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         Dear Reader,

         
         Whether you’ve been a Star Wars fan since 1977 or have just discovered this incredible galaxy through Star Wars: The Force Awakens—welcome! It is such an exciting time to be a Star Wars fan. Not only did The Force Awakens break records around the world, but the movie somehow managed to live up to our incredible
            expectations. Now we all have to wait patiently for Episode VIII, our enthusiasm fired
            by passionate arguments about Rey’s parents or the identity of Snoke. But even before
            we discover the answers to those burning questions, there is so much Star Wars still to explore.
         

         
         This year, readers flocked to Alan Dean Foster’s novelization of The Force Awakens, making it a #1 New York Times bestseller! Those hungry for more details about the film’s characters and setting
            were rewarded with Foster’s gripping storytelling and narrative flair. This novelization
            truly brings the magic of the film to life, expanding our knowledge of the past and
            future of the Force.
         

         
         With the exciting foundation laid by The Force Awakens, we now look forward to our next phase of storytelling beginning this May. Claudia
            Gray’s Star Wars: Bloodline is set in the years before The Force Awakens and will answer a few of the questions raised by the film. Bloodline explores the world of the New Republic prior to the First Order’s destruction of
            the Senate. We’ll see veteran senator Leia Organa fighting against the growing threat
            of a powerful new enemy—and the birth of the Resistance. As with her excellent Star Wars: Lost Stars, Gray has created a captivating and unforgettable narrative starring both old favorite
            characters and compelling new additions to the Star Wars universe.
         

         
         Then in July, the eagerly anticipated follow-up to Chuck Wendig’s bestselling novel
            Star Wars: Aftermath will hit bookstore shelves. In Life Debt, we’ll rejoin Norra Wexley and her team of Imperial hunting rebels. But Norra, Temmin,
            Sinjir, and the rest of the crew will face their most difficult trial yet when they
            join forces with Han Solo and Chewbacca to free the Wookiee homeworld of Kashyyyk.
            And we might just discover the true identity of the mysterious Grand Admiral who seeks
            to control the Empire from the shadows.
         

         
         But if you just can’t wait for Bloodline and Life Debt, there are many Star Wars books already waiting for you on the shelves—from John Jackson Miller’s A New Dawn to Alexander Freed’s Star Wars Battlefront: Twilight Company—all essential parts of the new Star Wars canon. There are also new short stories published every month in Star Wars: Insider Magazine (check out a few of those stories in the back of this sampler!). Plus we’re all looking
            forward to new episodes of Star Wars Rebels and the first anthology film, Rogue One: A Star Wars Story, coming in the fall.
         

         
         The Force Awakens was just the beginning. With each new story we travel deeper into the galaxy that
            has fascinated us for almost 40 years. On behalf of Shelly Shapiro, Tom Hoeler, and
            the rest of the Del Rey Star Wars team, I thank you for joining us on that journey.
         

         
         
            
            
               
               ELIZABETH SCHAEFER

               
               Senior Editor

               
               Del Rey
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         AN ENTIRE GENERATION HAS PROSPERED DURING AN ERA OF PEACE. THE NEW REPUBLIC, GOVERNED BY THE GALACTIC SENATE ON HOSNIAN PRIME, HAS HELD POWER FOR MORE THAN TWO DECADES. THE WARS THAT DIVIDED THE GALAXY ARE FADING INTO LEGEND.

         
         YET CONFLICT HAS BEGUN TO TAKE SHAPE WITHIN THE SENATE. IN THE ABSENCE OF MON MOTHMA, FORMER LEADER OF THE REBELLION AND FIRST CHANCELLOR OF THE NEW REPUBLIC, TWO UNOFFICIAL BUT POWERFUL FACTIONS HAVE FORMED: THE POPULISTS, WHO BELIEVE INDIVIDUAL PLANETS SHOULD RETAIN ALMOST ALL AUTHORITY, AND THE
               CENTRISTS, WHO FAVOR A STRONGER GALACTIC GOVERNMENT AND A MORE POWERFUL MILITARY.

         
         AS THE POLITICAL GRIDLOCK THREATENS TO CRIPPLE THE FLEDGLING DEMOCRACY, CENTRIST LEADERS HAVE CALLED FOR THE ELECTION OF A “FIRST SENATOR.” IT IS THEIR HOPE THAT THIS POWERFUL POSITION WILL BRING ORDER TO THE DIVIDED SENATE.
               BUT POPULISTS LIKE SENATOR LEIA ORGANA KNOW ALL TOO WELL THE PRICE OF SUCH ORDER. EVEN AS THE ELECTION NEARS, THE DIVISIONS BETWEEN THE WORLDS OF THE GALAXY ARE GROWING
               WIDER….

         
         Star Wars: Bloodline by Claudia Gray, on sale May 3, 2016.
         

      

   
         
         The conference building of the New Republic senatorial complex contained multiple rooms
            appropriate for every kind of auxiliary function imaginable, from memorial concerts
            to awards ceremonies. Leia and Tai-Lin Garr headed toward one of the smallest banquet
            rooms. The breakfast meeting had been organized by Varish Vicly, who couldn’t imagine
            a bad time for a party.
         

         
         Varish came loping toward them now on all fours. “There you are! I was worried you’d
            be late.”
         

         
         “We’re still early,” Leia protested as both she and Tai-Lin were wrapped in quick,
            long-limbed hugs.
         

         
         “Yes, but I worry. You know how they get.”

         
         “They” meant prominent representatives of both the far-left and far-right branches
            of the Populist faction. The far-right branches wanted to dissolve the Senate so each
            world would again become a totally separate entity; the far left hoped to open voting
            to the general populace, so that instead of thousands of senators refusing to agree,
            they could have trillions of citizens refusing to agree. The only thing these senators
            had in common was, it seemed, a willingness to support Leia’s candidacy for First
            Senator.
         

         
         “Now come along and be introduced to everyone,” Varish insisted. Soon Leia found herself
            shaking hands and paws, murmuring greetings; thanks to some review holos Korr Sella
            had prepared for her, she recognized each senator in attendance and could even ask
            a few pertinent questions about their families and worlds.
         

         
         In other words, Leia thought as she listened to someone cheerfully talk about his grandchildren,
            this is going wonderfully for everyone but me.

         
         They entered the banquet hall together, the entire group walking two by two. Leia
            knew the seat at the far end of the table would be hers, guest of honor as counterpart
            to the host. So she walked the length of the room, attentive to the senator at her
            side, before glancing down at the arrangements—sumptuous even by Varish’s standards,
            with a velvet runner stretching along the table and delicate paper streamers lying
            across the tables, beneath elaborately folded napkins. Leia had to laugh. “Honestly,
            Varish. For breakfast?”
         

         
         This won good-natured chuckles from the room; Varish Vicly’s lavish tastes were well
            known, a foible she herself joked about. Today, however, she shrugged. “I didn’t request
            this. Maybe the serving staff heard my name and assumed that meant to go all out.”
            Varish smiled as she took her seat. “If that’s my reputation…you know, I can live
            with it.”
         

         
         Leia settled into her chair, picked up her napkin—and stopped.

         
         Something was written on the paper streamer on her plate. Actual writing. Virtually
            nobody wrote any longer; it had been years since Leia had seen actual words handwritten
            in ink on anything but historical documents.
         

         
         But today, someone had left this message on her plate, only one word long:

         
         RUN.

         
         Leia shoved her chair back, instantly leaping to her feet. “We have to get out of
            here,” she said to the startled senators at the table. “Now. Go!”
         

         
         But they didn’t move, even as she dashed toward the door. Varish said, “Leia? What
            in the worlds—”
         

         
         “Didn’t you hear me?” Damned fools who had never been in the war, who didn’t know
            an urgent warning when they got one. Leia held up the paper so they could see it.
            “Run! Everyone get up and run!”
         

         
         With that, she took off, running as fast as she could, finally hearing the others
            stir behind her. Maybe they thought the note was only a prank, but Leia knew better.
            The inchoate dread that had swirled inside her all morning had solidified; this was what her feelings had been warning her about.
         

         
         As they dashed through the hallways of the conference building, Leia glimpsed an alert
            panel and swerved sideways to hit it. A robotic voice said, “No detected hazards at
            this—”
         

         
         “Override! Evacuation alert now!” Leia resumed running just as the warning lights began to blink and the siren’s
            wail sounded. Immediately people began filing out of various other rooms, mostly grumbling
            but at least moving toward the exits—and when they saw her, they, too, started to
            run. The sense of urgency built behind her like a wave cresting, preparing to crash.
         

         
         Leia’s breath caught in her throat as she pushed herself harder, running full out
            toward the doors, so fast they almost didn’t have time to open for her. In the square
            beyond, security droids had begun herding people away from the building, but too many
            continued to mill around, staring in consternation at the scene. The others evacuating
            flooded through the doors behind and around her, but once they were clear of the structure,
            half of them stopped, remaining stupidly within range.
         

         
         Within range of what? She still didn’t know. But every instinct within her—the Force
            itself—told her disaster was near.
         

         
         Leia didn’t stop. She kept running as hard as she could, never looking back, until…

         
         Brilliant light. A roar so loud it resonated in her skull. And hot air and debris
            slamming into her, knocking her down, rolling her over, erasing the world.
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            Luke Skywalker has vanished. 

            
            In his absence, the sinister 

            
            FIRST ORDER has risen from 

            
            the ashes of the Empire 

            
            and will not rest until 

            
            Skywalker, the last Jedi, 

            
            has been destroyed. 

            
            With the support of the 

            
            REPUBLIC, General Leia Organa 

            
            leads a brave RESISTANCE. 

            
            She is desperate to find her 

            
            brother, Luke, and gain his 

            
            help in restoring peace and 

            
            justice to the galaxy. 

            
            Leia has sent her most daring 

            
            pilot on a secret mission 

            
            to Jakku, where an old ally 

            
            has discovered a clue to 

            
            Luke’s whereabouts….
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         She needed him. And he was nowhere to be found.
         

         
         There was no one else she could rely on. No one like her brother. No one else at all,
            now that the New Republic stood on the verge of implosion, of destruction, of complete
            collapse.
         

         
         They had thought that with the fall of the Empire it would all be so easy. That people
            would understand the need for patience, that time would be required to rebuild that
            which the Empire had taken away. Cities, communications, trade: All these were well
            on their way to full restoration. It was the intangibles that proved so much more
            difficult to reestablish throughout galactic society.
         

         
         Freedom, for example. The freedom to speak one’s mind, to object, to dispute. She
            sighed. Those who had led the rebellion had underestimated the deeply buried desire
            of far too large a proportion of the population who simply preferred to be told what
            to do. Much easier it was to follow orders than to think for oneself. So everyone
            had argued and debated and discussed. Until it was too late.
         

         
         Pacing the chamber, she caught a glimpse of herself in a length of polished metal.
            She knew she looked tired. Sometimes she wished she had been born a commoner, an ordinary
            citizen, instead of planetary royalty. Such thoughts led her inevitably to memories
            of Alderaan. Her home world, now many years gone, reduced to ashes.
         

         
         And her own father had been a party to it. It was a legacy she could not escape. She
            could not let something like that happen again, to any other world, to any other people.
            It was her responsibility, and the weight of it was heavy. Too heavy?
         

         
         Easier if she had help. The kind of help only her brother was capable of providing.
            If he wasn’t dead.
         

         
         No. Surely not. Wherever he was, if he had passed on, she would have sensed his demise.
            Of that she was certain. Of that much she had to be certain.
         

         
         There had come a hint, a clue. Not much, but better than any report that had found
            its way to her in some time. She would have followed up on it herself, for who better
            to search for clues to the location of a missing brother than his own sister? When
            she had proposed the idea, the shock of objection on the part of her fellow Resistance
            leaders could have been heard halfway across the galaxy. Reluctantly, she had conceded
            to reason. Someone would go in her stead.
         

         
         The name of a particular pilot had been put forth. His record was no less than remarkable,
            and she could hardly argue that a pilot scouting solo would draw less attention than
            a perambulating princess. So she agreed.
         

         
         “Finding one man should not, in the final analysis, be so difficult,” insisted one
            of her colleagues. “Even on all the known worlds, there are only so many hiding places.”
         

         
         “For an ordinary man, yes,” she had replied. “But we’re not trying to find an ordinary
            man. We’re looking for Luke Skywalker.”
         

         
         There had been some further argument, especially from other leaders who had remained
            convinced that the pilot chosen to follow up on the slender lead was too young for
            such a crucial task. In the end, harmony had triumphed.
         

         
         Once again she caught her reflection in the metal. It had been some time since she
            had not prevailed in the course of such discussions.
         

         
         A thin, knowing smile gleamed back at her. No doubt her authority in such matters
            derived from her shy, retiring nature. The smile faded. No time for sardonic reflection
            now, she told herself. No time for extended, lengthy discussion. Times were desperate.
            The ruthless First Order was on the march, threatening to overwhelm the shaky framework
            of the weak, increasingly vulnerable, and still-developing New Republic.
         

         
         Where was her brother?

         
         —

         
         The Star Destroyer Finalizer was massive and new. It had been forged and assembled in the distant orbital factories
            of the First Order, constructed in secret and uninfected by the virus that was the
            New Republic. Its devoted and fanatical builders had designed it to be more powerful,
            more technologically advanced, than anything that had come before it. Certainly there
            was nothing in the possession of the new Resistance that could stand against the vessel.
         

         
         Almost invisible when they first dropped from a port in the side of the immense Resurgent-class Star Destroyer, the four transport vessels were of a proven design. Their function
            straightforward and simple, they had no need of the extensive redesign embraced by
            their mother ship. For all that, the transports still performed their prescribed role
            with brute efficiency.
         

         
         As they went about their mundane daily tasks below, the inhabitants of the glowing
            orb known as Jakku had no idea they were about to receive a visit from four elite
            squadrons of Imperial stormtroopers.
         

         
         On board the quartet of transports, the eighty white-armored troopers prepared for
            touchdown in the manner of soldiers everywhere. Wisecracks alternated with nervous
            speculation about what might await them. Surging adrenaline generated nudges and the
            occasional comradely whack on a neighbor’s arm. They knew one another well, had confidence
            in their team, and felt certain they could cope with anything the minor world toward
            which they were descending could throw at them.
         

         
         Squad leaders barked commands. Weapons were armed, checked, rechecked. Flame troopers
            made certain their special weapons were loaded to capacity. Each trooper made a point
            of inspecting the armor of a neighbor, ensuring that joints were sealed and panels
            tight.
         

         
         The ensuing silence was replaced by a deep rumbling, motionlessness by jolts and bangs,
            as the four craft entered Jakku’s atmosphere. Someone made a particularly inappropriate
            comment and was immediately quieted by those seated across from him. After that, the
            only noise within each transport was the roar and thunder as they bucked their way
            down through thick air.
         

         
         An automated electronic voice sounded the “Prepare for landing!” warning. Armored
            bodies tensed. There was a single sharp jolt, followed by the return of a silence
            so thorough it was shocking. Hands tightened on weapons, bodies tensed, and inside
            the bay all eyes turned to the transport’s bow doorway. The quiet was barely broken
            by the slightest of mechanical hums as the front of the ship started to lower toward
            the unseen ground.
         

         
         —

         
         There were smaller villages on Jakku. More primitive, more rural. No one passing over,
            or even through, Tuanul would have suspected that it held a secret. Even if they had,
            they would have found no reason to linger. The worlds of the galaxy were full of secrets,
            and there was no reason to suspect Jakku was any different. But this particular secret…
         

         
         It was a peaceful place, as was the case with most small communities situated on desert
            worlds. Despite the desolation that was apparent at first glance, it boasted its characteristic
            assortment of indigenous life-forms. Regardless of the absence of much in the way
            of visible vegetation, the distant isolated hoots and mewlings of nocturnal native
            animals indicated that life was present even where none could readily be seen. A single
            wind chime yodeling in the occasional breeze provided a tinkling counterpoint to the
            yelps of hidden sand-dwellers.
         

         
         With neither the place nor the motivation to hide, a creature that was decidedly nonnative
            rolled eastward out of the village. Consisting of a rounded head floating above a
            much larger sphere, it was dull white with striking orange markings. Designated BB-8,
            the droid was, at the moment, very, very concerned.
         

         
         Where a human would see only empty night sky, advanced calibrated synthetic optics
            saw a moving point of light. When the light resolved itself into four separate points,
            the droid commenced an agitated beeping. The phenomenon he was seeing might signify
            nothing, except…
         

         
         The quartet of lights was descending in a controlled manner, on what could only be
            described as a calculated path, and they were rapidly slowing. If they continued in
            the observed fashion they would make a controlled touchdown at…BB-8 performed an almost
            instantaneous calculation.
         

         
         Too near. Too near for coincidence. One such light was reason for concern. Four hinted
            at possibilities dire to contemplate.
         

         
         Beeping and whistling in something approaching cybernetic panic, the droid spun and
            sped back toward the village. That is, its head spun. Facing all directions simultaneously,
            the spherical body did not need to turn, only to accelerate. This BB-8 did with alacrity.
            While it could have transmitted the conclusion it had reached, it did not do so for
            fear of any such message being intercepted, possibly by those it feared might be inhabiting
            the source of the four descending lights.
         

         
         In addition to its motley group of mixed galactic peoples, Tuanul was home to an assortment
            of used but still valuable machinery. A fair portion of the village population eked
            out a modest living modifying and restoring such equipment for resale in larger towns
            and cities. As the droid sped past, the occasional human or alien worker glanced up
            from the task at hand, frowning, bemused by the droid’s apparently unwarranted haste
            as it raced through the community. Then they returned to their work, shrugging with
            the appropriate body parts.
         

         
         Machines in various degrees of dismemberment and disarray did not slow BB-8, who dodged
            effortlessly around and through them. The flocks of bloggins the droid encountered
            were not so easily avoided. Whereas deconstructed devices tended to sit in one place
            and not move, bloggins not only wandered where they wished, but regarded whatever
            patch of land or sand they happened to be occupying at the moment as exclusively theirs,
            and took raucous exception to interlopers. The birdlike creatures promptly objected
            to the droid’s chosen path. The pecking he ignored, and he could have barreled on
            straight through them. But the domesticated flocks provided food for a number of the
            villagers, and their owners would not have been pleased to see them flattened.
         

         
         So BB-8 was forced to dodge and avoid, which he did with skill and patience, beeping
            and shrieking at the shamble of pseudo-avians in order to clear a nondestructive path.
            Eventually the last of the annoying beasts was behind him. Deep within the village,
            there was far less likelihood of encountering anything domesticated that was worth
            eating: a biological process he understood from an objective point of view but for
            which he could never rouse much empathy. His goal was close, and there was not a nanosecond
            to lose.
         

         
         Like most of the buildings in Tuanul, the residence toward which he was speeding was
            an odd amalgamation of the contemporary and the very primitive. Dwellings on many
            of the minor desert worlds were like that: designs dictated by necessity as well as
            the environment. Though BB-8’s intended destination resembled little more than a primeval
            hut, it contained electronics and multiple concealed enhancements capable of making
            living in a harsh, dry climate more than merely tolerable.
         

         
         —

         
         Though he was fatigued, Poe Dameron tried not to let it show. He owed that much to
            his host. Besides, he had a reputation to uphold. He had come a long way through difficult
            and dangerous circumstances to be in this place, in this moment—all on behalf of the
            Resistance and specifically on the orders of General Organa herself. He was not about
            to let a minor inconvenience like exhaustion tarnish a farewelling.
         

         
         His visage, framed by dark, thick waves of hair, was a bit proud of countenance: something
            that others, not knowing him, might mistake for arrogance. Confident in his skills
            and in his mission, he sometimes displayed an impatience that arose only from a desire
            to fulfill the task at hand. His worn-down red-and-sand-hued flight jacket had been
            with him as long as he had been in the Resistance, rising through its ranks.
         

         
         From the moment of Poe’s arrival, Tuanul had struck him as somewhat less than imposing.
            This was in notable contrast to his host. While Lor San Tekka appeared physically
            capable of removing the heads from various unthinking carnivores, his manner was more
            that of a Soother, and a professional one at that. One immediately relaxed in his
            company. Provided one held no inimical intentions toward the hut’s owner, of course.
            Though their visit had been brief, the pilot felt quite confident of his analysis.
         

         
         Coming close, Tekka placed a small leather sack in Poe’s open palm, then covered both
            with his own hand. He smiled softly and nodded.
         

         
         “These days I can only do so much. Would that I could do so much more.” He sighed
            heavily. “And there is so much more that needs to be done. But…this will begin to
            make things right.”
         

         
         As the older man’s hand withdrew, Poe tightened his fingers around the leather bag.
            In size, it was small. In importance…
         

         
         “Legend says this map is unobtainable,” Poe noted. “How’d you do it?”

         
         The older man just smiled, clearly not willing to give up all his secrets just yet.

         
         Poe grinned back at him, accepting it. “I’ve heard stories about your adventures since
            I was a kid. It’s an honor to meet you. We’re grateful.”
         

         
         Tekka shrugged—an old man’s shrug, slow and full of meaning. “I’ve traveled too far
            and seen too much to ignore the collective anguish that threatens to drown the galaxy
            in a flood of dark despair. Something must be done; whatever the cost, whatever the
            danger. Without the Jedi, there can be no balance in the Force, and all will be given
            over to the dark side.”
         

         
         Though Poe was reasonably secure in his knowledge of such things, he was also intelligent
            enough to know he could not begin to discuss them in depth with someone like Lor San
            Tekka. Rather than make a fool of himself by trying to do so, he prepared to take
            his leave. Besides, he had a delivery to make. Casual philosophical conversation could
            wait for a better time.
         

         
         “The general has been after this a long time,” Poe said, as a way of beginning to
            take his leave.
         

         
         Tekka smiled at some secret thought. “ ‘General.’ To me, she’s royalty.”

         
         “Yeah, but don’t call her Princess,” Poe told him. “Not to her face. She doesn’t like
            it anymore. Really doesn’t like it.”
         

         
         He was about to elaborate when a frantic metal sphere rolled into the room, barely
            braking in time to avoid hitting the two men, and began to spew a stream of electronic
            chatter. The two men exchanged a glance before rushing toward the building’s entrance.
         

         
         Poe had his quadnocs in his hands even before he stopped running. Aiming them toward
            the general section of sky indicated by BB-8, he let the integrated automatic tracker
            focus on any targets in the vicinity. The device located four almost immediately.
            Lowering it, he spoke without turning, his gaze fixed on the horizon.
         

         
         “Not to be presumptuous, sir, but you need to hide.”

         
         Tekka didn’t need quadnocs. He had already identified the incoming ships by the sound
            they made as they finished their descent. “Not to overstate the obvious, but you need to leave.”
         

         
         Despite the importance of his mission, Poe found himself conflicted. Not only did
            he respect Lor San Tekka, he liked him. How could he leave him here? “Sir, if you
            don’t mind, I—”
         

         
         The older man cut him off. “But I do mind, Poe Dameron. You spoke of your mission.”
            Both his gaze and his tone hardened. “Now fulfill it. Compared to what is stirring
            in the galaxy, you and I are little more than motes of dust.”
         

         
         Still, Poe demurred. “With all due respect, some motes are of more importance than
            others…sir.”
         

         
         “If you wish to flatter something, flatter my memory. Go. Now! I must see to the defense
            of the village.” Turning, Tekka headed off, not looking back.
         

         
         Poe hesitated a moment longer, then whirled and raced toward the far end of the village,
            BB-8 pacing him effortlessly. As he ran, he was passed by armed, stern-visaged villagers.
            How the alarm had been raised he did not know, just as he did not pause to wonder
            at how or why such seemingly simple folk had come into possession of so many weapons.
            Doubtless Lor San Tekka would know. Poe resolved to ask him—one day.
         

         
         The ship that was parked some distance from the village was well hidden beneath a
            high rock outcropping. That wouldn’t shield the X-wing from sophisticated search gear,
            Poe knew. He needed to exit the atmosphere, and fast. Hurrying to the cockpit as BB-8
            rolled into the copiloting position, he hurriedly activated the controls. Instrumentation
            flared to life. In the distance a swarm of bipedal shapes in glistening white armor
            could be seen approaching the village. Stormtroopers. The weaponry they unleashed
            confirmed their identification.
         

         
         Those villagers who had armed themselves attempted to mount a defense. In this, bravery
            was a poor match for training and advanced equipment. As more and more of their number
            went down, the defenders had no choice but to pull back.
         

         
         It was over almost before it began. Seeing the hopelessness of further resistance,
            the villagers began to give themselves up, surrendering in twos and threes. As penned
            animals panicked and broke free, several of the specially equipped flame troopers
            began setting chosen structures afire. To an outraged Poe there seemed no reason for
            it. But then, to those behind the First Order, sowing fear and terror was merely politics
            by another means.
         

         
         His angry thoughts were interrupted by a stream of electronic anxiety from the droid.
            “We’re going, Beebee-Ate, we’re going! Almost there…” He thumbed another control.
         

         
         Landing lights snapped on as engines whined to life. Roll clear of the overhang and then punch it, he told himself.
         

         
         He was a second from doing just that when the ship was hit.

         
         The pair of stormtroopers had come up on him unseen. Whoever had planned the attack
            was too smart to rely on a simple frontal assault. Perhaps these two were part of
            a preceding suit drop or had used a vehicle to circle around behind the village. If
            one of their bursts connected with the cockpit, their origin wouldn’t matter.
         

         
         On the other hand, they were either angling for a commendation or just plain stupid,
            because their line of approach put them right in front of the X-wing’s weapons. Poe
            hit the control that deployed the drop-down pivoting gun from the belly of his X-wing,
            then fired. The resulting blasts cleared the ground of the enemy and every other living
            thing that had been unfortunate enough to have been in their immediate vicinity.
         

