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      DEAR READER
      

      
      
      This is such an exciting time for Star Wars, I don’t know where to begin! 2015 brings us the first Star Wars Celebration since the announcement that we were going to get to see Episodes VII,
         VIII, and IX after all.
      

      
      
      With Star Wars: The Force Awakens in development and the Lucasfilm Story Group in place, now more than ever, Del Rey
         is playing a major part in creating the story of Star Wars. 

      
      
      Fall of 2014 brought the first entries into the new line of Star Wars canon novels.  Star Wars: A New Dawn introduced the heroes of the new animated TV series, Star Wars Rebels, and gave us our first look at the galaxy being squeezed by the iron fist of Emperor
            Palpatine. Star Wars: Tarkin went back even earlier, to explore the fascinating character of Moff Tarkin, the
            only man who, in A New Hope, seemed unmoved by Darth Vader’s immense powers. Early 2015 brought Heir to the Jedi, by Kevin Hearne, the very first Star Wars novel told from Luke Skywalker’s first-person perspective, in which he struggles
            with the death of Obi-Wan Kenobi, his own sudden hero stature, and the understanding
            that he is a Jedi without a Master. Then we jumped from a Force user who struggles
            to use the Force right into Star Wars: Lords of the Sith, an adventure of two of the most powerful dark side Force users ever: the Sith Lords
            Darth Sidious (otherwise known as Emperor Palpatine) and Darth Vader. 

      
      
      The rest of 2015 will see Del Rey continue to branch out in all directions, as we
         venture back into the era of the classic Star Wars movie trilogy, explore the Clone Wars, and take our first step in the journey to
         The Force Awakens.
      

      
      
      The first of our upcoming new novels is Star Wars: Dark Disciple, by Christie Golden, which draws on eight written-but-never-produced episodes of The Clone Wars to tell a story that pairs former Sith apprentice Asajj Ventress and Jedi Master
         Quinlan Vos—a thrilling and heart-wrenching tale of the seductiveness of the dark
         side and the power of the light side of the Force.  

      
      
      Next is Star Wars: Battlefront: Twilight Company, by Alexander Freed. Alex is a wonderful writer who, as a BioWare employee, was deeply
         immersed in the creation of the Star Wars: The Old Republic online game. Alex was the perfect choice to write an official tie-in novel to the
         new Star Wars: Battlefront videogame. You don’t need to be a gamer to enjoy this “view from the trenches” of
         the war between the Empire and the Rebel Alliance—it’s a moving look at the lives
         of the Rebel foot soldiers and the myriad ways war affects everyone involved.
      

      
      
      And finally, we have a brief teaser of our upcoming blockbuster, Star Wars: Aftermath, by popular author Chuck Wendig, in which we begin to see how the deaths of the Emperor
         and Darth Vader, and the destruction of the second Death Star, affect the galaxy at
         large—and a few reluctant heroes close up and personal.
      

      
      
      I have been having so much fun working with authors both experienced in and new to
         Star Wars to explore these exciting moments in the ongoing story of the Star Wars galaxy and its ever-developing rich cast of characters. I know you will enjoy reading
         the new novels as much as we’ve enjoyed making them. 

      
      
      Happy reading, and may the Force be with you all while we wait with bated breath for
         Star Wars: The Force Awakens!
      

      
      
      


      
      
      Shelly Shapiro, 

      
      
      Editor at large 

      
      
      Del Rey
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      For years, the galaxy-wide conflict known as the Clone Wars has raged. The struggle
               between the rightful government of the Galactic Republic and the Confederacy of Independent
               Systems has claimed the lives of untold billions.  

      
      
      The Force-wielding Jedi, for millennia the guardians of peace in the galaxy, have
               been thwarted at nearly every turn by the Separatist and their leader, the Sith Lord
               Count Dooku.  

      
      
      With the war showing no signs of ending, and the casualties mounting each day, the
               Jedi must consider every possible means of defeating their cunning foe. Whether some
               means are too unthinkable—and some allies too untrustworthy--has yet to be revealed…

      
   
      
      Chapter One
      

      
      
      Ashu--Nyamal, Firstborn of Ashu, child of the planet Mahranee, huddled with her family
         in the hold of a Republic frigate. Nya and the other refugees of Mahranee braced themselves
         against the repercussions of the battle raging outside. Sharp, tufted Mahran ears
         caught the sounds of orders, uttered and answered by clones, the same voice issuing
         from different throats; keen noses scented faint whiffs of fear from the speakers.
      

      
      
      The frigate rocked from yet another blast. Some of the pups whimpered, but the adults
         projected calm. Rakshu cradled Nya’s two younger siblings. Their little ears were
         flat against their skulls, and they shivered in terror against their mother’s warm,
         lithe body, but their blue muzzles were tightly closed. No whimpers for them; a proud
         line, was Ashu. It had given the Mahran many fine warriors and wise statesmen. Nya’s
         sister Teegu, Secondborn of Ashu, had a gift for soothing any squabble, and Kamu,
         the youngest, was on his way to becoming a great artist.
      

      
      
      Or had been, until the Separatists had blasted Mahranee’s capital city to rubble.

      
      
      The Jedi had come, in answer to the distress call, as the Mahran knew they would.
         But they had come too late. Angry at the Mahranee government’s refusal to cooperate,
         the Separatists had decided that genocide, or as close a facsimile as possible, would
         solve the problem of obtaining a world so rich in resources.
      

      
      
      Nya clenched her fists. If only she had a blaster! She was an excellent shot. If any
         of the enemy attempted to board the ship, she could be of use to the brave clones
         now risking their lives to protect the refugees. Better yet, Nya wished she could
         stab one of the Separatist scum with her stinger, even though it would—-
      

      
      
      Another blast, this one worse. The lights flickered off, replaced almost instantly
         by the bloodred hue of the backup lighting. The dark gray metal that comprised the
         freighter’s bulkheads seemed to close in ominously. Something snapped inside Nya.
         Before she really knew what she was doing, she had leapt to her feet and bounded across
         the hold to the rectangular door.
      

      
      
      “Nya!” Rakshu’s voice was strained. “We were told to stay here!”

      
      
      Nya whirled, her eyes flashing. “I am walking the warrior path, Mother! I can’t just
         sit here doing nothing. I have to try to help!”
      

      
      
      “You will only be in the . . .” Rakshu’s voice tailed off as Nya held her gaze. Tears
         slipped silently down Rakshu’s muzzle, glittering in the crimson light. The Mahran
         were no telepaths, but even so, Nya knew her mother could read her thoughts.
      

      
      
      I can do no harm. We are lost already.

      
      
      Rakshu knew it, too. She nodded, then said, her voice swelling with pride in her eldest,
         “Stab well.”
      

      
      
      Nya swallowed hard at the blunt blessing. The stinger was the birthright of the Mahran—-and,
         if used, their death warrant. The venom that would drop a foe in his tracks would
         also travel to his slayer’s heart. The two enemies always died together. The words
         were said to one who was not expected to return alive.
      

      
      
      “Goodbye, Mama,” Nya whispered, too softly for her mother to hear. She slammed a palm
         against the button and the door opened. Without pausing, she raced down the corridor,
         her path outlined by a strip of emergency lighting; she skidded to a halt when the
         hallway branched into two separate directions, picked one, and ran headlong into one
         of the clones.
      

      
      
      “Whoa, there!” he said, not unkindly. “You’re not supposed to be here, little one.”

      
      
      “I will not die huddled in fear!” Nya snapped.
      

      
      
      “You’re not going to,” the clone said, attempting to be reassuring. “We’ve outrun
         puddle--jumpers like these before. Just get back to the holding area and stay out
         of our way. We’ve got this in hand.”
      

      
      
      Nya smelled the change in his sweat. He was lying. For a moment, she spared compassion
         for him. What had his life been like when he was a youngling? There had been no one
         to give him hugs or tell stories, no loving parental hands to soothe childhood’s nightmares.
         Only brothers, identical in every way, who had been raised as clinically as he.
      

      
      
      Brothers, and duty, and death.

      
      
      Feeling strangely older than the clone, and grateful for her own unique life that
         was about to end, Nya smiled, shook her head, and darted past him.
      

      
      
      He did not give chase.

      
      
      The corridor ended in a door. Nya punched the button. The door slid open onto the
         cockpit. And she gasped.
      

      
      
      She had never been in space before, so she was unprepared for the sight the five--section
         viewport presented. Bright flashes and streaks of laser fire dueled against an incongruously
         peaceful--looking blue sky. Nya wasn’t sufficiently knowledgeable to be able to distinguish
         one ship from another—-except for her own planet’s vessels, looking old and small
         and desperate as they tried to flee with their precious cargo of families just like
         her own.
      

      
      
      A clone and the Jedi general, the squat, reptilian Aleena who had led the mission
         to rescue Nya’s people, occupied the cockpit’s two chairs. With no warning, another
         blast rocked the ship. Nya went sprawling into the back of the clone’s chair, causing
         him to lurch forward. He turned to her, his eyes dark with anger, and snapped, “Get
         off this—-”
      

      
      
      “General Chubor,” came a smooth voice.

      
      
      Nya’s fur lifted. She whirled, snarling silently. Oh, she knew that voice. The Mahran
         had heard it uttering all sorts of pretty lies and promises that were never intended
         to be kept. She wondered if there was anyone left in the galaxy who didn’t recognize
         the silky tones of Count Dooku.
      

      
      
      He appeared on a small screen near the top of the main viewing window. A satisfied,
         cruel smirk twisted Dooku’s patrician features.
      

      
      
      “I’m surprised you contacted me,” his image continued. “As I recall, Jedi prefer to
         be regarded as the strong, silent type.”
      

      
      
      The clone lifted a finger to his lips, but the warning was unnecessary. Nya’s sharp
         teeth were clenched, her fur bristled, and her entire being was focused on the count’s
         loathsome face, but she knew better than to speak.
      

      
      
      General Chubor, sitting beside the clone in the pilot’s chair, so short that his feet
         did not reach the floor, likewise was not baited. “You’ve got your victory, Dooku.”
         His slightly nasal, high--pitched voice was heavy with sorrow. “The planet is yours . . .
         let us have the people. We have entire families aboard, many of whom are injured.
         They’re innocents!”
      

      
      
      Dooku chuckled, as if Chubor had said something dreadfully amusing over a nice hot
         cup of tea. “My dear General Chubor. You should know by now that in a war, there is
         no such thing as an innocent.”
      

      
      
      “Count, I repeat, our passengers are civilian families,” General Chubor continued
         with a calmness at which Nya could only marvel. “Half of the refugees are younglings.
         Permit them, at least, to—-”
      

      
      
      “Younglings whose parents, unwisely, chose to ally with the Republic.” Gone was Dooku’s
         civilized purr. His gaze settled on Nya. She didn’t flinch from his scrutiny, but
         she couldn’t stifle a soft growl. He looked her up and down, then dismissed her as
         of no further interest. “I’ve been monitoring your transmissions, General, and I know
         that this little chat is being sent to the Jedi Council. So let me make one thing
         perfectly clear.”
      

      
      
      Dooku’s voice was now hard and flat, as cold and pitiless as the ice of Mahranee’s
         polar caps.
      

      
      
      “As long as the Republic resists me, ‘innocents’ will continue to die. Every death
         in this war lies firmly at the feet of the Jedi. And now . . . it is time for you
         and your passengers to join the ranks of the fallen.”
      

      
      
      One of the largest Mahranee ships bloomed silently into a flower of yellow and red
         that disintegrated into pieces of rubble.
      

      
      
      Nya didn’t know she had screamed until she realized her throat was raw. Chubor whirled
         in his chair.
      

      
      
      His large--eyed gaze locked with hers.

      
      
      The last thing Ashu--Nyamal, Firstborn of Ashu, would ever see was the shattered expression
         of despair in the Jedi’s eyes.
      

      
      
      The bleakest part about being a Jedi, thought Master Obi--Wan Kenobi, is when we fail.

      
      
      He had borne witness to scenes like the one unfolding before the Jedi Council far
         too many times to count, and yet the pain didn’t lessen. He hoped it never would.
      

      
      
      The terrified final moments of thousands of lives played out before them, then the
         grim holographic recording flickered and vanished. For a moment, there was a heavy
         silence.
      

      
      
      The Jedi cultivated a practice of nonattachment, which had always served them well.
         Few understood, though, that while specific, individual bonds such as romantic love
         or family were forbidden, the Jedi were not ashamed of compassion. All lives were
         precious, and when so many were lost in such a way, the Jedi felt the pain of it in
         the Force as well as in their own hearts.
      

      
      
      At last, Master Yoda, the diminutive but extraordinarily powerful head of the Jedi
         Council, sighed deeply. “Grieved are we all, to see so many suffer,” he said. “Courage,
         the youngling had, at the end. Forgotten, she and her people will not be.”
      

      
      
      “I hope her bravery brought her comfort,” Kenobi said. “The Mahran prize it. She and
         the others are one with the Force now. But I have no more earnest wish than that this
         tragedy be the last the war demands.”
      

      
      
      “As do all of us, Master Kenobi,” said Master Mace Windu. “But I don’t think that
         wish is coming true anytime soon.”
      

      
      
      “Did any ships make it out with their passengers?” Anakin Skywalker asked. Kenobi
         had asked the younger Jedi, still only a Knight, to accompany him to this gathering,
         and Anakin stood behind Kenobi’s chair.
      

      
      
      “Reported in, no one has,” Yoda said quietly. “But hope, always, there is.”

      
      
      “With respect, Master Yoda,” Anakin said, “the Mahran needed more than our hope. They needed our help, and what we were able to give them wasn’t enough.”
      

      
      
      “And unfortunately, they are not the only ones we’ve been forced to give short shrift,”
         Windu said.
      

      
      
      “For almost three years, this war has raged,” said Plo Koon, the Kel Dor member of
         the Council. His voice was muffled due to the mask he wore over his mouth and nose;
         a requirement for his species in this atmosphere. “We can barely even count the numbers
         of the fallen. But this—-” He shook his head.
      

      
      
      “All directly because of one man’s ambition and evil,” said Windu.

      
      
      “It’s true that Dooku is the leader of the Separatists,” Kenobi said. “And no one
         will argue that he isn’t both ambitious and evil. But he hasn’t done it alone. I agree that Dooku may be responsible for every
         death in this war, but he didn’t actively commit each one.”
      

      
      
      “Of course not,” Plo Koon said, “but it’s interesting that you use nearly the same
         words as Dooku. He placed the blame for the casualties squarely upon us.”
      

      
      
      “A lie, that is,” Yoda said. He waved a small hand dismissively. “Foolish it would
         be, for us to give it a moment’s credence.”
      

      
      
      “Would it be, truly, Master Yoda?” Windu asked with a hard look on his face. As a
         senior member of the Council, he was one of the few who dared question Master Yoda.
         Kenobi raised an eyebrow.
      

      
      
      “What mean you, Master Windu?” asked Yoda.

      
      
      “Have the Jedi really explored every option? Could we have ended this war sooner?
         Could we, in fact, end it right now?”
      

      
      
      Something prickled at the back of Kenobi’s neck. “Speak plainly,” he said.

      
      
      Windu glanced at his fellows. He seemed to be weighing his words. Finally, he spoke.

      
      
      “Master Kenobi’s right—-Dooku couldn’t have done this completely alone. Billions follow
         him. But I also stand by my observation—-that this war is Dooku’s creation. Those
         who follow him, follow him. Every player is controlled by the count; every conspiracy has been traced back to
         him.”
      

      
      
      Anakin’s brow furrowed. “You’re not saying anything we don’t

         already know, Master.”
      

      
      
      Windu continued. “Without Dooku, the Separatist movement would collapse. There would
         no longer be a single, seemingly invincible figurehead to rally around. Those who
         were left would consume themselves in a frenzy to take his place. If every river is
         a branch of a single mighty one . . . then let us dam the flow. Cut off the head,
         and the body will fall.”
      

