come to the glade and sing lullabies that set every leaf and blade of grass trembling with their powerful magick and put her rancors to sleep in their pens. The tooka cat watched from a safe distance, nothing more than a pair of glowing eyes in the trees.

“Unlike the Nightsisters’ pale burial pods, Falta’s creation began a brilliant green that, as the seasons passed, darkened to a purple, then lightened to a rose, and finally settled into a pulsing crimson. Many moons later, from it emerged a child like Dathomir had never seen.

“Her skin was a warm brown like the clay Falta had used to form her body. Her lips were red as berries, and on either temple, she bore marks, like tattoos, of the ferns that had cradled her. She looked at Falta with eyes the blue of coral and reached for her with tiny, perfect hands. Falta named her Yenna, and she was her dearest creation.”

The old woman scooped the dejarik piece off the table and held it above the bowl. Tendrils of steam rose and enveloped the figure. She cupped her hands and blew into them. She opened her hands, palms up, and where the monnok had been there lay a new image: a girl, sleeping, so lifelike she seemed to breathe. It was unmistakably the Yenna of the story. The woman looked with longing at the tiny figure.

“To create beauty for beauty’s sake. Love—not love of wealth or power, but of another being—what was natural for Falta was unthinkable to Talzin.”

The sweet smell in the room grew stronger. If Bug had ever been to a swamp, she would have recognized the scent of vegetable growth and decay, the constant circle of life and death. It lay heavy in her nostrils, and the mist clouded her eyes. She blinked, and the monnok once again stood on the game board, its face frozen in a fierce battle cry, its staff raised, defiant.

“Many years passed, and Falta and Yenna lived happily and undisturbed in the swamp. But eventually, the rumor of Yenna and her strange birth reached Mother Talzin’s ear. What magick was this? And how could she make it hers? She sent for Falta. And Falta came, bringing many of her finest wares, but she did not bring Yenna.

“Talzin was displeased. ‘Your work is fine as ever, Falta. But I hear you have an even greater one, which you keep hidden in your little hovel in the marsh. Next time you come, bring with you your masterpiece. Or I will come and fetch it myself.’

“Reluctantly, Falta obeyed. She brought her daughter with her across the swamp for an audience with Talzin. She did not like the way the witch’s greedy eyes gleamed as they followed Yenna, now a tall, strong girl of thirteen. ‘Let her come and live here,’ Talzin said. ‘You are wasting the girl in the marsh. Who knows what talents she possesses? I can draw them out.’

“‘We are happy where we are. I am her mother; I know the best use of her talents.’

“‘As you say,’ Talzin replied, to Falta’s surprise. Then she lay her hands on Yenna’s head and spoke directly to the girl. ‘When you grow tired of your small life, come to me, and we will make it larger than your mother dreams for you.’

“The girl smiled shyly, but stood a little straighter, proud to be singled out by this powerful witch. It was clear that Yenna was impressed by Talzin, and all of the warlike women who did her bidding. Bitter words burned in the back of Falta’s throat, but she kept silent. She was relieved to be free, to return to the swamp with her daughter.

“For a short while, things returned to normal. It was what passes for spring on Dathomir, and mother and daughter spent long hours wandering the swamp, foraging for food and collecting supplies for small magicks Yenna had been pestering Falta to teach her.

“But Yenna was restless. Her magick had begun manifesting in strange ways: for every successful bowl she shaped, one would shatter in her hands; another would turn water to steam as soon as it was poured in; another would transform anything you placed in it into thick, foul marsh mud. It was as though they reflected the frustration, anger, and sorrow growing inside of her. ‘I’m just not good at it!’ she would cry, throwing her latest failure across the room and running out of the house.

“Falta remembered being that age and tried to be patient, to make space for her daughter. Yenna ventured out alone often, further and further from home and for long hours after dusk. Her mother tried not to worry. Until one day Yenna did not return.”

The fire in the common room burned so low that the only light came from the bowl. The red glow illuminated the woman’s yellow eyes in her careworn face. Bug was warm to the point of feverish, and her heart beat fast. It was less like hearing a story and more like being caught up in a dream. She felt Yenna’s restlessness, Falta’s worry and fear for her daughter. If she could have moved from her chair, she would have paced the floor. But her arms and legs were heavy, and the old woman’s voice was low and rhythmic, and the cat purred loudly, lulling Bug’s body half to sleep while her mind struggled to stay awake. With an effort, she spoke.

“But where’d she go? What happened? She was okay, right?”