         
         Having dealt succinctly with the momentary interruption, Poe returned his attention
            to the X-wing’s instrumentation. An ascending whine rose from the rear of the ship.
            Shuddering slightly, it started to move out from beneath the protective rock. Strapped
            into the pilot’s seat, Poe flinched in response to the unexpected vibration. There
            shouldn’t be any shuddering.
         

         
         The X-wing stopped, but the rising whine did not. After quickly shutting down to prevent
            any further damage to the engines, Poe popped the canopy and climbed out. Moving to
            the back of the ship, he stared hard at the now inert engines. The two stormtroopers
            might not have been tactically sophisticated, but they had been good shots. The damage
            to the engines was severe.
         

         
         BB-8 rolled up beside him. Nothing was said. Nothing needed to be said. Both man and
            droid could see that they were in big trouble.
         

         
         —

         
         In the village the fight continued as a die-hard group of its inhabitants, perhaps
            knowing all too well what the representatives of the First Order had in mind for them
            if they surrendered, refused to give up their weapons. While the battle was a mismatch,
            it was not a slaughter, and those villagers who continued to resist gave as good as
            they got.
         

         
         Shot straight on, a trooper went down in a mass of shattered armor, shredded flesh,
            and blood. One of his companions immediately rushed to his side and knelt to render
            assistance. A torn, bloody glove lifted toward the would-be rescuer, shockingly bare
            fingers protruding from the torn protective covering.
         

         
         Faces behind helmets stared at each other. With a shock, the trooper who had arrived
            to render aid to his fallen comrade recognized the one whose life was now bleeding
            out inside his armor. They had trained together. Shared meals, stories, experiences
            together. Now they were sharing death together.
         

         
         Combat was not at all like the would-be rescuer had envisioned it.

         
         A brief, final flailing by the downed trooper splattered the newcomer’s face mask
            with blood. Then hand and arm fell, and movement ceased.
         

         
         There was no assistance to be rendered here, the second trooper realized. Straightening,
            he surveyed the hell in which he found himself. His weapon hung at his side—unfired.
            He stumbled off, away from his dead comrade and that exposed, pale, pleading hand.
         

         
         As madness ebbed and surged around him, he wandered through the village, feeling himself
            more a participant in a historical drama than in an actual battle. The horrific and
            all too common red stains on the ground contradicted his denial. This wasn’t like
            his training at all, he told himself numbly. Unlike in simulations, reality bled.
         

         
         Smoke and dust rose from the devastated buildings around him. His helmet’s aural receptors
            picked up the sounds of distant explosions as well as those close at hand. Crackling
            flames did not rise from burning sand; they rose from homes, small workshops, storage
            buildings.
         

         
         As he turned the still-standing corner of a building, movement caused him to raise
            his weapon reflexively. Frightened and unarmed, the woman he found himself confronting
            inhaled sharply and froze. The expression on her face was one the trooper would never
            forget: It was the look of someone still alive who realizes she’s already dead. For
            an instant they remained like that: predator and prey, each fully cognizant of their
            respective status. When he finally lowered the blaster’s muzzle, she clearly couldn’t
            believe it; she continued to stare at him for a long moment.
         

         
         What could only be described as a thunderous hiss caused them to turn away from each other. When the trooper turned in the direction
            of the sound, his movement broke the woman’s terrified paralysis. She whirled and
            fled.
         

         
         The shuttle that was descending was far more imposing than those with which the trooper
            was familiar, boasting exceptionally high folding wings and a raptorish silhouette.
            When the bay door opened, it was to allow a single figure to exit. Tall, dark, cloaked,
            with its face hidden behind a metal mask, it ignored the still-swirling chaos of the
            battle to head unerringly in the direction of Lor San Tekka.
         

         
         Struck by the new arrival’s apparent indifference to the enveloping fray, the trooper
            was startled when a sharp nudge from behind momentarily threw him off balance. A glance
            found him locking gazes with a superior. The noncom’s voice was curt.
         

         
         “Back to your team. This isn’t over yet.”

         
         The subject of his ire nodded in recognition and hurried off, wondering what the arrival
            of that singular figure might portend but not daring to inquire.
         

         
         For an ordinary trooper like him, ignorance was not simply an abstract value. It was
            in the manual.
         

         
         —

         
         At least for now, Poe realized, the X-wing was not flyable. If he could scrounge certain
               critical components, find a machine-grade cutter, then maybe, just maybe…But first
               there was a far more important matter to attend to.

         
         From within the leather bag he had received from Tekka, he removed an artifact. Its
            significance far exceeded its size. After a moment of fumbling with BB-8’s exterior,
            the pilot inserted the artifact into the droid. A confirming beep indicated that it
            was securely lodged. Satisfied, he stood to eye the glow of the burning village.
         

         
         “Get as far away from here as you can,” he ordered his mechanical companion. “Any
            direction, so long as it’s away from this place.” When the droid’s anxious electronic
            response indicated it was hesitant to comply with the command, Poe added emphasis
            to his voice.
         

         
         “Yeah, I’m gonna take out as many of those bucketheads as I can. Beebee-Ate, I’ll
            come back for you. Go! Don’t worry—it’ll be all right. Wherever you end up, I’ll find you.”
         

         
         BB-8 continued to hesitate. But when the pilot remained indifferent to repeated queries,
            the droid finally turned and rolled off, accelerating across the sand and away from
            the village. It looked back only once, its head swiveling around to regard the X-wing
            and pilot rapidly fading from view even as it increased its speed in the opposite
            direction. Much to BB-8’s regret, it could only protest a direct order, not reject
            it.
         

         
         —

         
         The tall, hooded figure whose arrival had so transfixed the shell-shocked trooper
            made his way directly to Lor San Tekka. He did not waver in his course or objective,
            ignoring startled stormtroopers and armed villagers alike. Seeing him approach, Tekka
            halted and waited: The village elder recognized who was coming toward him and knew
            there was no point in running. Resignation slid over him like a cloud.
         

         
         The passenger from the shuttle stared at Tekka, examining him from head to foot much
            as one would a relic in a museum. Tekka gazed back evenly. The black mask, with its
            slitted forehead and thick, snoutlike breathing apparatus, covered the face of the
            man he knew as Kylo Ren. Once, he had known the face behind the mask. Once, he had
            known the man himself. Now, to San Tekka, only the mask was left. Metal instead of
            man.
         

         
         Ren spoke first, without hesitation, as if he had anticipated this meeting for some
            time. “The great soldier of fortune. Captured at last.” Though emanating from a human
            throat, the voice that was distorted by the mask had the sick flavor of the disembodied.
         

         
         Tekka had expected no less. “Whereas something far worse has happened to you.”

         
         Words had no effect on the mask or, so far as Tekka could tell, what lay behind it.
            There was no reaction, no outrage. Only impatience.
         

         
         “You know what I’ve come for.”

         
         “I know where you come from.” For all the concern he displayed, Lor San Tekka might as well have been sitting
            atop a mountain ridge, meditating on the sunset over the Sko’rraq Mountains. “From
            a time before you called yourself Kylo Ren.”
         

         
         From behind the mask, a growl: feral, but still human. “Careful. The map to Skywalker.
            We understand you’ve acquired it. And now you’re going to give it to the First Order.”
         

         
         At the point where he had entered the village, moving cautiously and keeping to what
            cover was available, Poe could now observe the confrontation. Tekka he recognized
            even from behind and in bad light. The tall, masked visitor was unknown to him. He
            strained to overhear what they were talking about, but without edging closer and exposing
            himself to wandering stormtroopers, he could only look on.
         

         
         “You don’t belong with them.” Tekka spoke calmly, in matter-of-fact tones, and without
            any fear. Speaking truth to the lie that stood before him, striving to bring light
            to darkness. The hope was a faint one, but he had to try. “The First Order arose from
            the dark side. You did not.”
         

         
         Impatience on the part of the visitor gave way to exasperation. “How is it possible
            that a conversation becomes so tedious, so quickly?” A sweep of one long arm encompassed
            the boundaries of the village. “Don’t turn a simple transaction into a tragedy for
            these people.” A tincture of undiluted sadism stained the voice behind the mask. “Hasn’t
            your presence here done enough for them already?”
         

         
         “I made my peace with these folk and this place long ago. As to the other, to turn
            away from your heritage is the true tragedy.”
         

         
         Ren stiffened ever so slightly as he leaned forward. “Enough witless banter.” He held
            out a hand. “Old man, give it to me.”
         

         
         From his vantage point nearby, analyzing the movements and gestures of both men, Poe
            could divine enough to guess what was being discussed. And to envision the eventual,
            inevitable conclusion.
         

         
         “No,” he muttered under his breath. “No, no, no…” Forgoing any further effort at concealment
            and disregarding his own safety, he broke from cover and started toward the pair.
         

         
         “You may try,” Tekka responded with quiet defiance, “but you cannot deny the truth
            that is your family.”
         

         
         Kylo Ren seemed to grow before him. Rage flared behind the mask as reason gave way
            to fury. A lightsaber appeared in one hand, flaring to life, a barely stable crimson
            shaft notable for two smaller projections at the hilt: a killer’s weapon, an executioner’s
            fetish of choice. “So true.”
         

         
         Light, refulgent and cutting, ripped across and through the figure of Lor San Tekka.
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         Poe saw the saber come to life. Saw it start to describe  its lethal arc. Time seemed
            to slow as he watched it descend. Thoughts raced through his mind, half crazed, wholly
            powerless. He heard himself yelling, sensed himself raising his blaster and firing.
            Too late, too slow, he told himself despondently even as he continued to fire.
         

         
         Perceiving the threat, Kylo Ren reacted immediately. A hand rose sharply, palm facing
            toward the unknown assailant. The gesture was merely the physical manifestation of
            something infinitely more powerful and entirely unseen. It intercepted the discharge
            from the pilot’s weapon, freezing it in midair as effectively as any solid barrier.
            From behind the mask, eyes of preternatural intensity tracked the attack to its source.
         

         
         Initially driven by pure rage, Poe now found that he could not move. His heart pounded,
            his lungs heaved, but his voluntary muscles refused to respond. He was paralyzed as
            effectively as the blast from his blaster.
         

         
         A pair of stormtroopers took hold of him and dragged him forward until he stood helpless
            before the impassive Ren. Had they not held on to him, Poe would simply have fallen
            over. He attempted bravado even so. “Who talks first?” Poe asked, making his voice
            light. “Do you talk first? Do I talk first?”
         

         
         Having deactivated his lightsaber and returned it to his belt, Lor San Tekka’s murderer
            casually scrutinized the prisoner. Poe’s nerves twanged as feeling slowly began to
            return to his arms and legs. Ren’s gaze settled on the details of the pilot’s clothing.
         

         
         “A Resistance pilot, by the looks of him.” He nodded curtly. “Search him. Thoroughly.”

         
         One of the troopers who had dragged Poe forward commenced a detailed and none too
            gentle pat down. Pulling a small device from his service belt, the other trooper slowly
            passed it the length of the prisoner’s body, beginning at the pilot’s head and ending
            at his feet. The examination did not take long.
         

         
         “Nothing,” declared the first stormtrooper, standing at attention.

         
         Poe winked up at the trooper who had used his hands. “Good job.”

         
         Forgetting himself for a moment, the goaded trooper kicked the prisoner’s legs out
            from under him. Poe went down hard on his knees, still defiant.
         

         
         The other trooper gestured with the handheld instrument. “Same here, sir. Internally,
            this one is clean. Nothing but the expected food residue.” He didn’t hesitate. “Terminate
            him?”
         

         
         Kylo Ren did not let his disappointment show. At such times momentary delays were
            not unexpected. All would be satisfactorily resolved, in good time.
         

         
         “No. Keep him.” A brief pause, then, “Intact and functioning.”

         
         Plainly disappointed, the two troopers dragged Poe away. Ren watched them for a moment,
            contemplating possibilities. Later, he told himself. For now, there were other details to attend to. He allowed his
            thoughts to be briefly diverted, regretting the time that had been wasted in dealing
            with necessary inconsequentialities.
         

         
         Awaiting his pleasure, the senior officer in overall charge of the special squadrons
            drew herself up at his approach, her black cape of rank hanging loose around her.
            It stood in startling contrast to her armor, which even in the poor light shone like
            polished silver.
         

         
         “Your orders, sir?” she murmured.

         
         Kylo Ren surveyed his blazing surroundings. He had already spent too much time here,
            to only partial satisfaction. He disliked such delays. “Kill them all, Captain Phasma,
            and search the village. Every building, every possible storage facility and place
            of concealment. When your troops have razed it to the ground, search the ground. Scanners,
            perceptors. You know what to look for.”
         

         
         A single nod and she turned. A line of troopers stood before the assembled surviving
            villagers. “On my command!” Weapons were raised. The reactions of the villagers were
            typical. Some stepped forward, insolent to the last. Others fell to their knees. There
            was whimpering and crying and shouts of defiance. None of it lasted very long.
         

         
         “Fire!”

         
         It wasn’t a massacre. In the lexicon of the First Order it was nothing more than a
            prescribed chastisement. Appropriate retribution for harboring a fugitive of note.
            It was the nature of the tutorial that was important, not the numbers involved. It
            took less than a minute.
         

         
         When it was over, and the only sounds were methodical chatter among the troopers mixed
            with a variety of unholy cackling, they dispersed to carry out a final survey and
            scan of the debris—inorganic and otherwise. Standing by himself, one trooper with
            a bloody face mask was startled when a hand came down on his shoulder. Though the
            hand belonged to a comrade, the first trooper did not relax.
         

         
         “Notice you didn’t fire. Blaster jam?”

         
         Automatically, the trooper being questioned nodded in response. His comrade gestured
            knowingly and clapped him on the shoulder. “Turn it in when we get back to base. Let
            the tech boys deal with it and get yourself a new one.”
         

         
         “Thanks. I will.”

         
         No sooner had his helpful colleague departed to rejoin his own unit than the trooper
            found himself gaping at the tall, dark-clad figure striding purposefully toward the
            singular shuttle that had set down in the midst of battle. Though he willed himself
            to move, to turn away, he found he could not. He remained rooted in place, clutching
            his unfired weapon, staring despite himself.
         

         
         And in response, the figure of Kylo Ren turned and looked sideways, directly at the
            soldier. The trooper saw only light reflecting off a mask, and his own fear.
         

         
         He knows. He must know. And I’m…dead.
         

         
         But he wasn’t. The glance lasted barely a second. Then Ren resumed his pace, deep
            in thought as he strode toward the shuttle. In the course of returning to his ship
            he passed a blaster lying on the ground. It was Poe’s, the one that had come within
            an arm’s length of killing him. Once he was beyond its reach he touched it—but not
            with his hands. It rose, seemingly of its own accord, and flew free, smashing into
            a nearby structure and scaring the wits out of an idling stormtrooper unfortunate
            enough to be standing nearby.
         

         
         The purification of the village extended to its outskirts, where a clutch of troopers
            had just finished searching the damaged X-wing that had been abandoned there. Having
            done all they could with the tools and equipment at hand, they prepared to return
            to their units. Specialized gear could have reduced the Resistance fighter to its
            component parts, but that was not how they had been ordered to proceed.
         

         
         “Nothing there,” declared the last of the quartet as he descended from the fighter’s
            cockpit. “The usual Resistance trash; that’s all. Deep scan shows nothing in the fuselage
            or elsewhere.”
         

         
         As soon as he was safely out of range, his companions activated the pair of heavy
            weapons they had brought to bear on the hiding place. A couple of bursts was all it
            took to reduce both ship and outcropping to rubble.
         

         
         The sound of the exploding X-wing reverberated across the gravel flats and dunes.
               Far away now, a solitary spherical droid looked back even as it continued to flee.
               The fireball that rose into the sky suggested the detonation of something far more
               volatile than primitive buildings and scrapped mechanicals. If he could have rolled
               faster, the frightened droid would have done so.

         
         Contrary to much popular thought, desert worlds are not quiet at night. In the absence
            of light, an entirely different ecology springs to life. Moving with greater caution,
            BB-8 tried not to pause at each howl, every meep, the sounds of clawed feet scraping against bare rock. There were things in the vacant,
            wild regions of underdeveloped planets that would gladly take apart a solitary droid
            just to see what made it tick. Or roll, he knew. His internal gyros threatened to
            send him tumbling wildly at the very thought of such an encounter.
         

         
         Droids such as he were not meant for unpopulated places, and he desperately desired
            to find others like himself. Or, failing that, even people.
         

         
         —

         
         The shackles that Poe had worn on the troop transport were removed as soon as he and
            his captors disembarked. Aboard the Star Destroyer, there was no reason to physically
            restrain the prisoner. Apparently enjoying themselves, or perhaps merely impatient
            to get out of their armor, his escort chivvied him along with what he considered to
            be unnecessary roughness. Not that stormtroopers of any ilk were noted for their individual
            diplomacy. Considering whom he had tried to shoot, he knew he ought to consider himself
            fortunate that they had brought him aboard still attached to all his important appendages.
         

         
         A physical state of being, he knew, that could be altered at any moment.

         
         On the other side of the enormous and impressive receiving bay, other troopers were
            filing out, grateful that more of their number had not been lost on the expedition
            and looking forward to some rest and food. Intent on reliving the battle below, they
            paid no attention to one of their own who fell behind. When he was convinced no one
            was looking at him, the trooper turned and raced back into the open transport. He
            removed his helmet and proceeded to void the contents of his stomach into the nearest
            refuse receptacle. The terror in his expression was palpable. Fortunately, there was
            no one there to witness his disgrace.
         

         
         There was, however, now someone behind him.

         
         Terror gave way to cold fear as he found himself gazing back at Captain Phasma. How
            much had the senior officer seen? How much did she know? Too much, as it turned out.
         

         
         Aloof yet commanding, she indicated the rifle he still carried. “FN-2187. I understand
            you experienced some difficulty with your weapon. Please be so good as to submit it
            for inspection by your division’s technical team.”
         

         
         “Yes, Captain.” How he managed to reply without stammering he did not know. Instinct
            as opposed to training, he decided. Self-preservation.
         

         
         “And who gave you permission to remove that helmet?”

         
         He swallowed hard. “I’m sorry, Captain.”

         
         He could feel her disgust as he struggled to put the helmet back over his head. “Report
            to my division at once,” Phasma said.
         

         
         Worse, he knew miserably, was likely to come later.

         
         —

         
         It was where technology went to die.

         
         Mountains of metal, cliffs of plasticene derivatives, oceans of splayed ceramics were
            jumbled together in a phantasmagoric industrial badlands that none dared enter, for
            fear of being poisoned, cut, or lost forever. None except a very few, for whom daring
            was as much a sense as sight or hearing.
         

         
         One such individual clung insectlike to a dark metal wall pimpled with protruding
            sensors, manipulators, and other decaying mechanisms. Clad in light protective goggles
            with green lenses, face mask, gloves, and gray desert clothing, the busy figure was
            burdened with a substantial backpack. A multifunction staff strapped to her back made
            precision work in such tight and dangerous quarters difficult. Wielding an assortment
            of tools, the scavenger was excising an assortment of small devices from one metal
            wall. One after another, bits of booty found their way into the satchel that hung
            below the slender figure.
         

         
         When the satchel was full, the scavenger secured it shut and commenced a perilous
            descent, avoiding sharp projections and threatening gaps in the wall. Arriving at
            the bottom of the metallic canyon, the figure hefted a piece of larger salvage recovered
            earlier and then, laboring under the double load, headed toward a distant slit of
            sunlight.
         

         
         Outside the metal caverns and at last clear of danger, the scavenger shoved the goggles
            up on her forehead and squinted at the blasted surroundings. She was nearly twenty,
            with dark hair, darker eyes, and a hint of something deeper within. There was a freshness
            about her that the surrounding harsh landscape had failed to eliminate. Anyone glancing
            at her would have thought her soft: a serious error of judgment.
         

         
         It had been a respectable day’s work, enough to ensure she would eat tonight. Pulling
            a canteen from her belt, she wiped sweat from her face and shook the remaining contents
            of the container into her upturned mouth. There should be more, she told herself as she began tapping the side of the canteen. The last few drops
            sometimes clung stubbornly to the insulated interior.
         

         
         Concluding that she had drained the container of all its contents, she reattached
            it to her belt facing inward. The satchel and the larger piece of salvage were secured
            to a piece of sheet metal, which she sent sliding down the mountain of sand in front
            of her. Off to one side, shade was provided by one engine of a decomposing, old-model
            Star Destroyer. Too big to cut up, its technology obsolete, it had been left to molder
            on the hillside. In the desert climate, decay would take thousands of years. Being
            something less than portable, the great hulk of a shell was ignored while opportunistic
            scavengers such as Rey plundered its interior for salable components.
         

         
         A second shard of sheet metal served as a sled for the girl to follow the results
               of the day’s labor down the dune slope. Practice allowed her to manipulate the metal
               skillfully enough so that she neither fell off nor crashed into any of the scattered
               debris that littered the dune face.

         
         At the bottom she stood and dusted herself off. Her dun-hued garb was desert basic,
            designed to protect the wearer from the sun and preserve body moisture. It was inexpensive,
            easily repaired, and unlovely. The same could be said for the clunky, boxy, beat-up
            speeder parked nearby. If the battered, rusty vehicle had a redeeming feature, it
            was the over-and-under twin engines. Since one or another tended to flare out and
            die at any given moment, their utility stemmed more from their redundancy than from
            any ability to supply speed or maneuverability.
         

         
         After fastening her acquisitions to the transport, she climbed into the driver’s seat.
            For an anxious moment it seemed as if neither engine would ignite. Then one, and finally
            the other, roared to life. That was her life, Rey reflected: a succession of anxious
            moments, interrupted only by the novelty of occasional panic. All part and parcel
            of trying to survive on a backwater world as harsh and unforgiving as Jakku.
         

         
         Racing along the flat desert floor, she allowed the speeder’s perceptors to guide
            her between endless rows and piles of ruined starcraft, obsolete or fatally damaged
            military equipment, civilian mechanicals that had outlived their prescribed lifetime,
            and even long-downed Imperial vessels. No one visited here. No one came to take inventory
            or write history. In these times there was no nostalgia for death: especially not
            for that of machines.
         

         
         Instrumentation blinked. Barrier ahead: too much wreckage through which to maneuver.
            She knew the spot. Though going over would use more power, at this junction the only
            alternative was a wide and potentially dangerous detour. At least at altitude, she
            knew, there would be the benefit of cooler air.
         

         
         Lifting, the speeder rose over the crumpled metal before it, soaring to a necessary
            height. For the hell of it, she executed a barrel roll; a small moment of exhilaration
            in an otherwise humdrum existence. By the time she came out of it, Niima Outpost was
            plainly visible just ahead. Niima: center of the galaxy, repository of manifold cultures,
            offering to its myriad inhabitants a never-ending succession of entertainment, education,
            and enjoyable distractions.
         

         
         Her smile twisted. Niima was a functioning armpit of a town and nothing more, a place
            where no one asked questions and everyone went quietly about their own business. It
            was just large and developed enough that if you dropped dead in the street, there
            was a fifty percent chance someone might go to the trouble of raking up your body
            and passing it along to a local protein recycler, or cremator, or burial tech, if
            either of the latter were part of your personal philosophy and so indicated on your
            identification, and provided there were funds available to pay for your chosen means
            of disposal.
         

         
         Otherwise, the deserts of Jakku would take care of the remains in their own good time,
            and without rendering any opinions on the virtues of the deceased.
         

         
         As long as she could work, Rey had no intention of suffering such a fate. No one does,
            of course. Death displays nothing if not variety in its methods, which are often surprising
            and sometimes amusing. She parked her speeder, then unloaded her salvage and hauled
            it toward the community structure that had been built for that purpose and was open
            to all. No one offered to help her with the heavy load. In Niima, youth and gender
            were no barrier to neighborhood indifference.
         

         
         Once inside the tented, shaded structure, she unpacked the results of the day’s work,
            leaned her staff against a worktable, and began cleaning. When it came to salvage,
            appearance did matter. Compared to the strenuous work she had put into its recovery,
            a bit of polishing and buffing added little to the overall effort. Around her, other
            scavengers were doing the same. Humans and nonhumans communicated freely, commenting
            on one another’s findings and exchanging gossip, mostly in the local patois. They
            filled a good deal of the available workspace. When not chatting amiably with one
            another, they strove to learn where their competitors were finding their best salvage.
         

         
         Also, they were not above stealing from one another when the opportunity presented
            itself. Rey kept a close eye on her goods.
         

         
         Glancing up from her work, her gaze happened to fall outside the tent. The biped whose
            movements had caught her eye was human. A woman, clad in wrappings of deep maroon
            that shaded to purple, a band of turquoise makeup across her eyes and forefingers
            indicating her clan. Standing on a ship’s open ramp, she surveyed her surroundings.
            A moment later a similarly clad and decorated boy appeared and moved to join her.
            A domestic exchange ensued, during which the adult did something to the child’s hair.
            Returning to her work, Rey was only partially aware that the brush she was using on
            a narrow piece of salvaged electronics had begun to imitate the same caressing, grooming
            movement of the woman’s fingers.
         

         
         Coming up beside her, one of Unkar Plutt’s assistants barked at her and gestured in
            her direction with his staff, implying it would be in her best interests to focus
            on her work and not allow herself to be distracted. Without another glance in the
            direction of the mother and child, Rey returned to her own work.
         

         
         Finishing sooner than she expected, she made her way across the tent to the exchange
               booth. Fashioned from a small salvaged sand crawler, dark brown from rust and age,
               it was surrounded by piles of recently purchased components. In contrast to the dominant
               tenting, it boasted a solid suspended ceiling in the form of another piece of salvaged
               metal. In Niima, the most disagreeable part of surrendering salvage was taking payment.
               This was due not to the quality of the food one received as payment but to the nature
               of the individual distributing it.