      
      
      “But that’s what we’ve been—-oh.” Anakin’s blue eyes widened with sudden comprehension.
      

      
      
      No, Kenobi thought, surely Mace isn’t suggesting—-
      

      
      
      Yoda’s ears unfurled as he sat up straighter. “Assassination, mean you?”

      
      
      “No.” Kenobi spoke before he realized he was going to, and his voice was strong and
         certain. “Some things simply aren’t within the realm of possibility. Not,” he added
         sharply, looking at Mace, “for Jedi.”
      

      
      
      “Speaks the truth, Master Kenobi does,” Yoda said. “To the dark side, such actions
         lead.”
      

      
      
      Mace held up his hands in a calming gesture. “No one here wishes to behave like a
         Sith Lord.”
      

      
      
      “Few do, at first. A small step, the one that determines destiny often is.”

      
      
      Windu looked from Yoda to Kenobi, then his brown--eyed gaze lingered on Kenobi. “Answer
         me this. How often has this Council sat, shaking our heads, saying ‘Everything leads
         back to Dooku’? A few dozen times? A few hundred ?”
      

      
      
      Kenobi didn’t reply. Beside him, Anakin shifted his weight. The younger Jedi didn’t
         look at Kenobi or Windu, and his lips were pressed together in a thin, unhappy line.
      

      
      
      “A definitive blow must be struck,” Mace said. He rose from his chair and closed the
         distance between himself and Kenobi. Mace had the height advantage, but Kenobi got
         to his feet calmly and met Windu’s gaze.
      

      
      
      “Dooku is going to keep doing exactly what he has been,” Windu said quietly. “He’s
         not going to change. And if we don’t change, either, then the war will keep raging until this tortured galaxy is
         nothing but space debris and dead worlds. We—-the Jedi and the clones we command—-are
         the only ones who can stop it!”
      

      
      
      “Master Windu is right,” said Anakin. “I think it’s about time to open the floor to
         ideas that before we would have never considered.”
      

      
      
      “Anakin,” Kenobi warned.

      
      
      “With respect, Master Kenobi,” Anakin barreled on. “Mahranee’s fall is terrible. But
         it’s only the most recent crime Dooku has committed against a world and a people.”
      

      
      
      Mace added, “The Mahran who died today already have more than enough company. Do we
         want to increase those numbers? One man’s life must be weighed against those of potentially
         millions of innocents. Isn’t protecting the innocent the very definition of what it
         means to be a Jedi? We are failing the Republic and its citizens. We must stop this—-now.” 

      
      
      Kenobi turned to Yoda. The ancient Jedi Master peered at all those present, be it
         physically or holographically: Saesee Tiin, an Iktotchi Master; the Togruta Shaak
         Ti, her expression calm but sorrowful; the images of Kit Fisto, Oppo Rancisis, and
         Depa Billaba. Kenobi was surprised to see sorrow and resignation settle over Yoda’s
         wrinkled, green face. The diminutive Jedi closed his huge eyes for a moment, then
         opened them.
      

      
      
      “Greatly heavy, my heart is, that come to this, matters have,” he said. Beside the
         Council leader was a small table, upon which burned a single, white taper. Yoda gazed
         at the soft, steady glow.
      

      
      
      “Each life, a flame in the Force is. Beautiful. Unique. Glowing and precious it stands,
         to bravely cast its own small light against the darkness that would consume it. But
         grows, this darkness does, with each minute that Dooku continues his attacks.” Yoda
         extended a three--fingered hand, holding it over the candle so that it cast a shadow.
         As he moved his shadow--hand, the light flickered, almost frantically, then winked
         out. Kenobi felt his heart lurch within his chest.
      

      
      
      “Stop him, we must,” Yoda said solemnly. He closed his eyes and bowed his head. The
         moment hung heavy, and it seemed everyone was loath to break it.
      

      
      
      Finally Mace spoke. “The question before us now is—-who will strike the killing blow?”

      
      
      Kenobi sighed and rubbed his eyes. “I, ah . . . may have a suggestion . . .” 
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      Eight years after the Clone Wars ravaged the galaxy, the Republic is no more and the Empire is ascendant. The man who rules as Emperor is secretly a
               Sith Lord, and with his powerful apprentice, Darth Vader, and all the resources of
               his vast Imperial war machine, he has placed the galaxy solidly under his heel. 

      
      
      Dissent has been crushed, and freedom is a memory, all in the name of peace and order.
               But here and there pockets of resistance are beginning to kindle and burn, none hotter
               than the Free Ryloth movement led by Cham Syndulla. 

      
      
      Now, after many small-scale strikes against the Imperial forces controlling their
               world, Cham and his fellow freedom fighters take their chance to strike a fatal blow
               against the Empire and plunge it into chaos by targeting its very heart:

               Emperor Palpatine and Darth Vader��
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      Vader completed his meditation and opened his eyes. His pale, flame--savaged face
         stared back at him from out of the reflective black transparisteel of his pressurized
         meditation chamber. Without the neural connection to his armor, he was conscious of
         the stumps of his legs, the ruin of his arms, the perpetual pain in his flesh. He
         welcomed it. Pain fed his hate, and hate fed his strength. Once, as a Jedi, he had
         meditated to find peace. Now he meditated to sharpen the edges of his anger.
      

      
      
      He stared at his reflection a long time. His injuries had deformed his body, left
         it broken, but they’d perfected his spirit, strengthening his connection to the Force.
         Suffering had birthed insight.
      

      
      
      An automated metal arm held the armor’s helmet and faceplate over his head, a doom
         soon to descend. The eyes of the faceplate, which intimidated so many, were no peer
         to his unmasked eyes. From within a sea of scars, his gaze simmered with controlled,
         harnessed fury. The secondary respirator, still attached to him, always attached to him, masked the ruins of his mouth, and the sound of his breathing echoed
         off the walls.
      

      
      
      Drawing on the Force, he activated the automated arm. It descended and the helmet
         and faceplate wrapped his head in metal and plasteel, the shell in which he existed.
         He welcomed the spikes of pain when the helmet’s neural needles stabbed into the flesh
         of his skull and the base of his spine, unifying his body, mind, and armor to form
         an interconnected unit.
      

      
      
      When man and machine were one, he no longer felt the absence of his legs or arms,
         the pain of his flesh, but the hate remained, and the rage still burned. Those, he
         never relinquished, and he never felt more connected to the Force than when his fury
         burned.
      

      
      
      With an effort of will, he commanded the onboard computer to link the primary respirator
         to the secondary, and to seal the helmet at the neck, encasing him fully. He was home.
      

      
      
      Once, he’d found the armor hateful, foreign, but now he knew better. He realized that
         he’d always been fated to wear it, just as the Jedi had always been fated to betray
         their principles. He’d always been fated to face Obi--Wan and fail on Mustafar—-and
         in failing, learn.
      

      
      
      The armor separated him from the galaxy, from everyone, made him singular, freed him
         from the needs of the flesh, the concerns of the body that once had plagued him, and
         allowed him to focus solely on his relationship to the Force.
      

      
      
      It terrified others, he knew, and that pleased him. Their terror was a tool he used
         to accomplish his ends. Yoda once had told him that fear led to hate and hate to suffering.
         But Yoda had been wrong. Fear was a tool used by the strong to cow the weak. Hate
         was the font of true strength. Suffering was not the result of the rule of the strong
         over the weak, order was. By its very existence, the Force mandated the rule of the strong over the weak; the
         Force mandated order. The Jedi had never seen that, and so they’d misunderstood the
         Force and been destroyed. But Vader’s Master saw it. Vader saw it. And so they were
         strong. And so they ruled.
      

      
      
      He rose, his breathing loud in his ears, loud in the chamber, his image huge and dark
         on the reflective wall.
      

      
      
      A wave of his gauntleted hand and a mental command rendered the walls of his ovate
         meditation chamber transparent instead of reflective. The chamber sat in the center
         of his private quarters aboard the Perilous. He looked out and up through the large viewport that opened out onto the galaxy and
         its numberless worlds and stars.
      

      
      
      It was his duty to rule them all. He saw that now. It was the manifest will of the
         Force. Existence without proper rule was chaos, disorder, suboptimal. The Force—-invisible
         but ubiquitous—-bent toward order and was the tool through which order could and must
         be imposed, but not through harmony, not through peaceful coexistence. That had been
         the approach of the Jedi, a foolish, failed approach that only fomented more disorder.
         Vader and his Master imposed order the only way it could be imposed, the way the Force
         required that it be imposed, through conquest, by forcing the disorder to submit to
         the order, by bending the weak to the will of the strong.
      

      
      
      The history of Jedi influence in the galaxy was a history of disorder and the sporadic
         wars disorder bred. The history of the Empire would be one of enforced peace, of imposed
         order.
      

      
      
      A pending transmission caused the intercom to chime. He activated it and a hologram
         of the aquiline--faced, gray--haired commander of the Perilous, Captain Luitt, formed before him.
      

      
      
      “Lord Vader, there’s been an incident at the Yaga Minor shipyards.”

      
      
      “What kind of incident, Captain?”

      
      
      The lights from the bridge computers blinked or didn’t as dictated by the pulse of
         the ship and the gestures of the ragtag skeleton crew of freedom fighters who staffed
         the stations. Cham stood behind the helm and looked alternately from the viewscreen
         to the scanner as he mentally recited the words he’d long ago etched on the stone
         of his mind so that he could, as needed, read them and be reminded:
      

      
      
      Not a terrorist, but a freedom fighter. Not a terrorist, but a freedom fighter.

      
      
      Cham had fought for his people and Ryloth for almost a standard decade. He’d fought
         for a free Ryloth when the Republic had tried to annex it, and he fought now for a
         free Ryloth against the Empire that was trying to strip it bare.
      

      
      
      A free Ryloth.

      
      
      The phrase, the concept, was the polestar around which his existence would forever
         turn.
      

      
      
      Because Ryloth was not free.

      
      
      As Cham had feared back during the Clone Wars, one well--intentioned occupier of Ryloth
         had given way to another, less well--intentioned occupier, and a Republic had, through
         the alchemy of ambition, been transformed into an Empire.
      

      
      
      An Imperial protectorate, they called Ryloth. On Imperial star charts Cham’s homeworld
         was listed as “free and independent,” but the words could only be used that way with
         irony, else meaning was turned on its head.
      

      
      
      Because Ryloth was not free.

      
      
      Orn Free Taa, Ryloth’s obese representative to the lickspittle, ceremonial Imperial
         Senate, validated the otherwise absurd Imperial claims through his treasonous acquiescence
         to them. But then Ryloth had no shortage of Imperial collaborators, or those willing
         to lay supine before stormtroopers.
      

      
      
      And so . . . Ryloth was not free.
      

      
      
      But it would be one day. Cham would see to it. Over the years, he’d recruited and
         trained hundreds of like--minded people, most but not all of them Twi’leks. He’d cultivated
         friendly contacts and informants across Ryloth’s system, established hidden bases,
         hoarded matériel. Over the years, he’d planned and executed raid after raid against
         the Imperials, cautious and precise raids, true, but effective, nevertheless. Dozens
         of dead Imperials gave mute testimony to the growing effectiveness of the Free Ryloth
         movement.
      

      
      
      Not a terrorist, but a freedom fighter.

      
      
      He put a reassuring hand on the shoulder of the helm, felt the tension in the clenched
         muscles of her shoulder. Like most of the crew, like Cham, she was a Twi’lek, and
         Cham doubted she’d ever flown anything larger than a little gorge hopper, certainly
         nothing like the armed freighter she steered now.
      

      
      
      “Just hold her steady, helm,” Cham said. “We won’t need anything fancy out of you.”

      
      
      Standing behind Cham, Isval added, “We hope.”

      
      
      The helm exhaled and nodded. Her lekku, the twin head--tails that extended down from
         the back of her head to her shoulders, relaxed slightly to signify relief. “Aye, sir.
         Nothing fancy.”
      

      
      
      Isval stepped beside Cham, her eyes on the viewscreen.

      
      
      “Where are they?” she grumbled, the darkening blue of her skin and the agitated squirm
         of her lekku a reflection of her irritation. “It’s been days and no word.”
      

      
      
      Isval always grumbled. She was perpetually restless, a wanderer trapped in a cage
            only she could see, pacing the confines over and over, forever testing the strength
            of the bars. She reminded him of his daughter, Hera, whom he missed deeply when he
            allowed himself such moments. Cham valued Isval’s need for constant motion, for constant
            action. They were the perfect counterpoints to each other: her rash, him deliberate;
            her

            practical, him principled.

      
      
      “Peace, Isval,” he said softly. He’d often said the same thing to Hera.

      
      
      He held his hands, sweaty with stress despite his calm tone, clasped behind his back.
         He eyed the bridge data display. Almost time. “They’re not late, not yet. And if they’d
         failed, we’d have had word by now.”
      

      
      
      Her retort came fast. “If they’d succeeded, we’d have had word by now, too. Wouldn’t
         we?”
      

      
      
      Cham shook his head, his lekku swaying. “No, not necessarily. They’d run silent. Pok
         knows better than to risk comm chatter. He’d need to skim a gas giant to refuel, too.
         And he might have needed to shake pursuit. They had a lot of space to cover.”
      

      
      
      “He would’ve sent word, though, something,” she insisted. “They could have blown up
         the ship during the hijack attempt. They could all be dead. Or worse.”
      

      
      
      She said the words too loudly, and the heads of several of the crew came up from their
         work, looks of concern on their faces.
      

      
      
      “They could, but they’re not.” He put his hand on her shoulder. “Peace, Isval. Peace.”

      
      
      She grimaced and swallowed hard, as if trying to rid herself of a bad taste. She pulled
         away from him and started to pace anew. “Peace. There’s peace only for the dead.”
      

      
      
      Cham smiled. “Then let’s stick with war for at least a bit longer, eh?”

      
      
      His words stopped her in her pacing and elicited one of her half smiles, and a half
         smile was as close as Isval ever got to the real thing. He had only a vague idea of
         what had been done to her when she’d been enslaved, but he had a firm sense that it
         must have been awful. She’d come a long way.
      

      
      
      “Back to it, people,” he ordered. “Stay sharp.”

      
      
      Silence soon filled all the empty space on the bridge. Hope hung suspended in the
         quiet—-fragile, brittle, ready to be shattered with the wrong word. The relentless
         gravity of waiting drew eyes constantly to the data display that showed the time.
         But still nothing.
      

      
      
      Cham had stashed the freighter in the rings of one of the system’s gas giants. Metal
         ore in the rock chunks that made up the rings would hide the ship from any scans.
      

      
      
      “Helm, take us above the plane of the rings,” Cham said.

      
      
      Even in an off--the--chart system, it was a risk to put the freighter outside the
         shelter of the planet’s rings. The ship’s credentials wouldn’t hold up to a full Imperial
         query, and Imperial probes and scouts were everywhere, as the Emperor tried to firm
         up his grip on the galaxy and quell any hot spots. If they were noticed they’d have
         to run.
      

      
      
      “Magnify screen when we’re clear.”

      
      
      Even magnified, the screen would show far less than long--range sensors, but Cham
         needed to see for himself, not stare at readouts.
      

      
      
      Isval paced beside him.

      
      
      The ship shifted up, out of the bands of ice and rock, and the magnified image on
         the screen showed the outer system, where a single, distant planetoid of uninhabited
         rock orbited the system’s dim star, and countless stars beyond blinked in the dark.
         A nebula light--years away to starboard painted a slice of space the color of blood.
      

      
      
      Cham stared at the screen as if he could pull his comrades through hyperspace by sheer
         force of will. Assuming they’d even been able to jump. The whole operation had been
         a huge risk, but Cham had thought it worthwhile to secure more heavy weapons and force
         the Empire to divert some resources away from Ryloth. Too, he’d wanted to make a stronger
         statement, send an unmistakable message that at least some of the Twi’leks of Ryloth
         would not quietly accept Imperial rule. He’d wanted to be the spark that started a
         fire across the galaxy.
      

