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            Dear Reader,

            
            Every year, I write that there’s never been a more exciting time to be a Star Wars fan—and every year it continues to be true. This year’s sampler is an embarrassment
               of epic riches. Here are just a few of the unforgettable moments from Del Rey’s Star Wars novels:
            

            
            
               
               • The Battle of Jakku and the final showdown between the New Republic and the Empire
                     in Aftermath: Empire’s End

               
               • Four-year-old Jyn Erso schooling her dad in what it means to be a hero in Catalyst: A Rogue One Novel

               
               • Bloodline’s Princess Leia fighting for the soul of the New Republic as the threat of the First
                  Order looms on the horizon
               

               
               • Even more delightful scenes between Baze Malbus and Chirrut Îmwe than we got onscreen
                  in Rogue One (There can never be enough banter.)
               

               
               • Han Solo deciding what kind of father he wants to be in Aftermath: Life Debt

               
               • The long-awaited return of Grand Admiral Thrawn—written by Star Wars legend Timothy Zahn

            

            
            
            And this year is made all the more exciting by an important milestone: the fortieth
               anniversary of Star Wars: A New Hope. As we look back on decades of fandom, we celebrate a story that is just as relevant
               today as it was in 1977. We love Star Wars because we believe every person can change the galaxy they live in. And that idea
               is timeless. From Shelly Shapiro, Tom Hoeler, and the rest of the Del Rey Star Wars team, we thank you for making us a part of your Star Wars story.
            

            
            HERE’S TO THE NEXT FORTY YEARS!

            
            
               
               Elizabeth Schaefer

               
               Senior Editor

               
               Del Rey
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         ALL BEINGS BEGIN THEIR LIVES WITH HOPES AND ASPIRATIONS. AMONG THESE ASPIRATIONS IS THE DESIRE THAT THERE WILL BE A STRAIGHT PATH TO THOSE GOALS.

         
         IT IS SELDOM SO. PERHAPS NEVER.

         
         SOMETIMES THE TURNS ARE OF ONE’S OWN VOLITION, AS ONE’S THOUGHTS AND GOALS CHANGE OVER
               TIME. BUT MORE OFTEN THE TURNS ARE MANDATED BY OUTSIDE FORCES.

         
         IT WAS SO WITH ME. THE MEMORY IS VIVID, UNSULLIED BY AGE: THE FIVE ADMIRALS RISING FROM THEIR CHAIRS AS
               I AM ESCORTED INTO THE CHAMBER. THE DECISION OF THE ASCENDANCY HAS BEEN MADE, AND THEY ARE HERE TO DELIVER IT.

         
         NONE OF THEM IS HAPPY WITH THE DECISION. I CAN READ THAT IN THEIR FACES. BUT THEY ARE OFFICERS AND SERVANTS OF THE CHISS, AND THEY WILL CARRY OUT THEIR ORDERS. PROTOCOL ALONE DEMANDS THAT.

         
         THE WORD IS AS I EXPECTED.

         
         EXILE.

         
         THE PLANET HAS ALREADY BEEN CHOSEN. THE ADMIRALS WILL ASSEMBLE THE EQUIPMENT NECESSARY TO ENSURE THAT SOLITUDE DOES NOT
               QUICKLY BECOME DEATH FROM PREDATORS OR THE ELEMENTS.

         
         I AM LED AWAY. ONCE AGAIN, MY PATH HAS TURNED.

         
         WHERE IT WILL LEAD, I CANNOT SAY.

      

   
         
         Eli had almost managed to convince himself that the group would merely be meeting with
            some Palace official when they were ushered past a pair of red-robed and red-helmeted
            Imperial Guards into the Emperor’s throne room.
         

         
         Even more than Coruscant itself, the holos and vids Eli had seen of Emperor Palpatine
            paled in comparison with the real thing.
         

         
         At first glance the Emperor didn’t seem like much. He was dressed in a plain brown
               hooded robe, with no ornamentation or glitz of any sort. His throne, while massive,
               was solid black and very simple, again with no ostentation about it, raised a mere
               four steps above the floor. In fact, the darkness of his robe made him almost disappear
               from sight into the black of the throne.

         
         It was as the group drew closer that the eeriness began.

         
         The first was the Emperor’s face. The holos and vids always showed him as a dignified,
            older man, aged somewhat with the experience of life and the cares of leadership.
            But the holos were wrong. The face beneath the hood was old, and creased with a hundred deep wrinkles.
         

         
         Not ordinary wrinkles, either, the kind Eli’s grandparents had earned from years under
            the open sky. These creases were less like age and more like scars or burn tissue.
         

         
         The histories stated that the Jedi traitors’ last attempt to seize power had been
               an attack on then-Chancellor Palpatine. The histories hadn’t mentioned that his victory
               over the assassins had come at such a terrible cost.

         
         Perhaps that was also what had happened to his eyes.

         
         A shiver ran up Eli’s back. The eyes were bright and intelligent, all-knowing and
               utterly powerful. But they were…strange. Unique. Disturbing. Damaged, perhaps, by
               the same treachery that had ravaged his face?

         
         Intelligence, knowledge, power. And, even more than with Thrawn, a sense of complete
            mastery over everything around him.
         

         
         The Emperor watched in silence as the party walked toward him. Parck led the way,
            Barris and Eli behind him, followed by Thrawn and the trooper and stormtrooper witnesses.
            The guard contingent Parck had brought remained outside the door, six of the Imperial
            Guards having taken over their escort duty.
         

         
         It seemed to take forever to reach the throne. Eli wondered how close they would be
            permitted to approach, and how Captain Parck would know when he had reached that point.
            The question was answered as Parck came to within five meters and the two Imperial
            Guards at the foot of the steps glided to positions directly in front of him. Parck
            stopped, the rest of them following suit, and waited.
         

         
         And waited.

         
         It was probably only five seconds. But to Eli it felt like a medium-size eternity.
            The entire throne room was utterly still, utterly silent. The only sound was the thudding
            of his pulse in his ears, the only movement the shaking of his arms in his sleeves.
         

         
         “Captain Parck,” the Emperor said at last, his gravelly voice neutral. “I’m told you
            bring me a gift.”
         

         
         Eli winced. A gift? For the Chiss of the stories, that would have been a deadly insult. Thrawn was behind
            him, and he didn’t dare turn around, but he could imagine the expression on that proud
            face.
         

         
         “I do, Your Majesty,” Parck said, bowing low. “A warrior reportedly of a race known
            as the Chiss.”
         

         
         “Indeed,” the Emperor said, his voice going even drier. “And what, pray tell, would
            you have me do with him?”
         

         
         “If I may, Your Majesty.” Thrawn spoke up before Parck could answer. “I am not merely
            a gift. I am also a resource. One you have never seen the like of before, and may
            never see again. You would do well to utilize me.”
         

         
         “Would I?” the Emperor sounded amused. “Certainly you’re a resource of unlimited confidence.
            What exactly do you offer, Chiss?”
         

         
         “As a start, I offer information,” Thrawn said. If he was offended, Eli couldn’t hear
            it in his voice. “There are threats lurking in the Unknown Regions, threats that will
            someday find your Empire. I am familiar with many of them.”
         

         
         “I will learn of them soon enough on my own,” the Emperor countered placidly. “Can
            you offer anything more?”
         

         
         “Perhaps you will learn of them in time to defeat them,” Thrawn said. “Perhaps you
            will not. What more do I offer? I offer my military skill. You could utilize that
            skill in making plans to seek out and eliminate these dangers.”
         

         
         “These threats you speak of,” the Emperor said, “I presume they’re not simply threats
            to my Empire?”
         

         
         “No, Your Majesty,” Thrawn said. “They are also threats to my people.”

         
         “And you seek to eliminate all such threats to your people?”

         
         “I do.”

         
         The Emperor’s yellowish eyes seemed to glitter. “And you wish the help of my Empire?”

         
         “Your assistance would be welcome.”

         
         “You wish me to assist people who exiled you?” the Emperor said. “Or was Captain Parck
            incorrect?”
         

         
         “He spoke correctly,” Thrawn said. “I was indeed exiled.”

         
         “Yet you still seek to protect them. Why?”

         
         “Because they are my people.”

         
         “And if they withhold their gratitude and refuse to accept you back? What then?”

         
         There was a slight pause, and Eli had the eerie sense that Thrawn was giving the Emperor
            one of those small smiles he was so good at. “I do not need their permission to protect
            them, Your Majesty. Nor do I expect their thanks.”
         

         
         “I’ve seen others with your sense of nobility,” the Emperor said. “Most fell by the
            wayside when their naive selflessness collided with the real world.”
         

         
         “I have faced the real world, as you call it.”
         

         
         “You have indeed,” the Emperor said. “What exactly do you wish from my Empire?”

         
         “A state of mutual gain,” Thrawn said. “I offer my knowledge and skill to you now
            in exchange for your consideration to my people in the future.”
         

         
         “And when that future comes, what if I refuse to grant that consideration?”

         
         “Then I will have gambled and lost,” Thrawn said calmly. “But I have until that time
            to convince you that my goals and yours do indeed coincide.”
         

         
         “Interesting,” the Emperor murmured. “Tell me. If you served the Empire, yet a threat
            arose against your people, where would your loyalties lie? Which of us would command
            your allegiance?”
         

         
         “I see no conflict in the sharing of information.”

         
         “I’m not speaking of information,” the Emperor said. “I’m speaking of service.”

         
         There was a short pause. “If I were to serve the Empire, you would command my allegiance.”

         
         “What guarantee do you offer?”

         
         “My word is my guarantee,” Thrawn said. “Perhaps your servant can speak to the strength
            of that vow.”
         

         
         “My servant?” the Emperor asked, his eyes flicking to Parck.

         
         “I do not refer to Captain Parck,” Thrawn said. “I speak of another. Perhaps I assumed
            incorrectly that he was your servant. Yet he always spoke highly of Chancellor Palpatine.”
         

         
         The Emperor leaned forward a little, his yellowish eyes glittering. “And his name?”

         
         “Skywalker,” Thrawn said. “Anakin Skywalker.”
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         AN ENTIRE GENERATION HAS PROSPERED DURING AN ERA OF PEACE. THE NEW REPUBLIC, GOVERNED BY THE GALACTIC SENATE, 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.

         
         ONLY THE GREATEST HEROES OF THE WAR ARE STILL HONORED BY ALL. A CEREMONY HONORING THE MEMORY OF BAIL ORGANA HAS DRAWN THE SENATE TOGETHER IN RARE HARMONY. IT IS A DAY OF CELEBRATION, BUT EVEN NOW, THE DIVISIONS AMONG THE WORLDS OF THE GALAXY
               ARE GROWING WIDER….

      

   

         
         I

         

         
         “When we look back upon the war against the Empire—upon the billions of lives lost—sometimes it seems as though nothing could
               ever have been worth the terrible price we paid. But when we think of those people
               who perished in the conflict, let us remember that they died for justice. For liberty.
               For the extraordinary peace we now enjoy.” Senator Tai-Lin Garr held out his arms,
            taking in the entire celebration on Hosnian Prime: the brilliant sunshine, the aquamarine
            sky, the countless citizens of a thousand different species gathered together beneath
            the colorful flags of their worlds. The beauty and promise of the New Republic seemed
            to be laid before them all. “This is what we fought for.”

         
         Everyone applauded. Many cheered.

         
         Senator Leia Organa clapped along with the rest and thought, Too bad it’s falling apart.

         
         To the majority of the observers, most of them among the enormous number of citizens
               who had traveled to Hosnian Prime for the dedication ceremony and concert, the many
               senators clustered in the stands would appear to be a sign of solidarity and strength.
               Planets from the Core Worlds to the Outer Rim were represented; humans wore the cloaks,
               robes, and ceremonial gear of countless different cultures as they watched the ceremony
               alongside species from the Aqualish to the Ithorian, from the large-eyed Mon Calamari
               to the small, woolly Ashaftan, in what looked like perfect unity. Leia’s sharper eyes
               traced the invisible line between the two halves of the gathering: Centrist senators
               on one side, Populist senators like herself on the other. The physical gap couldn’t
               have been measured, but the philosophical one widened every day. Soon that gap would
               broaden into a crevasse, one deep enough to reveal how fragile the peace really was.