         
         The lumpish shape seated slightly above and in front of her was not human. The Crolute’s
            stout build terminated at the top in a thick, fleshy, hairless skull whose most prominent
            feature was a broad, flat nose. The nasal cavity extended all the way up and into
            the bald, metal-capped head. A separate layer of flesh flowed downward like a second
            neck. Loose black pants were tucked into heavy work boots, while the long-sleeved,
            dun-colored shirt struggled to contain additional layers of neck. Half a dozen bicolored
            metal plates hung from his neck and shoulders to just below the thick knees. Muscles
            were hidden beneath an additional layer of blubber.
         

         
         While she knew he looked forward to their occasional business dealings, she could
            not say the same. Since that would have required not only listening to him but looking
            at him, she always strove to keep their encounters as brief as possible.
         

         
         Unkar Plutt, on the other hand, was delighted to extend their encounters for as long
            as she could stand it. He always took his time when examining her pieces, letting
            his gaze rove slowly over everything she put before him, making her wait. Only when
            the bounds of common courtesy had been markedly surpassed did he deign to acknowledge
            her presence.
         

         
         “Rey. A decent offering, if nothing remarkable. Today you get a quarter portion.”

         
         She did not give him the pleasure of seeing her disappointment, just took the pair
            of packets that appeared in the transfer drawer in front of him. One transparent package
            contained beige powder; the other, a more solid slab of something green.
         

         
         “That’s my girl,” Plutt commended her.

         
         Not replying, she turned and left, moving as quickly as she could without alerting
            him to the fact that his presence disgusted her. She could feel his eyes all over
            her until she exited the big tent.
         

         
         —

         
         Out on the salt flats of Jakku, the only place to shelter from the sun was inside
            something one had built oneself. Rey’s speeder was an insignificant speck against
            the fiery, setting mass as she slowed on approach to her residence. Climbing down,
            she left it parked where it had stopped. There was no reason to secure it. Few came
            this way. Those who did, including the pirates and bandits who haunted the desert
            wastelands, wouldn’t waste time trying to steal a vehicle as dated and banged-up as
            her transport.
         

         
         Unloading, she gathered her belongings and headed for the makeshift entrance that
            led into the belly of the half-destroyed AT-AT walker. It might be an ancient, rotting,
            rusting example of now useless military might, but to Rey, it was home.
         

         
         After carefully unloading her gear and supplies onto the homemade cabinets and shelves,
            she remembered to make a scratch mark on one interior wall of semi-malleable material.
            She had long since stopped bothering to count the scratches, which now numbered in
            the thousands.
         

         
         Bits and pieces of homemade décor ornamented isolated alcoves and corners: here a
            handmade doll fashioned from reclaimed orange flight suit material, there a cluster
            of dried desert flowers; on the far end of the bed insert, a pillow that had cost
            her a day’s work. It wasn’t much, but where such examples of defiant individuality
            had been placed, they softened the drabness of their surroundings.
         

         
         Green slab-stuff sizzled in a makeshift cook pan. Opening the packet of beige powder,
            she dumped it into a tin half full of water. A brief stir activated the mixture, which
            promptly expanded and solidified into a loaf of something like bread. She slid the
            cooked meat off its pan and onto a plate, then slipped the loaf out of its container.
            Taking a seat, she dug into both as if she had not eaten in weeks. It seemed that
            these days all too many meals were like that.
         

         
         When she had finished, she picked up the plate and licked it dry before setting it
            aside. Rising, she moved to a window that looked in the direction of Niima. The signature
            contrail of a single ascending ship streaked the flat dark blue of the evening sky
            like chalk on slate. Wiping her mouth, she turned to a shelf where an old, badly damaged
            Rebellion helmet rested. She stared at it for a moment, then picked it up and put
            it on.
         

         
         Still wearing the helmet, she made her way outside into the cooling air. Nothing much
            to see tonight, she reflected. The sun going down. Tomorrow morning, the sun coming
            up. And so on to another day, not unlike its predecessor and the interminably repetitive
            ones that had gone before.
         

         
         She tried to think of something else—something that had changed, something that seemed
            different—if only to keep her mind from atrophying. But there was nothing. Nothing
            new. Certainly nothing to daydream about. On Jakku, things never changed.
         

         
         There was that occasional mention in the market of a rising new power in the galaxy. An organization
            that called itself “The First Order.” Determined, relentless. Nobody seemed to know
            much else about it. Not something to worry about here, she knew. Whatever it was,
            whatever it represented, it wouldn’t come to this backward, out-of-the-way world.
            Nobody came to Jakku.
         

         
         She was alone.

         
         Something squealed that was not shifting sand.

         
         Rising quickly, she removed the helmet. The sound could not have come from within
            its long-dead electronics. Even as she inspected the headpiece, the noise was repeated.
            A hysterical, panicked beeping. Whirling, she ran back into the dwelling and emerged
            a moment later clutching her staff. The beeping was sounding continuously now, no
            less frantic for its frequency.
         

         
         Reaching the top of a nearby dune, she found herself gazing down at a sight as curious
            as it was unexpected. Trapped in a net of local organic material, a small spherical
            droid was attempting to escape its prison, an effort rendered extremely difficult
            by the fearful mechanical’s total absence of limbs. Mounted atop a squat, four-footed,
            square-helmeted luggabeast, a native Teedo was struggling to constrain and reel in
            the legless but overactive and insubordinate droid.
         

         
         When uncertain as to anything taking place on Jakku, Rey knew, it was always reasonable
            to assume that something untoward was happening. At least until she understood the
            particulars of the confrontation she was witnessing, it was only right to call it
            to a momentary halt.
         

         
         “Tal’ama parqual!”

         
         Motion ceased as both the Teedo and BB-8 stopped wrestling and turned to peer up at
            her.
         

         
         “Parqual! Zatana tappan-aboo!”

         
         Making an effort to simultaneously control both its heavy-headed mount and its captive,
            the Teedo yelled back through the mouthpiece of the goggle-eyed helmet that covered
            its reptilian cranium. Its attitude was decidedly unconciliatory, even threatening.
            Meanwhile the hovering head of the imprisoned droid swiveled rapidly back and forth,
            trying to watch both Teedo and human simultaneously.
         

         
         Rey immediately took offense, not only at the Teedo’s tone, but at its speech, which
            far exceeded the bounds of common courtesy that existed between fellow desert-dwellers
            and made difficult coexistence possible. The luggabeast rider knew better, and its
            intemperate words were enough to decide her on a course of action. Descending the
            far side of the dune, she drew her knife and began hacking at the netting.
         

         
         “Namago!” she growled. “Ta bana contoqual!”

         
         Observing that it was on the verge of losing its prize, the Teedo unleashed a stream
            of indigenous invective. None of it had the slightest effect on Rey, who continued
            cutting away at the mesh until the native promulgated a slur that would have been
            vile in any language. Pausing in her work, she turned to face the tightly clothed
            creature, gesturing with her knife and fairly spitting a reply.
         

         
         “Noma. Ano tamata, zatana.”

         
         Long and drawn out, the Teedo’s response to this would have been unprintable on any
            of a hundred civilized worlds. Turning the metal-enclosed head of its mount, the unpleasant
            scavenger departed in the opposite direction. As soon as the native was a safe distance
            away, BB-8 rolled clear of the netting and began beeping loudly and challengingly
            in its direction.
         

         
         “Shhh,” Rey hastened to quiet the droid. “Don’t tempt it. Enough insults can override
            anyone’s common sense, even a Teedo’s.” BB-8 instantly went silent. Together, the
            two of them tracked the luggabeast until it and its rider had vanished from view.
         

         
         An electronic query drew her attention. Rey knelt down beside the questioning droid.

         
         “He’s just a Teedo. A local. Not so unlike me, really.” Her expression twisted. “Except
            this one was particularly impolite. Wanted you for parts.” Leaning forward slightly,
            she studied the top of the droid’s head. “Your antenna’s bent.” As she examined the
            scored markings on her softly beeping new acquaintance, her interest continued to
            deepen. “Where’d you come from?”
         

         
         The droid beeped a reply. Pursing her lips, Rey shook her head.

         
         “I don’t know what that means.” A string of beeps followed. This time, she smiled.
            “Oh. Classified. Really? Well, me too. Big secret.” Rising, she started back toward
            her dwelling. “I’ll keep mine and you can keep yours.” Raising an arm, she gestured.
            “Niima Outpost is that way. Stay off Kelvin Ridge. Keep away from the Sinking Fields
            up north or you’ll drown in the sand. Otherwise you should be okay. The closer you
            get to Niima, the less likely you are to run into a marauding Teedo.”
         

         
         Beeping softly, the droid started to follow, halting only when she turned on it sharply.

         
         “Don’t follow me. You can’t come with me. I don’t want anyone with me. You understand?”
            More beeping, distinctly anxious this time. She grew angry. “No! And don’t ask me
            again. I’m not your friend. I don’t have any friends. This is Jakku. Nobody has friends
            here. Just fellow survivors.” Turning once more, she moved off with longer strides.
         

         
         The beeping that sounded now was laced with unmistakable desperation, poignant enough
            to make her stop. Turning once more, she looked back at the imploring droid. She didn’t
            like it—him. Her fondness for most machinery extended to its trade equivalent in food.
            But she found herself feeling sorry for this small, helpless droid. At least, she
            told herself, this one seemed harmless enough. And notwithstanding her warning, there
            was no guarantee that the Teedo might not come back.
         

         
         She nodded reluctantly in the droid’s direction. Immediately, it rolled up beside
            her. Together, they headed for her abode.
         

         
         “In the morning,” she said firmly, “you go.” A responsive beep acknowledged her decision.
            “Fine, you’re welcome.” Another beeping, which made her laugh. “Yes, there’s a lot
            of sand here. Beebee-Ate? Okay. Hello, Beebee-Ate. My name is Rey. No, just Rey.”
            Still more beeping, and her smile disappeared. “Look, you’re not going to talk all
            night, are you? Because that won’t work. You know how humans recharge. We don’t plug
            in: We sleep.” A second acknowledging squeal. “Good. Keep that in mind and we’ll get
            along ’til morning. Quietly.”
         

         
         A single beep left hanging in the dry desert air, they disappeared behind the dune.
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         The holding cell had no bars. They were not needed.  There was nowhere aboard the ship
            for a prisoner to go. Even had there been, the single occupant was shackled tightly
            to his chair, unable to do more than turn his head. Poe knew he should have been flattered.
            They were taking no chances with him. But all he could think about was how he had
            failed his mission.
         

         
         So sunk was he in depression that he scarcely reacted when they beat him. Delivered
            with practiced skill, designed to hurt but not result in permanent damage, the blows
            fell intermittently, at different times of the day on different parts of his body.
            He did his best to shut out the pain, much as he succeeded in shutting out the questions.
            What he did not know was that they were merely a softening-up, an introduction to
            his principal interrogator.
         

         
         That formidable individual arrived in due course. Recognizing him from the attack
            on the village, Poe threw himself against his bonds in a final, supreme effort to
            break free. Demanding the last of his strength, the failure left him completely exhausted.
            It was just as well, he consoled himself. Fighting against the figure now standing
            before him would be counterproductive at best. Fighting and resistance, however, were
            two different things, and he resolved to focus what remained of his energy on the
            latter. Doubtless his inquisitor could sense his determination. Was the masked figure
            smiling? There was no way to tell.
         

         
         While his interrogator’s greeting was far from challenging, the sarcasm underlying
            Kylo Ren’s words was plain enough.
         

         
         “I had no idea we had the best pilot in the Resistance on board. Revealing yourself
            through your futile attempt on my life was foolish. Revenge is little more than an
            adolescent concession to personal vanity. Even had you not been slow and ill-prepared,
            Tekka was already dead. Comfortable?”
         

         
         Poe did his best to sound nonchalant. “Not really.” He gestured as best he could with
            a shackled hand. “The accommodations leave something to be desired.”
         

         
         “I regret the necessity. They are gratuitous in my presence. But those others who
            have made your acquaintance possess only the most primitive abilities, and further
            defiance on your part would demand their unnecessary exertions.” He bent toward the
            prisoner. “None of this unpleasantness need be necessary. We both wanted the same
            thing from the old man. Perhaps he was more forthcoming with you than he was with
            me.”
         

         
         Poe made a show of seriously considering the proposal before replying phlegmatically,
            “Might wanna rethink your technique. Hard to get cooperation from a dead man.”
         

         
         Ren stood back, looming over the prisoner. “A truism on which you might personally
            wish to reflect. It is pathetic, though. Is it not? You and I, both in pursuit of
            a ghost.” His tone darkened. “Where did you put it?”
         

         
         Poe stared up at him innocently. “Where did I put what?”

         
         “Please. All time is transitory, and mine especially so. This will go more quickly
            and less awkwardly if we dispense with childish nonsense.”
         

         
         Poe readied himself. “The Resistance will not be intimidated by you.”

         
         “As you wish, then. There is no ‘Resistance’ in this room. Only the pilot Poe Dameron.
            And I.”
         

         
         A hand extended toward the shackled prisoner. Silent agony followed soon after.

         
         “Tell me,” Ren murmured. “Tell me.”

         
         —

         
         General Hux was waiting for him. As expected, the interrogation had not taken long.
            The senior officer did not have to ask if it had been successful. No matter how determined
            the prisoner, no matter his or her individual resolve, Ren’s questioning invariably
            produced the same results.
         

         
         The metal-covered face regarded the general, the voice that emanated from behind it
            dispassionate. “The pilot does not have it. The map to Skywalker’s location is in
            a droid. An ordinary BB unit.”
         

         
         Hux was plainly pleased, though that meant nothing to Ren.

         
         “That makes it easy, then. The directions are in a droid, and the droid is still on
            the planet.”
         

         
         “Even a single planet offers innumerable places for concealment,” Ren pointed out.

         
         Hux did not dispute this. “True enough, but the world below us is primitive. A simple
            droid will gravitate toward support facilities for its kind. Of these, Jakku has few
            enough.” He turned away, planning. “With any luck we may not even have to search for
            it ourselves.”
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         One of the keys to enabling a big guy to conceal himself, Grummgar knew, was finding
            ways for him to get around without attracting much attention. Consequently, the specialized
            hunting speeder he was currently straddling wasn’t much bigger than he was.
         

         
         And Grummgar was a very big guy indeed.

         
         Hence the need for the remarkably compact yet powerful speeder. With its customized
            muted propulsion system and integrated heat masker, it was particularly useful for
            slipping unnoticed in and out of one of his favorite hunting grounds: the sacred jungles
            of Ithor. The fact that hunting within Ithor’s expansive boundaries was highly illegal
            did not deter him. Very little dissuaded Grummgar from pursuing his goals, be they
            the occasional trophy he kept for his personal pleasure or, in this case, that he
            acquired for a client.
         

         
         Coming from a world where physical attributes and skills were valued above all others,
            he had developed his own to a point where he had some time ago felt confident striking
            out alone. Given the current condition of galactic society following the fall of the
            Empire and the ongoing confusion within the New Republic, being one’s own boss and
            beholden to no one placed him in an enviable position. He could go where he wished
            when he wished, and do as he pleased. Among other things, it allowed him to spend
            time with some less than savory acquaintances, on out-of-the-way worlds, and generally
            thumb his nose at the authorities. Which, considering the size of his nose, was no
            small challenge.
         

         
         Besides, due to their gruff personalities as well as their intimidating appearance,
            his kind were not noted for an ability to socialize easily.
         

         
         Shifting his massive, bronze-hued body atop the speeder, he reached up with one huge
            hand to wipe raindrops from first the right, then the left of the twin, blunt, short
            tusks that protruded from his face. His large black eyes sank even deeper beneath
            a cliff-like brow as he studied the opening in the forest below and in front of him.
            His other hand held the heavy 242 hunting rifle as lightly as if it were a toy. No
            plaything, the 242 fired a propulsive shell that could bring down a full-grown rancor.
         

         
         As he adjusted his upper body position, his armored gray shoulder pads shifted slightly.
            Located near a clean, flowing stream and replete with a carpet of blue and pink edible
            fungi, the dappled glade he was observing through his magscope was just where one
            might hope to find the deadly molsume, its iridescent fur glistening in the sunlight
            to warn potential predators that the flesh of the rare multi-legged creature was as
            toxic as the poison that seeped from its twin fangs. Grummgar had no intention of
            eating his quarry, of course. The client for whom he was working wanted only the jewel-like
            pelt for his collection.
         

         
         There was just one small problem.

         
         The glade was already occupied.

         
         Professional hunter and wide-ranging traveler that he was, Grummgar recognized the
            intruding species immediately. It was a human female, and to all appearances one that
            was as young as she was diminutive. She sat tickling the native fungi, ignoring its
            food value, laughing at the small sounds it made, and for all the world as indifferent
            to her potentially dangerous surroundings as if she were enjoying a picnic in a city
            park.
         

         
         Where had she come from? Grummgar pondered. She looked too young to be out in the
            Ithor jungle by herself, the sizable backpack lying nearby notwithstanding. Though
            this individual did not appear to be fully adult, he knew that human body sizes could
            be deceptive. A large one could be young, a small one quite old.
         

         
         Not that her size or age mattered. What was important was that she was occupying the
            site he had chosen for his stakeout. She would have to be moved, or…
         

         
         He considered thoughtfully. Why move her? What better to entice a highly carnivorous
            molsume than a bit of vulnerable bipedal bait? He ought to help her, he knew. At the
            very least, warn her that in taking her ease where she was, she was inviting destruction.
            On the other hand, as near as he could tell she was here of her own free will, and
            had not been dumped or otherwise forcibly ejected into this part of the jungle. Certainly
            her present demeanor appeared to confirm that.
         

         
         In the end, it came down to what was strictly a business decision, he thought as he
            easily swung the big gun around to rest on his protruding belly. Murmuring softly
            to himself, he checked to make sure the 242 had a full load at the ready. After that,
            he continued to hover above the forest on the silent speeder, continued to watch—and
            waited.
         

         
         The Ithorian sun was low in the sky when he detected motion in the dense copse of
               n’lor trees. Rubbing the back of a huge hand across his wide, flat nostrils, he let
               the magscope automatically adjust to the distance and the ambient light. A flash of
               dark purple glistened among the greenery. As it moved, the coloring shifted to a metallic azure streaked with silver,
            then to bright bronze flecked with emerald green. While he could not see the outline
            of the creature, the glimmering between the branches was sufficient to identify the
            molsume. It was moving slowly and steadily toward the stream. Or toward its intended
            prey.
         

         
         Repositioning the scope, he saw that the girl had not changed her location. She continued
            to sit in the middle of the glade, surrounded by colorful fungi, native flowers, and
            blissful indifference. There was still time to warn her, but he would have to hurry.
            Once it scented food, the molsume could attack with blinding speed.
         

         
         Below, the onward flow of glistening colors came to a halt. Doubtless the creature
            was taking the measure of the strange potential meal in front of it. It was possible,
            even likely, that the girl was the first example of her species the molsume had ever
            seen. Grummgar knew she would be little more than a snack for the monster. Judging
            by the number and intensity of coat colors he had already seen, it was a mature specimen.
            Bigger than himself, and far bigger than the girl. Just what his client was looking
            for.
         

         
         Perhaps, he thought for an instant, his client would be interested in a human skin,
            as well. He immediately flicked the notion aside. One did not sell the shell of a
            fellow sentient to be stuffed or hung on a wall. While even among his own kind Grummgar
            was regarded as something of a rough customer, he did have principles. These excluded
            hunting other intelligent beings. They did not exclude allowing them to be taken by
            less clever but more robust predatory native species.
         

         
         Putting aside the scope, he unlimbered his rifle and began to take aim. Aware that
            the molsume would go straight for the human, he aimed just to her left. That was the
            direction from which the carnivore would charge. If the girl was lucky, he would kill
            the creature with a single shot and, through no intent of his own, she would survive.
            Otherwise, it might take several bursts to put the tough predator down, which would
            be…untidy.
         

         
         The slight rustling of vines and branches would not have been noticed by prey, but
            Grummgar was alert to the movement immediately. The molsume was tensing, preparing
            all ten of its short but powerful legs for the killing charge. It came even sooner
            than he anticipated. Not for nothing was his client prepared to pay highly for the
            pelt of so dangerous a creature. A single shot rang out.
         

         
         It did not come from his rifle.

         
         Still gazing through the magscope, he lowered it slightly. A long wheeze came from
            his capacious lungs as his brain tried to fully process the couple of seconds it had
            just recorded.
         

         
         The molsume had sprung. Before it was halfway to her the girl had whirled, knocked
            aside her backpack, picked up the expensive and very powerful shortblaster the pack
            had been concealing, and fired. The single shell it unleashed had detonated just under
            the molsume’s lower jaw, sending teeth, fangs, and a spray of poison flying in all
            directions while shattering the creature’s brain.
         

         
         Grummgar let out an involuntary snort of admiration. Despite the evident delight she
            had exhibited in her bucolic surroundings, it was clear the girl was far from the
            helpless waif she had initially appeared to be. He was grateful for what she had accomplished,
            and would tell her so. But he would approach her carefully, carefully. He was well
            aware that other species found his bulk and appearance intimidating.
         

         
         Not this girl, however. In response to the speeder’s descent, she swiftly swung the
            shortblaster in its direction. He paused with alacrity, the soft hum of his vehicle
            almost inaudible above the background chatter of the Ithorian jungle. He strove to
            recall a dialect one of her kind would find comprehensible.
         

         
         “Take it early,” he rumbled. No, that wasn’t it. He tried again. “Take it easy. Yes,
            relax.” Though the absence of much of a neck prevented him from executing more than
            a perfunctory nod, he managed to indicate the oversized handgun she now gripped firmly
            in both small hands. “I don’t fully garner your intent, but if it’s hostile, remember
            that’s a one-shot weapon.”
         

         
         “Two.” The muzzle of the gun did not waver. “Specially modified model. Two shots.”

         
         He considered. “And if I evade, and you miss?”

         
         Compared to his, her mouth slit was so small as to be nearly invisible. “I don’t miss.”

         
         “Do you brag as skillfully as you hunt?”

         
         A thin smile creased the flat human face. “You know how to find out.”

         
         He was careful to keep the end of the 242 aimed away from her. But not terribly far
            away. “It seems we have arrived at an impasse.”
         

         
         “No,” she countered brusquely. “You’ve arrived at an impasse. My name’s Nysorly, and I’ve arrived in the Ithor jungle, where I’ve been hunting for a molsume for nearly a week.
            I’m going to skin it, freezerve the pelt, and sell it.”
         

         
         “You are a professional hunter?” Grummgar’s massive overhanging brow rose. “I’ve put
            out bait bigger than you.”
         

         
         “I wouldn’t be surprised,” she shot back. “Something as big and clumsy as yourself
            would likely have to resort to bait.”
         

         
         If her intent was to provoke him, it failed. Grummgar did not take offense at words.
            To do so would involve him in far too many unnecessary conflicts. For him, if there
            was no money or trophy in it, there was no rationale for fighting.
         

         
         “You could shoot me,” he hypothesized, “and I could fall off this speeder and crush
            you.”
         

         
         She indicated the now half-decapitated carcass of the molsume. “You’ve seen how fast
            I can move. Surely you’re not that stupid.”
         

         
         “I only have to hit you once, noisy stripling.”

         
         The muzzle of the shortblaster twitched ever so slightly. “With how many amputated
            body parts?”
         

         
         She was serious, he realized. Of all the obstacles he had prepared to deal with on
            this expedition, of all the potential problems and setbacks and possible unforeseen
            complications, the last thing he had expected to have to confront was competition.
            And pocket-sized competition, at that.
         

         
         But there was nothing undersized about her gun.

         
         “I could kill you,” he murmured off-handedly, “but I dislike a mess.”
         

         
         “You’ll make a bigger one.”

         
         “Instead of watching and waiting, I could have ignored the situation in the hope that
            the molsume would take you.”
         

         
         Her grin returned. “Isn’t that what you hoped would happen?”

         
         “Not really. I was intending to put it down before it could reach you.”

         
         “So my actual survival was a matter of some indifference to you?”

         
         Once again he managed a limited-range nod. “You wound me. In all honesty, I did have
            a preference.” As he spoke, his free hand was drifting imperceptibly toward the speeder’s
            control panel.
         

         
         “How noble of you.” Her sarcasm was blunt enough for him to recognize it for what
            it was. “So. What do we do now?”
         

         
         “I suppose,” he replied, “one of us is going to kill the other.”

         
         Whereas his size did not unnerve her, his calmness did. “Seems kind of an extreme
            solution.” Once again she indicated the gleaming cadaver. “All over a single molsume
            pelt. Why don’t we just split the proceeds?”
         

         
         He considered. “Your buyer or mine?”

         
         “Easy,” she replied. He could see that some of the overriding tension was leaving
            her. “Highest bidder.”
         

         
         He grunted. “I have a reputation to consider. But I do have a solution.” He spat in
            her direction.
         

         
         Being unfamiliar with the possible dangers that might be englobed in the mass of alien
            spittle, she threw herself to one side, firing as she went down. Grummgar raised the
            242 and let loose, but her shot fragmented the rear section of the speeder, sending
            it spinning wildly to crash into a nearby johinuu tree. The carnivorous tree immediately
            tried to eat the speeder. Finding it distinctly unpalatable, not to mention hot, it
            spit out the smoking vehicle and its rider.
         

         
         As Nysorly rolled, she grabbed the backpack and in one smooth motion emptied it of
            a cartridge holding two of the shortblaster’s explosive shells. She was in the process
            of reloading when she saw something behind her and at her feet. The mass of shimmering
            fur contrasted brutally with the gaping mouth and its long, pointed teeth and poison
            fangs. Both double-slitted eyes were open and fixed on her. A freshly-minted dark
            hole between them was smoldering.
         

         
         She continued to reload the shortblaster, but with less haste now. Rising, she peered
            in the direction of the still-quivering johinuu tree. Instead of aiming her weapon
            in its vicinity, she let it hang loose at her side.
         