      
      
      “Come on, Pok,” he whispered, the involuntary twitch of his lekku betraying his stress.
         He’d known Pok for years and called him friend.
      

      
      
      Isval muttered under her breath, a steady flood of Twi’lek expletives.

      
      
      Cham watched the data display as the appointed time arrived and passed, taking the
         hopes of the crew with it. Heavy sighs and slack lekku all around.
      

      
      
      “Patience, people,” Cham said softly. “We wait. We keep waiting until we know.”

      
      
      “We wait,” Isval affirmed with a nod. She paced the deck, staring at the viewscreen
         as if daring it to keep showing her something she didn’t want to see.
      

      
      
      The moments stretched. The crew shifted in their seats, shared surreptitious looks
         of disappointment. Cham had to work to unclench his jaw.
      

      
      
      The engineer on scan duty broke the spell.

      
      
      “I’ve got something!” she said.

      
      
      Cham and Isval fairly sprinted over to the scanner. All eyes watched them.

      
      
      “It’s a ship,” the engineer said.

      
      
      A satisfied, relieved rustle moved through the bridge crew. Cham could almost hear
         the smiles. He eyed the readout.
      

      
      
      “That’s an Imperial transport,” he said.

      
      
      “That’s our Imperial transport,” Isval said.
      

      
      
      A few members of the bridge crew gave a muted cheer.

      
      
      “Stay on station, people,” Cham said, but he could not shake his grin.

      
      
      “Coming through now,” the engineer said. “It’s them, sir. It’s them! They’re hailing
         us.”
      

      
      
      “On speaker,” Cham said. “Meanwhile, alert the off--load team. We’ll want to get those
         weapons aboard and destroy that ship as soon as—-”
      

      
      
      A crackle of static and then Pok’s strained voice. “Get clear of here right now! Just
         go!”
      

      
      
      “Pok?” Cham said, as the crew’s elation shifted to concern. “Pok, what is it?”

      
      
      “It’s Vader, Cham. Get out of here now! We thought we’d lost the pursuit. We’ve been
         jumping through systems to throw them off. I’d thought we’d lost them, but they’re
         still on us! Go, Cham!”
      

      
      
      The engineer looked up at Cham, her lavender skin flushing to dark blue at the cheeks.
         “There are more ships coming out of hyperspace, sir. More than a dozen, all small.”
         Her voice tightened as she said, “V--wings probably. Maybe interceptors.”
      

      
      
      Cham and Isval cursed as one.

      
      
      “Get on station, people!” Cham ordered.

      
      
      Vader’s customized Eta--interceptor led the starfighter squadron as the star--lined
         tunnel of hyperspace gave way to the black of ordinary space. A quick scan allowed
         him to locate the hijacked weapons transport, which they’d been pursuing through several
         systems as it tried to work its way out to the Rim. The squadron disengaged from their
         hyperspace rings.
      

      
      
      The heavily armed transport showed slight blaster damage along the aft hull near the
            three engines, behind the bloated center of the cargo bay.

      
      
      “Attack formation,” Vader ordered, and the pilots in the rest of the squad acknowledged
         the command and fell into formation.
      

      
      
      Concerned that the hijackers might have dropped out of hyperspace to lure the squadron
         into an ambush, he ran a quick scan of the entire system. The interceptor’s sensor
         array was not the most sensitive, but it showed only a pair of huge, ringed gas giants,
         each with a score or more of moons, an asteroid belt between the planets and the system’s
         star, and a few planetoids at the outside of the system. Otherwise, the system was
         an uninhabited backwater.
      

      
      
      “Scans show no other ships in the system,” Vader said.

      
      
      “Confirmed,” the squadron commander replied.

      
      
      The voice of one of the pilots carried over the comm: “They’re powering up for another
         jump, Lord Vader.”
      

      
      
      “Follow my lead,” Vader ordered, and accelerated to attack speed. “Do not allow them
         to jump again.”
      

      
      
      The V--wings and Vader’s interceptor were far faster and more maneuverable than the
         transport and closed on it rapidly, devouring the space between. Vader did not bother
         consulting his instrumentation. He fell into the Force, flying by feel, as he always
         did.
      

      
      
      Even before the interceptor and the V--wings closed to within blaster range, one of
         the freighter’s engines burped a gout of blue flame and burned out. The hijackers
         had overtaxed the transport in their escape attempt.
      

      
      
      “I want the shields down and the remaining two engines disabled,” Vader said. Disabling
         the engines would prevent another hyperspace jump. “Do not destroy that ship.”
      

      
      
      The heavier armaments of the transport had a longer range than the interceptor and
         V--wings’ blasters and opened up before the starfighters got within blaster range.
      

      
      
      “Weapons are hot, go evasive,” said the squadron leader as the transport’s automated
            gun turrets filled the space between the ships with green lines. The starfighter squadron
            veered apart, twisting and diving.

      
      
      Vader felt as much as saw the transport’s blasters. He cut left, then hard right,
         then dived a few degrees down, still closing on the transport. One of the V--wings
         to his left caught a green line. Its wing fragmented and it went spinning and flaming
         off into the system.
      

      
      
      The larger, crewed, swivel--mounted gun bubbles on either side of the transport’s
         midline swung around and opened fire, fat pulses of red plasma.
      

      
      
      “Widen your spacing,” the squadron commander said over the comm. “Spacing!”

      
      
      A burst of red plasma caught one of the V--wings squarely and vaporized it.

      
      
      “Focus your fire on the aft shields,” Vader said, his interceptor wheeling and spinning,
         sliding between the red and the green, until he was within range. He fired and his
         blasters sent twin beams of plasma into the aft shields. He angled the shot to maximize
         deflection. He did not want to pierce them and damage the ship, just drain them and
         bring them down.
      

      
      
      The rest of the squadron did the same, hitting the transport from multiple angles.
         The transport bucked under the onslaught, the shields flaring under the energy load
         and visibly weakening with each shot. The entire squad overtook and passed the freighter,
         the green and red shots of its weapons chasing them along.
      

      
      
      “Maintain spacing, stay evasive, and swing around for another pass,” the squadron
         commander ordered. “Split squadron and come underneath.”
      

      
      
      The squadron’s ships peeled right and left, circling back and down, and set themselves
         on another intercept vector. Vader decelerated enough to fall back to the rear.
      

      
      
      “Bring the shields down on this pass, Commander,” he said. “I have something in mind.”

      
      
      Pok had left the channel open so Cham and his crew could hear the activity aboard
            the hijacked freighter’s bridge—-Pok barking orders, someone calling the attack vectors
            of the V--wings, the boom of blasterfire on shields.

      
      
      “Pok!” Cham said. “We can help!”

      
      
      “No!” Pok said. “We’re already down one engine. We can’t power up yet, and there’s
         a Star Destroyer somewhere behind these V--wings. There’s nothing you can do for us,
         Cham.” To one of his crew, Pok shouted, “Get the hyperdrive back online!”
      

      
      
      An explosion sent a crackle of static and a scream of feedback along the channel.

      
      
      “Shields at ten percent,” someone on Pok’s bridge called out.

      
      
      “Hyperdrive still nonoperational,” said someone else.

      
      
      Isval grabbed Cham by the arm, hard enough for it to hurt. She spoke in a low, harsh
         voice. “We have to help them.”
      

      
      
      But Cham didn’t see how they could. If he left the shelter of the rings, the V--wings
         or interceptors or whatever they were would pick them up on scan, and Cham had no
         illusions about the ability of his helm or his ship should they be discovered.
      

      
      
      “No,” Cham said to the helm. “Stay put.”

      
      
      Vader watched the transport go hard to port, taking an angle that would allow both
         of the midline weapons bubbles to fire on the approaching starfighters. As soon as
         they entered the transport’s range, the automated turrets and gun bubbles opened fire,
         filling space with beams of superheated plasma. The V--wings swooped and twisted and
         dodged, spiraling through the net of green and red energy.
      

      
      
      Vader, lingering behind, piloted his ship between the bolts, above them, below them.
         A third V--wing caught a shot from a gun turret and exploded, debris peppering Vader’s
         cockpit canopy as he flew through the flames.
      

      
      
      When the V--wings got within range, they opened fire and the freighter’s shields fell
         almost immediately.
      

      
      
      “Shields down, Lord Vader,” the squadron leader reported.

      
      
      “I’ll take the engines,” Vader said. “Destroy the turrets and the starboard--side
         midline gun bubble.”
      

      
      
      The pilots of his squadron, selected for their piloting excellence and a demonstrated
         record of kills, did exactly as he’d ordered. Small explosions lit up the hull, and
         the gun emplacements disappeared in flowers of fire. The transport shook from the
         impact as the V--wings swooped past it, up, and started to circle back around.
      

      
      
      Meanwhile Vader veered to his left and down, locked onto the engines, and fired, once,
         twice. Explosions rocked the transport aft, and chunks of both engines spun off into
         space. Secondary explosions rocked the vessel, but it otherwise remained intact. Vader
         slowed still more, trailing the transport.
      

      
      
      “She’s running on inertia now, sir,” said the squadron commander. “When the Perilous arrives, she can tractor the transport into one of her bays.”
      

      
      
      “I have no intention of leaving the hijackers aboard the ship that long,” Vader said.
         He knew the hijackers would try to blow the ship, and there were enough weapons in
         the cargo bay to do just that. “I’m going to board her.”
      

      
      
      “Sir, the docking clamp on that ship is too damaged, and there’s no landing bay,”
         said the squadron commander.
      

      
      
      “I am aware of that, Commander,” Vader said.

      
      
      The sole remaining gun bubble—-operated by one of the hijackers—-swung around and
         opened fire on Vader’s ship. Still using the Force to guide him, Vader slung his ship
         side -to -side, up and down, staying just ahead of the blasterfire as he headed straight
         for the bubble. He could see the gunner inside the transparent canopy, feel his presence,
         insignificant and small, through the web of the Force.
      

      
      
      “Sir . . . ,” the commander said as the V--wing squadron circled back around, but Vader did not
         acknowledge him.
      

      
      
      Vader hit a switch and depressurized the interceptor’s cockpit, his armor shielding
         him from the vacuum. Then, as he neared the transport’s midline, still swinging his
         ship left and right to dodge the incoming fire, he selected a spot on the transport
         adjacent to the gun bubble and, using the Force, took a firm mental hold on it.
      

      
      
      His interceptor streaked toward the gun bubble, aimed directly at it. Content with
         the trajectory, he unstrapped himself, overrode the interceptor’s safeties, threw
         open the cockpit hatch, and ejected into space.
      

      
      
      Immediately he was spinning in the zero--g, the ship and stars alternating positions
         with rapidity. Yet he kept his mental hold on the air--lock handle, and his armor,
         sealed and pressurized, sustained him in the vacuum. The respirator was loud in his
         ears.
      

      
      
      His ship slammed into the gun bubble and the transport, the inability of the vacuum
         to transmit sound causing the collision to occur in eerie silence. Fire flared for
         a moment, but only a moment before the vacuum extinguished it. Chunks of debris exploded
         outward into space and the transport lurched. 

      
      
      A great boom sounded through the connection. Alarms wailed, and Pok’s bridge exploded
         in a cacophony of competing conversations.
      

      
      
      “Pok, what just happened?” Cham asked. “Are you all right?”

      
      
      “We had a collision. We’re all right. Get me status on the damage,” Pok said to someone
         on his bridge. “Get someone over there now.”
      

      
      
      “Sir! Sir!” the squadron commander called, his voice frantic in Vader’s helmet comm.
         “Lord Vader! What’s happening, sir?”
      

      
      
      Vader’s voice was calm. “I’m docking with the transport, Commander.”

      
      
      Using the Force, Vader stopped his rotation and reeled himself in toward the large,
         jagged, smoking hole his interceptor had torn in the transport’s hull. Loose hoses
         and electrical lines dangled from the edges of the opening, leaking gases and shooting
         sparks into space. A portion of his ship’s wing had survived the impact and was lodged
         in the bulkhead. The rest had been vaporized on impact.
      

      
      
      Vader pulled himself through the destruction until he stood in the remains of a depressurized
         corridor. Chunks of metal and electronics littered the torn deck, the whole of it
         smoking from the heat of impact. The V--wings buzzed past the transport, visible through
         the hole in the bulkhead.
      

      
      
      “Sir?” said the squadron commander.

      
      
      “All is under control, Commander,” Vader said.

      
      
      Several members of the fighter squadron whispered awed oaths into their comms.

      
      
      “Maintain comm discipline,” the squadron leader barked, though Vader could hear the
         disbelief in his tone, too. “My lord . . . there are dozens of hijackers aboard that transport.”
      

      
      
      “Not for much longer, Commander,” Vader said. “You are on escort duty now. I will
         notify you if anything else is required.”
      

      
      
      A pause, then, “Of course, sir.”

      
      
      The transport’s automatic safeties had sealed off the corridor with a blast door,
         but he knew the codes to override them. He strode through the ruin and entered the
         code. The huge door slid open, and pressurized air from the hall beyond poured out
         with a hiss. He stepped through and resealed the door behind him. A few more taps
         on a wall comp and he’d repressurized the hall. The shrill sound of the transport’s
         hull--breach alarm wailed from wall speakers.
      

      
      
      A hatch on the far side of the hall slid open to reveal a purple--skinned Twi’lek
         man in makeshift armor. Seeing Vader, the Twi’lek’s head--tails twitched, his eyes
         widened in surprise, and he grabbed for the blaster at his belt. By the time the Twi’lek
         had the blaster drawn and the trigger pulled, Vader had his lightsaber in hand and
         ignited. He deflected the blaster shot into the wall, raised his off hand, and with
         it reached out with the Force. He made a pincer motion with his two fingers, using
         the Force to squeeze closed the Twi’lek’s trachea.
      

      
      
      The Twi’lek pawed frantically at his throat as Vader’s power lifted him off the deck,
         but to his credit he held on to his weapon, and gagging, dying, he managed to aim
         and fire his blaster at Vader again and again. Vader simply held his grip on the alien’s
         throat while casually deflecting the blasts into the bulkhead with his lightsaber.
         Then, not wanting to waste time, he moved his raised hand left and then right, using
         the Force to smash the Twi’lek into the bulkhead. The impacts shattered bone, and
         Vader let the body fall to the deck. A voice carried over a comlink on the Twi’lek’s
         belt.
      

      
      
      “Tymo! Tymo! What is going on there? Do you copy? Can you hear me?”

      
      
      Vader deactivated his lightsaber, picked up the comlink, opened the channel, and let
         the sound of his respirator carry over the connection.
      

      
      
      “Who is that?”

      
      
      Vader answered only with his breathing.

      
      
      “Tymo, is that you? Are you all right?”

      
      
      “I’m coming for you now,” Vader said.

      
      
      He crushed the communicator in his fist, reignited his lightsaber, stepped over the
         dead Twi’lek, and strode into the corridor beyond.
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      Five standard years have passed since Darth Sidious proclaimed himself galactic Emperor.
               The brutal Clone Wars are a memory, and the Emperor’s apprentice, Darth Vader, has
               succeeded in hunting down most of the Jedi who survived dreaded Order 66. On Coruscant
               a servile Senate applauds the Emperor’s every decree, and the populations of the Core
               Worlds bask in a sense of renewed prosperity.

      
      
      In the Outer Rim, meanwhile, the myriad species of former Separatist worlds find themselves
               no better off than they were before the civil war. Stripped of weaponry and resources,
               they have been left to fend for themselves in an Empire that has largely turned its
               back on them.

      
      
      Where resentment has boiled over into acts of sedition, the Empire has been quick
               to mete out punishment. But as confident as he is in his own and Vader’s dark side
               powers, the

               Emperor understands that only a supreme military, overseen by a commander with the
               will to be as merciless as he is, can secure an Empire that will endure for a thousand
               generations…
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      The door to Tarkin’s quarters whooshed open, disappearing into the partition, and out he marched, dressed in worn
         trousers and ill--fitting boots, with a lightweight gray--green duster draped over
         his shoulders. As the adjutant hurried to keep pace with the taller man’s determined
         steps, the strident voice of the protocol droid slithered through the opening before
         the door resealed itself.
      