         
         Stop it. Leia forced herself to think positively. Rationally. Galactic politics has always had its parties, factions, divisions. It always will.
               Not every ideological conflict leads to a complete governmental breakdown.

         
         But the unease that stirred just beneath the glossy surface of this ceremony reminded
            her of the final days of the Imperial Senate. Polite words cloaking implied threats,
            a near-complete lack of trust among worlds; the mood felt all too familiar.
         

         
         Then again, the Imperial Senate actually made decisions once in a while. See? History
               isn’t repeating itself after all, she thought sourly.
         

         
         Leia took pleasure in exactly one aspect of this gathering: the new statue they had
            come together to dedicate. The seventy-meter-high statue had been carved of Jelucani
            fogstone, which sparkled transparent as diamond in bright light, then turned a pale,
            opaque gray-green in darkness. As Tai-Lin finished his speech to applause, a cloud
            passed in front of the sun. The fogstone’s glitter dimmed to reveal the fine detail
            on the statue of Bail Organa, portrayed in his robes of the office of viceroy of Alderaan
            and with a hand outstretched toward all peoples, in classic hagiographic form. Yet
            his face had been as accurately and lovingly carved as the most intimate portrait.
            Maybe the different senators and planets could agree on little any longer, but at
            least her father’s legacy endured.
         

         
         Tai-Lin nodded to Leia as his pod hovered back into place; for ceremonial functions,
               such pods were allowed, though their use in the Senate was now considered “overly
               hierarchical.” His nod served as both an acknowledgment that her turn had come and
               genuine encouragement. She gave him a quick smile before she pressed the controls
               that would bring her pod forward from the stands and focus the amplifier droids on
               her voice. A warm breeze fluttered the dark-blue folds of her cape and gown as Leia
               stood before the gathering.

         
         “I stand before you not only as a senator, but also as Bail Organa’s daughter.” Leia’s
            voice rang out, clear and strong, revealing none of the doubts that had haunted her
            day. “And yet everything I have done in my career as a senator has been rooted in
            the valuable lessons he taught me about courage. About strength. About leadership.”
         

         
         Leadership was something the Senate badly needed at present. Mon Mothma had remained
               hugely influential even after her term as chancellor…more so than Leia had realized
               before Mon Mothma’s illness. Without someone able to bridge philosophical gaps and
               create consensus, the political process they’d forged for the New Republic was showing
               its weaknesses.

         
         She continued speaking smoothly as the flags flapped in the strong breeze. “He stood
               as viceroy of Alderaan at the beginning of a dark time for our entire galaxy.” A hush
               fell over the crowd at the mention of her dead planet’s name. Leia pretended not to
               notice. Her pod hovered so high above the ground that the hundred thousand people
               from a thousand species and worlds, vibrant in their individual skins, scales, and
               furs, were indistinct to her now—a mass of color and noise, hard to connect with.
               But Leia tried. “He helped Mon Mothma create the Rebel Alliance, even while still
               fighting valiantly to preserve what little integrity and authority the Imperial Senate
               had left. I have no doubt that he would have continued the battle alongside our rebel
               soldiers if he had not so cruelly been taken from us in the destruction of my homeworld.”

         
         She continued, “It was my privilege to know him as both a leader and a father. As
            proud as I am to think of his courageous stand against Palpatine’s tyranny, I also
            smile every time I remember how he used to get down on the floor to play blocks with
            his little girl.” Fond laughter rippled through the audience.
         

         
         Good. She’d woken the crowd, won them over. Time for Leia to say the words her listeners
            wouldn’t want to hear.
         

         
         “He taught me so much about politics, leadership, and war, but above all he taught
            me that no price is too great to pay for our ideals. Bail Organa was willing to die
            if that meant the Empire would fall. He believed in the New Republic we have been
            able to create, and in the promise of fair, equal government for everyone under the
            law.” Applause welled up, and Leia paused to let it subside before continuing. “He
            believed in unity, and he knew that unity came at the cost of compromise. Mon Mothma,
            one of his earliest and most enduring allies, shared those convictions and let them
            guide her leadership of the Senate. She wanted the worlds of the New Republic to find
            balance, and to always seek the middle ground where we can work together for a better
            tomorrow.”
         

         
         This won more applause, but the sound was muted now. Populists and Centrists agreed
            on only one point these days: compromise was for the weak.
         

         
         Leia looked at the statue and imagined herself speaking directly to Bail Organa as
            she concluded. “My father gave us one legacy more precious than any other—a galactic
            peace. All of us here today have inherited the responsibility to preserve that peace
            from this day forward. Only by doing so can we truly honor and remember him.”
         

         
         Applause and cheers welled up, deafeningly loud, in a display of enthusiasm greater
            than any Leia had seen in a long time. Had people actually heard her message? Did
            they understand how fragile peace had become? Would they now urge their senators to
            overcome their endless petty bickering and finally give the galaxy the leadership
            it deserved?
         

         
         Then she heard the high, silvery sound of X-wing fighters overhead. The military air
            show had begun. That was why the crowds were cheering. They hadn’t heard her last words at all.
         

         
         That was…a disappointment. But not a surprise.

         
         As the X-wings split into a dramatic new formation, Leia sighed and hit the control
            that would levitate her pod back into the senatorial stands. If nobody was listening,
            she might as well enjoy the show.
         

         
         —

         
         “You’re such a pessimist, Leia,” Senator Varish Vicly insisted after the ceremony,
            as various leaders milled around the base of the glittering statue of Bail Organa.
            Like all Lonerans, Varish had long, silky fur the color of gold and a quartet of thin,
            extended limbs that allowed her to walk on two feet or all fours with equal ease.
            Now she ambled along on only two, the better to keep waving and shaking hands. “Of
            course people cheered for the air show! X-wing maneuvers are more exciting than the
            best speech ever made.”
         

         
         Leia tucked a stray lock of hair back into her one long braid. “I just wish we could
            get people to listen.”
         

         
         “Look at it this way.” Varish’s golden fur fluttered in the breeze, and her long,
               narrow face split in a wide smile for someone waving in the distance. “People love
               the X-wing pilots because they think of them as the great fighters of the Rebellion.
               See? People haven’t forgotten the war. It’s just that it was all so very long ago.”

         
         “I suppose it was.” Leia remembered sitting in the Senate as a fourteen-year-old junior
               legislator and feeling sure she was the youngest person among all those thousands;
               these days, she sometimes felt like the oldest. The war had taken a toll on her generation,
               culling so many who would otherwise have gone on to lead. Among the crowds and the
               Senate itself were many who hadn’t even been born when the Battle of Endor was fought.

         
         Leia ought to have felt that her obsolescence stood as a badge of honor. The populace
            couldn’t have become so complacent without decades of relative peace, which had been
            given to them by the New Republic. But she couldn’t relax. Couldn’t stop worrying.
            That was what happened when someone grew up on the run, under siege, always expecting
            capture or death at any moment. Paranoia became the only way of seeing the world,
            unable to ever be fully set aside.
         

         
         “Come, now. If you don’t cheer up before dinner, I’ll seat you next to Count Jogurner,
            see if I won’t—Oh, Feleen, over here!” Varish squeezed Leia’s arm once before darting
            into the crowd to greet yet another of her political friends.
         

         
         Leia shook her head in fond resignation. Behind her seemingly frivolous interests,
            Varish Vicly was a person of integrity, as staunch a Populist as Leia herself, and
            one of the very few senators it was actually fun to spend time with (unlike, for instance,
            Count Jogurner, who meant well but could not converse at length on any subject other
            than Cheedoan whiskeys.) But she wasn’t a good audience for Leia’s darker fears.
         

         
         Nobody wants to hear about the war any longer, Leia told herself. No one wants to be afraid of more chaos and turmoil. Isn’t this what I fought for—so
               they wouldn’t have to be afraid?

         
         She scanned the crowd, picking out friend and enemy alike. Tai-Lin Garr, conspicuous
            in his trademark scarlet cloak, listened gravely to a group of spectators who had
            apparently come all the way from Tai-Lin’s home planet of Gatalenta. His thick black
            hair was pulled back into a topknot; his dark eyes were thoughtful, even solemn, in
            a way that did not conflict with the gentle smile on his face. Nearby stood a cluster
            of Centrist senators fawning over one of their movement’s rising stars, a young politician
            from Riosa named Ransolm Casterfo. Certainly Casterfo cut a dashing figure. He was
            tall, handsome, charismatic, and only thirty-two years old—an age that had once sounded
            mature to Leia, and now seemed impossibly young. Too young to have fought in the war,
            or to have any substance whatsoever, but apparently the Centrists chose their new
            figureheads by asking themselves who would look best in their propaganda. Leia’s mood
            brightened when, in the far distance, she spied Admiral Ackbar. He’d made the voyage
            all the way to Hosnian Prime for the ceremony, though he was now in his eighties—but
            of course he wouldn’t have let anything keep him from honoring Bail Organa. Leia began
            pushing through the throng toward him, hoping for a chance to catch up with someone
            else who remembered the old days.
         

         
         “Princess Leia?” The melodious voice calling Leia’s name would have sounded alluring
            to most people. Only Leia’s diplomatic training allowed her to keep from cringing.
            “Princess Leia, if I could have a word?”
         

         
         Leia managed to put on a convincing smile before she turned. “Lady Carise. What can
            I do for you?”
         

         
         Lady Carise Sindian, senator from the Centrist world Arkanis, was of the same generation
            as Ransolm Casterfo but came across as even younger. Perhaps that impression of immaturity
            came from Lady Carise’s priorities, rather than her lovely face. Her long, silvery
            robes were embroidered with jewels, displaying her world’s wealth and power, in contrast
            with Leia’s simpler and more elegant blue.
         

         
         Lady Carise began, “We must discuss the governorship of Birren. As you know, Lord
            Mellowyn has passed away—”
         

         
         “Of course. I was sorry to hear of it.” Lord Mellowyn had been a distant kinsman of
            Bail Organa. Over the years, Leia had made a few trips to visit him, since Mellowyn
            had been one of the few people who still remembered her father and had called him
            friend.
         

         
         (When she thought of her father, she thought only of Bail Organa. He had been her
            father in spirit, and surely that was more important than anything else.)
         

         
         “Well, the governorship passes down through the elder bloodlines….” Lady Carise began,
            her dark-brown eyes alight at the thought of royal titles. Virtually no one took the
            concept of hereditary nobility seriously any longer, not even the other members of
            the Elder Houses. However, Lady Carise seemed unable to imagine any greater honor.
            “But, as Lord Mellowyn had no children, the title has now passed to you.”
         

         
         Leia covered her mouth as if in surprise. Really she hoped to conceal her dismay.
            One of the few things she remembered about Birren was that their rituals invariably
            lasted for several weeks. Birren was a small, sleepy Inner Rim world that might provide
            an excellent vacation spot…but a frustrating exile for a senator with important work
            to do. “The title is purely ceremonial now, isn’t it? I can’t imagine that the people
            of Birren are in any hurry to replace a figurehead governor.”
         

         
         “But the title!” Lady Carise’s eyes widened. Maybe unconsciously, she shook her head—tsk, tsk. “How can we deny the people the certainty, the reassurance, of knowing that this
               ancient tradition is being upheld?”

         
         “I’ll task my staff with looking into this immediately.” This was Leia’s stock escape
            for official conversations she wanted to end; it sounded official but promised nothing.
            Lady Carise smiled and nodded as she turned away, satisfied for now.
         

         
         The X-wings streaked overhead again. Although the air show had ended, the pilots were
            still showing off, enjoying themselves. For now they required no greater purpose,
            no sacred duty, only the sheer exhilaration of flight.
         

         
         How long has it been since I was that carefree? Leia thought. Was I ever?

         
         Probably not.

         
         —

         
         The brief window between the ceremony and Varish’s dinner for the Populist senators
            gave Leia no chance to relax. Instead, she needed to meet with her staff. Fortunately,
            there she could at least count on rational conversation.
         