         
         “Hey.” There was no response. Brushing colorful leaves and grit from her jumpsuit,
            she took a couple of steps toward the smoke that was rising from near the tree. “Hey,
            big guy—you okay?” She glanced back. If Grumm hadn’t detected the other molsume, it
            would have torn her to shreds.
         

         
         A shape rose from among green- and rust-hued bushes. Covered in the residue from a
            large quantity of smooshed fungi, it had the rainbow appearance of a molsume pelt
            but without any of the iridescence. As this colorful mass staggered in her direction,
            still clutching the hunting rifle and with several mushroom-like growths dangling
            decoratively from one facial tusk, she fought hard to repress a smile and failed.
         

         
         “I am perfectly familiar with the full range of human expressions,” he muttered as
            he drew near. “I am not amused by the one you are currently displaying.”
         

         
         “You should be.” Putting a hand over her mouth, she stifled a laugh. “If you’re looking
            for suitable camouflage so you can do some more local hunting, I wouldn’t change a
            thing. Provided a hungry toscwon doesn’t try to lick you to death first.” Her tone
            softened and she finally lowered her hand as she gazed up at him. “Thank you for saving
            my life.”
         

         
         “There is no need for thanks. As has already been pointed out, such was not my intent.”
            She tensed as he started to raise the 242, but it was to use it to point at the molsume
            he had just killed. “I said that I had a solution. We now each have a kill, and as
            a consequence each of our clients will be satisfied.”
         

         
         Looking back at the second, even larger carnivore that now lay sprawled in the clearing,
            she nodded. “I thought you were—I thought…”
         

         
         “That I was about to shoot you in order to take your kill?” Deep-set ebon eyes stared
            down at her. She could not read them. “If the second molsume had not appeared, who
            knows?”
         

         
         Her smile returned, but it was a different kind of smile this time. One of understanding
            rather than amusement.
         

         
         “I know the answer to that. Even if you won’t admit to it.”

         
         “I make no comment.” The huge body expanded, then contracted, in a vast sigh. “If
            you can tell that, then you are more in the knowing of things than I am.”
         

         
         “I’ve had to be.” She looked away from him. “I’ve been on my own since I was sixteen.
            I had no choice.”
         

         
         He gestured. “I understand. That is the destiny of most Dowutins. So we have something
            in common besides hunting. Come. You have the frail bone structure of a calcified
            infant. I will help you gut your heavy trophy.”
         

         
         “And you have the hands of an automated cargo loader. I’ll help you skin your kill
            so those clumsy roast-size fingers don’t ruin the pelt.” As they started toward the
            first dead molsume she looked up at him curiously. “You ever work with a partner?”
         

         
         “Not when I’m hunting,” he told her. “Sometimes — for other things. I have other business
            interests.”
         

         
         “What other interests?” she asked, refusing to let the matter lie.

         
         The massive, bald skull turned to gaze down at her. “None of your concern, stripling.
            Be glad I don’t skin you, as well.”
         

         
         “You’re as tactful as you are friendly,” she growled, turning away.

         
         “It is my nature,” he told her serenely. “By the way, the cost of my speeder is coming
            out of your bounty.”
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         INTERLUDE:

         
         HYPERSPACE

         
         Stars stretched into spears, spears flung through the open black past the Millennium Falcon as it punches a hole through hyperspace.
         

         
         Han Solo scratches at the weeks-long beard growth that’s come up over his cheeks.
            It itches even still, and he makes faces as he scratches.
         

         
         Chewie growls at him and points.

         
         “Yeah, yeah, now I really am some scruffy scoundrel. I grow this face pelt long enough, maybe they’ll think I’m
            you.” He gives the Wookiee a smirk, and Chewie rumbles a response. “Okay, relax, big
            guy, nobody’s going to confuse me with you. You’re like a walking tree covered in
            hair.”
         

         
         Chewie leans back in the copilot seat, and the streaking starlines reflect in his
            eyes. He’s bored. And a bored Wookiee is a dangerous thing. Last system they were
            in—Ord Mantell out here in the Mid Rim—Chewie got to messing around with the Falcon’s navigation system, trying to chase down a glitch that had been screwing up the
            hyperspace drive. He fixed it, so great. But then the guns stopped working—which,
            of course, they only discovered when they were ambushed by a trio of Krish marauder-ships.
            They got some serious char on their vector plates and hoverpads—almost didn’t get
            out of there.
         

         
         Still. It’s nice, in a way, being out here with just Chewie. He misses Leia and Luke—even
            Lando, though he’d never say that out loud—something fierce, but being out here with
            his old pal reminds him of his younger days. Him, the Wookiee, and the Falcon. No responsibilities besides protecting their own tails—and, of course, getting rich.
            (Which, a small voice reminds him, never happened.)
         

         
         “All right, coming up out of hyperspace,” he says, reaching for the throttle to disengage.
            And as he eases it back, the starlines shorten and there’s that dizzying moment. The
            one that’s never gone away no matter how many jumps they’ve made, the one that makes
            him feel like his brain has been hurled through space while his guts are a dozen parsecs
            behind. Then the planet swells into view ahead of them:
         

         
         Dasoor.

         
         Another on the list of lawless places: an unruly world thick with thieves, run by
            gangs (who are in turn run by a crime cartel), and powered by slaves.
         

         
         Too vile even for Solo in his younger days. Thieves he can truck with. Slaves—well,
            that sets the coals in his stomach to a hot, volcanic burn.
         

         
         Chewie warbles and growls, and Han answers him: “Plan’s the same as it’s been.” Same
            as it was on Ord Mantell, Ando Prime, Kara-bin, and all the rest. He affixes the cybernetic
            implant over his eye—a telescoping heliodor lens that, in fact, doesn’t work and is
            totally fake. That plus the scruff and the ugly aviator cap he dons seem like enough
            of a disguise to make sure the people down there don’t know him at first glance. When
            Chewie roars in protest, he nods. “I know, pal, I know. I’d rather have you there
            with me, too, but if there’s one thing that’s gonna give us away, it’s a smuggler
            walking around with one of the few dozen liberated Wookiees. But we gotta find the
            Empire’s supply lines, and that means me going down there all by my lonesome and kicking
            up some dust and seeing what it smells like. You just…stay close in the Falcon in case things go to garbage.”
         

         
         The most recent whispers are that the Empire—after losing some of its traditional
            supply lines and ships over the last couple of months—has been tightening ranks around
            some of the criminal organizations they quietly supported during the last decades.
            Han’s been going down, asking questions, getting into the occasional (fine, more than occasional) bar fight, and seeing if anything shakes out.
         

         
         So far, it hasn’t.

         
         Chewie barks a sharp yip and Han agrees: “Yeah, I hope Wedge is having a better time
            with his mission, too. Let’s get planetside and—”
         

         
         The comm crackles. Above it, a shimmering blue hologram appears.

         
         Han laughs and Chewie waves.

         
         “Well,” he says. “Look what’s come crawling up out of the space waves.”

         
         The woman projected by hologram puts a cocky tilt to her hips. “Hey there, you old
            scoundrel.”
         

         
         “Old?” He feigns distaste. “Imra, that hurts me. That hurts me right in my heart.”
            He puts on that winning smile. “I’ll never get old.”
         

         
         “Think Leia will feel the same way?”

         
         “Now, that’s a low blow.”

         
         “You could ditch the princess, you know. Shake off the costume of a law-abiding, upstanding
            citizen and come back to the rogue’s life.”
         

         
         “Imra, did you call just to taunt me, or you got something for me?”

         
         “We’ve got an opportunity with a very small window.”

         
         Chewie gurgles and Han agrees: “Imra, like you said: I’m out of that life, so whatever
            it is you’re bringing to me—”
         

         
         She disappears and a new holo-image pops up: a planet.

         
         Chewie, agitated, stands and roars, shaking his fists and knocking loose the stabilizer
            bar above his head—the Falcon suddenly shakes and shudders, and Han has to quickly reach up and reset the stabilizers.
            He’s about to tell his old friend to calm down, relax, whatever it is that has the
            big fella worked up is—
         

         
         Then it hits him.

         
         The planet.

         
         It’s Kashyyyk.

         
         It’s Chewie’s home.
         

         
         A planet whose Wookiees are still in thrall to the Empire. Chewbacca was once a slave
            like the others: shackled, half-starved and half-mad, his fur matted, he’d worked
            to cut down the beautiful wroshyr trees for lumber and farm food that was once theirs,
            in order to feed the Imperial army. Wookiees were used across the galaxy, too, shipped
            away to serve as slave labor in mines and in building structures like the Death Stars.
            Sometimes, they even used the poor furballs as science experiments: ripping them open
            to test out medicines and weapons.
         

         
         “Chewie, it’s all right, pal, it’s all right.” Han pats his friend on the shoulder,
            helps him back into the chair. The Wookiee’s muscles ripple under his fur, and his
            lips curl back to reveal his teeth. His breath comes in ragged gasps. To Imra, Han
            says: “Whaddya mean, a window of opportunity?”
         

         
         “The Wookiee planet’s still on lockdown. The Empire doesn’t want to give it up, but
            their ranks are cut. Normally, ships come in and come out and they trade stormtroopers
            and officers, but the actual weight of their presence never changes. Except now, for
            a time, it’s gonna change.”
         

         
         “I don’t follow.”

         
         “They’re gonna do…who can say? A changing of the guards or something. Or they need
            ships for some other planet or some other—I really don’t know, Solo. The details are
            fuzzy, but what we do know is, the ships that are leaving won’t immediately be replaced. Which means we
            have a few days.”
         

         
         “When?”

         
         “Now.”

         
         Chewie raises his head back and howls.

         
         “Now?” Han leans forward in his chair, suddenly agitated. “Like, today?”

         
         “Almost. Clock is about to start ticking in the next day-cycle.”

         
         “The Alliance—the New Republic, whatever they are—they got me on this thing. I’ve
            got a responsibility. I can’t just change the plan and go off half-cocked….” And he
            knows what the New Republic will say. They have a strategy. They won’t divert attention
            to Kashyyyk, not yet. He’s asked. More than once.
         

         
         Chewie is giving him this look. Not even making a sound. The Wookiee’s chest is rising
            and falling.
         

         
         And it hits Han: The words coming out of his mouth don’t sound like him. Being out
            here, though, with Chewie, it’s made him feel like he used to. They’d just go places.
            Do whatever they wanted. Follow their noses to drink and contraband and stacks of
            credits and whatever good or bad deeds came along.
         

         
         A fire lights in Han’s belly.

         
         It’s time to do this. He tells Imra: “You owe me big, you remember that?” From the
            time he pulled that Star Destroyer off her tail (and got himself raided in the process).
            “Don’t say you don’t remember—”
         

         
         “I remember, I remember, it’s why I’m here. You said if I ever heard anything about
            Wookiee-world to tell you. Here I am, telling you.”
         

         
         “That’s not enough,” he growls. “You gotta do more.”

         
         She hesitates. “How much more?”

         
         “Get everybody. Every right-thinking scamp, scoundrel, slicer, smuggler—anybody who
            owes me a favor. Anybody who hates the Empire like we do.”
         

         
         “That’s not as long a list as you’d like.”

         
         “Fine. Offer them immunity. If they want their records clear, let ’em know the New
            Republic is adding names to a list. Full pardons.”
         

         
         “Is that true?”

         
         “Sure is,” he lies. It’s not true. He’s never heard it. But he’ll make it true. Somehow.
            He turns to Chewbacca: “Hey, pal. You still know how to contact the other refugees?
            Roshyk, Hrrgn, Kirratha, and them?” Group of a half-dozen Wookiees who escaped Kessel
            and got away from the Empire when nobody else could. Group of the meanest, hairiest
            brutes. They’re mercenaries now, and they don’t have much care in them when it comes
            to the politics of the New Republic, but they damn sure will care about liberating
            their home.
         

         
         Chewie nods and growls in assent.

         
         “Good. Get ’em together. And, Imra, you get the rest. Tell them to meet us outside
            Warrin Station. Like, now. Hell, yesterday. We don’t need the Alliance or the Republic. We do this our way.”
         

         
         The Wookiee pumps his long arms in triumph.

         
         Imra gives her word, and then she’s gone.

         
         “We don’t have any plan, pal,” he says.

         
         The Wookiee growls.

         
         “We’re making this up as we go.”

         
         Chewie nods and ululates.

         
         “Good. It’s like the old days, buddy.”

         
         Chewie grabs him with those big arms and shakes him like a cup of dice.

         
         Han grins and laughs and tries not to get crushed. “C’mon, Chewie. Set new coordinates.
            It’s time to get you home.”
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         The galaxy is changing, and with peace now a possibility, some dare to imagine new
               beginnings and new destinies. For Han Solo, that means settling his last outstanding
               debt, by helping Chewbacca liberate the Wookiee homeworld of Kashyyyk.
         

         
         Meanwhile, Norra Wexley and her band of rebels pursue Admiral Rae Sloane and the remaining
               Imperial leadership across the galaxy. Sloane, increasingly wary of the mysterious
               Grand Admiral, desperately searches for a means to save the crumbling Empire from
               oblivion. Even as Imperial forces fight to regain lost ground, Princess Leia and the
               New Republic seek to broker a lasting peace.
         

         
         But the rebel’s hunt for Admiral Sloane is cut short after the disappearance of Han
               Solo and Chewbacca. Desperate to save them, Leia conscripts Norra, Sinjir, Jas, and
               the rest of their team to find the missing smugglers and help them in their fight
               for freedom.
         

         
      

      
       

      
      
         
         The veldt stretches out before them.

         
         The ki-a-ki bushes tremble in the warm wind, dark thorny scrubs whose gentle tremors call to
            mind an animal trying very hard not to be seen. The thirstgrass conspires with the
            breeze: whispers and shushes and hissed hushes. Red, feathery clouds streak across
            the open sky, a sky the color of blush and bloom. A lone ship crosses it—some cargo
            ship, probably, one of the few travelers to this distant world of Irudiru.
         

         
         Down there, among the grass and the scrub, sits a compound.

         
      

      
      
         
         The compound has seven buildings. Each sits squat and rectangular, each made of blond
            brick and bloodred mortar, each with rail-top roofs and round porthole windows and
            water catchment tanks. One of the buildings is different, though: a manse larger and
            more ostentatious than the other more austere buildings. The house is surrounded by
            a screened-in porch, a xerioscape garden, and a series of shimmering and shifting
            holo-statues. A droid with many extensor limbs flits about, tending to the garden
            and tuning up the statues.
         

         
         Otherwise, the compound is silent and still.

         
         And it has been for the better part of the last day.

         
         This is the compound of Golas Aram.

         
         What the crew knows about Aram is little, but perhaps enough: He was once employed
            by the Galactic Empire as an architect. A prison architect, in fact. Aram designed some of the Empire’s most notable prisons, including
            the Lemniscate beneath Coruscant, the floating asteroid prison of Orko 9, and the
            Goa Penal Colony. Aram’s reported specialty was making prisons that were self-sustaining
            and inescapable. He considered it his “art.”
         

         
         Thing is, he didn’t work only for the Empire. He operated freelance, too—helping design
            and build prisons for the Kanjiklub, for the Junihar Cartel, even for Splugorra the
            Hutt.
         

         
         Aram is retired, supposedly.

         
         Just the same, Golas is the only Imperial connection out here on Irudiru. He’s the
            one good lead they have. But what happens when they go pulling on that thread? Will
            they find Han Solo? Or will the whole thing fall apart? Could they be putting Solo
            in danger?
         

         
         The narrative they can put together for Solo is shaky, at best. The Millennium Falcon got into a scrape not far from Warrin Station. Han had transmitted after that—but
            whatever he was investigating sure stirred up trouble. Given the presence of that
            Asp droid and the sheer manic glee of Tashu regarding Irudiru, there’s cause to worry.
            So, if Han was here investigating Aram, then what? After that, the narrative frays.
            Why look into Aram at all? Did Aram catch Solo sniffing around? Is Solo in prison—or
            is he looking for someone in prison?
         

         
         Either way, it’s what they have, so here they are.

         
         From their hiding spot atop a gentle hilltop plateau, Norra leans forward, parting
            the sharp—bladed thirstgrass like a curtain and peering out through a pair of macrobinoculars.
            Using the dial on the side, she scans through the heat signatures then clicks over
            to electric and electronic indicators. The binocs highlight a series of danger spots
            all around the compound; they glow red in the viewscreen. “I see them,” she tells
            Jas—Jas, who lies unseen in the tall grass even though she’s only a few feet away.
         

         
         The binocs highlight that the compound is ringed by an invisible perimeter fence:
            a barrier of ghosted lasers, impossible to see but sure to cut you apart if you march
            through them. The ground leading up to the compound, both in and out of the fence,
            is littered with land mines. Then, located throughout the compound are turret-droids.
            Each hides in plain sight near vaporators, looking like part of the mechanism. Stealthy
            buggers those.
         

         
         Through the grass, Jas says, “The place is loaded for war. Aram’s protecting himself.
            I get that he’s paranoid, given the changes cascading through the galaxy, but this
            is a whole other level. He’s afraid. And he hasn’t come out in days.” From behind
            them, Norra hears Temmin working on something—a tink tink tink followed by a buzzing twist from a micro-spanner. What is he doing back there? Norra’s
            about to ask, when—
         

         
         The grass swishes and shakes as Sinjir crawls up on his belly. “Ow!” he says, flexing
            his hand and popping the knuckle of his thumb in his mouth. “This grass is slicing
            me to bits.”
         

         
         “It drinks your blood,” Jas says, easing closer. “Thirstgrass sustains itself on the
            creatures who walk through it. Little sips from little cuts.”
         

         
         He frowns. “Lovely. I’m here for my hourly update. And my hourly update is: I am bored.
            Bored out of my skull.”
         

         
         “That’s always your hourly update,” Norra says.

         
         “Because it’s true every hour.”

         
         “It’s my update, too,” Temmin says, crawling up next to them. “Seriously, this is
            awful. I want to burn all this grass. And the thorny bushes. And the flies.” As if
            to demonstrate, he swats at the back of his hand. “See? Ugh. I should’ve stayed on
            Chandrila.”
         

         
         “Can’t we just go back to Kai Pompos?” Sinjir asks. “We’d make it by nightfall. There’s
            a little drinkery around the back of the town, they have a still where they ferment
            this root, this korva root. So we go back, we tip back a few under the Irudiru moons, we reformulate our
            strategy—”
         

         
         “This is a fact-finding mission,” Norra says, feeling like a mom commanding a child
            to stay put. “We stay here until all the facts are found.”
         

         
         “Facts are,” Temmin says, “the guy isn’t coming out. He’s dug in like a blood-bug.”
            They’d heard rumors that Aram was a big game hunter, and thought maybe that would
            afford them an opportunity to get close to him. But so far, no go. Nor has he gone
            out for supplies. Or even a breath of fresh air. They’ve seen neither hide nor hair
            of the man. Just droids. “Here’s what we do. We take Mister Bones—” Bones was crumpled
            up behind them, his skeletal body folded tightly with his head bowed and his arms
            enclosing his knees. “And we let Bones march down there, find the guy, drag him up
            here onto the plateau, and we question him. Simple.”
         

         
         “As simple as chasing birds with a hammer,” Sinjir mutters.

         
         “Everyone hush,” Jas says. “Temmin, did you build my thing or not?”

         
         “Yeah, yeah.” He fishes around in his pocket and holds up a pair of devices in the
            palm of his hand. One looks like a round from a slug-thrower, but it’s been modified—the
            shell casing crimps around a circuit bulb, and the tip of that bulb has four little
            prongs. Like insect mandibles. The second device is round, no bigger than a button,
            with a little zigzag antenna sticking out.
         

         
         “It’s a bug,” Temmin says, sounding impressed with himself.

         
         “This planet has enough bugs without us adding more to it,” Sinjir grouses. “And before
            anyone corrects me, yes, I know, it’s a listening bug and not a real bug and—oh, never mind. Good job, Jas. Now what?”
         

         
         “We can’t get eyes on, so we need to get ears on. I load this into my rifle and fire
            it right at his manse. Then—” She grabs the second device. “This jury-rigged earpiece
            with which to listen in.”
         

         
         “Clever,” Sinjir says. “Still not sure what I’m doing here.”
         

         
         Jas hands him the earpiece. “You’re going to do the listening.”
         

         
         “Joy.” He makes a face as he takes it and screws it into his ear.

         
         The bounty hunter unslings the slugthrower from her back. Norra again grabs the binocs
            and focuses them at the compound.
         

         
         A herd of animals have come up alongside the invisible perimeter—long-limbed, long-necked
            leathery things, these beasts. They number in the dozens. Some stop to nip at the
            tufts of ki-a-ki bushes, while the others bat at one another with bony protuberances atop their narrow
            snouts. Norra is pretty sure they’re morak. Big things, but herbivores. Though she’d
            hate to get stomped under those long legs—legs that end in claw-tipped feet.
         

         
         Jas pulls the slugthrower close and uses her thumb to pop open a bipod at the end
            of the barrel, giving it stability. She tugs the scope tight against her eye. Norra
            watches her through the grass—the way Jas draws a breath deep, then slowly exhales
            it until no breath remains and she is still… .
         

         
         It’s surprisingly close to what Luke taught Leia, isn’t it?

         
         Shut out the world. Be mindful, but empty.

         
         Like a cup to be filled up.
         

         
         (Of course, Jas does this in order to kill people more efficiently.)

         
         The bounty hunter’s finger coils around the trigger.

         
         But then—

         
         The morak all look up at the same time. A gesture of alarm.

         
         Norra reaches out and touches Jas’s shoulder. “Wait.”

         
         “What is it?” Jas asks.

         
         “Something’s up.”

         
         Sinjir plucks the earpiece out of his ear, scowling at it. “This thing is fritzing
            out. It’s making this … high-pitched whine. Wretched sound.”
         

         
         Down below, the morak begin to move. All of them at once, a herd movement. They go
            from walking to galloping, their long, bony legs launching them forward with a swiftness
            that surprises Norra.
         

         
         The animals are headed toward the hill where the crew is waiting.

         
         Closer, closer.

         
         The ground begins to vibrate beneath them.

         
         It’s too steep, surely. They can’t—

         
         The animals reach the bottom of the hill and begin to scramble up the side of it.
            Their clawed feet make great haste, and now Norra knows what those claws are for.
            Dust spirals behind them.
         

         
         They’re coming right for us.
         

         
         “We have to move,” Norra hisses. “Move!”

         
         She and the others spring up out of hiding and turn tail, bolting through the grass.
            The morak crest the hill, bleating and blowing mucus from their snouts. The ground
            rumbles as the herd stampedes.
         

         
         The grass slices at Norra’s arms, but she can’t waste time caring. Everyone moves
            fast—everyone except Bones, who sits somewhere under cover, and is hopefully resilient
            enough to suffer the knocks and blows of the morak. She’s not even sure where they
            should go. Run straight? Turn to the side? The morak are coming right up behind them—
         

         
         One lopes past Norra in a lumbering gallop, swiping at her with its long neck—the
            thing is twice her height and she just barely darts out of its way even as others
            come up behind her. Ahead, though she can’t see it, the far side of the hill awaits.
            What then? Run down it, trying not to fall? Duck and pray the charging morak go over
            the edge?
         

         
         The bounty hunter runs next to her, and when one morak comes behind her, Jas jabs
            at it with the barrel of her slugthrower—and the beast roves drunkenly toward Norra.
            It clips her and she staggers—
         

         
         Her legs go out from under her—

         
         There’s Temmin, grabbing her by the belt to keep her from falling. It’s just enough
            to help her get her legs back under her. Norra is about to thank her son—
         

         
         She doesn’t get the chance.

         
         A sound hits them, a sonic hum. Suddenly, the morak are squawking and turning sharply
            away, the herd splitting in twain as if by an invisible wedge. Norra thinks, Thank the stars for whatever is doing that.
         

         
         But then something lands in the grass in front of them—the thing rolls a few times
            like a flung rock. It beeps three times in succession. Then:
         

         
         An implosive sound—foomp. The air lights up around them, a hard pulse of bright light. It concusses the air,
            too, hitting her like a thunderclap. Norra is suddenly blind and deaf, her ears ringing,
            her vision washed away in a tide of searing white. She fumbles for the blaster at
            her side—she whips it out, and it’s suddenly rocked out of her hand, clattering away.
         

         
         A shape emerges in front of her as the white light begins to recede: a person-shape.
            Norra thinks: Aram has us. We thought we were watching him, but he was watching us.
         

         
         She leans forward, starts to stand.

         
         “Don’t move,” comes a voice. Quiet, but urgent.

         
         Norra asks as her eyes adjust, “Who is that? Who’s there?”

         
         The figure steps forward. She spies two blasters held aloft, one in each hand, and
            one pointed right at her. “Name’s Han Solo. Captain of the Millennium Falcon. Who the hell are you?”
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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…
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         PLANET CRUCIVAL

         
         DAY FORTY-SEVEN OF THE MALKHANI INSURRECTIONS

         
         THIRTEEN YEARS AFTER THE CLONE WARS

         
         His name was Donin, and though that wasn’t the name he’d been born with, he had the
            ink-rubbed brands to prove it. The black whorls and waves, freshly applied by the
            clan masters in honor of his induction, ran across his dusky shoulder blades under
            his coarse cloth jacket. They were one of four gifts he’d received upon joining the
            army of the Warlord Malkhan: a new name, the brands, a serrated knife, and an offworlder’s
            particle blaster.
         

         
         The masters had assured him that of the four gifts, the blaster was the most precious.
            Its grip was wrapped in fraying leather and its barrel was scored and crusted with
            ash. It had enough power left to fire a dozen searing bolts, and Donin had been warned
            not to waste a single shot or drop it if it began to burn his palms. Those were the
            acts of a child—not a full member of the clan.
         