      
      
      “But, sir, the fitting!”
      

      
      
      Originally a cramped garrison base deployed from a Victory--class Star Destroyer, Sentinel now sprawled in all directions as a result of prefabricated
         modules that had since been delivered or assembled on site. The heart of the facility
         was a warren of corridors linking one module to the next, their ceilings lost behind
         banks of harsh illuminators, forced--air ducts, fire--suppression pipes, and bundled
         strands of snaking wires. Everything had an improvised look, but as this was Moff
         Wilhuff Tarkin’s domain, the radiantly heated walkways and walls were spotless, and
         the pipes and feeds were meticulously organized and labeled with alphanumerics. Overworked
         scrubbers purged staleness and the smell of ozone from the recycled air. The corridors
         were crowded not only with specialists and junior officers, but also with droids of
         all sizes and shapes, twittering, beeping, and chirping to one another as their optical
         sensors assessed the speed and momentum of Tarkin’s forward march and propelling themselves
         out of harm’s way at the last possible instant, on treads, casters, repulsors, and
         ungainly metal legs. Between the blare of distant alarms and the warble of announcements
         ordering personnel to muster stations, it was difficult enough to hear oneself think,
         and yet Tarkin was receiving updates through an ear bead as well as communicating
         continually with Sentinel’s command center through a speck of a microphone adhered
         to his voice box.
      

      
      
      He wedged the audio bead deeper into his ear as he strode through a domed module whose
         skylight wells revealed that the storm had struck with full force and was shaking
         Sentinel for all it was worth. Exiting the dome and moving against a tide of staff
         and droids, he right--angled through two short stretches of corridor, doors flying
         open at his approach and additional personnel joining him at each juncture—-senior
         officers, navy troopers, communications technicians, some of them young and shorn,
         most of them in uniform, and all of them human—-so that by the time he reached the
         command center, the duster billowing behind him like a cape, it was as if he were
         leading a parade.
      

      
      
      At Tarkin’s request, the rectangular space was modeled after the sunken data pits
         found aboard Imperial--class Star Destroyers. Filing in behind him, the staffers he had gathered along the
         way rushed to their duty stations, even while others already present were leaping
         to their feet to deliver salutes. Tarkin waved them back into their swivel chairs
         and positioned himself on a landing at the center of the room with a clear view of
         the holoimagers, sensor displays, and authenticators. Off to one side of him, Base
         Commander Cassel, dark--haired and sturdy, was leaning across the primary holoprojector
         table, above which twitched a grainy image of antique starfighters executing strafing
         runs across Rampart’s gleaming surface, while the marshaling station’s batteries responded
         with green pulses of laser energy. In a separate holovid even more corrupted than
         the first, insect--winged Geonosian laborers could be seen scrambling for cover in
         one of the station’s starfighter hangars. A distorted voice was crackling through
         the command center’s wall--mounted speaker array.
      

      
      
      “Our shields are already down to forty percent, Sentinel . . . jamming our transmiss . . . ​lost communication with the Brentaal. -Request immediate . . . ​Sentinel. Again: request immediate reinforcement.”
      

      
      
      A skeptical frown formed on Tarkin’s face. “A sneak attack? Impossible.”

      
      
      “Rampart reports that the attack ship transmitted a valid HoloNet code on entering
         the system,” Cassel said. “Rampart, can you eavesdrop on the comm chatter of those
         starfighters?”
      

      
      
      “Negative, Sentinel,” the reply came a long moment later. “They’re jamming our signals
         net.”
      

      
      
      Peering over his shoulder at Tarkin, Cassel made as if to cede his position, but Tarkin
         motioned for him to stay where he was. “Can the image be stabilized?” he asked the
         specialist at the holoprojector controls.
      

      
      
      “Sorry, sir,” the specialist said. “Increasing the gain only makes matters worse.
         The transmission appears to be corrupted at the far end. I haven’t been able to establish
         if Rampart initiated countermeasures.”
      

      
      
      Tarkin glanced around the room. “And on our end?”

      
      
      “The HoloNet relay station is best possible,” the specialist at the comm board said.

      
      
      “It is raining, sir,” a different spec added, eliciting a chorus of good--natured
         laughter from others seated nearby. Even Tarkin grinned, though fleetingly.
      

      
      
      “Who are we speaking with?” he asked Cassel.

      
      
      “A Lieutenant Thon,” the commander said. “He’s been on station for only three months,
         but he’s following protocol and transmitting on priority encryption.”
      

      
      
      Tarkin clasped his hands behind his back beneath the duster and glanced at the specialist
         seated at the authenticator. “Does the effectives roster contain an image of our Lieutenant
         Thon?”
      

      
      
      “On screen, sir,” the staffer said, flicking a joystick and indicating one of the
         displays.
      

      
      
      Tarkin shifted his gaze. A sandy--haired human with protruding ears, Thon was as untried
         as he sounded. Fresh from one of the academies, Tarkin thought. He stepped down from
         the platform and moved to the holoprojector table to study the strafing starfighters
         more closely. Bars of corruption elevatored through the stuttering holovid. Rampart’s
         shields were nullifying most of the aggressors’ energy beams, but all too frequently
         a disabling run would succeed and white--hot explosions would erupt in one of the
         depot’s deep--space docks.
      

      
      
      “Those are Tikiars and Headhunters,” Tarkin said in surprise.

      
      
      “Modified,” Cassel said. “Basic hyperdrives and upgraded weaponry.”

      
      
      Tarkin squinted at the holo. “The fuselages bear markings.” He turned in the direction
         of the spec closest to the authenticator station. “Run the markings through the database.
         Let’s see if we can’t determine whom we’re dealing with.”
      

      
      
      Tarkin turned back to Cassel. “Did they arrive on their own, or launch from the attack
         ship?”
      

      
      
      “Delivered,” the commander said.

      
      
      Without turning around Tarkin said: “Has this Thon provided holovid or coordinates
         for the vessel that brought the starfighters?”
      

      
      
      “Holovid, sir,” someone said, “but we only got a quick look at it.”

      
      
      “Replay the transmission,” Tarkin said.

      
      
      A separate holotable projected a blurry, blue--tinted image of a fantailed capital
         ship with a spherical control module located amidships. The downsloping curved bow
         and smooth hull gave it the look of a deep--sea behemoth. Tarkin circled the table,
         appraising the hologram.
      

      
      
      “What is this thing?”

      
      
      “Begged and borrowed, sir,” someone reported. “Separatist--era engineering more than
         anything else. The central sphere resembles one of the old Trade Federation droid
         control computers, and the entire forward portion might’ve come from a Commerce Guild
         destroyer. Front--facing sensor array tower. IFF’s highlighting modules consistent
         with CIS Providence--, Recusant--, and Munificent--class warships.”
      

      
      
      “Pirates?” Cassel ventured. “Privateers?”

      
      
      “Have they issued any demands?” Tarkin asked.

      
      
      “Nothing yet.” Cassel waited a beat. “Insurgents?”

      
      
      “No data on the starfighter fuselage markings, sir,” someone said.

      
      
      Tarkin touched his jaw but said nothing. As he continued to circle the hologram, a
            flare of wavy corruption in the lower left portion captured his attention. “What was
            that?” he said, standing tall. “At the lower—- There it is again.” He counted quietly
            to himself; at the count of ten he fixed his gaze on the same area of the hologram.
            “And again!” He swung to the specialist. “Replay the recording at half speed.”

      
      
      Tarkin kept his eyes on the lower left quadrant as the holovid restarted and began
         a new count. “Now!” he said, in advance of every instance of corruption. “Now!”
      

      
      
      Chairs throughout the room swiveled. “Encryption noise?” someone suggested.

      
      
      “Ionization effect,” another said.

      
      
      Tarkin held up a hand to silence the speculations. “This isn’t a guessing game, ladies
         and gentlemen.”
      

      
      
      “Interval corruption of some sort,” Cassel said.

      
      
      “Of some sort indeed.” Tarkin watched silently as the prerecorded holovid recycled
         for a third time, then he moved to the communications station. “Instruct Lieutenant
         Thon to show himself,” he said to the seated spec.
      

      
      
      “Sir?”

      
      
      “Tell him to train a cam on himself.”

      
      
      The spec relayed the command, and Thon’s voice issued from the speakers. “Sentinel,
         I’ve never been asked to do that, but if that’s what it’s going to take to effect
         a rescue, then I’m happy to comply.”
      

      
      
      Everyone in the room turned to the holofeed, and moments later a 3--D image of Thon
         took shape above the table.
      

      
      
      “Recognition is well within acceptable margins, sir,” a spec said.

      
      
      Tarkin nodded and leaned toward one of the microphones. “Stand by, Rampart. Reinforcements
         are forthcoming.” He continued to study the live holovid, and had begun yet another
         count when the transmission abruptly de--resolved, just short of the moment it might
         have displayed further evidence of corruption.
      

      
      
      “What happened?” Cassel asked.

      
      
      “Working on it, sir,” a spec said.

      
      
      Repressing a knowing smile, Tarkin glanced over his right shoulder. “Have we tried
         to open a clear channel to Rampart?”
      

      
      
      “We’ve been trying, sir,” the comm specialist said, “but we haven’t been able to penetrate
         the jamming.”
      

      
      
      Tarkin moved to the communications station. “What resources do we have upside?”

      
      
      “Parking lot is nearly empty, sir.” The comm specialist riveted her eyes on the board.
         “We have the Salliche, the Fremond, and the Electrum.”
      

      
      
      Tarkin considered his options. Sentinel’s Imperial--class Star Destroyer, the Core Envoy, and most of the flotilla’s other capital ships were escorting supply convoys to Geonosis.
         That left him with a frigate and a tug—-both vacant just then, literally parked in
         stationary orbits—-and the obvious choice, the Electrum, a Venator--class Star Destroyer on loan from a deepdock at Ryloth.
      

      
      
      “Contact Captain Burque,” he said at last.

      
      
      “Already on the comm, sir,” the specialist said.

      
      
      A quarter--scale image of the captain rose from the comm station’s holoprojector.
         Burque was tall and gangly, with a clipped brown beard lining his strong jaw. “Governor
         Tarkin,” he said, saluting.
      

      
      
      “Are you up to speed on what is occurring at Rampart Station, Captain Burque?”

      
      
      “We are, sir. The Electrum is prepared to jump to Rampart on your command.”
      

      
      
      Tarkin nodded. “Keep those hyperspace coordinates at the ready, Captain. But right
         now I want you to execute a microjump to the Rimward edge of this system. Do you understand?”
      

      
      
      Burque frowned in confusion, but he said: “Understood, Governor.”

      
      
      “You’re to hold there and await further orders.”

      
      
      “In plain sight, sir, or obscure?”

      
      
      “I suspect that won’t matter one way or another, Captain, but all the better if you
         can find something to hide behind.”
      

      
      
      “Excuse me for asking, sir, but are we expecting trouble?”

      
      
      “Always, Captain,” Tarkin said, without levity.

      
      
      The hologram disappeared and the command center fell eerily silent, save for the sounds
         of the sensors and scanners and the tech’s update that the Electrum was away. The silence deepened, until a pressing and prolonged warning tone from
         the threat--assessment station made everyone start. The specialist at the station
         thrust his head forward.
      

      
      
      “Sir, sensors are registering anomalous readings and Cronau radiation in the red zone—-”

      
      
      “Wake rotation!” another spec cut in. “We’ve got a mark in from hyperspace, sir—-and
         it’s a big one. Nine hundred twenty meters long. Gunnage of twelve turbolaser cannons,
         ten point--defense ion cannons, six proton torpedo launchers. Reverting on the near side of the planet. Range is two hundred thousand klicks and closing.” He blew out his
         breath. “Good thing you dispatched the Electrum, sir, or it’d be in pieces by now!”
      

      
      
      A specialist seated at an adjacent duty station weighed in. “Firing solution programs
         are being sent to downside defenses.”
      

      
      
      “IFF is profiling it as the same carrier that attacked Rampart.” The spec glanced
         at Tarkin. “Could it have jumped, sir?”
      

      
      
      “If the ship was even there,” Tarkin said, mostly to himself.

      
      
      “Sir?”

      
      
      Tarkin shrugged out of the duster, letting it fall to the floor, and stepped down
         to the holoprojector. “Let’s have a look at it.”
      

      
      
      If the ship in the orbital--feed holovid was not the same one that had ostensibly
         attacked Rampart, it had to be her twin.
      

      
      
      “Sir, we’ve got multiple marks launching from the carrier—-” The spec interrupted
         himself to make certain he was interpreting the readings correctly. “Sir, they’re
         droid fighters! Tri--fighters, vultures, the whole Sep menagerie.”
      

      
      
      “Interesting,” Tarkin said in a calm voice. One hand to his chin, he continued to
         assess the hologram. “Commander Cassel, sound general quarters and boost power to
         the base shields. Signals: Initiate countermeasures.”
      

      
      
      “Sir, is this an unannounced readiness test?” someone asked.

      
      
      “More like a bunch of Separatists who didn’t get the message they lost the war,” another
         said.
      

      
      
      Perhaps that was the explanation, Tarkin thought. Imperial forces had destroyed or
         appropriated most of the capital ships produced for and by the Confederacy of Independent
         Systems. Droid fighters hadn’t been seen in years. But it was even longer since Tarkin
         had witnessed HoloNet subterfuge of the caliber someone had aimed at Sentinel Base.
      

      
      
      He swung away from the table. “Scan the carrier for life--forms on the off chance
         we’re dealing with a sentient adversary rather than a droid--control computer.” He
         eyed the comm specialist. “Any separate channel response from Rampart?”
      

      
      
      She shook her head. “Still no word, sir.”

      
      
      “Carrier shows thirty life--forms, sir,” someone at the far end of the room said.
         “It’s astrogating by command, not on full auto.”
      

      
      
      From the threat station came another voice: “Sir, droid fighters are nearing the edge
         of the envelope.”
      

      
      
      And a thin envelope it was, Tarkin thought.

      
      
      “Alert our artillery crews to ignore the firing solution programs and to fire at will.”
         He pivoted to the holotable. A glance revealed Sentinel Base to be in the same situation
         Rampart appeared to have been in only moments earlier, except that the enemy ships
         and the holofeed were genuine.
      

      
      
      “Contact Captain Burque and tell him to come home.”

      
      
      “Tri--fighters are breaking formation and commencing attack runs.”

      
      
      The sounds of distant explosions and the thundering replies of ground--based artillery
         infiltrated the command center. The room shook. Motes of dust drifted down from the
         overhead pipes and cables; the illumination flickered. Tarkin monitored the ground--feed
         holovids. The droid fighters were highly maneuverable but no match for Sentinel’s
         powerful guns. The moon’s storm--racked sky grew backlit with strobing flashes and
         globular detonations, as one after another of the ridge--backed tri--fighters and
         reconfigurable vultures was vaporized. A few managed to make it to the outer edge
         of the base’s hemispherical defensive shield, only to be annihilated there and hit
         the coarse ground in flames.
      

      
      
      “They’re beginning to turn tail,” a tech said. “Laser cannons are chasing them back
         up the well.”
      

      
      
      “And the capital ship?” Tarkin said.

      
      
      “The carrier is steering clear and accelerating. Range is now three hundred thousand
         klicks and expanding. All weapons are mute.”
      

      
      
      “Sir, the Electrum has reverted to realspace.”
      

      
      
      Tarkin grinned faintly. “Inform Captain Burque that his TIE pilots are going to enjoy
         a target--rich environment.”
      

      
      
      “Captain Burque on the comm.”

      
      
      Tarkin moved to the comm station, where Burque’s holopresence hovered above the projector.

      
      
      “I trust that this is the trouble you were expecting, Governor.”