The old woman looked up from the bowl, startled, as if she’d forgotten Bug was even there, but she continued.

“Falta was no fool. She knew where her daughter had gone before she even found the note that confirmed it: ‘Mother, I’ve gone to learn from the Nightsisters. Maybe I will find my talent with them and find my way in the larger world.’ She heard the echo of Talzin’s promises in Yenna’s message, more potent than any spell, and knew that for a time, at least, her daughter was lost to her.

“Seasons passed slowly. Spring turned to summer, summer to fall, and fall to winter. Yenna did not return. The cat kept watch in Falta’s lap, for she did not stir often from her chair. She grew gaunt and gray in her sadness as she waited for her daughter. And then, as you know, the war came to Dathomir.

“When the Separatist ships appeared in the sky and the first war cries echoed across the swamp, Falta set out to fetch her daughter and bring her home to safety. Wild rancors bellowed deep in the swamp, and her mounts were too crazed with fear to be of any use. Falta was forced to cross the bog on her old raft. She imagined each stab of the pole in the muck as a stab in Talzin’s heart. If only Talzin had not seduced her daughter with talk of power. If only she had left them alone in the first place!

“As she closed in on the fortress, she saw a green light erupt from deep in its walls, fountain into the sky, and then explode like an army of luminous snakes into the swamp. One hit the burial pod hanging nearest Falta, and it ripped open. The rotting corpse of a Nightsister tumbled out, falling half in the bog and half on Falta’s raft, upsetting the craft so that they both almost landed in the muck. Falta fell to her knees, the flesh tearing on her palms as her barge pole flew from her hands into the water. As she paddled desperately with her hands to regain her pole, she saw reflected in the water a terrible, looming shape. She turned to find the corpse of the long-dead Nightsister warrior towering over her, its jaw slack, eyes rolling in fleshless sockets. Falta was no coward, but she screamed and covered her head. The dead thing, though, looked past her, to the sounds of battle. It let out a horrible, shrieking cry, and launched itself from the raft at inhuman speed toward the fortress.

“What Falta would have given for such speed! By the time she reached the Nightsisters’ compound, the battle was over and the Separatists had won. No guards stood at the entrance to the fortress, and the heavy doors lay blasted and thrown aside, leaving the entryway gaping and broken like the snarling mouth of some wounded beast. Falta heard neither the clanking feet of the droid army nor the breath of a living witch. Pieces of droids were everywhere. The Nightsisters had fought valiantly. But more witches than droids lay where they had fallen in the battle, with no one left to tend the dead. Panic grew in her chest, and her heart felt as if it flew ahead of her on desperate wings, pulling her forward and up the stairs to the fortress’s central chambers.

“At the center of the fortress lay Old Daka’s lair, the most sacred, most secure quarters in the stronghold. If anyone was alive, Falta reasoned, it would be there. But as she neared, she saw even those strong walls had crumbled. A great ceremonial cauldron was overturned, and a sickly vapor rose from the ooze that spread across the floor. The place stank of Talzin’s dark magick, but Talzin herself was nowhere to be seen.

“Then Falta spied a dark shape in the corner of the room. Old Daka lay crumpled on the ground. Falta looked around for something to cover the old woman’s body with. She hated Talzin, but this old one had done nothing to her. As she made to cover the woman’s face, muttering the spell for releasing a witch’s soul, Daka’s eyes fluttered open. Falta drew back in surprise, but the old woman grabbed her hand with the last of her strength. ‘You seek the unnatural girl,’ she rasped.

“‘Where is she?’

“‘Talzin’s prize. She’s sent her…away. Safe.’ The light was fading in Old Daka’s eyes.

“‘Where? To the Singing Mountain? The Howling Crag? Where?’ Falta resisted the urge to shake the answer out of the dying woman.

“‘Safe. Further. Off-world,’ Daka croaked. She let go of Falta’s hand, and her eyes closed once again, this time for good. But she had not left Falta without hope. Yenna lived. She would only have to go further—much further—to find her.

“So she began to climb.” Bug’s eyes were fully closed now, and the lids felt too heavy to lift. Had she nodded off?

“Climb?” She managed to get the word out, though her tongue was thick in her mouth. She was so thirsty, and strangely, her legs ached.

“Yes, yes,” came the old woman’s voice, soothing, like a lullaby. “She climbed to the top of the stairs in the tower and she opened the door with the code she had gotten from one of the Nightsisters.”