         
         He knelt among his new brothers and sisters—he’d yet to learn their names—behind a
            low stone wall that stretched across the hilltop. His slight frame, thin from youth
            and hunger, allowed him to conceal himself fully behind the barricade; for this reason
            he had been assigned to the front. Like his brands and weapons, that assignment was
            a privilege. He reminded himself as much when he began to sweat and tremble.
         

         
         He glanced sidelong at his companions and looked for signs that they, too, were afraid
            of the coming battle. They were nearly all larger and older, carrying offworld weapons
            that appeared as scored and rusted as his own. They cleaned their knives and murmured
            to one another. Donin told himself he would die for them as they would die for him,
            in the name of the clan and its warlord. And if they won the day—
         

         
         If I survive the battle, Donin corrected himself. Victory was inevitable for the Warlord Malkhan. Only Donin’s
            own fate was in question.
         

         
         —then they would celebrate. He’d heard stories of feasts, of troughs of clear water
            and skewers of bantha meat, of salts and sauces from other continents, other planets. He would gorge himself, he thought, and sleep in safety in the warlord’s camp. He’d
            heard the clan’s celebrations before, while hiding shivering in his father’s home,
            and those joyful cries were what had finally lured him to the masters.
         

         
         His father had said the Malkhanis were no different than any other faction on Crucival,
            but his father was wrong. No one else had such food or took so much joy in victory.
            No one else was as strong as Malkhan, or had the wisdom to procure such a trove of
            offworld technology. Donin’s new clan would build a better planet.
         

         
         Something far away howled in the dusty air, starting soft and rising rapidly. Donin
            squared his shoulders, half stood from his crouch, and thrust his blaster over the
            wall in one movement, as he’d been taught. He saw no target. A man’s voice laughed
            behind him, and a broad palm cupped his dark hair and tilted his head back.
         

         
         “Battle ain’t started yet, boy. Just a ship headed to the tower. Get us all killed
            if you shoot.”
         

         
         His gaze redirected, Donin saw the sphere and crossbars of an offworld flier silhouetted
            against the clouds. It roared in the direction of the steel spire and faded from view.
         

         
         Donin lowered himself to his knees again, and the hand on his head disappeared. He’d
            made a fool of himself. He silently pledged not to do it again. “We didn’t see them
            much in the Gulches,” he murmured—an explanation, not an excuse.
         

         
         The man behind him grunted. “You’ll see them a lot here. I’m serious about not shooting.
            Don’t go within a stone’s throw of the tower, either, no matter what happens. The
            offworlders in white may not come out much, but you bother them even a little…”
         

         
         “I know,” Donin snapped. He swiveled and looked up at the man, who could have been
            four times Donin’s age, with milky eyes and pitted skin. Older than the warlord himself.
            But that didn’t mean he’d been part of the clan any longer than Donin. “I know all
            about them. Their soldiers are clones. They make them in batches.”
         

         
         The man grunted again, showing cracked yellow teeth in something that might have been
            a smile. “You don’t say? Who told you that?”
         

         
         “My father,” Donin said. “He used to fight them.” He gestured with his head toward
            the sky, toward the stars hidden behind yellow-gray clouds. “There was a war.”
         

         
         “Well, you’re not fighting clones,” the man said. “You’re fighting the lowlifes who took the quarry
            last week and want our territory. That exciting enough for you?”
         

         
         Donin scowled and stared. “I’m here to serve the clan,” he said, and pivoted back
            to face the wall. One hand still clasping his blaster, he reached with the other to
            jerk down the collar of his jacket, displaying his brands to the man behind him.
         

         
         Donin heard the man laugh, felt a slap on his spine that rocked him forward.

         
         “I guess you are,” the man said. “Just don’t get your hopes up. Take it one fight
            at a time.”
         

         
         Donin nodded, shrugged his jacket higher on his back, and gripped his blaster tighter.
            He wasn’t sure what the man meant. The clan was hope for them all.
         

         
         It wasn’t long before someone yelled that the enemy was approaching. The front line
            pressed against the wall and peered over. Donin saw specks against the brittle yellow
            grass in the valley below the hill, and soon those specks resolved into the shapes
            of dozens of men and women. Most held spears above their heads like pennants. Only
            a few carried offworld weapons—but those weapons were the size of tree branches, cradled
            by their owners in both arms.
         

         
         The first of those weapons ignited with reverberating screams. Streaks of green fire
            spewed over the wall. The warlord’s army became a mass of shouts Donin didn’t understand.
            He steadied his blaster, reminded himself not to waste shots.
         

         
         “All praise to the warlord!” someone called, and the shouting became a cheer. A rush
            of warmth filled the boy as he grinned and added his voice to the hurrah.
         

         
         His name was Donin now. He was defending his new home. These were his brothers and
            sisters, their path was righteous, and he’d be part of their clan forever.
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         PLANET HAIDORAL PRIME

         
         DAY EIGHTY-FOUR OF THE MID RIM RETREAT

         
         NINE YEARS LATER

         
         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 standard 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 bronze 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 comm 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 remained. One was moving away from the alley while the other stayed
            to protect the artilleryman. 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 artilleryman. 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,
            widemouthed 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 ran 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, hiccuping 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.
         

         
         Half a 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 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 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 hovertanks 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.
         

         
         —

         
         When the civilians came out of hiding and into the plaza, the open recruit began.

         
         Sergeant Zab’s squad—the squad Namir had once called, in a moment of pique, “morons
            who could make a hydrospanner backfire”—had somehow smuggled an astromech droid into
            the city surveillance center. From there, they’d accessed the public address system
            and broadcast the captain’s message: Twilight Company would soon depart Haidoral Prime.
            Those on Haidoral who shared the Rebellion’s ideals of freedom and democracy could
            remain to defend their homes, or they could sign on with Twilight to take the fight
            to the enemy. To go where the Rebellion was needed most. And so forth.
         

         
         The captain recorded a new broadcast every time Twilight went looking to bolster its
            ranks, tailored to the needs and the circumstances of the local population. To Namir,
            all the messages sounded alike.
         

         
         Open recruitments were technically against Rebel Alliance security policy, but they
            were a Twilight Company tradition and the captain was insistent the practice continue.
            So long as the Rebellion sent Twilight into hell time and again—and so long as Twilight
            survived—the company would replenish its losses from the ranks of the willing. On Haidoral
            Prime, seven Twilight soldiers had died. Namir hadn’t yet seen their names. Twilight
            would need seven newcomers to balance those losses, and still more to make up for
            those who’d died elsewhere in recent weeks.
         

         
         Dozens of men and women trickled into the plaza over the space of an hour, hand-checked
            by Twilight “greeters” for weapons and concealed explosives. Not all of them were
            there to be recruited: Barefoot women with callused hands begged Twilight to stay;
            hunched, elderly men screamed for the company to leave. A disorganized band of locals
            voiced their desire to keep fighting the Empire on Haidoral—these were given what
            few weapons Twilight had to spare and sent away with meaningless well-wishing and
            invocations of “the cause.”
         

         
         The genuine recruits were a motley assortment of young and old, pampered and desperate.
            Namir paced among them, watched their eyes, and passed his assessments on to the recruiting
            officer. A bearded and bedraggled man had the look of a street person but the carriage
            of a bureaucrat; Namir pegged him as an Imperial spy. A pug-nosed woman shifted her
            eyes to an escape route when Namir casually moved his weapon from one hand to the
            other; a petty criminal looking for an easy way off the planet, he thought.
         

         
         That day’s recruiting officer—Hober, a withered and creak-kneed quartermaster with
            a knack for card games—took Namir’s recommendations with a shrug. “You know Howl’s
            orders,” he said.
         

         
         Namir did. Captain Evon—“Howl” when outside earshot—liked to err on the side of welcome.
            He and Namir had spoken at length about that particular policy.
         

         
         “Just keep an eye out,” Namir said. “You have to be a special kind of crazy to jump
            aboard a sinking ship.”
         

         
         Hober snorted and shook his head. “Say that louder, and we can close up early.”

         
         Namir didn’t say it louder. A bit of crazy wasn’t always a bad thing. Still, he needed
            recruits he could train, not deserters or unhinged killers.
         

         
         The line moved slowly. Hober engaged the potential recruits with questions, chatted
            about their pastimes and families as much as their combat experience. Hober was good
            at his job, good at judging who would last and who would panic and get someone killed.
            Namir paced and tried to stay out of the way; intellectually, he knew what the recruits
            felt like, knew they’d be more likely to come clean when relaxed. He’d been in their
            position less than three years before. But at the moment, he couldn’t muster either
            interest or sympathy.
         

         
         Someone in the line shouted. Namir turned to see three locals grappling with one another.
            Two of them were cursing and striking the third—a pale, gangly girl with a bolt of
            red hair. The apparent victim went down four times in as many seconds, popped back
            up after each hit, and seemed ready to keep brawling. Not a good fighter, but Namir
            gave her credit for persistence.
         

         
         He fired three shots above the trio. They went still. The red-haired girl couldn’t
            have been more than a teenager, and the other two looked scarcely older.
         

         
         “Do I need to care what’s going on here?” Namir asked, then cut the air horizontally
            with his hand before anyone could answer. “We’ll all be happier if you say no.”
         

         
         The three youths shook their heads.

         
         “Fight on my ship, and you’ll be sealed in a maintenance closet until you starve to
            death,” Namir said. “I won’t waste blaster bolts on you. I won’t waste oxygen shooting
            you out an air lock. You’ll die slowly because I don’t care.”
         

         
         Namir lacked both the callousness and the authority to carry out that particular threat,
            but the would-be recruits didn’t know it. One of the older pair hesitated, then turned
            and stalked away. The other two lowered their eyes.
         

         
         “How old are you?” Namir asked the red-haired kid.

         
         “Twenty,” she said, jerking her head back up.

         
         That didn’t seem likely, but there was no time for background checks. Nor would she
            be the first sixteen-year-old to enlist in the Alliance.
         

         
         Namir turned and nodded his approval to Hober. The old quartermaster looked skeptical.
            Namir wondered if Hober would admit the girl into the ranks of Twilight’s fresh meat,
            but he suspected the man would do so against his own better judgment.
         

         
         It wasn’t about being welcoming. These days, Twilight Company couldn’t afford to be choosy.
         

         
         —

         
         Three hours into the open recruit, word came down that Namir’s squad was needed outside
            the governor’s mansion. It was a welcome distraction.
         

         
         Twilight had locked down the mansion during the first day of fighting. The compound
            of multi-tiered domes was on the outskirts of the city, impractically far from the
            center of Imperial power but possessed of an impressive view of the crystalline mountains.
            After the initial skirmishing, Captain Howl had ordered half a dozen rebel squads
            stationed around its perimeter, within a stone’s throw of its scorched but intact
            outer wall. No attempt to capture it had been made; with its occupants contained,
            the mansion itself had seemed strategically insignificant.
         

         
         Since then, the situation had evolved.

         
         “Mouse droid rolled out through a side entrance half an hour ago,” Sergeant Fektrin
            said. “We figured it was rigged to blow. Turned out clean. It was carrying a written
            message from a ‘rebel sympathizer’ inside the mansion.”
         

         
         Namir, Gadren, Charmer, and Brand stood across from the mansion wall. The others rechecked
            their equipment as Namir and Fektrin spoke. Periodically, one of the mansion’s windows
            slid open, spat a volley of hissing red particle bolts onto the street, then shut
            again. Fektrin’s team barely seemed to notice.
         

         
         “What’d the message say?” Namir asked.

         
         “That Governor Chalis’s men are holding captured rebel soldiers inside. Our anonymous
            tipster—and I quote—‘fears for their safety.’ ”
         

         
         Namir spat onto the road and watched his saliva sizzle where the bolts had impacted.
            “They know we’ve accounted for everyone, right? Do they think we’re that stupid?”
         

         
         “I told Howl the same thing,” Fektrin said, “more or less.” The ridges of his face
            crinkled in discomfort and the tendrils dangling from his cheeks and chin seemed to
            curl. Namir thought of those tendrils as a sort of beard, though he’d never asked
            if they were present on the women of Fektrin’s species. “But the captain’s worried
            the governor might have grabbed some locals. Wants it checked out.
         

         
         “Besides,” Fektrin went on, “if it’s a trap, then what’s the point? We lose a squad in there, we don’t exactly lose the war.”
         

         
         Namir stared at Fektrin with as much skepticism as he could muster. “So the captain’s
            theory,” he said, “is that he can afford to gamble away our lives on the off chance
            we’ll save a few civvies.” Fektrin’s tendrils twitched, but Namir kept talking. “Do
            I have this right?”
         

         
         Gadren was frowning. Fektrin took it in stride. Namir had never seen Fektrin smile,
            but the alien had a deadpan sense of humor.
         

         
         “You want to take it up with Howl?” Fektrin asked.
         

         
         Namir swore and barked a bitter laugh. “Fine,” he said. “But if we die, we’re taking
            the whole mansion down with us.”
         

         
         —

         
         Charmer came up with the squad’s approach. Climbing the wall or besieging the main
            entrance would draw too much opposition; Fektrin would prep a frontal assault, but
            only for use as a last resort. Instead, Namir, Brand, and Charmer made their way to
            the rooftop garden of one of the neighboring residences. The occupants were more than
            cooperative after Namir burned three blaster holes in their custodial droid, and stayed
            out of sight while Charmer secured a magnetic grappling gun in one of the flower beds.
         

         
         Brand watched the governor’s mansion through the lenses of her armored mask. On her
            signal, Charmer fired the gun and sent the grapnel soaring through the resurgent rain.
            It struck the wall abutting one of the mansion’s lower balconies, attached, and pulled
            the line taut. Namir traversed the gap first, sliding down the line and landing with
            a jolt on the damp stone.
         

         
         Charmer came next, then Brand. Brand severed the line with a curved knife that she
            pulled from her jacket. The blade hummed softly with electricity.
         

         
         “Where’d you get that?” Namir asked.
         

         
         “Confiscated,” Brand said.

         
         Namir glanced at Charmer, who pulled a stun rod from his belt and extended the baton.
            It looked like it would snap in two with a bit of effort. He passed it to Namir, who
            shook his head until Charmer pressed the weapon into his palm. “I have my own knife,”
            Charmer said, forcing the words past his stutter. “You need an edge.”
         

         
         Namir scowled but didn’t argue. It was true he didn’t have the taller man’s reach.

         
         “We’re heading in,” he said, tapping his comlink. “You hear screams, you know what
            to do.”
         

         
         Gadren’s deep voice came through mixed with static. “I will weep at your funerals,
            and after grieving I will requisition a grapple that can support my mass. Many lives
            will be saved in the future.”
         

         
         “That’s the spirit,” Namir said.

         
         Together, the three proceeded into the mansion. The rooms were dark and spacious in
            the Imperial style, appointed with lush carpets and glittering holographic mobiles
            that rotated and pulsed with the movements of the squad. Namir led the way through
            connected suites and into a tall, narrow hallway carved from mountain crystal. There,
            bronze busts and statuettes sat in niches along the wall.
         

         
         Namir didn’t recognize most of the subjects. The men and women in the statuettes nearly
            all wore Imperial military uniforms or robes of state. A bust of an elderly man with
            cheeks like melted wax and thinning hair bore a resemblance to the Galactic Emperor—Namir
            had seen him before in rebel propaganda videos. A horned figure might have been the
            Emperor’s aged vizier. Namir dredged his memory for the name: Mas Amedda.

         
         Charmer and Brand seemed more familiar with the lineup. Charmer scowled at a middle-aged
            man whose bulbous, alien eyes were set in a human face and whose neck was braced by
            a thick metal collar. The round collar gave the bust the appearance of a grotesque
            potted plant. Brand paused before the re-creation of a misshapen helmet of curves
            and angles and skull-like eyes.
         

         
         “You know him?” Namir asked.

         
         “Not personally,” Brand said.

         
         “Darth Vader,” Charmer said. He didn’t stammer.

         
         The Galactic Emperor’s personal enforcer: hound of the Rebel Alliance, born from the
            embers of the Clone Wars, perpetrator of every horror and atrocity known to civilization.
            So the stories went, anyway.
         

         
         “Right,” Namir whispered. “Can we get on with it?”

         
         To Namir’s surprise, Brand looked at him and spoke in a low, somber tone. “You should
            know these people,” she said. “Darth Vader. General Tulia. Count Vidian. Look at their
            faces, and memorize every one.”
         

         
         Namir returned Brand’s stare, cool and calm. Brand didn’t back down.

         
         “I get it,” Namir said softly. “I do.”

         
         “You don’t,” Brand said, and began to walk again.

         
         Charmer, three steps ahead, gestured before the stairway at the end of the hall. Two
            fingers raised, thumb moving across the palm. Two guards stationed at the top of the
            stairs, one patrolling.
         

         
         Brand went first. In his darker moments, Namir resented the older woman’s capacity
            for stealth—but not today, not when his own wet boots squeaked like rats on the polished
            floor. He followed her, tightening his grip on the stun baton, with Charmer so close
            behind he could feel the man’s body heat.
         

         
         Up the stairs. Two guards, neither in full armor. Local security. Brand stepped out
            of the mouth of the stairwell and Namir heard sizzling as the electrified knife found
            its first target. Namir charged forward, body low, looking for the patrol. Charmer
            would know to take the second guard behind him.
         

         
         The sentry on patrol was less than five meters away, and Namir felt his guts clench
            when they spotted each other. An Imperial stormtrooper. The trooper was still turning
            to face him—Namir had time to close the distance—but the stun baton would be useless
            against that white armor.
         

         
         He should have asked to borrow Brand’s knife when he’d had the chance.

         
         Namir raised his shoulder as he charged; he slammed into the stormtrooper and spun
            him to face the stairwell. Now at the trooper’s back, Namir clung to the armor’s cool
            surface and tried to pin the man’s arms, prevent him from getting off even one shot
            with his blaster. That noise would alert the entire mansion, and their attempt at stealth would be compromised.
         

         
         The stormtrooper reacted swiftly, competently. He threw his head back, grazed Namir’s
            scalp where Namir’s abandoned helmet should have protected him. If Namir had been
            standing straight instead of bending his knees, he would have taken the hit between
            the eyes. After a moment he smelled burning metal and plastoid, and the stormtrooper
            went limp as Brand twisted her knife under the rim of his helmet.
         

         
         Namir tried to guide the body in a slide onto the floor, but it clattered more loudly
            than he’d intended. Charmer stood between the two security guards, both dead on the
            ground. Brand had already cleaned her knife by the time Namir said, “Keep moving.”
         

         
         The message warning Twilight about the governor’s captives had included a rough map
            of the mansion. The hallway the team found itself in now was, at Namir’s estimate,
            less than fifty meters from the captives’ supposed location. If there was an ambush
            waiting, they’d be walking into it soon. Namir gave the rifle slung on his back a
            quick feel, confirmed he hadn’t somehow lost its comforting bulk during the fight.
            Stealth would only take them so far, and he wanted to be ready.
         

         
         Charmer took the lead next. Namir didn’t correct him—somehow Charmer always wound
            his way to the front when an ambush seemed imminent, for reasons Namir couldn’t understand
            and couldn’t bring himself to ask about. Losing his face hadn’t broken Charmer of
            the habit. Namir certainly wouldn’t be able to.
         

         
         Onward, down a cramped passage into a supply pantry that smelled of citrus. Namir
            assumed the scent was artificial until he saw that there was fruit—real fruit—casually
            stocked with the rest of the governor’s boundless wealth; he drew one long breath
            of the aroma and then shook off the distraction. Past the pantry was a kitchen, sleek
            and metallic and packed with long-limbed droids nestled in their power stations. Charmer
            paused at the narrow door leading farther into the mansion and shrugged. The map indicated
            the captives were in the next room.
         

         
         Namir glanced at Brand as she took a position across the doorframe from Charmer. “If
            anyone’s been saving a flash-bomb,” Namir said, “now’s the time to speak up.”
         

         
         No one did.

         
         Fine, Namir thought. No smoke cover, no flash. We breach the old-fashioned way.

         
         It didn’t bother him. The old ways were what he knew best.

         
         He clipped the stun rod to his belt, took his rifle in both hands. Charmer and Brand
            mirrored him. Namir nodded; Charmer hit the door’s keypad and they surged inside together.
         

         
         What they found was a dining hall—or what had been a dining hall, now so strewn with printouts and holodisplays and maps and portable
            screens that it resembled the inside of a bureaucrat’s skull. Standing amid the makeshift
            workstations were half a dozen Imperial Army officers—caps doffed, expressions haggard,
            sweat staining their black uniforms—who were so intent on their work that it took
            half a second before they looked up at Namir and his squad. Namir took aim at the
            first man to reach for his sidearm—a sharp-nosed colonel who’d been pacing alongside
            the dining table—and watched the rest of the group hesitate.
         

         
         Brand and Charmer swept their rifles in steady arcs while Namir kept his eye on the
            colonel. “Prisoners,” he said. “Where are they?”
         

         
         “What prisoners?” the colonel asked.

         
         Namir’s muscles were taut. He kept his voice calm. “The ones you captured,” he said.
            “Or the ones you claimed you captured.”
         

         
         “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” the colonel said. His right hand began
            to edge toward his belt. Namir cocked his head. The colonel froze again.
         

         
         “He really doesn’t,” a voice replied, warm and resonant in the dining hall. Namir
            wanted to turn to look at the speaker, but taking his attention from the colonel would
            mean death. He kept his rifle aimed, kept his body turned toward his opponent, and
            trusted that Brand or Charmer would cover the remainder of the room.
         

         
         The new speaker slowly resolved in his peripheral vision. She was emerging from one
            of the side entrances to the hall, a human woman whose olive-skinned visage was lined
            just enough to add gravitas to a once-youthful face. Her black hair was threaded with
            gray and white, and she wore a dark, formal suit trimmed with red and clasped with
            silver buttons. In contrast with the suit’s obvious expense was a worn and stained
            duffel bag she’d slung over one shoulder—the kind a rebel soldier or a vagabond might
            carry.
         

         
         “I’m the captive here,” she said with bored disdain. “The fact the colonel doesn’t
            realize it—”
         

         
         As the woman spoke, she let the duffel bag slide from her right shoulder and land
            heavily on the floor. The words kept coming with that same, idle tone as, while the
            bag fell, she drew a blaster pistol from her left pocket. “—shows how little he pays
            attention.” The blaster flashed red, and Namir’s target fell to the dining table,
            a hole burned between his shoulder blades.
         

         
         Namir wasn’t sure who fired next. The sound of one bolt merged with another, and another
            after that. He dropped to his knees, swung to acquire a target, saw an officer with
            a something—maybe a weapon, maybe a comlink—in his hand and shot him. Flecks of stone
            spilled onto Namir’s hair as someone blasted the wall above his head.
         

         
         He scrambled forward, took shelter under the table, reached up and over, and fired
            wildly. The dead colonel’s legs obscured his view of the other side of the room. The
            bolts slowed. He rolled out from under the table and loosed a volley at the first
            black-clad form he saw.
         

         
         After that, only one officer was left. Namir didn’t understand what the Imperial was
            aiming for, at first—the man had backed himself into a corner and his blaster was
            low, pointed toward the floor. Then Namir saw the pile at the officer’s feet. Charmer
            was kneeling on the ground, moaning in pain, both hands clasped to one of his hips.
         

         
         Namir began to turn his rifle on the officer, but the woman in the suit killed him
            first with a snarl and a flick of the blaster in her hand. Namir ignored her and hurried
            to Charmer’s side.
         

         
         Gently, he peeled back Charmer’s hands and examined his right hip. The material of
            his pants was scorched through, the fibers melted into blackened skin. The injury
            wasn’t fatal, but it had to hurt and Charmer wouldn’t be walking out of there.
         

         
         Namir bared his teeth in what he hoped was a smirk. “Quit moaning,” he said. “It’s
            already cauterized—you want it to bandage itself, too?”
         

         
         Charmer laughed hoarsely and croaked an obscenity.

         
         Brand methodically secured each door to the dining hall as Namir stood and looked
            to the woman who’d claimed to be the “captive.” She was standing at the dining table,
            pouring a pitcher of water over her hands as if to clean them—not of blood, as Namir
            thought at first, but of caked-on dirt like clay. Her weapon sat beside the pitcher.
         

         
         “Who are you?” he asked.

         
         The woman barely glanced toward Namir as she wiped her hands dry on her hips. “My
            name is Everi Chalis,” she said. “Governor of Haidoral Prime, emissary to the Imperial
            Ruling Council, and, of course—” Here her lip curled up, as if at a private joke.
            “—local artist-in-residence.”
         

         
         She began walking among the bodies, nudging each with the toe of her boot as if to
            confirm that it was dead. “Declaring myself a captive may have been an exaggeration,” she went on, “but I needed your attention.” When
            she came to the colonel, still sprawled across the table, she leaned in close, hoisted
            him by his hair, and spat between his unseeing eyes.
         

         
         “Glad you’re so loyal to your staff,” Namir said, slow and cautious. When Chalis turned
            around, he had his rifle aimed at her chest.
         

         
         She didn’t seem bothered. “They weren’t mine,” she said sourly. “My staff—my advisers, my bodyguards, my chef—were taken away months ago. These men were here to police me at the behest of the Emperor.”
         

         
         Charmer was trying to stammer something; Namir only heard the word chef. Brand glanced from a side door to Namir, and then to the governor. “Shoot her,” she
            said. “Haidoral deserves that much.”
         

         
         Namir scowled. The pieces weren’t coming together, and he suddenly felt the weight
            of days without sleep, the thirty hours of fighting. “Why did you need our attention?” he asked.
         

         
         “Thanks to the Rebellion, my days with the Empire are numbered.” The governor smiled,
            but her tone was acid. “I understand you’re recruiting. I want to join your company
            in return for asylum.”
         

         
         Namir took aim with his rifle. He wondered how many more guards were in the mansion
            and how long he had before they showed. He tried to guess how much Charmer’s injury
            would slow down the squad’s exit. He didn’t have time to parse the lies at play.
         