      
      
      “Actually, Captain, most of this is quite unexpected. Therefore, I hope you’ll do
         your best to incapacitate the carrier rather than destroy it. No doubt we can glean
         something by interrogating the crew.”
      

      
      
      “I’ll be as gentle with it as I can, Governor.”

      
      
      Tarkin glanced at the holotable in time to see squadrons of newly minted ball--cockpit
         TIE fighters launch from the dorsal bay of the arrowhead--shaped Star Destroyer.
      

      
      
      “Sir, I have Rampart Station Commander Jae on the comm, voice--only.”

      
      
      Tarkin gestured for Jae to be put through.

      
      
      “Governor Tarkin, to what do I owe the honor?” Jae said.

      
      
      Tarkin positioned himself close to one of the command center’s audio pickups. “How
         is everything at your depot, Lin?”
      

      
      
      “Better now,” Jae said. “Our HoloNet relay was down for a short period, but it’s back
         online. I’ve sent a tech team to determine what went wrong. You have my word, Governor:
         The glitch won’t affect the supply shipment schedule—-”
      

      
      
      “I doubt that your technicians will discover any evidence of malfunction,” Tarkin
         said.
      

      
      
      Instead of speaking to it, Jae said: “And on your moon, Governor?”

      
      
      “As a matter of fact, we find ourselves under attack.”

      
      
      “What?” Jae asked in patent surprise.

      
      
      “I’ll explain in due course, Lin. Just now we have our hands full.”

      
      
      His back turned to the holoprojector table, Tarkin missed the event that drew loud
         groans from many of the staffers. When he turned, the warship was gone.
      

      
      
      “Jumped to lightspeed before the Electrum could get off a disabling shot,” Cassel said.
      

      
      
      Disappointment pulled down the corners of Tarkin’s mouth. With the capital ship gone,
         the remaining droid fighters could be seen spinning out of control—-even easier prey
         for the vertical--winged TIE fighters. A scattering of spherical explosions flared
         at the edge of space.
      

      
      
      “Gather debris of any value,” Tarkin said to Burque, “and have it transported down
         the well for analysis. Snare a few of the intact droids, as well. But take care. While
         they appear to be lifeless, they may be rigged to self--destruct.”
      

      
      
      Burque acknowledged the command, and the holo vanished.

      
      
      Tarkin looked at Cassel. “Secure from battle stations and sound the all--clear. I
         want a forensic team assembled to examine the droids. I doubt we’ll learn much, but
         we may be able to ascertain the carrier’s point of origin.” He grew pensive for a
         moment, then added: “Prepare an after--action report for Coruscant and transmit it
         to my quarters so I can append my notes.”
      

      
      
      “Will do,” Cassel said.

      
      
      A specialist handed Tarkin his duster, and he had started for the door when a voice
         rang out behind him.
      

      
      
      “Sir, a question if you will?”

      
      
      Tarkin stopped and turned around. “Ask it.”

      
      
      “How did you know, sir?”

      
      
      “How did I know what, Corporal?”

      
      
      The young, brown--haired specialist gnawed at her lower lip before continuing. “That
         the holotransmission from Rampart Station was counterfeit, sir.”
      

      
      
      Tarkin looked her up and down. “Perhaps you’d care to proffer an explanation of your
         own.”
      

      
      
      “In the replay—-the bar of interval noise you noticed. Somehow that told you that
         someone had managed to introduce a false real--time feed into the local HoloNet relay.”
      

      
      
      Tarkin smiled faintly. “Train yourself to recognize it—-all of you. Deception may
         be the least of what our unknown adversaries have in store.”
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      For a thousand generations, the Jedi Knights brought peace

               and order to the Galactic Republic, aided by their connection to the mystical energy
               field known as the Force. But they were

               betrayed—and the whole galaxy has paid the price. It is the Age of the Empire.

      
      
      Now Emperor Palpatine, once chancellor of the Republic and secretly a Sith follower
               of the dark side of the Force, has brought his own peace and order to the galaxy.
               Peace, through brutal repression—and order, through increasing control of his subjects’
               lives.

      
      
      But even as the Emperor tightens his iron grip, others have begun to question his
               means and motives. And still others, whose lives were destroyed by Palpatine’s machinations,
               lay scattered about the galaxy like unexploded bombs, waiting to go off….

      
   
      
      Chapter One
      

      
      
      “Sound collision!”

      
      
      Only a moment earlier, the Star Destroyer had emerged from hyperspace; now a cargo
         ship careened straight toward its bridge. Before Ultimatum’s shields could be raised or cannons could be brought to bear, the approaching vessel
         abruptly veered upward.
      

      
      
      Rae Sloane watched, incredulous, as the wayward freighter hurtled above her bridge’s
         viewport and out of sight. But not out of hearing: A tiny scraping ka--thump signaled it had just clipped the top of the giant ship’s hull. The new captain looked
         back at her first officer. “Damage?”
      

      
      
      “None, Captain.”

      
      
      No surprise, she thought. It was surely worse for the other guy. “These yokels act as if they
         haven’t seen a Star Destroyer before!”
      

      
      
      “I’m sure they haven’t,” Commander Chamas said.

      
      
      “They’d better get used to it.” Sloane observed the cloud of transports ahead of Ultimatum. Her enormous Imperial--class starship had arrived from hyperspace on the edge of the appointed safe--approach
         lane, bringing it perilously close to what had to be the biggest traffic jam in the
         Inner Rim. She addressed the dozens of crewmembers at their stations. “Stay alert.
         Ultimatum’s too new to bring back with a scratched finish.” Thinking again, she narrowed her
         eyes. “Send a message on the Mining Guild channel. The next moron that comes within
         a kilometer of us gets a turbolaser haircut.”
      

      
      
      “Aye, Captain.”

      
      
      Of course, Sloane had never been to this system, either, having just attained her
         captaincy in time for Ultimatum’s shakedown cruise. Tall, muscular, dark--skinned, and black--haired, Sloane had
         performed exceptionally from the start and ascended swiftly through the ranks. True,
         she was only substituting on Ultimatum, whose intended captain was serving on assignment to the construction committee—-but
         how many others had helmed capital ships at thirty? She didn’t know: The Imperial
         Navy had been in existence by that name for less than a decade, since Chancellor Palpatine
         put down the traitorous Jedi and transformed the Republic into the Galactic Empire.
         Sloane just knew the days ahead would decide whether she got a ship of her own.
      

      
      
      This system, she’d been briefed, was home to something rare: a true astronomical odd
         couple. Gorse, out the forward viewport, lived up to its reputation as perhaps the
         ugliest planet in the galaxy. Tidally locked to its parent star, the steaming mudball
         had one side that forever baked. Only the permanently dark side was habitable, home
         to an enormous industrial city amid a landscape of strip mines. Sloane couldn’t imagine
         living on a world that never saw a sunrise—-if you could call sweating through an
         endless muggy summer night living. Looking off to the right, she saw the real jewel: Cynda, Gorse’s sole moon. Almost
         large enough to be counted in Imperial record keeping as a double planet with Gorse,
         Cynda had a glorious silver shine—-as charming as its parent was bleak.
      

      
      
      But Sloane wasn’t interested in the sights, or the travails of all the losers on Gorse.
         She started to turn from the window. “Make doubly sure the convoys are respecting
         our clearance zone. Then inform Count Vidian we have—-”
      

      
      
      “Forget the old way,” snapped a low baritone voice.
      

      
      
      The harshly intoned words startled everyone on the bridge, for they had all heard
         them before—-just seldom in this manner. It was their famous passenger’s catchphrase,
         quoted on many a business program during the Republic days and still used to introduce
         his successful series of management aids now that he had moved on to government service.
         Everywhere, the Republic’s old ways of doing things were being replaced. “Forget the
         old way” really was the slogan of the times.
      

      
      
      Sloane wasn’t sure why she was hearing it now, however. “Count Vidian,” she stated,
         her eyes searching from doorway to doorway. “We were just setting up our safety perimeter.
         It’s standard procedure.”
      

      
      
      Denetrius Vidian appeared in the entryway farthest from Sloane. “And I told you to
         forget the old way,” he repeated, although there was no doubting everyone had heard
         him the first time. “I heard you transmit the order for mining traffic to avoid you.
         It would be more efficient for you to back away from their transit lanes.”
      

      
      
      Sloane straightened. “The Imperial Navy does not back away from commercial traffic.”
      

      
      
      Vidian stamped his metal heel on the deck. “Spare me your silly pride! If it weren’t
         for the thorilide this system produces, you’d only have a shuttle to captain. You
         are slowing production down. The old way is wrong!”
      

      
      
      Sloane scowled, hating to be talked down to on her own bridge. This needed to seem
         like her decision. “It’s the Empire’s thorilide. Give them a wide berth. Chamas, back
         us a kilometer from the convoy lanes—-and monitor all traffic.”
      

      
      
      “Aye, Captain.”

      
      
      “Aye is right,” Vidian said. Each syllable was crisply pronounced, mechanically modulated,
         and amplified so all could hear. But Sloane would never get over the strangest part,
         which she’d noticed when he boarded: The man’s mouth never moved. Vidian’s words came
         from a special vocal prosthetic, a computer attached to a speaker embedded in the
         silvery plating that ringed his neck.
      

      
      
      She’d once heard the voice of Darth Vader, the Emperor’s principal emissary; while
         electronically amplified, the Dark Lord’s much deeper voice still retained some natural
         trace of whatever was inside that black armor. In contrast, Count Vidian had reportedly
         chosen his artificial voice based on opinion research, in a quest to own the most
         motivational voice in the business sector.
      

      
      
      And since he had boarded her ship with his aides a week earlier, Vidian had shown
         no qualms about speaking as loudly as he felt necessary. About Ultimatum, her crew—-and her.
      

      
      
      Vidian strode mechanically onto the bridge. It was the only way to describe it. He
         was as human as she was, but much of his body had been replaced. His arms and legs
         were armor--plated, rather than synthflesh prosthetics; everyone knew because he made
         little effort to hide them. His regal burgundy tunic and knee--length black kilt were
         his only nods to normal attire for a fiftyish lord of industry.
      

      
      
      But it was Vidian’s face that attracted the most awkward notice. His flesh lost to
         the same malady that had once consumed his limbs and vocal cords, Vidian covered his
         features with a synthskin coating. And then there were his eyes: artificial constructs,
         glowing yellow irises sitting in seas of red. The eyes appeared meant for some other
         species besides humans; Vidian had chosen them solely for what they could do. She
         could tell that now as he walked, glancing outside from convoy to convoy, ship to
         ship, mentally analyzing the whole picture.
      

      
      
      “We’ve already met some of the locals,” she said. “You probably heard the bump. The
         people here are—-”
      

      
      
      “Disorganized. It’s why I’m here.” He turned and walked along the line of terminal
         operators until he arrived at the tactical station depicting all the ships in the
         area. He pushed past Cauley, the young human ensign, and tapped a command key. Then
         Vidian stepped back from the console and froze, seeming to stare blankly into space.
      

      
      
      “My lord?” Cauley asked, unnerved.

      
      
      “I have fed the output from your screen to my optical implants,” Vidian said. “You
         may return to your work while I read.”
      

      
      
      The tactical officer did so—-no doubt relieved, Sloane thought, not to have the cyborg
         hanging over his shoulder. Vidian’s ways were strange, to be sure, but effective,
         and that was why he was on her ship. The onetime industrialist was now the Emperor’s
         favorite efficiency expert.
      

      
      
      Gorse’s factories produced refined thorilide, a rare strategic substance needed in
         massive quantities for a variety of Imperial projects. But the raw material these
         days came from Cynda, its moon: hence the traffic jam of cargo ships crisscrossing
         the void between the two globes. The Emperor had dispatched Vidian to improve production—-a
         job for which he was uniquely qualified.
      

      
      
      Vidian was known for squeezing the very last erg of energy, the very last kilogram
            of raw material, the very last unit of factory production from one world after another.
            He was not in the Emperor’s closest circle of advisers—-not yet. But it was clear
            to Sloane he soon would be, provided there was no relapse of whatever ailment it was
            that had brought him low years earlier. Vidian’s billions had bought him extra life—-and
            he seemed determined that neither he nor anyone else waste a moment of it.

      
      
      Since he’d boarded, she hadn’t had a conversation with him where he hadn’t interrupted
         at least a dozen times.
      

      
      
      “We’ve alerted the local mining guild to your arrival, Count. The thorilide production
         totals—-”
      

      
      
      “—-are already coming in,” Vidian said, and with that, he marched to another data
         terminal in the aft section of the bridge.
      

      
      
      Commander Chamas joined her far forward, many meters away from the count. In his late
         forties, Chamas had been leapfrogged in rank by several younger officers. The man
         loved gossip too much.
      

      
      
      “You know,” Chamas said quietly, “I heard he bought the title.”

      
      
      “Are you surprised? Everything else about him is artificial,” Sloane whispered. “Ship’s
         doctor even thinks some of his parts were voluntarily—-”
      

      
      
      “You waste time wondering,” Vidian said, not looking up from where he was studying.

      
      
      Sloane’s dark eyes widened. “I’m sorry, my lord—-”

      
      
      “Forget the formality—-and the apology. There is little point for either. But it’s
         well for your crew to know someone is always listening—-and may have better ears than
         yours.”
      

      
      
      Even if they had to buy them in a store, Sloane thought. The ragged fleshy lobes that had once been Vidian’s ears held special
         hearing aids. They could obviously hear her words—-and more. She approached him.
      

      
      
      “This is exactly what I’d expected,” Vidian said, staring at whatever unseen thing
         was before his eyes. “I told the Emperor it would be worth sending me here.” A number
         of underproducing worlds that manufactured items critical to the security of the Empire
         had been removed from their local governors’ jurisdictions and placed under Vidian’s
         authority: Gorse was the latest. “Messy work might have been good enough for the Republic—-but
         the Empire is order from chaos. What we do here—-and in thousands of systems just
         like this one—-brings us closer to our ultimate goal.”
      

      
      
      Sloane thought for a moment. “Perfection?”

      
      
      “Whatever the Emperor wants.”

      
      
      Sloane nodded.

      
      
      A tinny squawk came from Vidian’s neck--speaker—-an unnerving sound she’d learned
         to interpret as his equivalent of an angry sigh. “There’s a laggard holding up the
         moonward convoy,” he said, staring into nothingness. Looking at her tactician’s screen,
         Sloane saw it was the cargo vessel that had bumped them earlier. She ordered Ultimatum turned to face it.
      

      
      
      A shower of sparks flew from the freighter’s underside. Other vessels hung back, fearful
         it might explode. “Hail the freighter,” she said.
      

      
      
      A quavering nonhuman voice was piped onto the bridge. “This is Cynda Dreaming. Sorry about that scrape earlier. We weren’t expecting—-”
      

      
      
      Sloane cut to the point. “What’s your payload?”

      
      
      “Nothing, yet. We were heading to pick up a load of thorilide on the moon for refining
         at Calladan Chemworks down on Gorse.”
      

      
      
      “Can you haul in your condition?”

      
      
      “We need to get to the repair shop to know. I’m not sure how bad it is. Could be a
         couple of months—-”
      

      
      
      Vidian spoke up. “Captain, target that vessel and fire.”

      
      
      It was almost idly stated, to the extent that Vidian’s intonations ever conveyed much
         genuine emotion. The directive nonetheless startled Chamas. Standing before the gunnery
         crew, he turned to the captain for guidance.
      

      
      
      The freighter pilot, having heard the new voice, sounded no less surprised. “I’m sorry—-I
         didn’t get that. Did you just—-”
      

      
      
      Sloane looked for an instant at Vidian, and then at her first officer. “Fire.”

      
      
      The freighter captain sounded stunned. “What? You can’t be—-”

      
      
      This time, Ultimatum’s turbolasers provided the interruption. Orange energy ripped through space, turning
         Cynda Dreaming into a confusion of fire and flak.
      