         
         Mostly.

         
         “What a marvelous celebration!” C-3PO shuffled through the broad oval of Leia’s state
               office. Afternoon sunlight streamed through the windows, gilding the white-on-white
               furnishings; the droid’s golden metal plating shone as though he were new. “Such an
               illustrious gathering. I daresay everyone in attendance will share the memory with
               their grandchildren someday.”

         
         “Never imagined this,” Han had murmured, sitting up in their bed late at night, Ben’s
               tiny head resting in the crook of his father’s arm. “Having a kid. Even wanting a
               kid. But now he’s here, and—”

         
         “And you’re a dad.” Leia had leaned closer, unable to resist the chance to tease her
               husband. “Just think, hotshot. Someday you might even be a granddad.”

         
         Han’s chuckle had warmed her. “Speak for yourself, sweetheart. Me, I ain’t ever getting
               that old.”

         
         “Princess Leia?”

         
         Leia snapped out of her reverie, back into the here and now. “I apologize, Greer.
            It’s been a long day. You were saying?”
         

         
         Greer Sonnel, Leia’s assistant, continued as smoothly as if her boss had not just
               spent several seconds lost in thought. “You’ve been invited to the reception for Senator
               Bevicard on Coruscant, which I said you would consider. Shall I refuse immediately
               or tomorrow?”

         
         “Give it until tomorrow.” It didn’t do to become too predictable. Greer nodded, her
            fingers dexterously working on her datapad.
         

         
         Her thick, blue-black hair had been tucked into a simple bun, and the coarsely woven
            shawl she wore over her bodysuit came from her rugged homeworld of Pamarthe. Greer
            preferred the plain and practical, always; Leia knew she was finding her transition
            to work in the Senate difficult, probably because there was so much formality and
            even more nonsense. However, Greer had always risen to a challenge, and she had sharpened
            her diplomatic skills in the past several months. “Shall I refuse with ordinary politeness
            or extra courtesy?”
         

         
         “Extra, I think. Honesty deserves courtesy. Bevicard’s a snake, but he doesn’t lie
            about what he is.” Leia shook her head ruefully. “That’s about as much as you can
            expect from a Centrist these days.”
         

         
         “But—” Korr Sella—Sondiv’s daughter and the office intern, only sixteen years old—caught
            herself and shrank back. “Excuse me, Princess Leia. I spoke out of turn.”
         

         
         “You’ll find I’m not a stickler for protocol, Korrie.” From the corner of her eye,
            Leia saw C-3PO swiveling his torso toward her, no doubt appalled to think of anyone,
            anywhere, ignoring protocol. “What is it you were going to say?”
         

         
         At first the girl looked so stricken that Leia feared she’d put her in an awkward
            position. Before she could withdraw her question, however, Korrie found her courage.
            “I was going to say, shouldn’t you accept the invitation? To help build friendships
            and consensus between Centrists and Populists?”
         

         
         “In an ideal galaxy, yes. Unfortunately, that’s not the galaxy we live in.” Leia sounded
            so jaded she even disgusted herself. More gently, she said, “The invitation was symbolic,
            not genuine. If I actually accepted, Bevicard would be mortified.”
         

         
         Korrie nodded, but her expression remained uneasy. “Are the two parties really that
               far apart?”

         
         Leia leaned back in her chair, rubbing her sore neck. If only Varish weren’t hosting
               a banquet tonight, so she could let down her hair. “I’m afraid they really are.”

         
         “Oh.” Korrie bowed her head, but not before Leia caught a glimpse of the girl’s confusion
            and dismay.
         

         
         I was that young, once. I believed so strongly in the power of government to accomplish
               anything. Leia had joined the Imperial Senate at fourteen; she hadn’t completely given up on
            the rule of law in the Empire until the moment she saw Alderaan die in front of her
            eyes. How I miss that feeling—the sense that justice would always win in the end.

         
         “I’ve prepared a statement on the dedication for us to send to the planetary news
            services. You can take a look and let me know what edits you’d like, if any.” Greer
            tapped her datapad, sending the document to Leia. There was no need. Leia knew exactly
            what it would say, just as she knew the precise, subtle shades of spin the Centrist
            senators would put on their own statements. “That more or less wraps up our business
            for this afternoon, Princess Leia. You have another hour before Senator Vicly’s banquet.
            What would you like to do next?”
         

         
         Leia realized the answer only moments before it came out of her mouth. “I want to
            quit.”
         

         
         Korrie frowned. Greer paused before she said, “I beg your pardon, ma’am? You want
            to quit—having this meeting, or—”
         

         
         “I want to leave the Senate. To leave government completely.” An exhilarating, unfamiliar
            sensation blossomed within Leia. Maybe this was what freedom felt like. “I want to quit.”

      

   

         
         II

         

         
         Han said, “Now, this I gotta hear.”
         

         
         The uplink between Hosnian Prime and the Theron system was clear tonight: no static,
            no delays. Leia could see her husband’s face clearly, and behind him the broad window
            of his temporary quarters on Theron. His gray jacket lay across a nearby chair, and
            the amber liquid in a slender glass on the table was most likely Corellian brandy.
            Small, darting lights in the night sky behind Han were no doubt podracers getting
            some practice weaving in and out of the planet’s famous spiral stone formations.
         

         
         None of that mattered compared with the sight of Han’s smile. Despite the skeptical
            tone of his voice, Leia recognized the light in his eyes.
         

         
         “The Senate is turning into a political quagmire.” She folded her legs beneath her
            on the sofa and began unbraiding her hair, a lengthy process she had always found
            calming. “And it’s our own fault. After Palpatine, nobody wanted to hand over that
            much power again, so we don’t have an executive, only a chancellor with no real authority.
            Mon Mothma got things done through sheer charisma, but almost every chancellor since
            her has been…”
         

         
         Han finished the sentence for her: “Useless.”

         
         “Pretty much.” At the time, Leia had been grateful for Mon Mothma’s leadership, but
            now she realized that one individual’s ability had disguised the fundamental flaws
            in the New Republic’s system. If Mon Mothma had stepped aside earlier, might they
            have realized their errors? Amended the constitution in time? At this late date, it
            was impossible to know. “The conflict between the parties gets worse every day. Most
            Centrists and Populists are still polite to each other, but barely. Every debate on
            the Senate floor turns into an endless argument over ‘tone’ or ‘form’ and never about
            issues of substance—”
         

         
         Han kept nodding, but his eyes were starting to glaze over. By this point in their
            marriage, Leia could predict down to the nanosecond when Han’s patience for all things
            political would run out.
         

         
         Now, finally, she was just as sick of it as he was.

         
         “So why shouldn’t I quit?” Leia loosed the final strands of her long hair, allowing
            it to tumble free to her waist. “Nothing keeps me from resigning in the middle of
            my term. I could announce that I’m stepping down sometime in the next few weeks, which
            would give me time to tie up loose ends before an interim election has been called.
            Greer already agreed to draft an announcement—well, she kept calling it a ‘hypothetical’
            announcement. She doesn’t think I’ll actually follow through.”
         

         
         “Neither do I,” said Han, not unkindly. “Listen, Leia, I never understood exactly
            what you got out of politics, but you must get something out of it, because it’s been your whole life.”
         

         
         “Since I was fourteen.” As a girl she had been so proud to represent Alderaan. So
            impatient for her chance to do something meaningful. Why hadn’t she taken a little
            more time to simply be a kid? Even princesses could have fun sometimes—her mother
            had tried to tell her that, from time to time, but Leia had never listened—
         

         
         Han continued, “You’ve been fed up with the Senate before. I’ve heard you gripe about
            factions and deadlock a thousand times. But it’s not like you to give up.”
         

         
         “This isn’t giving up. It’s just…facing facts.” Leia sighed as she took up her hairbrush
            and began working out the few tangles at the ends. By now a few strands of steely
            gray shone in her brown hair. “I can’t do this forever, Han. Eventually my time in
            the Senate has to come to an end. Why not now?”
         

         
         Han’s face filled more of the screen as he leaned forward, perhaps to study her expression.
            Although he still looked skeptical, she could tell he had begun to play with the idea
            in his mind. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but—what would you do with yourself?”
         

         
         It was a fair question. Leia had given so much of her life to the Rebellion and then
            the New Republic that even she had sometimes wondered whether she had anything left.
         

         
         But she did, of course.

         
         “I’ve been thinking.” She pretended to mull the question over. “What if I decided
            to go flying around the galaxy with some scoundrel?”
         

         
         Han raised his eyebrows and pointed toward his own chest. Leia laughed. “Unless you
            had another scoundrel in mind.”
         

         
         “Hey, hey. I’m the only scoundrel up for the job.” He shook his head in—surprise?
            Disbelief? Leia wasn’t sure. What mattered most was the warmth in his smile. Even
            if Han wasn’t convinced she intended to do this, he liked the idea.
         

         
         Down deep, buried where she could almost ignore the fear, Leia hadn’t been sure he
            would.
         

         
         They’d been apart too often in their marriage. Too long. Han’s restlessness had been
               a large part of that, but he couldn’t take all of the blame. Leia had remained stuck
               here, mired in the political muck. Now she could finally do her part to change things
               for them.

         
         “You really think you’d enjoy the life of a racer?” Han asked. “Bouncing around from
            one system to the next, working on ships, never knowing where you’re headed next?”
         

         
         “Doesn’t sound that different from being a member of the Rebel Alliance.”

         
         “Maybe not,” Han conceded with a tilt of his head. “Still, it’s a pretty wild ride.
            You sure you’re ready?”
         

         
         This was something of an exaggeration. Han often raced for charity, and he was as
               likely to sponsor a match as he was to compete in one. He’d traveled to Theron to
               oversee the prestigious piloting championships known as the Five Sabers, which tested
               skills on everything from starfighter atmospheric runs to hyperspace orienteering.
               In other words: Han Solo was in charge of enforcing the rules. Although he ran his shipping company on the go, he was a far more vigilant, responsible
               owner than he liked to let on. The life he led these days took him all around the
               galaxy, but it was a far cry from the dangerous existence of a smuggler.

         
         Compared with stagnating in the Senate? Han’s world sounded like paradise.
         

         
         “Freedom and adventure.” She sighed. “Yeah. I’m ready.”

         
         Han studied her for a few moments, then began to grin. “You realize—after three months
            on the same ship, we’re gonna kill each other.”
         

         
         Leia leaned closer to the terminal so he would see the wickedness in her smile. “But
            won’t those three months be fun?”
         

         
         She was thinking of a sublight run they’d undertaken together early in their marriage,
            which had begun with a great deal of bickering. However, all that time alone, with
            no one to interrupt them, had eventually led to much more enjoyable pursuits. Given
            the timing, she was fairly sure those pursuits had directly led, some months later,
            to Ben’s birth.
         

         
         “Oh, we’ll have fun.” Han brushed his fingers near the holocam, as if he could touch
            her face. “You better believe it.”
         

         
         —

         
         The next day, in the Senate, Leia found herself remembering the way Han had said that,
            turning it over and over in her mind like a young girl daydreaming. Of course she
            was being ridiculous, and she was rarely so easily distracted while the Senate was
            in session.
         

         
         Then again, the Senate gave her very little worth concentrating on, these days.

         
         Clapping from the Centrist benches drew her back into the here and now. Via the console
            at her position in the broad, flat, and utterly maddening Senate chamber, she could
            see screen images and holos of Ransolm Casterfo as he bowed to the cheers of his colleagues,
            ignoring the stoic silence of the Populists. Leia mentally replayed the last few words
            he’d spoken…yes, he’d been complaining about the number of Populist speakers at the
            statue-dedication ceremony. In other words, he’d said the exact same thing every other
            Centrist senator had said so far today, albeit more eloquently. For all their applause,
            the Centrists were no more interested or engaged than the Populists; they responded
            by rote. As she scanned the vast chamber and all its representatives from its multiplicity
            of worlds, Leia thought they looked like a theater audience struggling to endure the
            last act of a dull play.
         

         
         “How many Centrist speakers have there been now?” she murmured under her breath to
               C-3PO, who occasionally accompanied her to record the proceedings—not that there was
               much worth recording.