         
         Then came a low electric warbling and an oscillating flash of blue light. The governor’s
            lips parted, but she said nothing. Her limbs stiffened, and she fell to the floor
            beside her bag.
         

         
         Namir swung about. Standing in the last of the unsecured doorways was Gadren, two
            arms clasping his weapon and aiming the barrel toward where the governor had stood.
            He was breathing hard, enormous shoulders rising and falling. “We lost contact,” he
            said. “I thought there was trouble. I am pleased to see I overreacted.”
         

         
         Brand eyed the fallen governor. “She’s still breathing,” she said. “Why a stun shot?”

         
         Gadren crept to Charmer’s side, pausing to assess the scarred man’s injuries before
            gently lifting him from the floor and cradling him in two arms. Not until Charmer
            was secure did Gadren say, “I feared for the captives. A blaster bolt could have killed
            one.”
         

         
         “No captives,” Brand said. Gadren nodded—not in comprehension, but in recognition
            that now was not the time for questions.
         

         
         Namir stalked to the governor and checked the body. She was breathing steadily. No
            spasms, no choking, no irregular heartbeat. Stun bolts weren’t reliable, but this
            one seemed to have done its job. Which meant the governor was still Namir’s problem.
         

         
         “We’ll pack her up, take her to Howl”—he nodded toward Gadren—“if you’ve got room
            for one more. No need to be gentle.”
         

         
         Gadren roughly grabbed the governor by her collar and threw her over a shoulder, using
            one hand to keep the body in place. Namir wondered if Brand would argue, but she was
            lifting the governor’s bag as she said, “They say kidnapping an Imperial is bad luck.”
         

         
         Namir couldn’t tell if she was joking. “Bad men crave bad luck,” he replied. It was a saying he’d learned long ago on a more primitive world. “Now
            can we get off this planet?”
         

         
         He was ready to be done with the rain. He was ready to sleep. He was ready to forget
            the piles of dead civilians and the opulent mansion filled with aromatic fruit and
            busts of murderers. The attack on Haidoral Prime hadn’t been a failure, but it had
            been laden with troubles.
         

         
         Now he was taking one of those troubles home.
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         PLANET SULLUST

         
         DAY EIGHTY-FIVE OF THE MID RIM RETREAT

         
         As evening approached in Pinyumb, the obsidian of the cavern roof slowly lost its refracted
            iridescence. The great towers of the city, rising from the cave floor like stalagmites,
            dimmed their upper lights until the dome was lost to blackness. The yellow sulfur
            that clung to the cavern walls seemed to turn sickly pale. The rustling of ash angel
            wings came and went as the creatures returned from foraging to nest.
         

         
         With the ash angels came the people of Pinyumb, arriving in lifts and shuttles from
            the factories of the surface or departing their housing blocks for the night shifts.
            There were dark and pale humans, gray-skinned Sullustans, and rarer species, too.
            Pinyumb was cosmopolitan in its way—those willing to toil were welcome, and all others
            were outcasts.
         

         
         Thara Nyende didn’t linger in the streets or stroll along the turquoise streams that
            flowed by Pinyumb’s walkways. She didn’t stop to pick out familiar faces from the
            commuter crowds. Like everyone else, she had errands to run before curfew. She did,
            however, take the time to nod firmly in the direction of the stormtroopers posted
            at every shuttle and intersection. Only twice did the men or women inside the armor
            nod back.
         

         
         Thara passed squat, steel-gray buildings that bore no signs but that she knew well—a
            public bathhouse, a hospice, a café—and then descended a short flight of steps hewn
            from the cavern rock to an unmarked door. She hoisted the leather bag slung over her
            shoulder and pushed inside, where her eyes slowly adjusted to the dim cantina lighting.
            No more than a dozen customers were present—nearly all men and nearly all old, no
            matter the species. They were broad-shouldered and wrinkled, sturdy and scarred from
            years of work in the Inyusu Tor mineral processing facility. Most were gathered about
            a holotable displaying an offworld sporting event, but they spoke to one another loud
            enough to drown out the soft holocast.
         

         
         “Uncle!” Thara called in the direction of the bar. “I’m here to spoil you.”

         
         The man who looked up from the array of nozzles behind the bar and started Thara’s
            way looked old enough to be her grandfather rather than her uncle, and if his hair
            had ever matched her bright-blond locks, the color had faded long ago. He clapped
            her on the shoulders as other heads turned and aged lips smiled at the young woman.
         

         
         The voices around the holotable lowered.

         
         “The only person getting spoiled is you,” Thara’s uncle said before accepting the leather bag from her hands. “Working
            half as long as the rest of us, and paid twice as much! But let’s see what you’ve
            got anyway.”
         

         
         He placed the bag on an empty table and began to rummage through its contents. First
            out was a tube of ocher gel. Thara’s uncle turned it in his hands, then shouted over
            his shoulder, “Myan! Got another tube of burn salve. Boys in dorm four still hurting?”
         

         
         Thara remembered the accident with the dorm four workers. They’d been scalded badly
            when the steam pipes in the magma extractors had broken. Some of the workers still
            hadn’t returned to duty. Soon they’d be evicted from their residence.
         

         
         Myan, a diminutive Sullustan, hobbled over to the table. He spoke in his native tongue—too
            quickly for Thara to fully understand, but the tone sounded grateful—and carried the
            salve away.
         

         
         “Good start,” Thara’s uncle said. Thara smiled at him wryly and nearly caught him
            smiling back. One by one he pulled Thara’s donations from the bag—extra food credits,
            flu tablets, mask filters for the men working in the deepest ore processors—and, calling
            his customers to the table, meted out gift after gift. Some of the recipients clasped
            Thara’s hands, praised her and her family. Others refused to look at her.
         

         
         As her uncle continued sorting through the bag, she drifted away and studied the nozzles
            on the wall behind the bar. He uncle had been repairing them, she saw now—replacing
            a fluid valve. He’d left his tools on the floor. She picked them up and started working,
            the way she remembered doing as a teenager.
         

         
         “My son gave me a flyer the other day. Says he’s thinking about joining.”

         
         Thara was close enough to the holotable now that she could hear the older workers’
            hushed voices. She didn’t want to hear. She hadn’t intended to eavesdrop. But she
            wasn’t going to leave, either.
         

         
         “After the accident with the magma release, he said maybe the Cobalt Front was right.
            Maybe we do need to stand up for ourselves.”
         

         
         “The Cobalt Laborers’ Reformation Front,” a second voice sneered, “is a band of terrorists.
            They probably caused the accident in the first place.”
         

         
         There was murmuring, reluctant agreement. “Protests are one thing. Riots are another.”

         
         Thara screwed the new valve into place. Cobalt Front members were terrorists according to Imperial decree. It was a pity; she thought they might have
            done some good if they’d stuck to talking about safety procedures and factory conditions.
         

         
         “Is it our fault?” the first voice asked. “I know I protected mine. I didn’t tell
            my son what we saw in the Clone Wars.”
         

         
         The third voice laughed. “Of course you didn’t. Your kids would’ve never slept.”

         
         The first man continued. “But they would’ve known. They’d see why even a hard peace is better than—better than the alternative.”
         

         
         “Just pray the Rebel Alliance never notices Sullust. You think things are rough now…”

         
         Thara tested the attached nozzle, caught a trickle of something green and sweet smelling
            in her palm.
         

         
         “No,” a new voice said in slow, ragged Sullustan, deliberately loud. Thara recognized
            the rasp of toxin-afflicted lungs; the condition was becoming increasingly common
            among the workers.
         

         
         Someone tried to shush the new speaker as Thara rose from behind the bar. The toxin-afflicted
            man—a withered Sullustan with drooping ears and jowls—kept going. “This is not peace. We are all slaves, every one of us, and the Emperor forges stronger chains every year.”
         

         
         Thara’s uncle was hurrying to the holotable. He squeezed the withered man’s arm as
            the Sullustan propped himself against the tabletop and continued to speak. “I don’t
            care who hears me,” the withered man snapped. “What Nunb said was true: We traded
            our lives to buy a thousand years of darkness. The Empire runs on the blood of our
            grandchildren!”
         

         
         Thara’s uncle forced the man back into his seat. Thara looked around the table. The
            workers were all staring at her, silent.
         

         
         “I’ll be back next week,” she said quietly. “If you need something, tell my uncle.
            I’ll try to help.”
         

         
         No one spoke as she left the cantina.

         
         She walked briskly down the street, as if she could pound her frustrations into the
            stone, sweat them out through the soles of her feet. She tried to put what she’d heard
            out of her mind, concentrate on the evening ahead. She was nearly late for her shift
            as it was; she couldn’t afford to go on duty distracted.
         

         
         She marched to the door of a sleek industrial building, looked into the mechanical
            eye of the scanner so that it could identify her. Past two more checkpoints and on
            to her locker, where she finally began to relax.
         

         
         Donning her uniform always calmed her. She’d learned to dress and attach its components
            in less than a minute, but she preferred to go slowly, first stripping down and removing,
            one by one, the garments of Thara Nyende of Sullust and stowing them in the locker.
            Next, she pulled on her new skin—a tough black body glove that sealed itself as she
            climbed in, too hot to be comfortable until the smart material adjusted to her body
            heat and the temperature of the room.
         

         
         She slid her feet into her white synth-leather boots and then—always left first, then
            right—snapped her plastoid greaves onto her legs. The soft click and hum of mechanisms
            assured her she’d attached the pieces correctly, and their perfect sculpt felt far
            more natural than anything she could buy as a civilian. Belt and crotch plate came
            next, then the torso piece—locked into the belt, finally making her feel clothed.
         

         
         Shoulders, arms, and gloves came after the torso. Most days, she’d already forgotten
            her ordinary troubles by this point. Sometimes she noticed her breathing had steadied,
            her muscle tension drained into the support of the bodysuit and plastoid. She could
            have attached the arm sections faster with the help of a droid or a colleague, but
            this was her ritual. She liked doing it alone.
         

         
         Finally, the helmet.

         
         She took it from its place in the locker and lowered it onto her head. For an instant,
            she was in total darkness. Then it clicked into place, the lenses polarized, and the
            heads-up display blinked to life. Targeting diagnostics cycled over her view of the
            locker room, power levels and environmental readings blinking at the corners of her
            eyesight.
         

         
         Like that, Thara Nyende faded into the background. A stronger woman, a better woman,
            stepped into place to do her duty.
         

         
         She was SP-475 of the Imperial Ninety-Seventh Stormtrooper Legion.
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         “I don’t care what those rebels are blowing up! Howl’s old scow is in orbit, which means
            Twilight Company is here and that scum is—” The door burst open and Governor Magé
            slumped forward over her desk. The comlink she’d been shouting into slid from her
            now limp hand.
         

         
         “Good shot, Brand.” Captain Micha “Howl” Evon ran a brown hand over his bearded chin
            as he strode into the opulent office. “Can’t abide anyone making fun of my ship or
            my people.”
         

         
         He admired Brand’s efficient handiwork and decided he wanted the recipe to whatever
            juice was on the dart sticking out of the Imperial governor’s olive neck. The governor’s
            long, dark hair had tumbled out of her tightly wound bun, and she was already drooling,
            as was her aide, who’d attempted to guard the door.
         

         
         These backwater worlds always underestimated Twilight Company’s efficiency and resolve.
            Captain Evon always felt sorrow at the unnecessary losses that resulted.
         

         
         The noises from the battle outside in the hallways of the Imperial Headquarters were
            already dying down and the luxury of the Governor’s office explained a lot about why
            Twilight Company hadn’t met much resistance from the locals when they’d dropped into
            Allst Prime to take out the Imperial outpost here.
         

         
         “This’ll do nicely for the recruiting interviews.” He waved vaguely behind him with
            his right hand while he holstered his blaster with his left. “Mind moving her over
            there somewhere?”
         

         
         Not one for many words, his companion merely grunted in response, and gave the governor’s
            chair a shove, rolling it noiselessly away from the massive desk.
         

         
         “And if the Governor Magé is like every other Imperial leech with a taste for luxury…”
            The captain whistled as he pulled open a desk drawer. “Hope you like Nabooian whiskey.
            I know I do.” He splashed the amber liquid into two crystal glasses, savoring the
            spicy smell. “Go ahead and grab a chair for yourself, Brand. May as well knock out
            your official inbrief; it’s long overdue.”
         

         
         Turning around, Evon found himself staring down the front sight of a blaster.

         
         Finally.

         
         He extended one of the glasses out as a broad smile split his black-and-gray-bearded
            face.
         

         
         “We can get to you collecting my bounty in a bit, Brand. Have a drink first.” Evon
            took a sip from his own glass and smacked his lips in satisfaction.
         

         
         Instead of taking the drink, a gloved hand reached up and tapped the release on the
            neck portion of the bounty hunter’s mask. Metal and mesh peeled back to reveal the
            face of a woman. The faintest beginnings of age lines creased the dark skin near her
            eyes and mouth, though there were no laugh lines. Her blaster arm remained steady.
         

         
         Shrugging, the captain set the rounded glass down on the redwood desk between the
            two of them.
         

         
         “Suit yourself.” He pulled up another chair, eased himself into the supple leather
            behind him, and took another sip of the amber liquid with a contented sigh. “This
            chair is wonderful. I think I may have to take it back to the Thunderstrike.” Evon returned his attention to Brand and indicated the plush chair next to her.
            “Have a seat; if you were going to shoot me, you’d have done it by now, Lauren.”
         

         
         For the first time the bounty hunter’s arm wavered and a glimmer of shock momentarily
            raced through her dark brown eyes. “What did you call me?”
         

         
         Pulling a datapad from his vest pocket, the captain scrolled through it with calloused,
            brown fingers until he reached the screen he was looking for. He angled it toward
            Brand so she could see the photo of a youngling in a blue-and-orange-checked dress,
            with colorful, beaded braids framing her face, and an infant boy wrapped up at her
            hip.
         

         
         “Lauren Mel Coelho,” Howl made sure to properly roll the R in her first name, and
            pronounce the “yo” sound in her last name. “Born approximately thirty-eight years
            ago on Tangenine. Mother, Remba. Father, Kelven. Brother, Julian, though you called
            him Ju-ju.”
         

         
         —

         
         “Lau! Lau, come, please.”

         
         Lauren stood up and shaded her eyes as she looked down the row of norango bushes separating
               her and her father. Her basket was already half-full of sweet red berries, and she
               had only snuck a few to eat, so she couldn’t be in trouble. Not this early in the
               morning.

         
         Her father saw her worried expression and his mouth split into a wide grin. His perfectly
               straight teeth gleamed like white stars against his skin, black as the night sky.
               It was beautiful. Lauren wished she could smile like her father.

         
         “Don’t worry, little one, you’re not in trouble.”

         
         Relieved, she hefted her basket over to him, careful not to squash a single berry.
               Inspecting her collection, he reached out a hand and fluffed up her braids.

         
         “Ada!” she whined, pushing his hand off. “I am not a youngling.”

         
         Tucking a fist under his jaw, he eyed his daughter. “Hmmm, I think you’re right. You
               are much taller now, and you have been doing very well with your chores.” He turned
               to pick up a basket of berries beside him, revealing Ju-ju gurgling happily from his
               bound perch on their father’s back. Ju-ju’s eyes, round and green as a norango leaf,
               locked with Lauren’s and he gave her a smile that mirrored their father’s. Turning
               back to her, Lauren’s father gently poured some of his norangos into her basket, topping
               it off. “Take these in to Ama, please.”

         
         Lauren looked across the sprawling berry field—past the workers filling baskets of
               their own with berries, toward the modest farmhouse in the center of it all—her home.

         
         “Can’t I stay here and watch Ju-ju? I promise I’m old enough now.” She stood up straight,
               rising onto her tip-toes.

         
         “Why do I think you just don’t want to face what your mother has to say about your
               last school report?” Laughing, her father reached out to fluff her braids again, and
               Lauren quickly ducked under his arm.

         
         “Ada!”

         
         He sobered when he saw her serious expression. Reaching back, he unbound Ju-ju and
               set him down between them.

         
         “My little Lau, what is the most important thing?”

         
         “Family,” she answered without hesitation. Any youngling knew that.

         
         “And so you, your brother, and Ama are more precious to me than anything else.” He
               crouched and picked up a handful of soil before crumpling it between his fingers.
               “Without family we are just dirt blowing uselessly in the wind.” Then he took Lauren’s
               smaller hand in his and guided it to the base of a norango bush. “Family is the root
               that gives the soil purpose and holds it in place. We are nothing without our families.”

         
         He placed both hands on her shoulders. “Someday you will have your own family to take
               care of, little Lau—”

         
         “—and I will have to make sure they are pruned and tended to. I know, Ada.” Lauren
               forced herself not to roll her eyes as she finished her father’s proverb.

         
         The whine of a fancy-sounding landspeeder cut off her father’s response, and Lauren
               followed his gaze down the dirt road that led to their farm. Even from this distance
               she could see the dust plume it kicked up.

         
         “Lau, take your brother and go to your bisáma’s house.”

         
         “But, Ada—”

         
         “Now, Lau!”

         
         Without sparing her or Ju-ju a second glance, he ran across the norango field to join
               their mother. Ama was standing in front of the house, hands fisted on her hips, tall,
               strong, and unyielding as always.

         
         “Come, Ju-ju.” Lauren picked up her little brother and gently pried the black soil
               from his fisted fingers before he could shove the dirt into his mouth. “That is not
               for eating!”

         
         Bending over, she set Ju-ju on her back and pulled his carrying wrap tight around
               her body, just as she’d always seen her parents do. Straightening, she could now see
               the landspeeder—flashy and yellow—pull up in front of her parents. All the farmhands
               had gathered around it, too. Three guards climbed out of the transport, carrying big
               blasters. Lauren frowned—that green-skinned Falleen, Annaz, was the only person who
               ever came to the farm with hired guns.

         
         —

         
         Captain Evon watched as Brand’s full lips compressed into a thin line. “Annaz and
            her henchman killed your parents, and all their workers, after your mother refused
            to pay a protection fee to the Malandro syndicate. You managed to get out with your
            baby brother, and lived with your gran for a few years, until a fever took her.”
         

         
         Brand narrowed her eyes and the finger on her blaster curled around the trigger, but
            he was still alive, so Howl pressed on. “Ju-ju took ill next. There was a cure; you
            just didn’t have the money to pay Malandro for it. So you took a job. Boosted a speeder.
            Got caught. Landed in jail. By the time you got out, your little brother was dead.”
         

         
         Evon set the datapad on the desk and leaned back in his chair. “Lauren disappeared
            after that.” He raised an eyebrow. “Have I missed anything?”
         

         
         Brand tightened her grip on her blaster; Howl ignored it.

         
         “A few years later the Empire showed up and tried to bring their version of order
            to Tangenine. They just didn’t realize how deeply imbedded Malandro was. It’s not
            unheard of, the Empire turning to bounty hunters, but it was a desperate move, and
            desperation sometimes breeds opportunity. That’s about when Brand pops up; a bounty
            hunter who took jobs almost exclusively against Malandro.” Giving her a wry smile, Howl waved lazily at himself. “At least
            until recently.”
         

         
         —

         
         The Falleen jerked her head up in surprise. “Who let you in here?”

         
         Brand raised her blaster. “Hands where I can see them.”

         
         “Wait!” Annaz froze in the act of pressing the comm button under her desk. “This is
               a place of business; you can’t just barge in here—”

         
         Brand lunged forward and jerked Annaz’s arm out from under the desk. Holstering her
               blaster, the bounty hunter pulled out a long, black, serrated blade and buried it
               up to the hilt in the Falleen’s green hand, pinning it to the desk.

         
         She wasn’t being needlessly cruel—which was no less than Annaz deserved; Brand knew
               that the surge of pain would overwhelm any attempt the Falleen could make to release
               pheromones in an attempt to subdue her attacker.

         
         Annaz shrieked and tried to pull out the knife with her free hand, but Brand’s blaster
               was back out and trained on her. “Move and you’ll lose that arm for good.”

         
         “Who sent you?” Blood oozed from the Falleen’s pinned hand, and she was gasping between
               her words. “What do you want?”

         
         Brand tugged off her hood.

         
         She regarded Annaz carefully, wanting to savor this moment. The Falleen stared up
               at Brand, her flint black eyes held no hint of recognition.

         
         “You don’t know who I am.”

         
         “Should I?” The Falleen hissed through gritted teeth.

         
         “I remember the families of everyone I kill.” Brand fired a shot into Annaz’s knee.
               The Falleen wailed incoherently as Brand aimed her blaster between the woman’s eyes.

         
         “No!” Annaz held up a shaking hand between the blaster and her face. “What do you
               want? Credits?”

         
         Brand’s gloved finger curled around the blaster’s trigger.

         
         “Please! Don’t! I can give you anything! A new life even!”

         
         “You already gave me that.”

         
         —

         
         Captain Evon took another sip. Brand still had the blaster pointed at him but if he
            was going to die, it might as well be with the taste of good whiskey in his mouth.
         

         
         “If you wouldn’t mind humoring me a bit longer before you shoot me, I’ve been wondering,
            once you got your revenge on Annaz, why did you keep picking up bounties?” He swirled
            the liquid in his glass before taking another sip. “Not to come off as maudlin, but
            why me?” Evon eyed the woman before him as she furrowed her brows, quietly considering
            his words.
         

         
         To a casual bystander, Brand would have been mistaken for a vagrant on any world.
            Her gray trousers were loose and worn, with assorted bulging cargo pockets. But beneath
            her tattered old cloak, the simple black blouse under a maroon, hip length jacket
            in pristine condition, gave the lie to Brand’s carefully cultivated shabby appearance.
         

         
         Brand spoke, drawing his attention back to her carefully neutral face.

         
         “Things were turning sour with the Empire. I needed off planet, and this was my ticket.”
            She shrugged, meeting his gaze fully. “It’s just business; nothing personal.”
         

         
         “Well, you’ll excuse me if I do take it at least slightly personally.” Angling his
            face up, Evon gazed at the vaulted, marbled, ceiling. “You know what’s amazing? Office
            like this for an Imp administrator,” he jutted his chin at the snoring Governor, “on
            a back world planet like Allst Prime, and there’s a city full of half-naked kids just
            outside the gates, digging through trash heaps for junk to sell or trade so they can
            get a bite to eat.
         

         
         “If you shoot me, Brand, you’re siding with that system. And you know as well as I
            do the Empire is, at heart, no different than Malandro.”
         

         
         “You saying the Rebellion is?”

         
         “I don’t know. Maybe. I can’t speak for the Alliance as a whole.” The captain laced
            his fingers together in front of him, resting them comfortably on his stomach. “But
            you know Twilight Company is different. Besides, if you kill me, who’ll take care
            of the new recruits?”
         

         
         “Fresh meat’s not my problem.”

         
         A large belly laugh rumbled from Evon as he swept his booted feet atop the desk.

         
         The bounty hunter furrowed her brows together and the blaster wavered, just a little.

         
         “I’ve been watching you ever since you joined us on Veron. Oh sure, you tried to keep
            your distance—at least at first—but when we picked up that load of recruits off Dorvalla,
            I noticed you hovered.”
         

         
         “I did no—”

         
         Captain Evon raised a hand. “I don’t mean like a momma bird with her chicks. That’d
            be too obvious for your liking. More like a nexu supervising her cubs on their first
            hunt. You only stepped in to keep someone from getting hurt. And before you say it
            was just part of your cover to get at me, why don’t you explain what happened out
            there today?”
         

         
         —

         
         Brand tackled the Mirialan boy to the ground just as the All Terrain Scout Transport’s
               bolt sizzled into the tree behind them, blasting it to pieces.

         
         “Hey, Brand! I’ve been looking for you.” Lylee Anaraku grinned as a shower of wood
               splinters rained over them.

         
         Brand rolled off him with a grunt. “Seems to me like you should have been looking
               out for the walker.”

         
         “Pshhh.” Lylee waved his blaster dismissively toward the maneuvering AT-ST. “That
               stalker doesn’t have a chance with you around.” The gleeful curve of his lips made
               the young man’s black diamond cheek markings spread out across his yellow-green skin.

         
         “That what we’re calling scout walkers now? Stalkers?” Brand gazed back across the
               heavily forested battlefield before them, trying to reacquire her target. “What happens
               if I’m not around?”

         
         “I heard Briala call them that.” Peering up over the log, Lylee aimed his blaster
               at an approaching Imperial. “And of course you’ll be around. You always survive!”
               He aimed at another Imp and squeezed the trigger. “Speaking of Bria, she’s got a card
               deck, and once we mop up here, we’re going to play a game of Lifters back on the Thunderstrike—”

         
         Brand jerked him back down as another blaster bolt zinged by where his head had been
               just a moment before.

         
         Lylee’s eyes, green as a norango leaf, glinted with barely contained mischief. “Want
               to join us for a game?”

         
         Grunting, Brand pushed past him and crawled farther down the log. She’d found her
               target.

         
         “Come on, Brand, it’ll be fun! We can be partners—work out hand signals to tell each
               other what other suits we have, how many tricks we can take…”

         
         The boy’s voice and the rest of the battle faded to the background. She raised her
               blaster and lined it up squarely on the backlit profile of Captain Evon, not twenty
               meters from her. He was bent over the body of Twilight Company’s Forward Air Controller,
               Cait, yelling into the receiver as he called for fire, directing the X-wings to their
               target. The FAC stared back at Brand with lifeless eyes; a dried smear of blood across
               her ashen lips was the only evidence of her trauma.

         
         “Brand!” Lylee’s strangled shout was followed by a meaty thud. Brand whirled around,
               and shot the Imp towering over the boy.

         
         Not another one…

         
         She dropped to Lylee’s side.

         
         “You better not die on me, kid.” She pulled off his cloth head covering to get a look
               at the blood oozing from the back of his head. “You owe me a game of Lifters.”