“But…but they’re all dead….” Bug shook her head, trying to clear it. Why couldn’t she open her eyes? Why did her feet feel so heavy?

“Oh, not all of them. A kindly one gave her the code, and she opened the door with it…. Yes, that’s it. Open it!” The woman’s voice became suddenly sharp, commanding. Bug flinched, ready for the beating that usually followed when an adult spoke to her like that. It was the surprise of no blow falling that woke her from her trance. She opened her eyes, blinked, and looked around.

They were not in the common room. The old woman held the bowl, and its glow lit up the stairs and the door at the top of the relay tower.

“H-how did we get up here?”

“Never mind how, the code, the code!” The woman snapped her long fingers at Bug in impatience and mimed punching the code into the keypad with angry, stabbing motions.

Bug was fully awake now, and fully aware. She felt a fierceness rise in her, clearing her sight, and she saw the old woman fully for the first time.

“You called her power hungry and selfish—said that she only knew how to use people. But you’re just another Talzin, Falta.” She spat the old woman’s name at her. “Maybe your daughter is better off without either of her mothers. I’ve never seen what good they are. You all just manipulate people, or scare people, or…or…or hypnotize them into giving you what you want when all you had to do was ask!” Bug was furious, screaming. She didn’t care who heard, especially when she saw the expression on Falta’s face, for Falta it was. She looked as though she’d been slapped, and Bug had been the one doing the slapping, for once. Satisfied, she turned and punched in the code; the door slid open. She stood to the side, breathing hard, too enraged to look Falta in the eye as the witch swept past her into the tower room.

She relented a little when she saw the woman, only moments before so frightening, so in control, standing helpless in front of what most people would call a pretty simple comms unit.

Bug sighed. “I know the one you’re looking for. I was up here when it came in.” It was just a matter of a switch and two buttons, and the message replayed: “On Mother’s instructions I’ve placed her in a class three lifepod marked…fought, so I cast a spell of sleep on her and she may resist when she…estimated travel time from Dathomir is…and drop coordinates in the Mid Rim are as foll—”

Falta stood with her head bowed, her strong hands gripping the edge of the comms board as if she’d like to break it. “Shall I play it again?” Bug asked. Falta nodded, still not looking up. The message played again. Falta’s shoulders were shaking, and Bug couldn’t help feeling sorry for her. “It’s not much, for all the trouble you went to, is it?”

Falta’s shoulders continued to shake, but she released her grip on the board and turned to face Bug. She wasn’t crying. She was laughing.

“It’s more than I had! The Mid Rim! That narrows it down! I could have wasted more lifetimes than a tooka has searching for her in the Outer Rim alone! She’s somewhere in the Mid Rim!” She knelt down and drew Bug into an embrace. Bug was so startled, the last of her anger melted away. Not to be left out, Ichor curled around her ankles, purring louder than ever.

Falta released Bug from the hug, but she kept her hands on the girl’s shoulders and gave her one of her long, yellow stares. “You’re right, of course. I’ve been looking so long already, and when you want something so badly, you forget that other people want and need things, too.” Her voice softened as she asked, “What do you want, Bug?”

“Well, first of all, I want that monnok.”

Falta laughed, pulled the piece out of her cloak, and handed it to Bug. “Done. But be careful with it. It’s not just a monnok piece. It can be whatever you want, if you learn the trick.”

“That’s the second thing I want. To learn.”

The witch paused, but then a look of understanding came over her face. “And the third thing is, you want to come with me. See the galaxy? Help an old woman who has a way with mud but no talent for tech find her daughter?”

Bug nodded. They started back down the stairs together. There was just one thing that worried her. “What about Rank and Leera?”

Falta made a little noise somewhere between a choke and a laugh. “Never you mind. I’ll handle them. I still have some tricks up my sleeve. I hypnotized you, and you’re smart. I’ll have those two thinking they’re ash-beetles, and you’ll be gone a week before they remember who or what they are.” Falta stopped short on the stairs suddenly, and Bug looked back at her.

“What is it?”

“Just, ‘who they are’ made me think. Do you want to know your name? Your real name. I can draw it out, you know.” She tapped the side of her head with a long finger. “Only if you want me to, of course.”

Bug thought a moment. Her name. It was just another insult slung at her, she supposed, by Rank and Leera. And there wasn’t anything she wanted from them now. “Thank you, but I don’t think so. I think…I think maybe”—she looked up to the sky and swept her arms out wide, as if she could hold the whole galaxy—“somewhere out there, I’ll find my own.”
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