         
         “Seventeen, all of whom addressed irregular protocol during the dedication ceremony,”
            C-3PO said with his usual cheer at being able to supply an exact answer. Then he turned
            his golden head toward her and added, in a lower tone, “I must say, their attention
            to these points of etiquette seems…excessive.”
         

         
         Leia nearly groaned. C-3PO thought they were overdoing protocol? That was a very bad sign.
         

         
         She touched the small screen in her pod that would show her the order of business
            for the day, then straightened. For once, the senators would be expected to stop talking
            and listen.
         

         
         The speaker droids intoned at once, “Acknowledged on the floor, Yendor of Ryloth,
               emissary to the Senate.”

         
         Leia sat up straighter as Yendor walked in. Tall for a Twi’lek, he made an imposing
            figure with his long blue lekku hanging from his head down the back of his deep-brown
            cloak. Although the Senate floor was more than a hundred meters in front of her, she
            could see him well thanks to the various screens and holos displaying his image on
            her console—some in different wavelengths, for those species whose eyes differed greatly
            from those of humans. She had known Yendor slightly during the war, when he had served
            as an X-wing pilot. Although Leia doubted they had spoken more than two dozen times, right now the mere
               sight of someone from the days of battle cheered her.

         
         “To the esteemed representatives of the Galactic Senate, greetings.” Yendor stood
            tall and straight, despite his advancing years and the long staff he used to steady
            himself. “The history of my planet and my people is well known. For centuries, we
            suffered under the oppression of the Hutts and their criminal enterprises. The Empire’s
            domination doubled our difficulties. Only in the past few decades, in the era of the
            New Republic, have we been able to assert our own independence and our own rule. Though
            we stand apart from you, we salute you, and appreciate the peace the New Republic
            has given to the galaxy.”
         

         
         Leia applauded, as did many others—both Populists and Centrists. Ryloth was an independent
            world, apart from the New Republic, and so one that could not be said to belong to
            either party. Besides, the Hutts had earned bipartisan loathing.
         

         
         Yendor bowed his head briefly, acknowledging the response, before he continued. “Now,
            however, our independence is again endangered. The Hutts have lost much of their old
            power, which means others are rushing in to fill the gap. Of these, the most dangerous
            are those cartels run by the Niktos.”
         

         
         “The Niktos served the Hutts for centuries,” C-3PO said to her. Leia understood this
            perfectly well, but she didn’t waste time interrupting him to say so. She knew the droid well enough to be sure he’d keep talking anyway. “They’ve never
               had a truly independent government of their own. Hardly even a world of their own,
               really.”

         
         Then Emissary Yendor’s tone took on a sharper edge. “Among the many promises the New
               Republic made after Palpatine’s fall was that organized crime would never again become
               as powerful a force as it had been during the age of the Empire. Financial regulations
               and comprehensive patrols of the shipping lanes were meant to protect Ryloth and every
               other world in the galaxy from large-scale criminal corruption. But those regulations
               are enforced only sporadically, and the patrols have yet to materialize, even though
               more than twenty years have passed. In that time, the cartels have begun to assert
               their power again.”

         
         Leia felt ashamed for her part in this and hoped others in the Senate did as well.
            By bickering over the minutiae—who would enforce what, and when, and how—the Senate
            had once again failed to take the bigger picture into account. Now the price of their
            inaction had come due, and it would be smaller, poorer worlds like Ryloth that had
            to pay most dearly. “One cartel in particular has become a risk to the commercial
            shipping lanes in our sector,” Yendor continued. “Although our information is incomplete,
            we believe this criminal organization already rivals that of any of the most powerful
            Hutts at the zenith of their influence. We know only that our pilots are being raided,
            that our merchants have been pressured for protection money, and that the cartel is
            led by a Kajain’sa’Nikto, known as Rinnrivin Di, operating at least in part from the
            planet Bastatha.”
         

         
         Low murmurs went through certain sections of the Senate chamber, from both parties.
            More of us should have heard of this guy, Leia realized, sitting up straighter. We should’ve been alerted to a cartel of such size long ago. But of course nobody had been paying attention to anything that really mattered.
            Frustration made her clench her jaw.
         

         
         Yendor held up his hand, both calling for their renewed attention and signaling the
            end of his address. “Today Rinnrivin’s cartel presents a danger to Ryloth’s future,
            and to free trade in our part of the galaxy. Tomorrow, however, it could threaten
            the rule of law in the New Republic itself, as the Hutts did in both the Old Republic
            and the Empire. Therefore, I ask for the Senate to investigate the reach and influence
            of Rinnrivin Di’s cartel and to take the actions necessary to restore order, on behalf
            of the Twi’leks of Ryloth—but for the benefit of us all.”
         

         
         The silence that followed lasted for only a few seconds…and then the Senate dissolved
            into an immense amount of talking, and very little listening. Senators jabbed commands
            into their terminals, and the sorter droids programmed to display viewpoints equally
            weighted from both parties flashed different ones onto the main screens.
         

         
         An Ottegan speaking through a vocoder that translated his words into humanlike speech:
            “How can we be sure the emissary’s information is accurate?”
         

         
         Senator Giller, an elderly, mustachioed Centrist who still wore his war medals every
            day: “There have been rumors of Twi’lek criminal enterprises as well! Maybe this is
            merely an attempt by the Twi’leks to force us to eliminate their rivals!”
         

         
         Lady Carise Sindian, with a jeweled hairband atop her head: “Senators are not lowly
            planetary constables to be sent out on every possible minor law enforcement errand.
            We must think of the dignity of our office. Are we to be reduced to mere investigators?”
         

         
         Varish Vicly, brushing back her golden fur: “This is an intrasystem matter. Even if
            the worlds involved belonged to the New Republic, as Ryloth and Bastatha do not, the
            Senate would be overreaching its authority by interfering.”
         

         
         Leia found herself remembering the stench of Jabba’s palace, where every breath had
            smelled of grease and smoke from half a dozen illegal substances. In her mind flickered
            the anguishing memory of Han frozen in carbonite, his grimace of pain as hard as stone—the
            raucous sound of laughter from those watching Luke fight for his life in the rancor’s
            den—and the heaviness of a metal collar tight around her neck.
         

         
         Ultimately she had hated Jabba the Hutt nearly as much as she’d hated Emperor Palpatine.
               But her loathing for Jabba had come to a far more satisfying conclusion.

         
         Leia saw Yendor of Ryloth leaning on his staff and realized, with a jolt, that he
               was wearier than he’d let on. He’d made this journey across the galaxy to speak to
               a governing body most Twi’leks still distrusted, all in the hope of changing something
               for his people. And the best response the Senate could give him was yet more bickering?
               Leia felt a galvanizing sense of purpose rush through her as the idea took shape in
               her mind. Maybe she could do one last bit of good before she resigned and left government
               forever.

         
         She rose to her feet, a signal to the moderator droids that a senator urgently wished
               to take the floor. Senators were not allowed to overuse this privilege, but Leia had
               not bothered to avail herself of it in months. Almost instantly, the hovering holodroids
               rushed toward her. From the corner of her eye she could see herself in her long white
               dress, graying hair roped in its braid down her back. How august and official she
               looked. How dignified. Nobody would have any reason to expect her to say anything
               that deviated from the party line.

         
         So it was with great satisfaction that Leia proclaimed, “Honored members of the Senate,
               it is my opinion that the emissary from Ryloth has brought an important matter to
               our attention, one that demands further inquiry. Therefore I volunteer to lead the
               investigation myself…and as such, will leave Hosnian Prime for Bastatha immediately.”

         
         Silence followed—out of what Leia expected was sheer astonishment. How long had it
               been since somebody in the Senate had stood up and actually offered to do something
               useful?

         
         Too long, she thought. But damn, it feels good.
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         The moment Greer Sonnel finished chugging her drink, she knew something was wrong.
            Normally, she savored the scorching rush as it burned down her throat, hitting her
            belly like a bomb and practically smoking out her nose. For any pilot from Pamarthe,
            there was no better augury of triumph than an empty cup of Port in the Storm. But
            this time, the heat ripped into her head and touched down behind her eyes like a tornado,
            scrambling her thoughts and making her dizzy as her empty cup hit the bar.
         

         
         Not again, she thought. Not today.

         
         Surrounded by dozens of pilots who’d love to take her down, her grin didn’t waver.
            She wouldn’t show weakness. Not now, not ever.
         

         
         As the other three clay cups slammed down on the rough wood, Greer held up her empty
            one. “To the Gauntlet. If it’s not me that wins, I hope it’s one of you bastards.”
         

         
         “To we, the pilots of Pamarthe!” Torret shouted, clinking his cup to hers.

         
         “To the bloody stone of Corellia. May we never taste it!” Bors growled.

         
         “To the losers!” Vee crowed. “Which is everybody but us.”

         
         Her three fellow Pamarthens were talented competitors, and Greer could honestly say
            she hoped none of them died today. The Gauntlet was a mysterious and dangerous race
            sponsored by Han Solo himself, and everyone knew it was the chum pit from which elite
            young pilots were chosen to add to teams for the Five Sabers. That had been Greer’s
            dream, ever since her parents had told her tales of flying for the rebels: to race
            in the Five Sabers and make them proud. With no war to fight, the fierce and restless
            children of Pamarthe had to be the best at something, and it might as well be the
            something with the biggest purse and the most renown.
         

         
         More and more bar-goers noticed the time and hurried from the room until only Greer’s
            table was left. They’d checked their ships down to the molecule; what good would worrying
            do? That wasn’t their way. No one stood until the warning gong sounded, giving them
            ten minutes. Even then, Greer and her friends sauntered toward the hangar. They might
            run to their ships, one day—if there was ever a war worth fighting again.
         

         
         At the open door, they parted to find their starfighters. Docking spots in the domed
            hangar had been assigned by lottery, the ships towed into place while the pilots waited.
            It was an odd setup—fifty ships in a circle, their noses pointed inward like the spokes
            of a wheel. Greer found her ship on the far side and didn’t stop walking when an unfamiliar
            young pilot dropped a spanner as she walked by. With her hips naturally swinging in
            her slim-fit flight suit and her ink-black hair pulled back in a chignon, Greer was
            used to it. She valued skill over beauty and preferred the looks they gave her rear
            cam after she left their ships in the stardust.
         

         
         A crude whistle drew her attention—and drew her hand to her knife. Turning slowly,
            as if she had all the time in the world, she gave the catcaller a dead-eyed stare
            that only went frostier when she recognized him. With a snort of derision, she continued
            walking.
         

         
         “You can’t ignore me forever,” Karsted called from a shiny black TIE fighter.

         
         “I can try,” she muttered.

         
         And who knew? Maybe her ruthless, narcissistic, cheating ex would crash his splashy
            ship and explode into a thousand pieces. That would be almost as satisfying as killing
            him herself.
         

         
         She walked past two more ships and stood before her newest obsession: the Ossifrage. The Gauntlet released specs required of entrant vessels every year, and Greer had
               blown what was left of her savings on what only looked like a piece of scrap. The
               ship had begun as an A-wing riddled with scars from its time fighting the Empire,
               and despite Greer’s extensive modifications, the Oss still wore its scorch marks like war paint. Greer climbed in, put on her helmet,
               and looked around the hangar, trying to puzzle out the race.

         
         That was the thing about the Gauntlet—every year, it changed. The previous year, it
               had involved dodging geysers over Cato Neimoidia’s stormiest ocean. The year before
               that, the racers had slugged through an abandoned city half buried in groundquake
               rubble and crawling with giant lizards. The pilots were given no clues other than
               specs for their ships and, at the starting line, a course map. After the final warning
               buzzer rang, a mechanized voice spoke into Greer’s helmet.

         
         “Welcome to the Gauntlet. This year’s course is named The Evil Eye. Your map will
               upload simultaneously with the race’s start. There are ten Eyes, and your score will
               depend on how many Eyes you can thread, weighted against your overall time. When the
               countdown is complete, the race begins. Ten. Nine….”