      
      
      Sloane watched as the other ships of the convoy quickly rerouted. Her gunners had
         done their jobs, targeting the ship in a way that resulted in minimal hazard for the
         nearby ships. All the freighters were moving faster.
      

      
      
      “You understand,” Vidian said, turning toward her. “Replacement time for one freighter
         and crew in this sector is—-”
      

      
      
      “—-three weeks,” Sloane said, “which is less than two months.” See, I’ve read your reports, too.
      

      
      
      This was the way to handle this assignment, she realized. So what if Vidian was strange?
         Figuring out what the Emperor—-and those who spoke for him—-wanted and then providing
         it was the path to success. Debating his directives only wasted time and made her
         look bad. It was the secret of advancement in the service: Always be on the side of
         what is going to happen anyway.
      

      
      
      Sloane clasped her arms behind her back. “We’ll see that the convoys make double time—-and
         challenge any ship that refuses.”
      

      
      
      “It isn’t just transit,” Vidian said. “There are problems on the ground, too—-on planet
         and moon. Surveillance speaks of unruly labor, of safety and environmental protests.
         And there’s always the unexpected.”
      

      
      
      Sloane clasped her arms behind her back. “Ultimatum stands at your service, my lord. This system will do what you—-what the Emperor—-requires
         of it.”
      

      
      
      “So it will,” Vidian said, eyes glowing blood--red. “So it will.”

      
      
      Hera Syndulla watched from afar as the scattered remains of the freighter burned silently
         in space. No recovery vehicles were in sight. As unlikely a prospect as survivors
         were, no one looked for any. There were only the shipping convoys, quickly rerouting
         around the wreckage.
      

      
      
      Obeying the master’s whip.

      
      
      This was mercy in the time of the Empire, she thought. The Imperials had none; now,
         to all appearances, their lack of care was infecting the people.
      

      
      
      The green--skinned Twi’lek in her stealth--rigged starship didn’t believe that was
         true. People were basically decent . . . and one day, they would rise up against their unjust government. But it wouldn’t
         happen now, and certainly not here. It was too soon, and Gorse was barely awake politically.
         This wasn’t a recruitment trip. No, these days were for seeing what the Empire could
         do—-a project that suited the ever--curious Hera perfectly. And Count Vidian, the
         Emperor’s miracle man, practically begged investigation.
      

      
      
      In previous weeks, the Imperial fixer had cut a swath through the sector, “improving
         efficiency.” On three previous worlds, like--minded acquaintances of Hera’s on the
         HoloNet had reported misery levels skyrocketing under Vidian’s electronic eyes. Then
         her associates had simply vanished. That had piqued Hera’s interest—-and learning
         of the count’s visit to the Gorse system brought her the rest of the way.
      

      
      
      She had another contact on Gorse, one who had promised much information on the regime.
         She wanted that information—-but first she wanted to check out Vidian, and the system’s
         notoriously anarchic mining trade offered her a variety of chances to get close. Industrial
         confusion, the perfect lure for Vidian, would provide excellent cover for her to study
         his methods.
      

      
      
      Emperor Palpatine had too many minions with great power and influence. It was worth
         finding out whether Count Vidian had real magic before he rose any higher.
      

      
      
      It was time to move. She picked out the identifying transponder signal of a ship in
         the convoy. One button--push later, her ship was that vessel, as far as anyone trying to watch traffic was concerned. With practiced
         ease, she weaved her freighter into the chaotic flood of cargo ships heading to the
         moon.
      

      
      
      None of these guys can fly worth a flip, she thought. It was just as well it wasn’t a recruiting trip. She probably wouldn’t
         have found anyone worth her time.
      

      
   
      
      Chapter Two
      

      
      
      “Look out, you big idiot!”

      
      
      Seeing the bulky thorilide hauler coming right at him, Kanan Jarrus forgot about talking
         and abruptly banked his freighter. He didn’t waste time worrying whether the bigger
         vessel would veer in the same direction: He took his chance while the choice was still
         his. He was rewarded with survival—-and an alarmingly up--close look at the underbelly
         of the oncoming ship.
      

      
      
      “Sorry,” crackled a voice over the comm system.

      
      
      “You sure are,” Kanan said, blue eyes glaring from beneath dark eyebrows. I see that guy in an alley tonight, he’d better watch out.

      
      
      It was madness. Cynda’s elongated elliptical orbit meant that the distance between
         the moon and Gorse changed daily. Close--approach days like today made the region
         between the worlds a congested demolition derby. But the appearance of the Star Destroyer
         and its destruction of the cargo ship had created a stampede in space. A race with
         two terrified groups bound in opposite directions, hurtling toward each other in the
         same transit lanes.
      

      
      
      Normally, Kanan would be the one pushing the limits to get where he was going. That
            was what kept him in drinking money, the main reason he had a job. But he also prided
            himself on keeping his cool when others were panicking—-and that was surely happening
            now. Kanan had seen a Star Destroyer before, but he was pretty sure no one else around here had.

      
      
      Another freighter moved alongside. He didn’t recognize this one. Almost shaped like
         a gem, with a bubble--like cockpit forward and another for a gunner seated just above.
         It was a nice ride compared with anything else in the sky. Kanan goosed the throttle,
         trying to pull alongside and get a glimpse at her driver. The freighter responded
         by zipping ahead with surprising speed, claiming his vector and causing him to lay
         off the acceleration. He gawked as the other pilot hit the afterburners, soaring far
         ahead.
      

      
      
      It was the one time he’d touched the brakes all trip, and it was instantly noticed.
         His comm system chirped, followed by a female voice, sounding none too happy. “You
         there! What’s your identifier?”
      

      
      
      “Who’s asking?”

      
      
      “This is Captain Sloane, of the Star Destroyer Ultimatum!”
      

      
      
      “I’m impressed,” Kanan said, smoothing the black hairs on his pointed chin. “What
         are you wearing?”
      

      
      
      “What?”

      
      
      “Just trying to get a picture. Hard to meet people out here.”

      
      
      “I repeat, what’s your—-”

      
      
      “This is Expedient, flying for Moonglow Polychemical, out of Gorse City.” He rarely bothered to activate
         his ID transponder; no one ever managed space traffic here anyway.
      

      
      
      “Speed up. Or else!”

      
      
      Kanan sat lazily back in his pilot’s seat and rolled his eyes. “You can shoot me if
         you want,” he said in a slow almost--drawl, “but you need to know I’m hauling a load
         of explosive--grade baradium bisulfate for the mines on Cynda. It’s testy stuff. Now,
         you might be safe from the debris in your big ship over there, but I can’t speak for
         the rest of the convoy. And some of these folks are hauling the same thing I am. So
         I’m not sure how smart that’d be.” He chuckled lightly. “Be something to watch, though.”
      

      
      
      Silence.

      
      
      Then, after a moment: “Move along.”

      
      
      “Are you sure? I mean, you could probably record it and sell—-”

      
      
      “Don’t push it, grubber,” came the icy response. “And try to go faster.”

      
      
      He straightened one of his fingerless gloves and smiled. “Nice talking with you, too.”

      
      
      “Ultimatum out!”
      

      
      
      Kanan switched off the receiver. He knew there wasn’t any chance of his being targeted
         once anyone with a brain understood what he was carrying. For their own protection,
         miners only used “Baby”—-the sardonic nickname for baradium bisulfate—-by the gram
         down in the mines on Cynda. Any Imperial would think twice before targeting a Baby
         Carrier too close by—-and the Star Destroyer captain in particular would be less apt
         to call on him again about anything after that conversation.
      

      
      
      That was also according to plan. He’d rather avoid that meeting, no matter what she
         might look like.
      

      
      
      He mouthed Sloane’s words mockingly. “Go faster!” He was already flying the freighter at close to top speed. When fully loaded, Expedient wasn’t going to give him even that much. The sarcastic name was his idea. The freighter
         was Moonglow’s, one of dozens of identical vessels the company operated; the ships
         met with disastrous ends often enough the firm didn’t bother naming them. “Suicide
         fliers” didn’t stay in the game long, either, provided they survived, so Kanan had
         no idea how many people had flown his ship before him. Giving the Baby Carrier a name
         was just his attempt to give it even a single amenity.
      

      
      
      It’d be nice, he thought, if on one of the planets he visited he could fly something
         with some class—-like that ship that had just raced past him. But then, whoever owned
         it probably wouldn’t let him take the liberties he did with Expedient. Like now: Seeing two mining haulers heading right for him, he banked the ship, corkscrewing
         between them. They slowed down: He kept on going. Let them watch out for me.

      
      
      His carefully secured payload didn’t react to the sudden motion, but the maneuver
         did produce a dull thump from back in the cargo area. He turned his head, his short
         clump of tied--back hair brushing against the headrest. Through the corner of his
         eye, Kanan saw an old man on the deck, half swimming against the floor as he tried
         to get his bearings.
      

      
      
      “Morning, Okadiah.”

      
      
      The man coughed. Like Kanan, Okadiah had a beard but no mustache—-but his hair was
         completely white. He’d been sleeping back with the baradium bisulfate containers,
         on the one empty shelf. Okadiah preferred that to the acceleration couch in the main
         cabin: It was quieter. Figuring out which way was forward, the old man started to
         crawl. He addressed the air as he reached the copilot’s seat. “I have determined I
         will not pay your fare, and you shall have no tip.”
      

      
      
      “Best tip I ever got was to pick another line of work,” Kanan said.

      
      
      “Hmph.”

      
      
      Actually, Okadiah Garson had several lines of work, all of which made him the perfect
         friend to have, in Kanan’s eyes. Okadiah was foreman for one of the mining teams on
         Cynda, a thirty--year veteran who knew his way around. And down on Gorse, he ran The
         Asteroid Belt, a cantina favored by many of his own mining employees. Kanan had met
         Okadiah months earlier when he’d broken up a brawl at his bar; it was through Okadiah
         that Kanan had gotten the freighter--pilot job with Moonglow. Even now, Kanan lived
         in the flophouse next door to the cantina. A landlord with a liquor supply was a good
         deal indeed.
      

      
      
      Okadiah claimed he only partook of his own ferments when someone got hurt in the mines.
         That was a handy conviction to have, considering it happened nearly every day. Yesterday’s
         cave--in had been so bad it kept the party going all night long, causing Okadiah to
         miss his shift’s personnel shuttle. Baby Carriers didn’t get many passengers who had
         any other options for getting to work, and Kanan didn’t take riders. But for Okadiah,
         he made an exception.
      

      
      
      “I dreamed I heard a woman’s voice,” the old man said, rubbing his eyes. “Stern, regal,
         commanding.”
      

      
      
      “Starship captain.”

      
      
      “I like it,” Okadiah said. “She’s no good for you, of course, but I’m a man of means.
         When do I meet this angel?”
      

      
      
      Kanan simply jabbed a thumb out the window to his left. There, the old man beheld
         Ultimatum, looming behind the frenetic rush of space traffic. Okadiah’s bloodshot eyes widened
         and then narrowed, as he tried to determine exactly what it was he was looking at.
      

      
      
      “Hmm,” he finally said. “That wasn’t there yesterday.”

      
      
      “It’s a Star Destroyer.”

      
      
      “Oh, dear. Are we to be destroyed?”

      
      
      “I didn’t ask,” Kanan said, grinning. He didn’t know how an old miner on an armpit
         like Gorse had come by his genteel manner of speech, but it always amused him. “Somebody
         got on the wrong side of her. Know anyone on Cynda Dreaming?”
      

      
      
      Okadiah scratched his chin. “Part of the Calladan crew. Tall fellow, skinny Hammerhead.
         He’s run up quite a tab at The Asteroid Belt.”
      

      
      
      “Well, you can forget about collecting.”

      
      
      “Oh,” Okadiah said, looking again out the window. There was still a bit of debris
         from the unlucky freighter about. “Kanan, lad, you do have a way of sobering a person
         up.”
      

      
      
      “Good. We’re almost there.”

      
      
      Expedient rolled and angled downward toward the white surface of airless Cynda. An artificial
         crater had been hollowed out as a landing approach zone; half a dozen red--lit landing
         bays had been gouged into its sides, connecting with the mining areas farther below.
         Bringing Expedient to hover over the crater, Kanan turned the ship toward his appointed entrance.
      

      
      
      Okadiah turned his head forward and squinted. “There’s my transport now!”

      
      
      “Told you we’d catch up.”

      
      
      They had caught up, but it wasn’t purely from Kanan’s efforts. The Empire’s unreasonable directive
         had played a role. The personnel transport Okadiah was supposed to have been on had
         attempted to enter the bay too quickly and had clipped the side of the doorway. Now
         it sat blocking the entrance, disabled and partially hanging over the edge. It was
         in no danger of falling, but the magnetic shield that would seal the cavern against
         the void could not be activated. Space--suited workers were visible in the bay, staring
         haplessly at the wreck.
      

      
      
      “Move it,” Kanan said over the comm.

      
      
      “Stay put, Moonglow--Seventy--Two,” crackled the response from the control tower at
         the center of the crater. “We’ll get you in after we get the workers suited and off--loaded.”
      

      
      
      “I’m on a schedule,” Kanan said, shifting Expedient out of hover mode and moving toward the entrance.
      

      
      
      Objections came loudly over the communicator, getting Okadiah’s attention. He glanced
         at Kanan. “You are aware we’re carrying high explosives?”
      

      
      
      “I don’t care,” Kanan said. “Do you?”

      
      
      “Not at all. Sorry to disturb. Carry on.”

      
      
      Kanan did, expertly bringing Expedient’s stubby nose toward the exposed side of the personnel carrier. He could see the
         miners inside its windows, clamoring futilely at him as his ship made contact with
         a clang.
      

      
      
      Expedient’s engines straining, Kanan gunned the ship forward, dislodging the personnel transport
         from the edge. The noisy scrape reverberated through both vessels, and Okadiah glimpsed
         nervously back into the cargo section. But in moments both ships were inside the landing
         area. The magnetic shield sealed the landing bay, and Kanan deactivated his engines.
      

      
      
      Okadiah whistled. He regarded Kanan with mild wonderment for a moment and then placed
         his hands on the dashboard before him. “Well, that’s that.” He paused, seemingly confused.
         “We drink after work, is that correct?”
      

      
      
      “That’s right.”

      
      
      “Entirely the wrong order,” the old man said, wobbling slightly as he rose. “Let’s
         get to it, then.”
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      The destruction of the Death Star brought new hope to the

               beleaguered Rebel Alliance. But the relentless pursuit by Darth Vader and the Imperial
               fleet is taking its toll on Alliance resources. Now the rebels hide in an Outer Rim
               orbit from which they can search for a more permanent base and for new allies to supply
               much-needed weapons and materiel.

      
      
      Luke Skywalker, hero of the Battle of Yavin, has cast his lot with the rebels, lending
               his formidable piloting skills to whatever missions his leaders assign him. But he
               is haunted by his all-too-brief lessons with Obi-Wan Kenobi and the growing certainty
               that mastery of the Force will be his path to victory over the Empire.

      
      
      Adrift without Old Ben’s mentorship, determined to serve the Rebellion any way he
               can, Luke searches for ways to improve his skills in the Force…
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      There’s no one around to answer all my questions now that Ben’s gone. It’s a stark
         fact that reasserts itself each time I wonder what I’m supposed to do now. That brown
         robe he wore might as well have been made of pure mystery; he clothed himself in it
         and then left nothing else behind on the Death Star. I know Han likes to scoff at
         the idea of the Force, but when a man’s body simply disappears at the touch of a lightsaber,
         that’s more than “simple tricks and nonsense.”
      

      
      
      And I know the Force is real. I’ve felt it.

      
      
      I still feel it, actually, but I think it’s like knowing there’s something hidden
         in the sand while you’re skimming above it. You see ripples on the surface, hints
         that something is moving down there—-maybe something small, maybe something huge—-living
         a completely different life out of your sight. And going after it to see what’s underneath
         the surface might be safe and rewarding, or it might be the last thing you ever do.
         I need someone to tell me when to dive into those ripples and when to back off.
      