         
         —

         
         Howl’s boots thudded back onto the floor as he sat up.

         
         “You’re making me tired. Please sit.” He indicated the soft chair next to Brand once again. “We need to discuss your
            position in Twilight Company. Now I was thinking—”
         

         
         “I’m not joining the Rebellion.” Brand’s frown deepened.

         
         “I’m not asking you to.” Howl leaned over the desk. “I’m asking you to actually join Twilight Company this time.”
         

         
         Brand straightened her finger off the trigger.

         
         “Of course, you’ll have to renege on that contract the Empire’s got on my head.” Evon
            grabbed his datapad again, swiped the screen, and pointed at his own bounty.
         

         
         “Ignore a payout and make an enemy of the Imps, just so I could be one of your subordinate
            commanders?” Brand shook her head. “You must be crazy.”
         

         
         “I would never ask that.” He waved his hand before him as if the very idea was preposterous.
            “That’s not who you are. I don’t want you to change for us, Brand. We need you as you are. All I want is unswerving loyalty—not to the Alliance, and not
            even to me—but to the people out there, the ones you saved today. The ones you’re
            gonna play cards with when we get back to the ship.” Howl punctuated his words with
            a nod toward the door. “The ones who already think you’re one of them. And in return we’ll give you the same.”
         

         
         He could see her weighing the words and the offer, and what it must have meant to
            someone who’d been a hired blaster for so long—
         

         
         Brand suddenly picked up the drink before her and stared at it for a long moment,
            mumbling almost inaudibly “and I will have to make sure they are pruned and tended to” before downing it in one gulp. “Don’t think this means I won’t collect your bounty.”
            Holstering her blaster, she took a seat, and held her glass out for more. “It’s just
            not high enough yet.”
         

         
         Howl refilled both their glasses and raised his in a toast. “Welcome to the family.”
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         Gina Moonsong popped her cockpit hatch and slid down the ladder onto the flight deck.
            She yanked off her flight helmet to reveal the red buzz-cut she’d had ever since Dantooine,
            and wiped the sweat from her olive skin. Before she could hand off the flight log
            to the crew chief, the booming baritone of the deputy wing leader’s voice echoed through
            the hangar.
         

         
         “Front and center, Cadet!”

         
         Moonsong froze and saluted, the ghost of a smile hovering just short of insubordination
            as Lieutenant Braylen Stramm pushed his dark brown face right up to hers. He looked
            about as annoyed as any officer would who had just watched a vital training exercise
            go bust—all the more so when the order to advance on the Imperial Fleet might come
            down any day.
         

         
         “What in the three suns did you think you were doing out there, Cadet?”

         
         Moonsong hesitated as pilots exited the ships all around her. The expressions on their
            faces ranged from annoyance—the outsider was causing trouble again?—to professional interest: How was their by-the-book commander going to handle the
            latest infraction by the squadron’s problem child? She met Stramm’s eyes, and grinned.
         

         
         “Completing the mission, successfully, sir.”

         
         “Successfully? The computers say different. You were destroyed. Along with half the squadron.”
         

         
         “Sir, we scored three hits on the Star Destroyer. Sir.”

         
         “Except that wasn’t a Star Destroyer. That was a bunch of drones in space simulating
            the position of a Star Destroyer. And you broke formation to score those hits. After which you
            got annihilated.”
         

         
         “With due respect, sir, the calculations the wing leader sent in were off.”

         
         “And after less than fifty hours you’re an expert at flying a B-wing? This isn’t the
            same as smuggling off Coruscant, Cadet. When we go into battle it won’t be against
            some local security cruiser. We’ll be facing the Imperial Navy.”
         

         
         “Well, you’d know all about that, wouldn’t you?”

         
         A moment of astonished silence. Then Stramm drew in a deep breath to cite Moonsong
            for an inevitable disciplinary infraction. But before he could speak:
         

         
         “That’s enough.”

         
         Wing Commander Adon Fox strode over to them both. Rotund and red-faced, he made up
            for his lack of warrior physique with reflexes and mental agility. He was known across
            the fleet as a first-rate leader of pilots. Yet right now it was all he could do to
            keep them from killing each other.
         

         
         “I’m going to pretend the last five seconds never happened,” he said. “Because the
            cadet’s right. My numbers were off.” Moonsong started to reply, but Fox cut her off:
            “But instead of hotdogging in there, you should have told us what you were doing first.”
         

         
         “Sir, I didn’t have time—”

         
         “Then make time.” 

         
         He said it with such steel that Moonsong knew better than to question him. 

         
         “The whole point of a B-wing squadron attack is that the combined ships act as a force
            multiplier. If we integrate our attack vectors, we have a far better chance of finishing
            the mission successfully—and alive. Understood?”
         

         
         “Yessir.”

         
         “I don’t think she understands at all,” Stramm muttered.

         
         “She did get the job done, Lieutenant; nobody ever said this war was going to be easy.”
            Fox turned back to a chastened Moonsong. His black eyes reminded her of her old mentor,
            Barthow Quince. They had that same look of disappointment that set a lump in her throat.
            “This is not your personal war, Cadet. If I thought it would do any good I’d revoke
            your flight status right here and now, but frankly we don’t have enough pilots as
            it is.” He pitched his voice a little higher, letting it ring out across the hangar
            floor. “As it stands, I’ve just received our orders from Admiral Ackbar. Tomorrow’s
            the big show. The fleet moves on Endor. But we won’t be participating in the main
            assault. We’ll be safeguarding the fleet’s lines of communications and guarding the
            rear—”
         

         
         “Rearguard?” Moonsong couldn’t hide her disappointment. “I didn’t come all this way just to—”
         

         
         “Enough, Cadet. We have our orders. Dismissed.” 

         
         Fox turned on his heels, and strode off the flight deck. He had mixed emotions that
               the squadron wouldn’t be going into the kill-zone. On the one hand, he longed to strike
               a blow at the Empire. But (much as he hated to admit it) the squadron just wasn’t
               ready. And as for Stramm—he meant well, but frankly he was trying way too hard. Which
               was to be expected; Stramm was a former Imperial Navy officer who was used to strict
               discipline and the chain of command. What he needed to realize was that the Alliance
               did not have the same resources to train its pilots. Most of them had never flown
               a snubfighter before in their lives. Hell, most of the new flight cadets were from
               backwater worlds with little to no military experience.

         
         Case in point, one Gina Moonsong. Like so many others who flocked to the Rebellion,
            she had no formal training and had learned to fly on smuggling routes off Coruscant.
            Moonsong might have a standing aversion to rules and regulations, but there was no
            denying she was an amazing pilot. Certainly better than himself, maybe almost as good
            as the legendary Wedge Antilles.
         

         
         Fox couldn’t help but smile as he considered the true reason for the friction between
            the two pilots. They thought they had been so careful, but Fox was nothing if not
            perceptive, and had seen chemistry flare between them from the moment they first laid
            eyes on each other. Whether or not they had taken things any further than that—well,
            it was none of his business. Relationships with subordinates were unheard of in the
            Imperial Navy, but matters were a little more lenient in the midst of the Rebellion,
            where there were no such restrictions beyond what wing commanders were willing to
            put up with. And not only did Fox have bigger things to worry about, he wasn’t about
            to invoke a double standard. Everybody on the squadron grapevine knew how generals
            were cavorting around with princesses, and if anything the Rebellion was the stronger
            for it. Illicit relationships in his squadron weren’t Fox’s problem; training was.
            His people were still green. Still scared.
         

         
         He’d been the same, not too long ago. When the Battle of Hoth began, he’d had less
            than one hundred hours of flight time and yet they expected him to fly his single
            X-wing as an escort to an escape transport. It looked like a suicide mission but he’d
            somehow soldiered on, and survived. What he hadn’t counted on was his wife’s transport
            being destroyed by the Star Destroyer blockade as it took off. But after that, Fox
            wasn’t afraid anymore. He didn’t feel much of anything these days, truth be told.
            And he was fine with that. He lay down on his bunk, knowing that there was no way
            he’d get any sleep before the operation tomorrow. He knew exactly where his dreams
            were liable to venture, and figured no dreams at all was better than dealing with
            ghosts of the past.
         

         
         —

         
         Stramm wasn’t sleeping either.

         
         He’d brewed himself some coffee, and settled down with schematics of B-wings, X-wings,
            TIE fighters, and Star Destroyers. Not to mention the original Death Star. He’d gone
            over all the accounts of the Battle of Yavin—focusing in particular on the ship logs
            of Antilles and Skywalker. They’d accomplished the impossible, but even they hadn’t
            had to contend with capital ships guarding the station. Stramm knew that this time
            around the Imperial Navy wouldn’t be as lax, especially since the station was far
            from operational.
         

         
         He knew the Imperial logic, of course—knew it firsthand. They’d have at least a few
            Star Destroyers on hand, and would probably employ a lot of TIE fighters as long-range
            pickets. Admiral Ackbar’s plan of popping out of hyperspace as close to the Death
            Star as possible seemed like the only available course of action, but the thought
            of doing so twisted Stramm’s stomach into knots.
         

         
         It wasn’t death he feared, though. It was failure. His faith in the Rebellion wasn’t
            exactly boundless; he hadn’t joined up because he thought they would win. It was just
            that he was tired of fighting for an oppressive force—of putting his boot on the throat
            of provincials whose only crime wasn’t kowtowing quickly enough. It had been only
            a year since he deserted his post in the Imperial garrison on Naboo and made his way
            into the Outer Rim to join the Alliance. He’d finally snapped, figuring it was better
            to die fighting tyranny than continuing to be its willing servant.
         

         
         And right now it looked like he was finally going to get his wish.

         
         The door chime broke his concentration.

         
         Stramm was more than a little surprised when he opened it to find Moonsong standing
            there. Her emerald eyes seemed to almost glitter in the darkness. He took her by the
            arm, pulled her into his quarters.
         

         
         “Did anybody see you coming?” he asked.

         
         “Frankly, people have more important things to worry about.” Moonsong gestured at
            the schematics. “Doing a bit of last minute studying, Lieutenant?”
         

         
         “What do you want, Cadet?”

         
         For a moment they stared at each other. Then—

         
         “I want to apologize,” she said.

         
         “That’s a first.”

         
         “For what I said in the hangar. I didn’t mean to question your loyalty. I was mad
            and I was out of line.”
         

         
         Stramm shrugged. “You were just stating a fact.”

         
         “You know what I mean.”

         
         “Sure. I came on a little heated, too…it’s only because—”

         
         Moonsong stepped forward and put her hand softly against his chest. “I know why.”

         
         Stramm placed his hand over hers. “We’re going to make it out of here.”

         
         “Don’t say things you don’t mean.”

         
         “What do you want me to say?”

         
         “The truth.”

         
         “The truth is none of us know what’s going to happen tomorrow.”

         
         That made her laugh out loud. “What’s so funny?” he demanded.

         
         “ ‘None of us know what’s going to happen’—that’s precisely why we have a chance.”

         
         He grinned at that, and drew her to him.

         
         —

         
         Admiral Jhared Montferrat was getting annoyed at all the screaming.

         
         It wasn’t a noise one usually heard aboard the Devastator. His crew was the best there was, and they took a justified pride in their ship’s
            unique legacy. And right now, that pride couldn’t be greater. After months of raiding
            rebel commerce, the ship was rejoining Vader and his fleet at Endor. The final battle
            of the war might be in the offing, and that meant that there really wasn’t time for
            distractions. So when the Devastator happened to capture some suspected smugglers on the way into the system, Montferrat’s
            orders were as simple as they were harsh.
         

         
         Which meant there was a lot of screaming.

         
         Montferrat regarded the four shackled men with his single gray eye. He’d heard enough
            of their desperate protests about how they weren’t rebel spies. Certainly there was
            the faint possibility that they might be telling the truth about being traders, but
            ultimately it made no difference. Montferrat had found over his many years of command
            that it was best to keep a crew focused on their mission. That was one of the many
            lessons he had learned back in the days when the Devastator served as Darth Vader’s personal flagship. A focused crew was a crew less likely
            to make mistakes, and Montferrat believed in dealing with failures swiftly and definitively.
            So an opportunity to demonstrate the penalty for transgressions was always welcome.
         

         
         He gave the stormtroopers a curt nod; they slammed the airlock door, cutting off the
            screams. One of the smugglers began banging on the window, but Montferrat didn’t bother
            to look. He hoped if his day ever came, he’d meet it with more dignity than the men
            he was dispatching. The stormtroopers cycled the airlock and the banging stopped.
            The sergeant stepped forward.
         

         
         “What should we do with their ship, Admiral?”

         
         “Set it adrift and let the gun crews use it for target practice. Score the drill and
            let me know if any gun crew fails to achieve one hundred percent.” Without waiting
            for a response, Montferrat turned on his heels and headed back toward the command
            deck. He took the long way there, of course. He always walked the decks before a big
            operation; he liked to let the officers and crew know that he was watching their every
            move. That was one more thing Lord Vader had taught him. Truth to tell, he didn’t
            expect much in the way of action in the upcoming operation; there was no way the surprised
            rebels would be able to withstand the awesome display of power the Emperor had amassed
            to put an end to their seditious nonsense once and for all. Even so, his analytical
            mind had gone over the mission details time and time again, and he intended to carry
            them out to the letter.
         

         
         Montferrat arrived on the bridge to find Commander Gradd wearing his immaculate flight
            suit. There was no question that Gradd was one of the best TIE fighter pilots in the
            whole fleet, but Monferrat found his ostentatious nature to be a continual source
            of annoyance. He cleared his throat.
         

         
         “Commander, I want you to take your interceptors out and take up position aft of the
            ship.”
         

         
         Gradd cocked an eyebrow and ran a finger over his pencil-thin mustache. “I thought
            we were going to support the battle station’s operations, Admiral.”
         

         
         “You are, only now you will be doing it closer to this vessel when we move to engage
            the rebel fleet.”
         

         
         “Sir, may I suggest—”

         
         “You may not. Considering that even the smallest of their attack craft have hyperdrives,
            I don’t want to be taken by surprise by any snubfighter attacks, and I want to be
            free to maneuver against their capital ships as soon as we have the go-ahead.”
         

         
         Gradd bowed slightly and gave Montferrat a crooked smile. “A sensible alteration to
            plan, sir. Allow me to compliment—”
         

         
         “Spare me, Commander. After the battle is won I am sure there will be time enough
            for appropriate congratulations. Dismissed.” 
         

         
         The fighter ace headed toward the bridge exit. Somehow his ego wasn’t too large for
            him to get through the door, but in his wake Montferrat was quietly seething. No one
            would have dared question Vader’s orders when he was running this ship. Montferrat could testify personally to that, having seen Vader
            Force choke more than one hapless Imperial officer in front of his own eyes. Montferrat
            had lived in daily fear of that deadly grip when he was subordinate to Vader on board
            the Devastator—and had (though he would never have admitted it to himself) been more than a little
            relieved when Vader transferred his flag to the Executor.

         
         Not that Vader needed to be on the same ship to exact punishment. And anyway, the
            Executor was visible on the screens right now—an impossibly vast vessel, the Star Destroyers
            arrayed it like minnows to a shark. Looking at the new flagship, Montferrat half-wished
            that Vader had taken him as an officer to serve on the Executor’s bridge. But he knew such thoughts were foolish. Montferrat was caretaker of a vital
            legacy—a sacred trust. The Devastator had witnessed historic battles—it had served on the blockade at Hoth, and it had
            even once captured Princess Leia Organa. Who knows, maybe it would have another chance
            against her in the coming battle. The ship had been refitted dozens of times with
            the latest systems and weapons, keeping her more than competitive with the newer capital
            ships now operational. The Devastator thus remained one of the most prestigious commands in the fleet. Montferrat would
            have been the first to say that he was lucky to be where he was, but it was well known
            to all who served under him that the admiral firmly believed there was no such animal
            as luck. He looked up from his reverie to see an excited bridge officer gesturing
            at a tactical display.
         

         
         “Admiral, the rebel fleet just emerged from hyperspace.”

         
         —

         
         Shock was far too mild a word for what the rebel fleet experienced as it realized
            the partially completed Death Star’s shields were up. But even more alarming was the
            fact that they were effectively cut off by the largest flotilla of Star Destroyers
            ever assembled—a mass of ships stretching across the sky. They were trapped. Fox let
            out a low curse as his A-wing’s com filled with the urgent voices of the other wing
            commanders asking for instructions. He took in the situation; the main rebel strike
            force led by General Lando Calrissian in the Millennium Falcon had broken off its attack on the battle station and was slugging it out with swarms
            of TIE fighters dispatched from the Imperial fleet. Behind them, Star Destroyers were
            moving in for the kill. Fox’s tactical display looked like a multi-layered spider
            web of electromagnetic interference. He wasn’t surprised at all when he got orders
            canceling the rearguard mission and reassigning his wing pronto.
         

         
         “About time,” said Moonsong.
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         “Stow that talk, Blade Three,” snapped Stramm. Moonsong shut up as Fox spat out the
               new orders. There was no time to tell them the why of the situation. It wasn’t their job to think—in fact, the less thinking they did at this point, the
            better. But on the off chance that the rebel commandos who had landed on the moon
            somehow brought the shield down, the fleet was going to need to pivot quickly and
            vector onto the Death Star. They were going to have to make every second count. And
            they weren’t going to have time to fight their way through still more Star Destroyers.
            One in particular was deploying just in front of the shield…
         

         
         Fox recognized it as the Devastator.
         

         
         The ship that Vader had once commanded. The ship that had killed his family. He gritted
            his teeth and keyed his mike.
         

         
         “Blade Leader to Blade Squadron. Follow me in on heading one-seven-zero-delta.”

         
         Blade Squadron broke apart, then reformed like a flock of birds streaking toward the
            huge ship in an arrowhead formation. Fox felt his craft swivel seamlessly around him
            as he lined up on the Devastator. But any hope he had for a quick strike against the massive ship disappeared as two
            dozen TIE interceptors swept in from the ship’s aft and came at them head to head.
            Fox watched them rush in on the screens with a sinking feeling. He knew in his heart
            of hearts that most of his pilots had just barely grasped the techniques needed to
            make attack runs on a capital ship. And now they were going to have to dogfight for
            their lives with seasoned TIE fighters. Yet the situation here was the same as everywhere
            else in the fleet. They were surrounded. It was over.
         

         
         But it wasn’t.

         
         Fox cracked a smile. They might not be able to win, but at the least they would give
            the Imperials a fight they would never forget.
         

         
         “Blade Squadron…start your attack run!”
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         It had all been leading up to this moment.
         

         
         Gina Moonsong could see that now; could see how all the paths and permutations of
            her life had led, inexorably, to this place: somewhere in space near Endor, an absolutely
            insignificant moon, which was now—thanks to the Empire’s decision to build its battle
            station there—the most important place in the galaxy. All her time as a smuggler back
            on Coruscant, all her resolution to stay one step ahead of the law and never to get
            involved…well, it hadn’t worked. She’d gotten involved and then some.
         

         
         And now there was no turning back. Moonsong had seen her share of security and police
            cruisers—had either flown in, or run from, virtually every type of ship out there—but
            she’d never seen an actual Star Destroyer before. Sure, she’d watched a million holos,
            participated in endless training runs, studied schematics till her eyes glazed over…but
            this was different. This was a monstrous slab of metal covered with guns and armor,
            crewed by enough men to fill a city…the kind of ship other craft never went near if
            they wanted to live to see another landfall. Every instinct in Moonsong was screaming
            at her to turn her B-wing around and flee—but somehow she controlled her nerves and
            held her course, accelerating in toward the Devastator. For the first time since she had joined the Rebellion she realized the true magnitude
            of her situation; the fun and games were over.
         

         
         All that was left was to die bravely.

         
         She pulled into formation behind Blade Leader, rotated her ship’s wing thirty degrees
            around the gyro-stabilized cockpit in which she sat; Moonsong’s wingman Blade Four
            executed the same maneuver as he brought up the rear. She didn’t need to check her
            scanners to know Lieutenant Baylen Stramm and his wing man were matching her course
            and speed. All the fumbled training missions and mishaps were forgotten; the real
            thing was underway, and the squadron was rising to the moment, finally working together
            as a single seamless unit. The ships resembled some great avian flock as they fell
            into attack formation. On Moonsong’s tactical display the Devastator was a huge spinning ball of electronic countermeasures punctuated by an outgoing
            hail of laser cannon fire. As the ships accelerated toward the behemoth, Moonsong
            could feel her craft’s S-foils buckling as she struggled to keep on course while hits
            from the Devastator’s laser cannons drained her deflector shield power and rocked the ship. Unfortunately
            there were few real options for getting close to a Star Destroyer, except to go straight
            at it. But at the moment, incoming fire was the least of Moonsong’s worries; they
            were approaching far too fast for the ships’ gunners to lock on to, and even then
            it would take several direct hits to knock out one of the B-wings. She was just starting
            to think they might make it all the way to the Star Destroyer itself when….
         

         
         “Stay in formation people! Interceptors incoming!”

         
         Wing Commander Fox’s voice echoed through her headset as a squadron of TIE interceptors
            poured around the Star Destroyer and rushed in toward her. They must have been in
            a holding pattern immediately aft of the ship, but now they were deploying in earnest
            against the B-wing menace. On paper, the mismatch was considerable: B-wings were assault
            fighters that maneuvered like freighters, stuffed as they were with avionics packages
            usually reserved for the smaller capital ships. Pilots relied on the complex nav systems
            to enable them to score hits—but in a ship-to-ship dogfight, the B-wing was at a considerable
            disadvantage even with the A-wings that were flying escort. All they could do was
            accelerate toward the target, hoping that at least some of them would get close enough
            to deliver their payloads. Moonsong watched as the TIE fighters broke formation and
            swept past them, executing seamless loops that put them on the squadron’s tail, opening
            up a withering blast of fire all around the B-wings.
         

         
         —

         
         Admiral Montferrat could not believe the audacity of these rebel scum. Didn’t they
            realize they were facing the Devastator? Vader’s onetime flagship, the pride of Death Squadron…Montferrat prided himself
            on having the best trained crew in the entire Imperial Navy. Ever since he had taken
            command of her at the battle of Hoth, Montferrat had personally and ruthlessly combed
            the ranks, recruiting and promoting only those officers and ratings who had met his
            meticulous and exacting standards. And even though he found TIE fighter commander
            Gradd personally distasteful, there was no doubt that his skills as a fighter ace
            were almost on a par with Darth Vader himself. Montferrat watched the engagement unfold
            on the Devastator’s giant tactical display. Several rebel ships had been destroyed already; the remainder
            were taking heavy fire from the TIE interceptors. At this point most sane pilots would
            have broken off their attack to deal with their pursuers, but the rebels waited until
            they were deep within the Devastator’s flak envelope before executing their own high speed turns, insuring the ensuing
            dogfight would occur in uncomfortably close proximity to the monolithic ship. And
            the irrational human factor didn’t stop there: Montferrat watched as a single B-wing
            fighter spiraled back, directly into the heart of Gradd’s squadron. The pilot knew
            full well what he was doing: buying time for his comrades. One surprised TIE pilot
            died in a hail of laser fire from the B-wing’s quad cannons before he even knew what
            had hit him. The rebel pilot then abruptly cut his speed, allowing two TIE interceptors
            to pass, which he then lacerated with pinpoint shots from his craft’s ion cannons.
            He might have been able to score a fourth kill had Gradd not threaded the needle of
            fire and blown the B-wing to pieces. Montferrat rounded in fury on one of his gunnery
            officers who had continued to shoot into the dogfight, hitting one of the B-wings
            but just missing two of the TIE interceptors:
         

         
         “Cease fire, you fool, you’ll hit our own pilots!”

         
         The blood drained from the gunnery officer’s face—he stopped firing as Montferrat
            turned back to the tactical display, absorbing the fleet positions of the larger battle
            raging all around.
         

         
         “Helm, change course by seven degrees, keep us between the rebel attack force and
            the Death Star. We’ll make sure none of their ships reach the station.”
         

         
         —

         
         Commander Gradd couldn’t help but grin as he zeroed in on another B-wing. Panicked,
            the rebel pilot attempted erratic evasive maneuvers. Gradd’s smile intensified as
            he fell in behind him and blew out the starfighter’s quad engine system with a single
            shot. He didn’t even bother looking at the snub fighter disintegrate as he sped past.
            There was no question in Gradd’s mind that rebel pilots were mostly inferior, if not
            just outright incompetent. He’d heard a lot of talk about the B-wing before this battle—how
            they posed an unprecedented danger to Star Destroyers if they could get enough maneuvering
            room to deploy their weaponry. But Gradd had no intention of giving them that room.
            Not that it would matter anyway; regardless of B-wing specifics, Gradd had always
            placed far more faith in the man than the machine. Though he would have been the first
            to admit that maxim was double-edged; it chafed him to no end that the most famous
            pilot in the galaxy was a twenty-something-year-old farmboy who had somehow managed
            to blow up the first Death Star. But sometimes luck was a fickle mistress. Unfortunately,
            Gradd’s secret hopes of cutting Skywalker’s legend down to size in a glorious ship-to-ship
            encounter had been dashed when he heard that the Emperor himself had sent Darth Vader
            to bring the boy to him alive. Gradd would just have to make up for the lost opportunity
            by killing as many rebel pilots as he could. He could tell that whoever was running
            the rebel wing of pilots had some combat experience. That was going to make the kill
            all the more satisfying. He checked his scanner, searching for the fighter receiving
            the most com traffic; it was an old trick he used to find the enemy wing leader. The
            tactic didn’t fail him: one of the escort A-wings lit up and Gradd locked him into
            his targeting computer.
         