         
         Greer fired up the Oss and looked to the hangar door, but it was closed…and blocked by a green B-wing. Her
            heart kicked up a notch and her face went warm as she realized there was no way out.
            The floor appeared solid, and the dome didn’t seem to be made of any material that
            would allow it to open or change shape. And that meant…
         

         
         “Two. One. Go.”

         
         Light flooded the room as a circular hatch opened in the center of the dome’s roof,
            and Greer knew in an instant what she had to do. Slamming on the throttle, she pulled
            back hard and left burn marks on the floor as she aimed straight up for that hole
            of sky surrounded by blinking blue lights: the first Eye.
         

         
         The other pilots weren’t as quick to catch on, and Greer allowed herself a moment
            of triumph from the other side of the hangar, watching the strangely polite dance
            to get out a hatch that could accommodate only one starfighter at a time. Two ships
            got greedy and collided in a fireball, slowing down the rest of the swarm. Enough
            time to gloat; now she had to fly.
         

         
         The map sent her toward an icon of an eye, and she went for it at full speed, zooming
            far above the terrain of Corellia. Two other vessels were near, the rest following
            farther behind like crows trailing Pamarthen lions. It wasn’t long before her goal
            appeared—a hoop of blinking blue lights set at a bizarre angle. She needed to go through
            it to thread the Eye. As soon as she had, the map revealed that the next one was just
            out of orbit.
         

         
         So it was that sort of race, then? Swooping in and out of atmo? So be it. The Ossifrage could handle it, and so could Greer, who’d been performing such feats since she was
            old enough to “borrow” her mother’s beat-up Y-wing and joyride across the stormy seas
            of Pamarthe. She shot upward, into the clouds, determined to be the first pilot to
            hit the next target. The same two ships were close on her tail, Karsted’s TIE fighter
            and another A-wing similar to hers but far flashier, with modded fins and a metal
            coating that made it mirrorlike. Far behind them, several dozen ships were catching
            up. She wasn’t worried. They couldn’t beat her—not once she hit space and had room
            to run.
         

         
         “You guys okay?” she asked, already tuned to the agreed-upon channel shared by the
            Pamarthen racers.
         

         
         “Bors didn’t make it,” Vee said. “Scraped off in the hangar. Alive but pissed.”

         
         “Could be worse,” Torret added. “At least he’s already back to drinking.”

         
         “This is one hell of a course.” Greer paused for the fizz of unexpected heat that
            shouldn’t have accompanied hitting atmo and kept talking once she was in the black.
            “We’re looking at an orbital shipyard for number two.”
         

         
         “Feeling generous?” Torret asked.

         
         Greer chuckled. “Only because there’s no way you can catch me.”

         
         Being in space always put Greer in a good mood. Something about the vastness, the
               possibility, the glittering stars—it was where she was meant to be. And during the
               most important race in her entire life, thus far? All the better. She forced herself
               to ignore the worries that surfaced along with sweat along her hairline. She was fine.
               There was nothing wrong. Really.

         
         The other A-wing was creeping up as they neared the floating shipyard, abandoned and
            still. Only the Eye showed glowing lights.
         

         
         “That little wedge looks like it’s been in a trash heap since the Rebellion.”

         
         The voice in Greer’s helmet was male and unfamiliar, and it sounded amused. Since
            only two ships were in her view and she had Karsted’s channel blocked, the voice had
            to belong to the pilot of the other A-wing. Trash talk was nothing new, and she wouldn’t
            let it vex her. But that didn’t mean she was going to play nice, either.
         

         
         “And yours looks like it was dipped in a droid bath. Let me guess. It’s so you can
               see your reflection better?”

         
         He chuckled. “It’s not always about ego, kid.”

         
         “We’re pilots. It’s always about ego. Now shut up.”

         
         With an elegant swoop, she shot through the Eye, already on course for number four,
            which was back on Corellia. And, if she was reading the map right, underground.
         

         
         “Nice flying,” the man said.

         
         She was going to block his comm and ignore him along with Karsted, but he copied her
               loop so flawlessly that she had to admit he had skills. “Just try to keep up,” she
               said, as close as she’d come to a compliment.

         
         Greer pushed the Oss through atmo and almost closed her eyes for another swoon before she realized that
            dozens of ships were headed in her direction, burning hard for the Eye she’d just
            threaded. Oops. She had to focus. With time to spare, she flew a wide spiral to maximize
            her speed and avoid the other pilots. Just behind her, the other A-wing kept pace.
         

         
         “You okay?” the pilot asked.

         
         She ignored him and looked for her friends among the throng.

         
         “Kothan si!” Torret yelled as he shot past.
         

         
         “Kothan si!” Greer repeated the traditional Pamarthen greeting, which roughly translated to May you die at full throttle. “Wait. Where’s Vee?”
         

         
         “Lost her in the first Eye,” Torret said. “Skidded out. Probably alive.”

         
         “Blast. That’s two out.”

         
         “With two left. Loser buys the next round!”

         
         With that, he was gone, blazing upward. Greer aimed straight for the next Eye and
            savored the fall. She loved the mix of complete control and utter chaos when the ship
            was ruled half by fuel and half by gravity. Her stomach flipped, a stronger wave of
            heat throbbing behind her eyes and making her hands shake with sudden chills. There
            was no choice but to ignore it, to push it down. She opened her eyes and focused on
            the horizon, breathing deeply.
         

         
         “Is that you or the ship wobbling, kid? You buy some bad fuel or something?”

         
         “I think I sucked another pilot into an engine,” she answered, annoyed that the stranger
            had caught her moment of confusion.
         

         
         After a few beats of silence, he asked, “So why’d you help that guy, telling him about
            the next Eye?”
         

         
         Greer snorted. He was breaking her concentration. It wasn’t normal, talking so much
            to strangers during a race like this, even if they were capable fliers. And yet she
            didn’t feel like he was trying to pick her up, as per usual. He sounded genuinely
            curious.
         

         
         “He’s from my planet.”

         
         “A friend?”

         
         “If you mean I don’t want him to die, then yes. Wait.” She glanced at her comm. “How
            are you on our channel?”
         

         
         “It’s all open,” he said, ignoring the fact that it was supposed to be private. “Would
            you prefer I go public?”
         

         
         “No.” He was entertaining and a decent pilot, and talking to him kept her from thinking
            about the fever or Karsted. She was completely certain that the blinking red light
            on her comm was his repeated attempt to hail her—and heckle her. “One annoying pilot
            is better than thirty-six annoying pilots, thanks. Now shut up. It’s about to get
            tricky.”
         

         
         “Oh, good,” he said. “I was worried it was boring you.”

         
         The next Eye was underground. Breathing deeply, she dived the Ossifrage between the red stone walls, dodging rock formations. The A-wing stayed behind her,
            but Karsted suddenly burst past them both, using what had to be an illegal mod. He
            nudged her wing, forcing her to do a barrel roll to avoid exploding against the wall.
            When the cave yawned around the next corner, she shot inside, her hands shaking as
            she zipped underneath Karsted’s ship. If she was going to lose this race or die, it
            wasn’t going to be because of him, and it wasn’t going to be because of the mysterious
            illness that she’d been ignoring for months. Failure, like victory, would happen on
            her own terms.
         

         
         The A-wing pilot was quiet as she zoomed through the cave, turning sideways to zip
            between two stalactites, and beat them both through the Eye, which hung upside-down
            from the ceiling. The tunnel immediately curved and spit them out of a basalt cliff
            over furiously pounding waves.
         

         
         The next Eye was on an island’s rocky promontory. The one after that was in a city,
            strung between skyscrapers. She almost clipped a wing on the ivy-covered Eye in a
            canyon, then swooped back up to a floating circle of blue lights anchored to a weather
            balloon.
         

         
         If she’d been flying slowly, the course would’ve made a lovely tour of Corellia. As
               it was, she was pushing the Ossifrage to her limits—and her skills, too. The second time she swooped out of atmo and into
               space to head for an Eye floating in an asteroid field, the burning fever returned,
               so fast and hot that she blacked out for a split second and let go of the throttle.

         
         “You slacking off, kid? Trying to let me win? Breathe through your nose and focus
            on the horizon if you have trouble with atmo jumps.”
         

         
         It was the guy in the A-wing again, and he sounded worried. And no wonder. Her speed
               had fallen off, and Karsted’s TIE was almost past her. She slammed the throttle forward,
               knowing full well that she’d rather explode against an asteroid than let Karsted win.

         
         “I know what I’m doing. I just wanted to give the others a fighting chance,” she said,
            swallowing down her worries and focusing on dodging asteroids. Six more ships were
            visible behind her now, including Torret’s X-wing. The fever drained away as quickly
            as it had come, leaving her face cool and her hands steady, and that was all she needed
            to send her back into the zone, flying the Oss with the preternatural talent that had been her gift from day one.
         

         
         “Nice,” the stranger muttered as she slipped through the Eye, twirled around an asteroid,
            and raced back toward Corellia and the last Eye.
         

         
         “I couldn’t hear you in my wake.”

         
         His response was another chuckle. “Let me know how mine tastes.”

         
         Although the shiny A-wing had lingered behind her, now Greer got to see what the mysterious
               pilot could do. He plunged through the Eye, executed a perfect flip, and caromed past
               her with impossible speed. She was so impressed that she forgot to be jealous for
               a moment.

         
         “Did you add an extra engine?” she asked.

         
         “A little something new from Novaldex. They call this ship the Double-A. This is a
            test run.”
         

         
         “Nice,” she breathed, following him through atmo.

         
         Once Greer was back in blue sky over Corellia, the Ossifrage shuddered. Her instrument panel went berserk, lights beeping and alarms blaring.
            This time, at least, the source of the burn surging through her veins was clear: rage.
            Karsted’s TIE filled the screen. Her fist landed on the red comm button.
         

         
         “Did you just shoot me?”

         
         Karsted’s laugh dripped arrogance. “Of course not. No weapons allowed—you know that.
               Must’ve been a chunk falling off that relic of yours—into your right thruster, say.
               Or maybe you’re just not meant to be a pilot.”

         
         So he’d sabotaged her. And now her system showed something stuck in a thruster, causing
            her to veer right as she slowed down.
         

         
         “Oh, no! Is the great Greer Sonnel about to lose?” Karsted taunted.

         
         “Who’s this joker?” Double-A asked.

         
         Greer snorted. “My ex. If you have guns, please shoot him down and take his ship for
            scrap.”
         

         
         “Forget him. Look, your right thruster is blocked. You need to power off for ten seconds
               and restart with the throttle on hot and your right stabilizer maximized.”

         
         It made sense to her, but she’d never heard of this trick before. “Why should I trust
            you?” she asked as Karsted shot past her, hurtling toward the last Eye.
         

         
         “Because you know I’m right, and you know I could beat you if I wanted to. If you
            don’t trust me, trust your gut. But do it now, or you’re out of the running and that
            other guy wins.”
         

         
         Without a word, she powered off, the ship gliding forward as it lost altitude. Cold
            seeped into the cockpit, and Greer’s stomach dropped out as she counted to ten, her
            breath fogging the viewport. The Double-A slowed to pace her. When her countdown hit
            zero, she restarted and punched the right stabilizer as she pushed the throttle. The
            Ossifrage came back to life in a melee of alerts and jerked to the side as a tumbling sound
            ended with a loud bang on the right. The instrument panel went back to normal as the
            rest of the ships came into view in her rear cam.
         

         
         Greer exhaled in relief. “Where’d you learn that trick?”

         
         Double-A chuckled. “I used to have a hell of a copilot.”

         
         “I owe you one,” she said. “Both of you.”

         
         “Pay me back by beating the guy in the TIE.”

         
         Greer checked her map and her view. The last Eye was on the ground by the spaceport
            and larger than the others had been.
         

         
         “This seems too easy—” she started.

         
         The mechanized voice in her helmet said, “For the final Eye, double points will be awarded for two ships passing simultaneously
               through the sensors.”

         
         “Still trust me?” Double-A urged.

         
         Karsted had looped around, knowing that if he passed through alone, he had no hope
            of coming in first. Greer realized too late she’d neglected to close his comm.
         