      
      
      I thought I heard Ben’s voice a couple of times during the Battle of Yavin, but I’m
         wondering now if that really happened. Maybe I only thought it did; maybe that was
         my subconscious speaking to me—-a kind of wishful thinking. He’s been silent since,
         and I don’t feel I can talk to anyone else about the Force. My confidants at this
         point consist of one blue--and--white astromech droid.
      

      
      
      Han and Chewie are off somewhere trying to earn enough credits to pay off Jabba the
         Hutt. They lost all their reward money from the Battle of Yavin and they’re back to
         being broke and desperate—-the galaxy should beware.
      

      
      
      Leia is cloistered with the leaders of the Alliance in the fleet, which is currently
         hiding in the Sujimis sector around an ice planet no one has paid any attention to
         since the Clone Wars. Not that she would want to hear about my worries any more than
         I would like to speak them. She has much more important things to do than to waste
         time putting a bandage on my insecurities. Threepio is with her, no doubt feeling
         unappreciated for his predictions of imminent doom in over six million forms of communication.
         That leaves Artoo and me free to run an errand for Admiral Ackbar.
      

      
      
      I’ve been dispatched to Rodia in an effort to open a secret supply line to the Alliance.
         I’m not supposed to call it smuggling—-Ackbar has serious issues with the very concept,
         but the truth is the Alliance can’t operate without it. Since the Empire is trying
         to shut down our lines of supply in the Outer Rim by going after smugglers’ dens,
         and the established black markets in the Core are a bit too risky for us to employ,
         we have to look for other sources to exploit. Rodia is under Imperial control, but
         Leia suggested that the Chekkoo clan on the Betu continent might be open to working
         with us. She said they despise the ruling Chattza clan and are highly skilled at manufacturing
         weapons, armor, and other hardware we could use to fight the Empire. Leia was betting
         they’d defy the Empire to spite the Chattza clan, and we stood to benefit. Mon Mothma
         was unsure of the idea, but Ackbar surprised everyone and weighed in with Leia, and
         that decided it.
      

      
      
      I don’t know what it is about Ackbar that tends to quash arguments. He has a kind
         of moist charisma, I guess, that no one wants to challenge. I know I don’t want to
         dispute him, anyway.
      

      
      
      Once it was agreed, I volunteered for the mission, and they loaned me a beautiful
         personal yacht to fly in. My X--wing would set off all kinds of alarms if I dared
         to enter Rodian space in it, but a small transport with minimal weapons would be no
         big deal. Both Artoo and I whistled when we first saw it in the docking bay of the
         Promise, one of the Alliance’s frigates. It was less of a yacht and more of a showpiece.
      

      
      
      Painted a metallic red and trimmed in silver, the cockpit and living quarters of the
         ship sat forward and the wings swept back in an unbroken arc, like a half--moon thinking
         about going crescent. The rear end looked a bit like someone had taken a bite out
         of a cookie, and it was packed with big sublight engines, jammers, sensor arrays,
         and shield generators. The power was all invisible from the front or the sides—-it
         spoke of luxury and decadence—-but the back told anyone pursuing that they wouldn’t
         be keeping up for very long. It was built for speed and quite possibly spying while
         doing its best to look like a rich person’s pleasure craft.
      

      
      
      “Nice, isn’t she?” a voice said, causing me to tear my eyes away. “That’s the Desert Jewel. You fly her safely, now.” The speaker was a tall woman with dark skin and a cascade
         of tightly curled ringlets framing a narrow face. She gave me a friendly smile and
         I smiled back.
      

      
      
      “Is she yours?” I asked.

      
      
      “Yep! Well, I guess I should say she’s my father’s. But both his ship and his daughter
         are at the disposal of the Alliance now. Just got here last week.” She extended a
         hand. “Nakari Kelen. Glad to meet you.”
      

      
      
      “Kelen?” I said, taking her hand and shaking it. She had a strong grip, and I tilted
         my head to the side as I connected her name and the ship’s to a memory. “Any relation
         to the Kelen Biolabs on Pasher?”
      

      
      
      Her eyes widened. “Yes! Fayet Kelen is my father. Are you from Pasher?”

      
      
      “No, I’m from Tatooine.”

      
      
      “Ah, another desert planet. So you understand all about my fascination with ships
         and how they can take me far away from home.”
      

      
      
      “Yeah, I understand that very well. I’m Luke Skywalker.”

      
      
      “Oh, I know who you are,” she said, finally letting her hand slip from mine. “They
         told me you’d be taking my ship out for some kind of spooky mission, but no one told
         me you hailed from Tatooine.”
      

      
      
      “Ha. It’s not really spooky. Kind of a boring business trip, in fact, but this looks
         like it will prevent any Imperials from thinking I’m with the Alliance.”
      

      
      
      “I should hope so. My baby’s classy and elegant and ill disposed to rebellion.”

      
      
      “Hey, speaking of ill disposed, mind if I ask you something?”

      
      
      Nakari nodded once, inviting me to proceed.

      
      
      “I’ve always wondered why your dad chose Pasher for his bio-labs. You’d think a jungle
         planet would be better suited simply because there’s more actual biology there.”
      

      
      
      She shrugged. “He started small and local. The poison and glands of sandstone scorpions
         and spine spiders turned out to have medical applications.” She chucked her chin at
         the Desert Jewel. “Very profitable applications.”
      

      
      
      “I’ll say.”

      
      
      “What did you do on Tatooine?”

      
      
      “Moisture farming. Spectacularly dull. Some weeks were so boring that I actually looked
         forward to going into Tosche Station to pick up some . . . power converters. Huh!”
      

      
      
      “What?”

      
      
      “I just remembered I never did pick up my last shipment. Wonder if they’re still there.”

      
      
      “We all have unfinished business, don’t we?” That was an unexpected turn to the conversation,
         and I wondered what she meant by it. I wondered why she was there at all, frankly.
         The comfortably wealthy rarely stir themselves to get involved in rebellions. But
         I had to admit she wasn’t dressed like the privileged child of a biotech magnate.
         She wore desert camo fatigues tucked into thick--soled brown boots, a blaster strapped
         to her left hip, and what looked like a compact slug rifle strapped to her back, held
         in place by a leather band crossing diagonally across her torso.
      

      
      
      I flicked a finger at the rifle. “You hunt sandstone scorpions with that?”

      
      
      “Yep. Can’t use a blaster on them. Their armor deflects heat too well.”

      
      
      “I’d heard that.”

      
      
      “And since so many people are wearing blaster armor these days, a throwback weapon
         that punches through it is surprisingly effective if you know how to shoot one.”
      

      
      
      “Hunt anything else?”

      
      
      “Of course. I’ve been to Tatooine, actually, and bagged a krayt dragon there. Its
         pearls paid for the upgrades on the Jewel. She’s still Dad’s ship, but I’ve modified her quite a bit, and I hope to have the
         credits soon to buy her from him outright. Come on, I’ll show you.”
      

      
      
      Both of us were grinning and I was excited, happy to have found someone with a similar
         background way out here in an icy part of the galaxy. I couldn’t speak for Nakari,
         but meeting someone with shared experience filled up a measure of its emptiness for
         me, especially since she clearly understood why ships are important: They take you
         away from the deserts, even if it’s just for a little while, allowing you to think
         that maybe you won’t shrivel and waste away there, emotionally and physically. Not
         that the rest of the galaxy is any more friendly than the dunes. My old friend Biggs,
         for example, loved to fly as much as I did, and he escaped Tatooine only to die in
         the Battle of Yavin. I miss him and wonder sometimes if he would have done anything
         differently if he’d known he’d never set foot on a planet again once he climbed into
         that X--wing. I console myself with the guess that he would have gone anyway, that
         the cause was worth dying for and the risk acceptable, but I suppose I’ll never know
         for sure. The Empire didn’t fall and the rebellion continues, and all I can do is
         hope the next mission will prove to be the one that topples the Emperor somehow and
         validates my friend’s sacrifice.
      

      
      
      A walk--up loading ramp into the Desert Jewel put us in the narrow corridor behind the cockpit. Unfortunately the ramp was also
         the floor and with it down we couldn’t move -forward—​a clear shortcoming in design—-so
         we had to close it and leave poor Artoo on the hangar deck before we could enter the
         cockpit.
      

      
      
      Nakari pointed to hatches on either side of the corridor. “Galley and head on the
         left, bunks and maintenance access on the right,” she said. “Your droid can plug in
         there. There’s a lot of emergency supplies, too, survival gear that comes in handy
         when I’m scouting planets for Dad. Breathing masks and an inflatable raft and suchlike.
         The bunks are kind of basic, sorry to say. I spent all my credits on speed and spoofs.”
      

      
      
      “A wise investment,” I assured her. “Can’t enjoy any kind of bunk, much less a luxurious
         one, if you can’t survive a panicked flight from a Star Destroyer.”
      

      
      
      She sawed a finger back and forth between our heads. “Yes! Yes. We are thinking alike
         here. This is good, because I want to see my ship again.”
      

      
      
      “I’d—-” I stopped cold because I almost said I’d like to see you again as an unconscious reply, but fortunately realized in time that she might misinterpret
         that as an incredibly inept pass at her. I finished with, “—-think that would be good
         for both of us,” and hoped she didn’t notice the awkward pause.
      

      
      
      “Indeed.” She waved me forward. “After you.”

      
      
      “Thanks.” Five steps brought me into the cockpit, where I slid into the seat on the
         left side. Nakari rested a hand on the back of my seat and used the other to point
         at the banks of instruments. “She’s got top--of--the--line jammers and sensors from
         Sullust, a holodisplay here, which is kind of low--end because I’d rather have these
         high--end deflector shields, and twin sublight engines on either side that will shoot
         you through space faster than an X--wing. Oh, and she’s got a point--eight hyperdrive
         for the long hauls.”
      

      
      
      “Wow. Any weapons?”

      
      
      “One laser cannon hidden underneath where I’m standing. You activate it right there,
         and a targeting display pops up.”
      

      
      
      I winced. “Just one cannon?”

      
      
      “She’s built to run and keep you alive until you jump out of trouble. Best not to
         get into any trouble.”
      

      
      
      “Got it.”

      
      
      “Good.” She clapped me on the shoulder. “Be safe, Luke.”

      
      
      I turned in my seat, surprised that the tour was over so quickly. “Hey, thanks. What
         will you be doing in the meantime?”
      

      
      
      She opened the boarding ramp and then jerked a thumb at the rifle stock behind her
         shoulder. “I’m training some of the soldiers in sharpshooting. Heading dirtside to
         shoot frozentargets on Orto Plutonia. I’ll be plenty busy.” Her eyes flicked down
         to the hangar deck, where something made her smile. “I think your droid is ready to
         come aboard.”
      

      
      
      “Is he in your way?”

      
      
      “A bit.”

      
      
      She began to descend, and I called after her as she disappeared from view. “Sorry!
         He’ll move.”
      

      
      
      Artoo rolled up a few moments later, and I found the button that would secure the
         ramp behind him. He chirped and sounded impatient with me, but as usual I couldn’t
         understand him. “You can jack in to the right,” I said, and he scooted in there while
         continuing his electronic scolding.
      

      
      
      We had to navigate several different hyperspace lanes to get to Rodia from the Sujimis
         sector and I was getting used to the way the Jewel handled, so our trip probably took more time than strictly necessary. Fortunately,
         we weren’t in a hurry and I enjoyed every minute of it. The Jewel was sheer pleasure to fly; the cockpit was quiet, unlike the high--pitched electronic
         whine of my X--wing.
      

      
      
      Artoo successfully installed a program into the Jewel’s computer that would translate his digital beeps into readable language. His words
         streamed on the holodisplay that Nakari had pointed out to me, and I kept the ship’s
         intercom on so that he could hear my words.
      

      
      
      “Artoo, take us to Llanic, will you? We need to stop there to see if we can find someone
         to smuggle for us if the deal in Rodia works out.”
      

      
      
      Situated at the intersection of the Llanic Spice Route and the Triellus Trade Route,
         Llanic bustled with smugglers and other ne’er--do--wells in a way that might have
         moved Ben Kenobi to call it a “wretched hive of scum and villainy,” even if it was
         not quite as wretched as Mos Eisley. Plenty of illicit credits flew through there,
         and because of that the Empire kept a watch on it. Leia had given me a briefing, warning
         me that Moff Abran Balfour patrolled the spice route often, and he represented the
         nearest Imperial presence to the current location of the Alliance fleet. I was not
         supposed to give him the idea that perhaps the fleet was somewhere in his sector.
      

      
      
      I was expecting a lively screen full of contacts when I entered the system, but perhaps
         not quite so lively as it proved to be. One of Moff Balfour’s Star Destroyers showed
         up immediately, though it was too far away to pull me in with a tractor beam or engage
         in any meaningful way. Flying much closer to me were two TIE fighters, pursuing a
         ship that didn’t appear able to put up much resistance. They were firing on it, and
         its shields were holding for the time being, but I doubted that would continue for
         much longer, especially since it was slower than the TIEs. I imagined there would
         be unidentified rattling noises on the ship, not indicating anything dire, just a
         general statement of decrepitude and imminent destruction. Didn’t seem like a fair
         fight to me, but I wasn’t going to make it my problem until I realized the ship was
         of Kupohan manufacture. The Kupohans had helped the Alliance in the past, and might
         do so again.
      

      
      
      Not that there were necessarily Kupohans inside, or even Kupohans that were friendly
         to the Alliance. I had innumerable reasons to mind my own business and leave the ship
         to its fate, but I decided to dive in anyway on two guiding principles: If they annoyed
         the Empire this much, they were at least marginally on my side; and since I could
         help them, I should—-and no one was around to argue with me about that last principle.
      

      
      
      “Artoo, plot us a course out of the system right away,” I said, and accelerated to
         intercept speed. “We’re going to have to get out of here in a hurry after this. And
         hold on to something.” The artificial gravity generator would keep him glued to the
         floor, but it wouldn’t prevent torsion from the extreme maneuvers ahead. Normally
         he’s wedged snugly into my X--wing and there would be no worry about such things.
      

      
      
      I engaged the ship’s baby laser cannon and waited until I got a system go--ahead,
         then dived on the lateral axis toward the TIE fighters. I flipped on the deflector
         shields and locked on the targeting computer. One look at the ships and I knew the
         TIE pilots were hanging on to the orientation of the Star Destroyer from which they
         had deployed; they had a sense of which way was “up” and they were sticking to it,
         which is a limiting and even dangerous perception to hold on to in space. Up and down
         don’t really have a meaningful use until you’re in atmosphere. I deliberately rolled
         as I dived, adjusted my nose so that the leading TIE fighter was in my sights, and
         fired.
      

      
      
      The Desert Jewel’s bolts turned out to be blue and shot in bursts of three. The first burst missed
         entirely, but the second tagged the TIE fighter and destroyed it. The second TIE rolled
         away to the left in an evasive maneuver and I pulled up, planning to flip a loop and
         dive again; the Kupohan ship was still moving, free of Imperial pursuit for a few
         moments.
      

      
      
      I expected the TIE to bank around and try to acquire a firing solution on me, and
         for a couple of seconds it looked like it was going to, but then it veered away to
         reestablish an attack vector on the Kupohan ship. That struck me as very strange behavior—to
         ignore a mortal threat and give someone a free shot at your unshielded ship while
         you pursued a fleeing target. I almost didn’t believe it and checked to make sure
         there wasn’t another ship on my scanners that I’d missed somehow, something waiting
         in ambush, but there was only me, the remaining TIE, and the Kupohan in the immediate
         vicinity. It looked like the Star Destroyer had just launched an entire squadron of
         additional TIEs, but it would take them a while to catch up.
      

      
      
      “They must want to erase that ship in the worst way,” I said, thinking aloud. The
         TIE pilot had probably been given an order from the Star Destroyer that amounted to
         “Kill the Kupohans, or don’t come back.” From my perspective, that was all the more
         reason to help out.
      