         
         —

         
         “Break, break, break!” Fox yelled into his comlink. Blade Squadron broke formation
            several thousand meters above the Devastator’s topside and went ship to ship, an angry swarm of TIE interceptors, A-wings, and
            B-wings buzzing around the gigantic vessel. It took only a few seconds for things
            to go from bad to worse; Fox’s long-range scanners picked up a huge electromagnetic
            buildup around the new Death Star. Before he could even ponder what the station was
            doing, a bright beam of green light leapt from its radial cannon and incinerated an
            entire rebel cruiser.
         

         
         The station was operational.

         
         Admiral Ackbar and General Calrissian’s voices echoed over the fleetwide com, ordering
            the rebel fleet to engage the Imperial Star Destroyers. But Fox had more immediate
            problems at hand, with no less than three interceptors on his tail and two more coming
            for him over the bubble’s horizon. They had identified him as the leader and were
            going to try to shut him down hard. Fox dialed back his speed, spoiling the shots
            of the interceptors on his tail. One veered past him at high speed, forcing the ships
            on that vector to swerve off to avoid a collision. As the starfighter overshot, Fox’s
            wingman Blade One managed to get off a bracket of fire, knocking one of the delta-shaped
            wings clean off, causing it to spin out of control and smash into another interceptor.
            But Blade One’s triumph was short-lived as two of the interceptors caught him in a
            cross fire, opening up so quickly that he probably never even knew what hit him. The
            remaining interceptor matched Fox’s speed, staying on him despite Fox’s weaving flight
            pattern. Fox gritted his teeth and leaned forward.
         

         
         “Okay fella, you wanna play,” he muttered. “Let’s see how good you really are”—and
            promptly swerved hard, taking the ship through a dizzying set of maneuvers. But the
            interceptor matched them, moving ever closer, filling Fox’s display with the ominous
            gray shadow of his foe. His sensors showed its forward lasers charging for the killing
            shot.
         

         
         —

         
         Gradd smiled as his targeting computer locked on to the A-wing. The board lit up green
            as Gradd unleashed a barrage of fire from the interceptor’s laser cannons—at first
            cascading off the A-wing’s heavy shielding, but quickly punching through. Parts of
            the rebel ship began to burn. Gradd was astonished at the amount of damage his quarry
            was taking while still remaining operational—and even now it took all of Gradd’s concentration
            to keep up with the rebel pilot’s evasive maneuvering. Back in the early days of the
            Rebellion, Gradd had once been impressed by these intuitive upstart fighter pilots,
            making up for skill with sheer audacity and will. Now he’d killed far too many of
            them to give any credit to their unorthodox piloting.
         

         
         Which is why what happened next took him so completely by surprise.

         
         —

         
         At the last possible second Fox flipped his A-wing over, yanking back on the stick
            and executing a high G-force barrel roll under the attacking interceptor. The Imperial
            pilot gave up the advantage of pursuit so he could take a final shot, scoring a direct
            hit on the A-wing’s drive systems, which much to the TIE interceptor’s surprise, did
            not result in a killing shot. He most likely died wondering why that was as Fox came
            out of the roll behind him and blew him to pieces. But Fox had no time to savor his
            triumph; his vision flared red from all the emergency lights in his cockpit, and he
            became dimly aware that he was choking back blood. He opened up the comm channel.
         

         
         “Blade Leader to group; if you make it past the fighter screen, execute your primary
            mission. Over and out.”
         

         
         —

         
         Stramm saw Blade Leader’s ship spiral off from the attack, obviously fighting to maintain
            control—so much for Fox, he thought. There wasn’t time to think about whether their leader would survive.
            It was just one more factor in the chaos of the battle as he attempted to mobilize
            an attack run amid the dogfight. But the hysterical yelling in his headset wasn’t
            helping.
         

         
         “Too many TIE fighters! We’ve got to get out of here!”

         
         “That’s a negative, Blade Four,” said Stramm. “Keep the comms clear of chatter!” His
            attack computer told him Blade Three and Four were with him inside the Destroyer’s
            defense envelope—and he knew the ships would be syncing their fire control systems,
            automatically coordinating an attack package of laser fire and proton munitions.
         

         
         “I know you’ve got the attack data ready, right Blade Three?”

         
         —

         
         “I’m working as fast as I can!” said Moonsong. She was facing considerable distraction.
            Despite the death of their wing commander, the TIE interceptors were redoubling the
            fury of their attack; she could see their glittering lights as they maneuvered to
            get behind the rebel fighters. Then Stramm broke off from the attack formation and
            swung his craft around to face the fighters on their tail.
         

         
         “Get that attack data; I’ll hold them off.”

         
         Moonsong bit her lip. She couldn’t worry about Stramm. He knew what he was doing.

         
         She hoped.

         
         —

         
         The system-wide tactical display was a web of blinking multicolored lights and indicators
            that stretched from Endor’s high orbit all the way out to the titanic battle that
            raged between the two fleets and the new Death Star.
         

         
         It was a fitting place for the Rebellion to end.

         
         And yet—-despite his satisfaction—Montferrat felt shame that his own part in this
            had been so less than perfect. He could only marvel at the level of incompetence Gradd
            had displayed. Not only had his arrogance gotten him killed, it had actually increased
            the previously minuscule threat the rebel fighters posed for the Devastator. But he wasn’t worried—not yet, anyway.
         

         
         “Fighter control, report.”

         
         An ashen-faced junior officer stepped forward. “The rebels are down to less than half
            a dozen ships, sir.”
         

         
         “And our fighter screen?”

         
         “We’ve sustained major damage to our flight deck and can’t launch or recover any more
            interceptors. Should I signal to another ship for fighter support?”
         

         
         Montferrat gave the officer an icy stare. “Everyone else is a little busy. Set all
            weapon batteries for point-blank range and fire at will.”
         

         
         —

         
         Moonsong had a plan. It wasn’t much of one, but it was the best her ship’s computer
            could do given the timing. Her nav-systems lined up the angles, finding the pathway
            through the Devastator’s electronic defense grid. She rapidly typed in the new attack vector and hit the
            transmit while simultaneously lining up the crosshairs projected onto her helmet’s
            heads-up display. Her board went green, indicating that Blade Two and Four had received
            the data—but then it suddenly flashed back to yellow. Blade Four’s targeting system
            must have been damaged and wouldn’t lock on.
         

         
         “Reset your targeting computer, Fanty!” Moonsong barked into her comm.

         
         “No can do, the whole system’s crashed. You go in without me.” Moonsong’s scanners
            showed a TIE interceptor vectoring in to target Blade Four as he peeled out of formation.
            Moonsong cursed under her breath; there was nothing she could do—the pair of TIE interceptors
            on her tail would have their firing solutions in a matter of seconds. Moonsong fully
            expected the next shots to end her short career as a rebel pilot—but instead both
            interceptors blew up as Blade Two swept in behind them and took them out with clean
            precise shots that only an expert could have pulled off. The blasts they’d just unleashed
            ripped past Moonsong, missing her and striking the Star Destroyer, impacting harmlessly
            against its armor. Moonsong knew better than to waste time thanking Stramm; instead
            she locked flight paths with him. They both pulled back on their throttles, rotating
            their wings through a one-eighty and bringing their ion cannons to bear, unleashing
            their proton torpedoes and scoring direct hits on the weak points in the Devastator’s navigational shielding. The ship’s hyperdrive detonated, causing a chain reaction
            of explosions that blew back into the Star Destroyer’s primary generators.
         

         
         —

         
         “Sir, we’ve got to abandon ship!”

         
         Montferrat pulled out his pistol and shot the panicking officer. So much for insubordination.
            As klaxons blared and warning lights flashed all around him, Montferrat made his way
            across the burning bridge to an engineering station and shoved the dead officer who
            had manned it out of the way so he could see why the drive section had stopped responding
            to his frantic queries for more power. The answer was as simple as it was definitive: an ion overload had destroyed
               the cooling manifolds and ruptured the hyperdrive’s magnetic containment bubble, which meant that everybody down in the power plant was either
            dead or dying, and the ship was undergoing systematic demolition.
         

         
         “Sir!” screamed a badly burned officer. “The Death Star’s shield is down!”

         
         Montferrat looked around at the dying screens. The whole moment seemed like a dream.
            How was this possible? How had the mightiest space force ever assembled been bested
            by a bunch of misfits, rejects, and malcontents? He took a last look around the bridge
            as he slowly pulled off his back gloves and laid them down on the shattered console.
            He could feel the floor plates shudder and for a moment he seemed to rise into the
            air as the craft’s artificial gravity flickered out. He felt light as a feather, and
            for some unknown reason the sensation seemed right and proper.
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         As Moonsong and Stramm’s B-wings accelerated to maximum speed, the Devastator burnt in their wake. Stramm opened up the comm channel.
         

         
         “Blade Two to Admiral Ackbar—the course is clear. Tell General Calrissian he’s got
            nothing but empty space all the way to the Death Star.”
         

         
         “Acknowledged, Blade Two. Good work.”

         
         Stramm switched frequencies back to the squadron. “Blade Two to all surviving units,
            form up on me. This fight isn’t over yet.”
         

         
         But all Moonsong could hear was the echo of static—static that had never made her
            feel more hollow.
         

         
         “Blade Four here.” Fanty’s battered ship pulled into formation. “I think we’re the
            only survivors.”
         

         
         “Not quite,” said a voice.

         
         Moonsong and Stamm looked up to see Fox’s A-wing angling toward them. Even as they
            took that in, the Devastator started to explode behind it, lighting up the ships, a tiny daytime star in the skies
            over Endor. But Moonsong’s elation quickly faded as her sensors told her Fox’s ship
            was experiencing multiple critical systems failures.
         

         
         “Eject Blade Leader,” she said. “We’ll recover your pod. Get out of there now.”

         
         But Fox’s voice was resigned to the inevitable. “I already tried. The main interlocks
            are fused together. They won’t let me disengage.”
         

         
         “Hold course; I’ll intercept and—”

         
         “That’s a negative, Moonsong. Regroup and form up to assist the fleet. Nobody’s called
            off the war on my account.”
         

         
         Moonsong hesitated. “You heard the man,” said Stramm. Was his voice breaking? Moonsong
            couldn’t tell. She steeled herself, locked course with Stramm and Fanty; the three
            B-wings veered off toward the rest of the Rebel fleet. The fight was now raging all
            around the Death Star. The shield was down and rebel fighter wings were calling for
            help as they barreled in to attack the unfinished station. There were still a number
            of Star Destroyers trying to stem the seemingly endless tide of Rebel interceptors.
            Moonsong watched as Fox’s ship faded on her rear screens.
         

         
         Ahead lay the Death Star.
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         The planet’s vast wall of huge swirling storm clouds looked like infinity itself: it
            filled the view, broken only by the patches of orange-gray terrain visible here and
            there beneath the roiling weather. Gina Moonsong accelerated her B-wing to attack
            speed as the rest of her squadron fell into formation behind her. She gritted her
            teeth and opened her comlink.
         

         
         “All units, on my mark…three…two…one…mark.”

         
         The battle-computers of the B-wings synced; the next moment, over a dozen ion cannon
            beams converged at precisely the same coordinates on the planetary shield that protected
            Malastare. For a moment a portion of that shield flickered into the visible spectrum—and
            then splintered, disrupting just long enough for the squadron to pass through. Moonsong
            felt the chop as her ship passed through the compromised shield. All around, her pilots
            were struggling to maintain an ever-more precise heading as they vectored through
            the shield’s weakest portion—a struggle that grew increasingly desperate as the atmosphere
            built and the gravity intensified. For one ship it was too much: Moonsong watched
            on her screens as the electromagnetic surge of the flickering shield caught the tail
            of Blade 7, whipping the ship back up against the deadly wall, fireballing the craft
            before Karls even knew what hit him. Moonsong cursed under her breath even as she
            checked that Fanty was still in position on her wing, that Stramm and the rest of
            the squadron were right behind. They had penetrated the planet’s first line of defense
            but were continuing to struggle against the overwhelming force of the maelstrom.
         

         
         And it was about to get a lot worse.

         
         “Blade Five to Blade Three; I count at least a dozen TIE fighters inbound.” The coolness
            in Cutter Poole’s voice belied his complete lack of experience in battle.
         

         
         “There sure are a lot of them…” Blade Six chimed in.

         
         “Charge deflectors to full,” said Moonsong. “Let’s do what you were trained for.”

         
         Yet even as the deflectors went up, and her reflexes took over, she felt her mind
            going back to events after the destruction of the second Death Star. It was so recent
            and yet it seemed like such an eternity ago…
         

         
         —

         
         The ceremony on the flight deck was short and to the point.

         
         Some admiral (whom Moonsong had never heard of) droned on about duty, sacrifice, and
            heroism before proceeding to award the B-wing pilots who had survived the Battle of
            Endor their Medals of Bravery. Moonsong couldn’t help but think they should have given
            them to the pilots who didn’t make it. It made her promotion to lieutenant feel more
            than a little hollow. The only happiness Moonsong took in any of it was that Braylen
            Stramm had been promoted to Wing Commander. As the ceremony participants headed back
            to their duty stations, Moonsong made her way over to him. She gave him a lopsided
            smile and a jaunty salute, both of which he returned with less than the usual enthusiasm.
            In that moment, she knew everything—almost like they were playing out roles that had
            already been rehearsed.
         

         
         “The medal looks good on you, Commander,” he said.

         
         She wasn’t going to let him duck out of this. She looked around to see that nobody
            was in earshot—then moved closer. “What’s on your mind?” she asked.
         

         
         “Nothing,” he replied.

         
         “We both know that’s not true.”

         
         Stramm looked past her at the confetti dangling from the rafters. “I’m not sure how
            to say it.”
         

         
         “I’ll say it for you. You think your promotion means that we have to stop seeing each
            other.”
         

         
         “It does,” he replied.

         
         “That’s a ton of bunk,” she said evenly. “You’re scared of how serious we’ve become.”

         
         “Of course I’m scared,” he shot back. “Scared of having to choose between you and
            the rest of the squad.”
         

         
         “Sounds like you already have.”

         
         “Gina, I may have to order you to do something that might…well, if that day comes
            I don’t want to doubt whether I’d give the order or if you would even follow it.”
         

         
         “I’d follow it. You know I would.”

         
         “That’s my point,” he said—and when she didn’t reply: “I— Look, we can figure things
            out between us when the war is over.”
         

         
         “The war is over,” she said.
         

         
         “It’s not.” He sat down on the edge of the stage, let his feet dangle—for just a moment,
            he looked like a helpless child. “I shouldn’t be telling you this, but…the Imperials
            aren’t beaten. What looked like just a rearguard action is turning out to be something
            more serious. All leave is getting canceled and Blade Squadron is getting a fresh
            batch of recruits. And I need you to train them. Okay?”
         

         
         She smiled with a calmness that she knew he could see right through. “Okay,” she said.

         
         —

         
         Stramm and his B-wings peeled off, deploying their ECM packages while Moonsong led
            the rest of the squadron straight down on the incoming TIE fighters. Blade Squadron’s
            penetration of the planetary shield had woken everybody up planetside, but hopefully
            they were going to be focused on her and not Stramm. Fanty’s voice echoed through
            the squadron’s headsets.
         

         
         “Stand by for Groundhogs….” Moonsong smiled grimly. Groundhogs were the nickname for
            the Imperial pilots who flew planetary atmospheric missions. Steering a TIE fighter
            through the mess of a planet’s atmosphere was tougher than it looked, and the Groundhogs
            made it look easy. Even with all the terrible weather, the B-wing’s battle computers
            showed them in a tight formation and closing fast. Over the years the ’Hogs had developed
            skills and tactics that made them as dangerous as any type of combat pilot you could
            think of. And right now Moonsong wasn’t thinking of anything else; she pushed the
            stick forward, diving down to intercept the incoming TIEs in what was arguably the
            most gut-wrenching part of Stramm’s plan. Her battle computer indicated that Stramm’s
            ships were vectoring straight in toward the target, unnoticed by the TIEs or the ground
            defense batteries. She and her pilots had the Imperials’ undivided attention.
         

         
         “Initiate maneuver orenth,” she barked—and her B-wings initiated a steep loop that
            took them away from the TIE fighters, giving the impression that they were in full
            retreat. Sensing an easy victory, the TIE fighters closed in after them, following
            the B-wings all the way up to the edge of atmosphere beneath the shield.
         

         
         Which was exactly what she wanted.

         
         —

         
         “My name is Lieutenant Gina Moonsong.”

         
         She gazed at the new faces. Above them, up in the hangar’s observation deck, she caught
            a glimpse of Stramm watching over the railing. Each of her cadets was untested. And
            she wouldn’t have time to teach them much.
         

         
         “The three of you have been assigned to my section.” She glanced down at the datapad
            containing the personnel files. “So welcome to Blade Squadron.” She paused. What else
            was she supposed to say?
         

         
         “Well, don’t be shy,” she said. “Sound off.”

         
         The tallest of them spoke up first. “Pilot Cadet Yori Dahn reporting.”

         
         Moonsong gazed at her appraisingly. “It says here you used to be first officer on
            a tramp freighter.”
         

         
         “Yes, Lieutenant.”

         
         “And what led you to join up?”

         
         “The Imperials executed my crew.”

         
         “So you’re here for revenge,” said Moonsong.

         
         “I suppose so, Lieutenant.”

         
         “That’s a terrible reason to fight.”

         
         “Is it? I thought that—”

         
         “It’s likely to get you killed. Find a better reason.”

         
         “Yes, Lieutenant.”

         
         Moonsong had already turned to the next cadet. “And who are you supposed to be?”

         
         “Pilot Cadet Jordan Karls.” He was a stout Togruta who wore a pelt-sash made from
            what Moonsong suspected was a particularly nasty predator. Karls looked like he had
            killed it himself with his bare hands.
         

         
         “Your file says you saw action near Bespin. What makes you think you’ll be a good
            B-wing pilot?”
         

         
         “I’m highly adaptable, Lieutenant.”

         
         “What’s that supposed to mean?”

         
         “I’ve flown everything but X-wings.”

         
         “B-wings are a lot more temperamental than X-wings,” said Moonsong. “Your file says
            you did okay in training. We’ll see how that works in practice.” She turned to the
            last cadet but he spoke first:
         

         
         “Pilot Cadet Cutter Poole, ma’am.” Poole was young, square-jawed handsome, dark-haired,
               and blue-eyed. He looked like an action hero right out of the latest holoplay.

         
         “What are you smiling at?” she asked him.

         
         “I’m just glad the war didn’t end before I got here, sir. I mean ma’am.”

         
         “Oh I see. A glory boy. We’ve got all kinds of uses for you. Just so you all know:
               I don’t like being addressed as ma’am, skipper, sir, or boss. You all get to call
               me lieutenant. If any of you joined up thinking you’ll take a quick rumble through
               the war and be home before the next Founder’s Day, I have some sad news for you. This
               thing isn’t over by a long shot. I hope you’re reading me.”

         
         “Yes, Lieutenant,” they replied in unison.

         
         “Welcome to Blade Squadron then. Now…this is my wingman, Fanty. He’s going to get
            you all squared away. We start training exercises tomorrow at oh-six-hundred sharp.”
            Moonsong motioned to Fanty, who stepped up and carried on.
         

         
         “OK you heard the El-Tee; let’s go.”

         
         Moonsong looked back up at the observation deck, but Stramm was no longer there.

         
         —

         
         As the atmosphere frayed, so did the Groundhogs’ advantage. Moonsong fired her afterthrusters;
            the B-wings broke formation, spun around and rocketed headfirst back toward their
            pursuers, causing them to scatter in surprise. Moonsong and Fanty dropped in behind
            a pair of TIE fighters, and unceremoniously shot them out of the sky. Suddenly B-wing
            pilots who had never engaged a foe before they found themselves winning their very
            first fight. Poole and Dahn whooped as they engaged a disoriented TIE, making short
            work out of him. Poole’s excited voice crackled over Moonsong’s speakers.
         

         
         “Just like shooting mouse droids in a barrel!”

         
         “Blades Five and Six, look out!” Even as she snarled the warning, Moonsong knew it
            was too late—a TIE fighter was already dropping into Poole’s blindspot, peppering
            him with laser fire. The B-wing’s cockpit belched a plume of smoke before turning
            away and plummeting down through the clouds. Moonsong veered sharply leftward, riddling
            the TIE fighter that had brought down Poole, sending it spinning down after him. But
            the payback brought no solace.
         

         
         —

         
         “Come in,” said Stramm.

         
         She stepped inside his wardroom, but didn’t close the door behind her.

         
         “Here’s the operation,” he said without preamble. This routine was new to both of
            them, and they were making it up as they went along. He keyed up a map of a star sector
            and pointed at an insignificant cluster at the edge of it. “Commander Antilles scouted
            out the target: an Imperial communications hub on Malastare. I’m working up the program.”
         

         
         She studied the map. “Looks like the planet’s shielded.”

         
         “Thankfully the shield generator is right next to the primary target. We can hit both
            at the same time.”
         

         
         “How do we get in?”

         
         “Well…” Stramm looked uncomfortable. “Ackbar’s techies think if we aggregate our ion
            cannons, we can create a temporary aperture.”
         

         
         “That sounds crazy.”

         
         “Do I look like I’m arguing?”

         
         “And even if we…” She caught sight of a locale planetside, tapped it. “What’s this?”

         
         “That’s Moff’s Pandion’s vacation palace.”

         
         “Pandion…didn’t he used be the head of some slaver cartel?”

         
         “Still is. He supplies a lot of the Empire’s work camps.”

         
         “And we’re not planning on hitting him?” Moonsong struggled to keep her voice level.

         
         “Let’s stay focused, Lieutenant. If we hit the station and knock out the defenses
            we’ll be able to get boots on the ground and secure the planet.” He gave Moonsong
            a hard look. “That’s what counts. We need to be disciplined and make sure we bring
            everyone back in one piece. Right?”
         

         
         She shook her head. “Playing it safe isn’t going to win us the war, sir. If Moff Pandion
            is there, we need to consider hitting the target.”
         

         
         “Well, that’s part of the problem. We don’t know if he is there or not, and I don’t want to risk anybody’s life going after him.”
         

         
         “We’ve risked our lives for a whole lot less.”

         
         “Gina—”

         
         “And who do you think is doing the actual communicating? Hitting the hub might hurt
            Pandion—but killing him in his palace will put an end to any orders he might want
            to send out. Not to mention making it that much more likely that his troops will take
            our orders to surrender.”
         

         
         “Lieutenant, you have your orders. Are we clear?”
         

         
         She hesitated for the tiniest of moments. For anyone who wasn’t a fighter pilot, it
            wouldn’t have even been discernible. For someone who was, it was unmistakable.
         

         
         “Yessir,” she said.

         
         —

         
         The communication array and the shield generator disappeared in a massive explosion
            that kicked thousands of kilograms of orange-gray dust up into the air. Stramm’s bombs
            had found their marks. The ground forces would have a much easier task now.
         

         
         “Blade Leader to Blade Squadron; we have knocked out the targets and are heading to
            the rendezvous point.” Moonsong watched on the screen as Stramm vectored skyward as
            she dispatched the last TIE fighter. She keyed the mic:
         

         
         “Fanty. Get Yori to the rendezvous.”

         
         “I’m not leaving you, Lieutenant. What are we doing?”

         
         Moonsong hesitated. What the hell, she thought. “Drop to one-zero-zero meters and target that power signature at oh-seven-five
            northwest.”
         

         
         “That’s the Moff’s palace.”

         
         “Exactly. We’re going to hit it.”

         
         “We just got the order to bug out, Lieutenant. Besides, we—”

         
         “Won’t have enough fuel to make orbit? I just did the calculations. We can make it,
            but it’s going to be close.”
         

         
         “Let’s do it,” said Yori, speaking up for the first time. “I’m having a blast.”

         
         Fanty laughed mirthlessly. “This is not a good idea.”

         
         “You don’t have to come with me,” replied Moonsong.

         
         “That’s where I disagree.”

         
         The three ships plunged in toward the ground, the few remaining TIE fighters left
            far in their wake. Most of the ground fire was still focused on the fleeing Stramm;
            it took the turbolasers a while to pick up on Moonsong but when they did they started
            to make up for lost time with a vengeance. Moonsong watched as orange-gray spread
            out on all sides and streaks of fire rose toward her.
         

         
         “Picking up some pretty hairy flak, boss,” said Fanty.

         
         “We’ll go down to the deck and use proton torpedoes. When we get inside the perimeter,
            pull up and run like hell.”
         

         
            
            [image: ][image: ]

         

         
         “Blade Three, what are you doing?” Stramm’s voice echoed in her headset. “Get back
            in formation!!”
         

         
         “Can’t read you,” said Moonsong. “Picking up a lot of static—”

         
         “Dammit, you can hear me just fine! I told you to stay on—” His voice cut out as Moonsong
            cut the communication channel. Stramm would have to wait until they rejoined the squadron
            to yell at her. The three B-wings swooped down until they were less than fifty or
            so meters above the ground. Moonsong’s battle computer sounded a variety of alarms
            as they drifted into a sea of antiaircraft fire. All she could do was hope against
            hope that the B-wing’s powerful ECM bubble and high-speed approach would prove too
            much for the Imperial targeting computers on the ground to handle.
         

         
         “Stay in formation,” she said. “We’re only going to get one pass.” The B-wings roared
            into the grass-covered valley that contained the sprawling estate. The barrage of
            torpedoes turned the various buildings into pillars of flame, which then collapsed
            in on themselves. In moments, the whole valley was a roaring inferno. Moonsong didn’t
            know if the Moff was there or not, but she knew that if nothing else he wouldn’t be
            hosting any more lavish dinner parties. It might not have been much, but for now it
            was enough. She pulled back on the stick and led what was left of her squadron up,
            racing into thick clouds. The ship shook so hard it felt like it was about to come
            apart. The clouds got thicker and thicker. Her instruments went dark. She kept on
            accelerating upward. If she made it back, she could only imagine what kind of reception
            she was going to get from Stramm.
         

         
         Truth was, she couldn’t wait. 
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