         
         “You’d fly with a stranger instead of a Pamarthen?” he broke in. “Whatever happened
            in the past, we’re a good team. We’re from the same town. I was your first kiss. You
            know me. Let’s fly through together.”
         

         
         The three craft raced toward Corellia. Greer had mere seconds to make her choice.
            A stranger she liked or a known quantity she hated who would only use her to beat
            her own time? If nothing else, two A-wings would slip through the loop more easily
            than the bulky TIE.
         

         
         “I’m going with the A-wing,” she said. Her fist slammed the red button as Karsted
            called her a rude word in Huttese.
         

         
         “Okay, Double-A,” she said. “I’ll take top. You take bottom.”

         
         “Copy that. Let’s do it.”

         
         Greer angled the Oss upward and a bolt of light shot past, barely missing her ship.
         

         
         “That’s your ex and his illegal guns again, isn’t it? We need to lose him. Any ideas?”

         
         Racking her brain, Greer came up empty. With no weapons and no shields, what could
            they do? Damn Karsted and his blasted ego!
         

         
         “Wait. That’s it!” she cried. “Double-A, can you use your ship to blind him?”

         
         Double-A chuckled. “Good call, kid. You fly a loop and leave him to me.”

         
         Greer pulled back, shooting straight up and looping behind the black TIE fighter.
            The Double-A turned sideways and passed in front of Karsted, and Greer shut her eyes
            as the mirrorlike A-wing aimed a bright white flash across the TIE’s viewport. When
            she opened her eyes again, Karsted had slowed dramatically and veered off, and she
            dodged around him and back on course.
         

         
         “See? It’s not all about ego.”

         
         “We can debate that after we win the race,” she said.

         
         As they swooped into position, the Double-A slowed to match her speed, the ships flying
            across the grassland with less than a meter between the stranger’s cockpit and Greer’s
            hull. Her hands were steady, her head mercifully clear after the raging fevers and
            dizziness that she could no longer ignore. Her chin jutted out when they threaded
            the final Eye as smoothly as if they’d been flying together forever.
         

         
         Greer’s map changed, directing her back to the dome where the race had begun. She
            couldn’t stop smiling. She’d won! Or if not won, tied. And even if ties weren’t acceptable
            on Pamarthe, such skillfully coordinated flying infused her with a sense of triumph.
            When she got back home, she’d go to a medcenter and find the cause of her illness—and
            the cure. Flying like this was her everything, and she wasn’t going to let some stupid
            fever slow her down. At least it wasn’t bloodburn. It couldn’t be. That was a weakness
            she would never allow.
         

         
         “Nice flying, Greer.”

         
         “Nice flying, Double-A.” Then she caught it. “Wait. How do you know my name?”

         
         The other A-wing swooped in, side by side, the pilot saluting her from his cockpit.
            He’d taken off his helmet to reveal gray hair and a cocky, lopsided smile.
         

         
         “The name’s Han Solo,” he said. “And I’d like to talk to you about joining my team
               for the Five Sabers.”
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         THE EMPIRE IS IN CHAOS. AS THE OLD ORDER CRUMBLES, THE FLEDGLING NEW REPUBLIC SEEKS A SWIFT END TO THE GALACTIC CONFLICT. MANY IMPERIAL LEADERS HAVE FLED FROM THEIR POSTS, HOPING TO ESCAPE JUSTICE IN THE FARTHEST
               CORNERS OF KNOWN SPACE.

         
         PURSUING THESE IMPERIAL DESERTERS ARE NORRA WEXLEY AND HER TEAM OF UNLIKELY ALLIES. AS MORE AND MORE OFFICERS ARE ARRESTED, PLANETS ONCE CRUSHED BENEATH THE EMPIRE’S HEEL NOW HAVE HOPE FOR THE FUTURE. AND NO HOPE IS GREATER THAN THAT OF THE WOOKIEES OF KASHYYYK. HEROES OF THE REBELLION HAN SOLO AND CHEWBACCA HAVE GATHERED A TEAM OF SMUGGLERS AND SCOUNDRELS TO FREE KASHYYYK FROM ITS IMPERIAL SLAVERS ONCE AND FOR ALL.

         
         MEANWHILE, THE REMNANTS OF THE EMPIRE—NOW UNDER THE CONTROL OF GRAND ADMIRAL RAE SLOANE AND HER POWERFUL, SECRET ADVISER—PREPARE TO UNLEASH A TERRIFYING COUNTERSTRIKE.
               IF SUCCESSFUL, THE NEW REPUBLIC MAY NEVER RECOVER, AND ANARCHY WILL BE LOOSED UPON THE GALAXY IN ITS GREATEST
               TIME OF NEED….

      

   

         
         I

         

         
         Leia paces.
         

         
         The Chandrilan sun burns a bright line around her drawn shades. In the center of the
            room sits a blue glass holoplatform—it remains quiet. She comes here every day at
            the same time waiting for a transmission. She should’ve heard from Han by now. He’s
            days past their scheduled talk and—
         

         
         The platform flickers to life.

         
         “Leia,” says a shimmering hologram as it resolves from erratic voxels into the form
            of her husband.
         

         
         “Han,” she says, stepping close into transmission range. “I miss you.”
         

         
         “I miss you, too.”

         
         The way he says it, though—something’s wrong. There’s a dark edge to his voice. In
            it she senses desperation. No, not just that. Anger lurks there, too. The anger isn’t
            pointed at her. Even from here her feelings reach out and find him, and she senses
            an anger turning inward, like a knife twisted toward one’s own belly. He’s mad at himself.

         
         She knows what he’s about to tell her.

         
         “I still haven’t found him,” Han says. Chewbacca is missing. Two months back, Han told her that he had a shot to do what the New Republic wouldn’t:
               liberate Chewie’s home planet of Kashyyyk from the chains of the Empire. She told him to wait, to think about it, but he said the time was now and that an
            old smuggler had info—a woman named Imra, whom Leia told him not to trust.
         

         
         Turns out she was right.

         
         “You still in the Outer Rim?” Leia asks.

         
         “Edges of Wild Space. I have a few leads, but it’s not looking good.” 

         
         She pleads with him: “Come home, Han. I’m working on the Senate. If we can get them
               to vote, we can push on Kashyyyk—and maybe find Chewbacca and the others in the process.
               Testimony from a general like yourself will help to sway them—”

         
         “It didn’t sway them before.”

         
         “So we try again.”

         
         The hologram shakes its head. “That’s not who I am. I’m not a general. I’m just some
            pirate.”
         

         
         “Don’t say that. Everyone here knows how you led the Alliance team on Endor. They
            know you as a general, not as a—”
         

         
         “Leia, I resigned my commission.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “I have to do this my way. This is on me, Leia. I have my job to do and you have yours. You take care of the Republic. I’ll
            find Chewie.”
         

         
         “No, no, no, don’t you do this. I’ll come to you. Tell me where you are. Tell me what
            you need.”
         

         
         A slow, sad smile spreads across the face of his flickering transmission. “Leia, they
            need you there. I need you there, too. I’ll be all right. I’ll find Chewie. And then
            I’ll come home.”
         

         
         “You promise?”

         
         “I pro—”

         
         But the hologram suddenly shakes—Han turns his head sharply, as if surprised.

         
         “Han!” she calls.

         
         “Son of a—” he starts to say, but the image flickers again. “Under att—” But the words
            break up, and then the image dissolves and he’s gone.
         

         
         She feels her middle clench up. No. Again Leia paces, hoping he’ll come back, hoping
            that the interrupted transmission returns again and he tells her it was all a false
            alarm. She waits for minutes, then for hours, and then until night falls. The holoplatform
            remains dead.
         

         
         Her husband is out there. She doesn’t know where. And he’s in trouble.

         
         She has to find him. Good thing is, she knows just who to ask.

      

   

         
         II

         

         
         The grav-raft slides through the mist. Alongside stand massive stone spires, black
            as night and straight as spears. Vigilant sentinels, their tips are carved to look
            like howling faces. Below, far below, glow rivers of swimmy green light—the glowing
            fungus of Vorlag’s cavernous interior.
         

         
         Jom Barell reaches out, grabbing a chain and pulling the raft along, hand over hand.
            These chains sit moored to octagonal eyebolts jutting out of each spire, connecting
            each of those dark sentinels to the next. The raft has no engines of its own, and
            so its motion through the mist is nearly silent except for the faint throb of its
            hoverpanels.
         

         
         “I don’t like this,” Jom says, his voice low.

         
         “What’s to like?” Sinjir Rath Velus asks, lying back across the flat of the raft,
            his arms crossed in front of him. “The mist is cold. The day is terrible. I’m sober
            as a protocol droid.” He sits up suddenly. “Did you know the Death Star had a bar?
            Ugly, austere little place—really like all Imperial architecture, ugh—and the selection
            of spirits was hardly commendable. But if you knew Pilkey, the drink-slinger, he would
            give you some of his ‘special batch’—”
         

         
         Norra Wexley interrupts him. “Everything is fine. Everything is going according to
            plan.” The essence of the plan is the same as it always is: Sneak in, capture their
            Imperial prey, bring him to justice on Chandrila. Of course, normally they’re not
            sneaking into the mountaintop fortress of a galactic slaver to do it….
         

         
         “Oh, yes,” Jom answers in a sarcastic growl. “It’s the idiot’s array right here, isn’t
            it? Our girl in there better be doing her job.”
         

         
         “She’s not our girl,” Sinjir says, snapping back. “She’s not even a girl, Barell. Jas is her own woman, and the kind who would gladly
               kick your tail off this raft for sprinkling your…mustache dander everywhere.”

         
         “What she is is a bounty hunter.” Jom grunts as he pulls the raft forward to the next stone pillar.
            “And I don’t trust bounty hunters.” Unconsciously his hand moves to his bushy mustache,
            which he quickly smooths down over his scowling mouth.
         

         
         “Yes, we know. We also know that you don’t trust ex-Imperials. We know that because
               you tell us. Constantly.”

         
         Jom turns his shoulder and sneers. “Should I? Trust you?”

         
         “After all this time? You could start.”

         
         “Maybe you don’t understand what the Empire meant to people like me, and why the Rebellion—”

         
         Norra again cuts them off. “We get it, Jom. We’re all on this boat together. In this
            case, literally. Look.” She points.
         

         
         To starboard, a massive shape emerges from the mist above them—a black, mountainous
            shadow. The contours of a palace: spiraling towers and bulbous parapets. If they keep
            following the chain bolted to the rocks, they’ll begin to lift as they pull—up, up,
            up, to the front gates of this massive compound carved out of the top of a dormant
            volcano. It’s the home of Slussen Canker, aka Canker the Red, aka His Venomous Grace,
            Keeper of Men and Killer of Foes, the Prince and First Son of Vorlag, Master Scion
            Slussen Urla-fir Kal.
         

         
         Kethin-wa Canker. Murderer. Slaver. Scumfroth. He’s not their target.

         
         Their target is an ex-Imperial vice admiral. A man named Perwin Gedde. He fled the
            Empire, absconding with a considerable bucket of credits—enough to keep him fat and
            happy and firmly ensconced with a crime lord like Slussen Canker. High on spice. Serviced
            by slaves. Living the good life. Living the protected life here in a well-defended volcano-top fortress. So well defended that marching
            right up to the front gate would be highly inadvisable. The front gate is protected
            by two slavering hroth-beasts. And two phase-turrets. And a pair of hroth-keeper guards. And a portcullis made of crisscrossing lasers—
         

         
         It doesn’t matter, because they’re not going that way, are they?

         
         They’re not taking the high road. They’re going low.

         
         As Jom eases the raft down two more stone pillars, he reaches back with his hand and
            shows his open palm—a silent request that Norra refuses to fulfill. Instead she says,
            “I can handle this. You don’t have to do everything, you know.”
         

         
         She pulls the grappling spike and screws it into the tip of the concussive pistol.
            Jom watches her with narrow eyes as she takes aim at the massive rock.
         

         
         “Give the signal,” she says.

         
         Sinjir holds up an emergency beacon—the one that came with their ship, the Halo, for use in case it ever crashes—and he gives it three quick pulses. Red light flashes
            in quick succession.
         