      
      
      Without the danger of being fired upon, I lined up another run and pulled the trigger
         on the TIE fighter, even as it was doing its best to blast the Kupohan ship to pieces.
         The Kupohan’s shields held under the onslaught, but the TIE fighter came apart at
         the first touch of my lasers.
      

      
      
      “There,” I said, and checked the position of the Star Destroyer again. It wasn’t in
         range yet, but it was moving full--speed to catch up, and the squadron of TIEs were
         still a couple of standard minutes out. “Maybe I can get some answers. Artoo, prepare
         the next jump and see if you can raise the Kupohan ship.”
      

      
      
      The droid’s reply appeared on my holodisplay: jump ready now. initiating contact.

      
      
      “Good. I hope that they can still—-” I cut off as the Kupohan ship jumped to hyperspace
         without so much as a thank--you. “Well, I guess they can still jump. We should do the same. Take us to hyperspace as soon as you’re ready,
         Artoo.”
      

      
      
      The tension drained from my shoulders as I disengaged the laser cannon, but my mouth
         twisted in regret as the stars blurred and streamed past the cockpit window during
         the jump. I couldn’t help but feeling somewhat disappointed. I wondered who was on
         that ship and why they mattered so much to the Empire—-and whether compromising my
         mission and putting this ship on Imperial wanted lists was worth it. It was worth
         it to the crew of the Kupohan ship, no doubt—-they still had their lives. But I wasn’t
         sure if I’d done the Alliance any favors with that particular episode, and now, with
         the opportunity to evaluate it coolly, I saw how rash the decision had been. Now I
         had to skip Llanic entirely and go straight to Rodia, hopefully ahead of any Imperial
         alert to be on the lookout for me.
      

      
      
      Perhaps I’d do well enough there that Leia and Admiral Ackbar would forgive me for
         tweaking the Empire’s nose when we were supposed to be hiding.
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      The Galactic Empire endures. Despite the destruction of its terrifying Death Star
               by the Rebel Alliance, its oppression spreads undiminished across the stars.

      
      
      Under the direction of the Emperor and Darth Vader, an army of highly trained, single-minded
               stormtroopers quashes dissent and destroys resistance.

      
      
      But on worlds like Sullust, Coyerti, Haidoral Prime, and untold others, Rebel forces
               fight in the trenches, determined to maintain hope against the unrelenting Imperial
               war machine…

      
   
      
      The rain on Haidoral Prime dropped in warm sheets from a shining sky. It smelled like
         vinegar, clung to the molded curves of modular industrial buildings and to litter--strewn
         streets, and coated skin like a sheen of acrid sweat.
      

      
      
      After thirty straight hours, it was losing its novelty for the soldiers of Twilight
         Company.
      

      
      
      Three figures crept along a deserted avenue under a torn and dripping canopy. The
         lean, compact man in the lead was dressed in faded gray fatigues and a hodgepodge
         of armor pads crudely stenciled with the starbird symbol of the Rebel Alliance. Matted
         dark hair dripped beneath his visored helmet, sending crawling trails of rainwater
         down his dusky face.
      

      
      
      His name was Hazram Namir, though he’d gone by others. He silently cursed urban warfare
         and Haidoral Prime and whichever laws of atmospheric science made it rain. The thought
         of sleep flashed into his mind and broke against a wall of stubbornness. He gestured
         with a rifle thicker than his arm toward the nearest intersection, then quickened
         his pace.
      

      
      
      Somewhere in the distance a swift series of blaster shots resounded, followed by shouts
         and silence.
      

      
      
      The figure closest behind Namir—-a tall man with graying hair and a face puckered
         with scar tissue—-bounded across the street to take up a position opposite. The third
         figure, a massive form huddled in a tarp like a hooded cloak, remained behind.
      

      
      
      The scarred man flashed a hand signal. Namir turned the corner onto the intersecting
         street. A dozen meters away, the sodden lumps of human bodies lay in the road. They
         wore tattered rain gear—-sleek, lightweight wraps and sandals—-and carried no weapons.
         Noncombatants.
      

      
      
      It’s a shame, Namir thought, but not a bad sign. The Empire didn’t shoot civilians when everything was under control.
      

      
      
      “Charmer—-take a look?” Namir indicated the bodies. The scarred man strode over as
         Namir tapped his comlink. “Sector secure,” he said. “What’s on tap next?”
      

      
      
      The response came in a hiss of static through Namir’s earpiece—-something about mop--up
         operations. Namir missed having a communications specialist on staff. Twilight Company’s
         last comms tech had been a drunk and a misanthrope, but she’d been magic with a transmitter
         and she’d written obscene poetry with Namir on late, dull nights. She and her idiot
         droid had died in the bombardment on Asyrphus.
      

      
      
      “Say again,” Namir tried. “Are we ready to load?”

      
      
      This time the answer came through clearly. “Support teams are crating up food and
         equipment,” the voice said. “If you’ve got a lead on medical supplies, we’d love more
         for the Thunderstrike. Otherwise, get to the rendezvous—-we only have a few hours before reinforcements
         show.”
      

      
      
      “Tell support to grab hygiene items this time,” Namir said. “Anyone who says they’re
         luxuries needs to smell the barracks.”
      

      
      
      There was another burst of static, and maybe a laugh. “I’ll let them know. Stay safe.”

      
      
      Charmer was finishing his study of the bodies, checking each for a heartbeat and identification.
         He shook his head, silent, as he straightened.
      

      
      
      “Atrocity.” The hulking figure wrapped in the tarp had finally approached. His voice
         was deep and resonant. Two meaty, four--fingered hands kept the tarp clasped at his
         shoulders, while a second pair of hands loosely carried a massive blaster cannon at
         waist level. “How can anyone born of flesh do this?”
      

      
      
      Charmer bit his lip. Namir shrugged. “Could’ve been combat droids, for all we know.”

      
      
      “Unlikely,” the hulking figure said. “But if so, responsibility belongs to the governor.”
         He knelt beside one of the corpses and reached out to lid its eyes. Each of his hands
         was as large as the dead man’s head.
      

      
      
      “Come on, Gadren,” Namir said. “Someone will find them.”

      
      
      Gadren stayed kneeling. Charmer opened his mouth to speak, then shut it. Namir wondered
         whether to push the point and, if so, how hard.
      

      
      
      Then the wall next to him exploded, and he stopped worrying about Gadren.

      
      
      Fire and metal shards and grease and insulation pelted his spine. He couldn’t hear
         and couldn’t guess how he ended up in the middle of the road among the bodies, one
         leg bent beneath him. Something tacky was stuck to his chin and his helmet’s visor
         was cracked; he had enough presence of mind to feel lucky he hadn’t lost an eye.
      

      
      
      Suddenly he was moving again. He was upright, and hands—-Charmer’s hands—-were dragging
         him backward, clasping him below the shoulders. He snarled the native curses of his
         homeworld as a red storm of particle bolts flashed among the fire and debris. By the
         time he’d pushed Charmer away and wobbled onto his feet, he’d traced the bolts to
         their source.
      

      
      
      Four Imperial stormtroopers stood at the mouth of an alley up the street. Their deathly
         pale armor gleamed in the rain, and the black eyepieces of their helmets gaped like
         pits. Their weapons shone with oil and machined care, as if the squad had stepped
         fully formed out of a mold.
      

      
      
      Namir tore his gaze from the enemy long enough to see that his back was to a storefront
         window filled with video screens. He raised his blaster rifle, fired at the display,
         then climbed in among the shards. Charmer followed. The storefront wouldn’t give them
         cover for long—-certainly not if the stormtroopers fired another rocket—-but it would
         have to be enough.
      

      
      
      “Check for a way up top,” Namir yelled, and his voice sounded faint and tinny. He
         couldn’t hear the storm of blaster bolts at all. “We need covering fire!” Not looking
         to see if Charmer obeyed, he dropped to the floor as the stormtroopers adjusted their
         aim to the store.
      

      
      
      He couldn’t spot Gadren, either. He ordered the alien into position anyway, hoping
         he was alive and that the comlinks still worked. He lined his rifle under his chin,
         fired twice in the direction of the stormtroopers, and was rewarded with a moment
         of peace.
      

      
      
      “I need you on target, Brand,” he growled into his link. “I need you here now.”
      

      
      
      If anyone answered, he couldn’t hear it.

      
      
      Now he glimpsed the stormtrooper carrying the missile launcher. The trooper was still
         reloading, which meant Namir had half a minute at most before the storefront came
         tumbling down on top of him. He took a few quick shots and saw one of the other troopers
         fall, though he doubted he’d hit his target. He guessed Charmer had found a vantage
         point after all.
      

      
      
      Three stormtroopers remaining. One was moving away from the alley while the other
            stayed to protect the artillery man. Namir shot wildly at the one moving into the
            street, watched him skid and fall to a knee, and smiled grimly. There was something
            satisfying about seeing a trained stormtrooper humiliate himself. Namir’s own side
            did it often enough.

      
      
      Jerky movements drew Namir’s attention back to the artillery man. Behind the stormtrooper
         stood Gadren, both sets of arms gripping and lifting his foe. Human limbs flailed
         and the missile launcher fell to the ground. White armor seemed to crumple in the
         alien’s hands. Gadren’s makeshift hood blew back, exposing his head: a brown, bulbous,
         wide--mouthed mass topped with a darker crest of bone, like some amphibian’s nightmare
         idol. The second trooper in the alley turned to face Gadren and was promptly slammed
         to the ground with his comrade’s body before Gadren crushed them both, howling in
         rage or grief.
      

      
      
      Namir trusted Gadren as much as he trusted anyone, but there were times when the alien
         terrified him.
      

      
      
      The last stormtrooper was still down in the street. Namir fired until flames licked
         a burnt and melted hole in the man’s armor. Namir, Charmer, and Gadren gathered back
         around the bodies and assessed their own injuries.
      

      
      
      Namir’s hearing was coming back. The damage to his helmet extended far beyond the
         visor—-a crack extended along its length—-and he found a shallow cut across his forehead
         when he tossed the helmet to the street. Charmer was picking shards of shrapnel from
         his vest but made no complaints. Gadren was shivering in the warm rain.
      

      
      
      “No Brand?” Gadren asked.

      
      
      Namir only grunted.

      
      
      Charmer laughed his weird, hiccoughing laugh and spoke. He swallowed the words twice,
         three, four times as he went, half--stuttering as he had ever since the fight on Blacktar
         Cyst. “Keep piling bodies like this,” he said, “we’ll have the best vantage point
         in the city.”
      

      
      
      He gestured at Namir’s last target, who had fallen directly onto one of the civilian
         corpses.
      

      
      
      “You’re a sick man, Charmer,” Namir said, and swung an arm roughly around his comrade’s
         shoulders. “I’ll miss you when they boot you out.”
      

      
      
      Gadren grunted and sniffed behind them. It might have been dismay, but Namir chose
         to take it as mirth.
      

      
      
      Officially, the city was Haidoral Administrative Center One, but locals called it
         “Glitter” after the crystalline mountains that limned the horizon. In Namir’s experience,
         what the Galactic Empire didn’t name to inspire terror—-its stormtrooper legions,
         its Star Destroyer battleships—-it tried to render as drab as possible. This didn’t
         bother Namir, but he wasn’t among the residents of the planets and cities being labeled.
      

      
      
      A half dozen Rebel squads had already arrived at the central plaza when Namir’s team
         marched in. The rain had condensed into mist, and the plaza’s tents and canopies offered
         little shelter; nonetheless, men and women in ragged armor squeezed into the driest
         corners they could find, grumbling to one another or tending to minor wounds and damaged
         equipment. As victory celebrations went, it was subdued. It had been a long fight
         for little more than the promise of a few fresh meals.
      

      
      
      “Stop admiring yourselves and do something useful,” Namir barked, barely breaking stride. “Support teams can use a hand if you’re too
         good to play greeter.”
      

      
      
      He barely noticed the squads stir in response. Instead, his attention shifted to a
         woman emerging from the shadows of a speeder stand. She was tall and thickly built,
         dressed in rugged pants and a bulky maroon jacket. A scoped rifle was slung over her
         shoulder, and the armor mesh of a retracted face mask covered her neck and chin. Her
         skin was gently creased with age and as dark as a human’s could be, her hair was cropped
         close to her scalp, and she didn’t so much as glance at Namir as she arrived at his
         side and matched his pace through the plaza.
      

      
      
      “You want to tell me where you were?” Namir asked.

      
      
      “You missed the second fire team. I took care of it,” Brand said.

      
      
      Namir kept his voice cool. “Drop me a hint next time?”

      
      
      “You didn’t need the distraction.”

      
      
      Namir laughed. “Love you, too.”

      
      
      Brand cocked her head. If she got the joke—-and Namir expected she did—-she wasn’t
         amused. “So what now?” she asked.
      

      
      
      “We’ve got eight hours before we leave the system,” Namir said, and stopped with his
         back to an overturned kiosk. He leaned against the metal frame and stared into the
         mist. “Less if Imperial ships come before then, or if the governor’s forces regroup.
         After that, we’ll divvy up the supplies with the rest of the battle group. Probably
         keep an escort ship or two for the Thunderstrike before the others split off.”
      

      
      
      “And we abandon this sector to the Empire,” Brand said.

      
      
      By this time Charmer had wandered off, and Gadren had joined a circle with Namir and
         Brand. “We will return,” he said gravely.
      

      
      
      “Right,” Namir said, smirking. “Something to look forward to.”

      
      
      He knew they were the wrong words at the wrong time.

      
      
      Eighteen months earlier, the Rebel Alliance’s sixty--first mobile infantry—-commonly
         known as Twilight Company—-had joined the push into the galactic Mid Rim. The operation
         was among the largest the Rebellion had ever fielded against the Empire, involving
         thousands of starships, hundreds of battle groups, and dozens of worlds. In the wake
         of the Rebellion’s victory against the Empire’s planet--burning Death Star battle
         station, High Command had believed the time was right to move from the fringes of
         Imperial territory toward its population centers.
      

      
      
      Twilight Company had fought in the factory--deserts of Phorsa Gedd and taken the Ducal
         Palace of Bamayar. It had established beachheads for rebel hover tanks and erected
         bases from tarps and sheet metal. Namir had seen soldiers lose limbs and go weeks
         without proper treatment. He’d trained teams to construct makeshift bayonets when
         blaster power packs ran low. He’d set fire to cities and watched the Empire do the
         same. He’d left friends behind on broken worlds, knowing he’d never see them again.
      

      
      
      On planet after planet, Twilight had fought. Battles were won and battles were lost,
         and Namir stopped keeping score. Twilight remained at the Rebellion’s vanguard, forging
         ahead of the bulk of the armada, until word came down from High Command nine months
         in: The fleet was overextended. There was to be no further advance—-only defense of
         the newly claimed territories.
      

      
      
      Not long after that, the retreat began.

      
      
      Twilight Company had become the rear guard of a massive withdrawal. It deployed to
         worlds it had helped capture mere months earlier and evacuated the bases it had built.
         It extracted the Rebellion’s heroes and generals and pointed the way home. It marched
         over the graves of its own dead soldiers. Some of the company lost hope. Some became
         angry.
      

      
      
      No one wanted to go back. 

      
      
      


      
      
      


      
      
      


      
      
      


      
      
      


      
      
      The War Is Not Over.

      
      
      


      
      
      The second Death Star

               is destroyed. The Emperor and

               his powerful enforcer, Darth Vader,

               are rumored to be dead. The Galactic

               Empire is in chaos.

      
      
      


      
      
      Across the galaxy, some systems celebrate,

               while in others Imperial factions tighten their

               grip. Optimism and fear reign side by side.

      
      
      


      
      
      And while the Rebel Alliance engages the fractured

               forces of the Empire, a lone Rebel scout uncovers a

               secret Imperial meeting…
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