         
         Moments pass. Then, through the mist—

         
         Three red flashes in return. These come from the base of the rock mountain underneath
            the fortress. “Jas, you glorious spiky-headed freak,” Sinjir says, cackling and clapping
            his hands.
         

         
         Norra shushes him and fires the grappling spike toward the space where the three flashes
            lit up the mist. The gun is quiet enough. It barks out a paff! sound as it goes off. The cable looped under the raft whizzes and spins as the spike
            zips through the air.
         

         
         In the distance—clink. Pay dirt.
         

         
         Jom grabs the cable and pulls the raft now in a new direction—not toward the gates
            of the fortress but to its underbelly. Out there should be a breach in the mountain,
            which their intel marks as Slussen Canker’s hroth-beast feeding room. The awful things
            have wings and like to hunt in the air a few times a day—and that is their staging
            point. The mountain breach is open to the air, with a ledge beneath it, and the hroth-beasts
            are kept inside by another crackling laser portcullis. Except, right now, that portcullis
            is down thanks to Jas, who came here several days ago. The signal pulsing through
            the darkness is clear: The way is open.

         
         “Told you she’d do us right,” Sinjir whispers in Jom’s ear.

         
         Jom’s only reply is a dubious grunt.

         
         The raft eases through the mist. Ahead, the way into the mountain comes more clearly
            into view. It’s like a yawping mouth with stalactite and stalagmite fangs waiting
            to swallow them up. No red glow, though. The gate is down. The way is truly clear.
            Jom pulls the raft over, cinches the cable up, and loops it around one of the rocks.
            One by one they step off the raft and into the cavernous space.
         

         
         The smell hits them hard. Along the wall are metal bins heaped high with dead things:
            birds plucked of feathers and missing their heads, gobbets of rotten meat from who
            knows what animal, hoofed legs, quivering offal. Clouds of hungry gnats swarm in the
            air in the space above. This must be food for the hroth-beasts, Norra thinks. Given the red splatters along the dry, rocky ground, she surmises that
            someone stands here and throws the meat out into the air—and the beasts go flying
            to catch it.
         

         
         Sinjir says, “I am quite seriously considering throwing up.”

         
         “That smell,” Jom says, making a face. “It’d knock a monkey-lizard sideways.” He frowns.
               “Where’s Jas?”

         
         “She must be farther in,” Norra says. “Come on.”

         
         The plan is simple enough: Jas Emari snuck in here days before, under the auspices
               of being a bounty hunter looking for work. Which is true enough, and her reputation
               surely has preceded her by this point. Crime lords attract bounty hunters the same
               way these piles of carcass meat attract flies: hunters are hungry for work and crime
               bosses are quick to supply it.

         
         She opened the gate for them. And now the work begins. They already have a layout
            of the fortress, thanks to the holocron supplied by (well, stolen from) Surat Nuat,
            the Akivan boss who had been keeping tabs on the connections between Imperials and
            the criminal underworld in case he one day needed the leverage. They’ve been mining
            that data cube for information—it served, in fact, as a springboard to launch their
            little team.
         

         
         Once they leave the feeding room (an exit that cannot be quick enough for Norra’s
            nasal passages), it should be a short skip down a long tunnel to a lava tube that
            runs up the length of the fortress. Of course, the tube also leads down into the belly
            of this slow- simmering volcano, which means they should be careful not to fall. Climb
            up to the south tower, wait for Gedde to emerge from or head to his chambers—then
            bag him, tag him, and drag him. The goal is to get him onto the raft and out of the
            palace before anybody even notices. Then they’ll serve him up to the Republic Tribunal.
            Justice comes to the Empire. One war criminal at a time.
         

         
         Then Temmin will bring in the ship and hopefully they exit the atmosphere before anyone
            even knows Gedde is gone.
         

         
         Temmin. Her thoughts turn to her son. Poor, fatherless boy. He’s part of this team and not
            a day goes by without her fearing he shouldn’t be. He’s too young, she tells herself, even though he proves himself every day. He’s too precious, she thinks, which is more true than the other thing—now that she and her son are
            reunited, she is reminded how vulnerable he is. How vulnerable all of them are. Dragging him along for the ride seems entirely irresponsible of her
            as a parent, and yet a greedy, selfish part of her offers the cold reminder that the
            only other option would be to once more discard him. Leaving Temmin behind again would
            kill her. But what other choice would she have? Retire? Give up this life?
         

         
         Why is that not an option for you? she asks herself.
         

         
         Now is not the time to ponder it. They have work to do.

         
         She heads toward the tunnel, Jom and Sinjir following close behind—

         
         A lightning crackle rises behind them. Followed by a red glow. The portcullis is back.
            A mesh of lasers, crackling against one another. The searing red cuts through the
            cable mooring the raft to the rock, and it suddenly drifts into the mist. “No!” Jom
            cries out.
         

         
         Ahead of them, the scuff of heels.

         
         Figures and forms fill their escape. The fortress guards—thugs of varying size and
            breed, heads hidden behind rusted faceplates. Four of them stand there, blasters pointed.
            Jom draws. So does Sinjir. Norra’s about to reach for the pistol at her own hip—
         

         
         A loud throat-clearing comes from behind the guards.

         
         A Vorlaggn steps out. Skin like the cracked char on a piece of fire-cooked meat. Clear
            fluid suppurating from between those fissures, fluid he dabs at with a filthy brown
            rag. He blinks his three hollow-set eyes.
         

         
         Slussen Canker.

         
         His tongue clicks and clucks and when he speaks, his voice is wet and rheumy, as if
               the words must push their way past some kind of bubbling clot. “I see you thought
               to intrude upon the peace established by His Venomous Grace, Slussen Canker. Slussen
               does not like you here. Slussen finds your trespass very rude, in fact.”

         
         Norra thinks for a moment that this isn’t Slussen, then, but something Jas said pings the radar of her memory—the Vorlaggn
            speak in the third person, don’t they? Strange habit.
         

         
         Jom keeps his pistol up. “We’re not here for you.”

         
         “We’re here for Gedde,” Sinjir says. “Just toss him our way and we’ll stop intruding
            upon this lovely ordure pile you call a palace. Hm?”
         

         
         The Vorlaggn gurgles, “Slussen will give you nothing. Gedde?”

         
         From around the corner, their target emerges. The vice admiral himself. A man also
            said to have been in charge of one of the Empire’s more brutal biological weapons
            programs. Testing various ancient diseases on captive worlds, raining sickness from the battleships above.
         

         
         He is thin everywhere but for the pale belly pooching out from his unbuttoned—and
            filthy—gray shirt. His skin is the sallow and pitted flesh of a spice addict. A man
            lost to his addiction.
         

         
         Gedde is not alone.

         
         He yanks someone hard toward him—

         
         It’s Jas. He has her by the back of the neck, a pistol held to her temple. She wrenches
            her head away, but he wrenches it right back.
         

         
         “Slussen has captured your bounty hunter. If you do not drop your weapons, Slussen
            will have your bounty hunter’s head perforated by blasterfire, and her brains will
            go to feed the hroth-beasts.”
         

         
         Sinjir sighs. “Blast it.” His pistol clatters to the floor. Norra gently unsnaps her
            holster and lets it fall.
         

         
         Jom keeps his pistol up. “I don’t surrender my weapon. In Spec Forces, we learn that
            our weapon is who we are. I can no more surrender it than I can surrender my own arm
            or my—”
         

         
         The hand moves fast—Sinjir grabs the gun from the top and wrenches it out of Jom’s
            hand, flinging it against the wall. “They’ve got Jas, you oaf.”
         

         
         The guards creep into the room and fetch the weapons.

         
         Gedde licks his lips and grins. “You rebel fools. We’ll sell you to the Empire and
            I’ll buy myself a full pardon—”
         

         
         Irritated, Jas pulls away from him and bats the gun from her head. “I think you can
            stop pointing that at my skull now.”
         

         
         At first, Norra thinks: Here’s our chance. Jas is free. But her freedom came easy. Too easy. No fight at all except the irritation on her face. The realization hits her
            like a wall of wake turbulence: Jas betrayed them.
         

         
         Jas steps away from Perwin Gedde, her hands tucked casually in her pockets. “Sorry,
            team,” she says, that last word spoken with a special kind of sarcasm. “Can’t change
            my horns, can’t change my ink, can’t change who I am.” She shrugs. “They offered a
            better bounty. In fact, this deal is a pretty good one—” She pulls out a datapad and
            tosses it to Norra.
         

         
         Norra catches it.

         
         With trembling fingers she lights the screen. On it, she spies a bounty.

         
         It’s their bounty. She sees their faces. Her son’s face among them.
         

         
         “You conniving little bilge-bug,” Barell seethes. “I trusted you.” 

         
         “No, you didn’t,” Jas says. “And you shouldn’t have. I’m going to do very well with
               this. Not only is Gedde paying me for alerting him to the attempt to capture him,
               the Vorlaggn here is going to pay me a twenty percent finder’s fee—”

         
         “Slussen said fifteen.”

         
         “Well. A girl can try. A fifteen percent finder’s fee for your bounty.”
         

         
         “Jas, don’t do this,” Norra pleads.

         
         Sadness crosses Jas Emari’s face. “I’m sorry. But I have bills to pay. Bills that
            are coming due, and the Republic just isn’t keeping me flush.” Then she gives a flip
            little salute and says, “It was fun while it lasted.”
         

         
         Jas exits the room.

         
         Gedde laughs. “Let’s get you into some cages, shall we?”

         
         —

         
         Sinjir is not fond of cages. Especially ones that dangle over an open precipice, regardless
               of whether it’s here on Vorlag or back on Akiva in Surat Nuat’s dungeon. These cages
               are boxy things like caskets stood on their end, hanging from black rock outcroppings
               not far from the gateway to the hroth-beast feeding room. Mist gathers. Fungal light
               crosses beneath them in sharp, bright lines.

         
         “Still feeling good about your friend?” Jom calls. His cage hangs from another overhang
            about ten meters away. “Still think I should trust her?”
         

         
         “I do,” Sinjir says, thrusting his chin out defiantly. And that surprises him more
            than a little.
         

         
         He doesn’t trust anyone. And yet here he is, certain as the stars that this is all part of some secret plan, one the others just don’t see.
         

         
         A little voice tells him it’s because he’s so very good at reading body language.
            It’s his job to dissect people with but a glance, cutting them down to all their treacherous
            little atoms. And another competing voice warns him that maybe, just maybe, he missed
            something about Jas Emari.
         

         
         But that doubt is drowned in a washtub of his own confidence, and he feels oddly sure about her. So he says as much to them: “She’ll get us out of this yet, wait and see.”
         

         
         Jom grunts. “Keep dreaming, Imperial.”

         
         “Whether she’s playing us or playing them, we can’t count on her to save us,” Norra
            says. Her cage hangs on the other side of Sinjir’s and she wraps her fingers around
            the iron. “We have to get out of here ourselves. They’re going to sell us to the Empire.
            We can’t let that happen.”
         

         
         “I think we already let that happen,” Jom grouses. Then he leans forward against the
            cage, staring out. “What even is the Empire anymore? Who controls it? Who will pay
            for us?”
         

         
         That is a question Sinjir has been asking himself. At first, it surprised him how
            swiftly the Imperial forces crumbled. Though, over time, it puzzled him less and less.
            The unity of the Empire existed because all its chains and threads were held fast
            in a singular grip: the hand of the Emperor. With the Emperor gone, who was to hold
            it all together? Rumor said Vader had been taken out, too. So, who, then? The admirals?
            The moffs? They were always rats kept in line by the cats, and now there are no cats.
         

         
         No clear chain of succession was evident. Palpatine had no family of which to speak,
            at least as far as anyone knew. Vader didn’t have family, either (and, for all Sinjir
            knows, isn’t even human anymore). And with two Death Stars gone, a significant portion
            of the Empire’s best and brightest were snuffed out, too. The New Republic seized
            that opportunity. The Rebellion was gone, and a new government grew swiftly—if clumsily—in
            its place.
         

         
         That left the Empire scrambling in survival mode. No clear leadership because, most likely, they were fighting over it. And day by day,
               the Imperial forces peel away—defeated, destroyed, abandoned, or stolen.

         
         Sinjir imagines that the Empire as a whole was not all that different from how he
            himself was on the forest moon of Endor that fateful day—dizzied, bloodied, surrounded
            by bodies. Unsure of where to go next or what to do or what by all the stars even
            to believe in anymore.
         

         
         A crisis of faith and purpose. That’s what it is.

         
         Sinjir still suffers his crisis. The New Republic has not been an answer. This team
               has been an answer, somewhat, though now with his friend’s betrayal he feels back
               on the edge of things. The question of faith and purpose is left hanging. And no answer
               is easily seen.

         
         The Empire will need its answer, too—and if it doesn’t find one in time, it will be
            destroyed. Deservedly, he decides.
         

         
         I need a drink, he also decides.
         

         
         Not far away, the familiar buzz of the laser gate suddenly goes silent—leaving everything
            eerily quiet. But only for a few moments.
         

         
         Soon a new sound arises: chuffing snorts and moist gibbers. Out of the yawning mountainside
            opening, gobbets of meat launch out into the mist.
         

         
         Hroth-beasts follow fast. Red, leathery creatures with long wings and a dozen legs
            leap into the void, chasing the falling offal. Ducking and diving. Their faces are
            hardly faces at all: just squirming, eyeless piles of polyps and tubules. A fleshy
            mass that looks more like fungus and less like anything you’d find attached to an
            animal. Out there, a trio of the things swoop and roll, catching meat thrown to them.
            And then soon, the meat stops.
         

         
         But nobody brings the beasts back inside.

         
         The hroth-beasts soar higher. Still hungry, maybe.

         
         Or worse, Sinjir thinks: They’re bored.

         
         And we may make very good playthings.

         
         As if on cue, one swoops down right toward Sinjir’s cage—and wham, it slams into it
            with the weight of a flung vaporator. The beast clings to the side of the cage, pressing
            its tentacular mess through the grate. Sinjir has just enough room to stab out with
            his foot—and the tendrils grab his boot and suck it right off his foot. The beast
            makes greedy nursing noises as it tries to…eat the boot? Disgruntled, the creature
            mewls and gurgles, flinging its head to the side. The boot sails into the vapor.
         

         
         Jom yells through cupped hands, “Don’t let it touch you. Those things on its face
            are full of stingers. You’ll go numb.”
         

         
         Blast. Sinjir presses himself against the back of the cage as the thing probes and bangs
            its head and foreclaws against the metal.
         

         
         As its teeming masses of tendrils push through the grates like worms, Sinjir spies
               something shiny under its neck. Something hanging there by a chain. It looks like—

         
         A key. A dark metal octagonal key. Just like the one used to lock them in here in
            the first place.
         

         
         Well, that’s curious.

         
         Suddenly the creature flies away, sailing once more into the mist.

         
         No, no, no!

         
         That key—

         
         Certainly Slussen’s men didn’t put it there, did they? They don’t seem smart enough
            for such cruel games. Which means the key is secret, but intentional. Which means
            the key is from someone who wants them free.
         

         
         “Jas,” Sinjir whispers under his breath, suddenly giddy. It’s just like in Surat Nuat’s
            dungeon—him trapped and her acting as the one to free him yet again. An oddly comforting
            pattern, that. A classic move! Sinjir moves to the front of the cage and presses his
            hands through the tight spaces—his arms will fit through up to the elbow, and he waves
            his appendages around like an animal in distress. “Hey! Hey! You flying sacks of slime! Here, here! Don’t I look delicious? Mmm. Don’t I look like a tasty—”
         

         
         Whonnnng. The same one swoops up from below, unseen. Tubules gather around his left arm, and
            it’s like being electrocuted—the limb tingles at first and then suddenly feels like
            a thousand little pins are pricking it all at once. Sinjir screams, but maintains.
            With his free hand, he darts out and snatches the key from around the thing’s neck
            with pinching fingers, then wrenches his hand out of that writhing mass of tentacles.
         

         
         Whining through gritted teeth, he quickly peels back the now ragged tatters of his
            sleeve—the arm is red, blistering, swelling up.
         

         
         And, as Jom predicted, totally numb. He shakes it, trying to urge feeling back into
            the limb.
         

         
         Sinjir resists the desire to immediately unlock the cage and—Well, then what, exactly?

         
         Leap into the void?

         
         Jump onto one of these things and try to ride it?

         
         Those sound like very good ways to die. And Sinjir is all about not dying. He’s not
            entirely sure what he’s living for, not yet, but not dying is a very fine start. He whispers to himself: “Patience, old boy. Patience.”
         

         
         He waits. The beasts harass Norra and Jom, too, slamming into the cages, the metal
               banging against the mountainside behind them. Sinjir wants to yell to the others to
               check for keys—but Slussen’s guards, the beast-keepers, could be listening. Eventually,
               the hroth-beasts tire of trying to eat the wriggling meat inside the unyielding metal
               exoskeletons, and soon the beast-keepers offer a shrill whistle. The beasts leap and
               swoop back into the cave from whence they came.

         
         And then the familiar buzz of the laser gate returns. Now is the time.

         
         Sinjir thrusts his one good arm outside the cage, the key held firm in his grip. It
            takes a bit of fumbling, but he manages to spin the key around and get it in the lock—a
            quick turn and the door springs open.
         

         
         Its hinges squeak as the cage hangs in open air. Now what? “Uhh,” he says, clearing
            his throat. “Some help here?”
         

         
         Jom and Norra both turn, mouths agape. “Is your cage open?” Jom asks.

         
         “Obviously, it is,” Sinjir snarks. “It’s not exactly a hallucination.” Under his breath he adds,
            “I hope.”
         

         
         “How?” Norra asks.

         
         “A key. Jas left me a key. Wound around the neck of one of those…awful flying things.
            It, uhh, it was helpful, but…” He leans out of the cage, holding on with his one good
            arm. The other remains without any feeling at all—that limb hangs at his side like
            a broken branch still dangling from its tree. “Well, let’s just say my next steps
            are a bit up in the air.”
         

         
         “We don’t know it was her,” Jom barks. “Coulda been one of the slaves. They have a
            vested interest in getting free.”
         

         
         Yes, Sinjir thinks, but that’s not precisely our task here, is it? Perhaps it should be, but it’s not.
         

         
         Plucking the key from the lock, he places it between his teeth and bites down hard.
               Then Sinjir reaches up and grabs the top of the cage. He uses the bands of the metal
               cage like ladder steps and clambers to the top. The cage swings beneath him and he
               almost loses his footing—but he reaches up and balances himself against the rock from
               which the cage dangles. Up above that rock is a ledge just narrow enough for one.
               That ledge is how they got down here in the first place: two of Slussen’s guards shimmied
               the cage along, hooked it to the chain, then dropped it down—a plunging fall that
               for Sinjir, at least, resulted in the feeling of his teeth cracking together and his
               innards launching up into his throat.

         
         Breathe in, breathe out.

         
         Imperial fitness mandates kept him in pretty good shape. But after going AWOL, he…admittedly
            let himself go a bit. Got a bit thinner, let his muscles go slack. And it’s not like
            the New Republic demands much—they’ve no regimen in place. They don’t have much in
            place, yet.
         

         
         “You can do it,” Norra says. Ever the cheerleader. Ever the group’s collective mother.
            Funny thing is, it works. He believes her.
         

         
         I can do this.

         
         He reaches up to the rock above and palms around until he finds a viable handhold.
            There. He swings his dead arm up just in case it somehow stirs the damn thing to life—but
            it’s for naught. Upside: Feeling is coming back into that arm. Downside: That feeling
            is a fiery, prickling pain.
         

         
         He must do it with the one arm, then. Sinjir pulls himself up, feet scrambling fruitlessly
               against the chain…already his arm aches—it burns at the socket, feeling like the whole
               thing is gonna rip out. Like he’s a doll being played with by an overenthusiastic
               child.

         
         And then half his torso is up. He shimmies his way up. Panting.

         
         The ledge isn’t far—it requires only a step up. Easy enough for one with long limbs
            such as he.
         

         
         “C’mon, c’mon,” Jom growls.

         
         If Sinjir weren’t gasping for air with a key locked between his teeth, he’d say, Sass me again, you gruff thug, and I’ll leave you here for the Empire. Instead he manages to offer up a three-fingered gesture that he has been assured
               is offensive on many Outer Rim worlds. Something about one’s mother and a gravity
               well.

         
         To spite Jom—and because it’s sensible—he goes to free Norra first. Sinjir creeps
            along and reaches down, letting the key dangle in his hand.
         

         
         Norra reaches up and grabs it.

         
         In a few minutes, she’s got her cage open and she’s up on the ledge with Sinjir. Then
            it’s Jom’s turn—and soon Sinjir’s least favorite person in all the galaxy is also free, joining them on the ledge.
         

         
         “Now what?” Sinjir asks, idly poking at his less numb, now hurting arm. “If I recall,
            there is a crisscrossing laser portcullis that is quite likely to turn us all into
            bloody cubes.”
         

         
         Jom thinks. “Look, c’mere, look.” He gets to the edge of the ledge, which takes them
            right up to the border of the crackling gate. “Usually these things are a closed-loop
            system. The beams emerge from these emitters.” He points at the rusted emitters bolted
            to the dark mountainside. They look like the tips of blasters, almost. “I need a rock.”
         

         
         Norra searches around, finds one by her feet. “Here.”

         
         Jom palms it, reaches out, and bashes it against the emitter. Nothing happens. He
               hits it again, and again, and then really seems to put his all into it, roaring as
               he slams the rock down—and then the rock rebounds out of his hand and plummets into
               nowhere.

         
         It seems like he’s failed. Sinjir sighs and both he and Norra start looking around
            for another rock, finding none…but then the emitter suddenly sparks and swings loose,
            hanging by one bolt.
         

         
         The laser gate fizzles and goes dead. And, like that, the way is clear.

         
         One by one, they make their way back into the only room of the fortress they’ve managed
            to see—the hroth-beast feeding room. The stink again assaults them. Sinjir tries very
            hard not to heave.
         

         
         “So now what?” he says, his voice nasal as he smashes his own nose flat with the back
            of his good hand. “Do we have a plan? Jas is still here, somewhere, and that means—”
         

         
         “It means nothing,” Jom says. “We don’t know it was her. So we do what the plan always
            entailed. We go up the lava tube, get Gedde, and—”
         

         
         “I can’t go up that tube. My arm is dead. I’m tired.”

         
         “You need to be in better shape, Rath Velus.”

         
         “I’m sorry, do we or do we not live in a universe where I just saved your brutish
            mug? Because—oh, I’m sorry, I assumed you would be kissing my one uncovered foot right
            now, and yet here you are, giving me grief.”
         

         
         Norra steps in between them. “Sinjir, you hunt around for a comm. They took ours,
            so we don’t have any way to call Temmin or Jas or—well, anybody. We’ll come back this
            way and—”
         

         
         From outside the room, voices and footsteps. Jom says: “We got incoming. And we don’t
            have any weapons—”
         

         
         With the voices comes another familiar sound: Grunts, barks, gibbers.

         
         Hroth-beasts. Damn.
         

         
         The animals are followed by Slussen’s guards—drawn here presumably by the noise. Or
            maybe they somehow learned the gate was down. Either way, they come charging in, blasters
            up, hroth-beasts on long leather leashes. Their tendrils search the air.
         

         
         But Norra thinks fast—and moves fast, too. She’s already over by the bins of rotting meat, and Sinjir watches in
            awe (and disgust) as she starts throwing it. One by one she pelts the guards with
            rotten meat, their blasterfire going astray as rancid flesh hits them in the face,
            chest, and arms.
         

         
         The stink of the meat is too tantalizing to resist.

         
         Brilliant, Sinjir thinks as the beasts turn on their owners. The monsters attack, slathering
            their screaming keepers with their wet tendrils in a desperate search for gobbets
            of rank meat.
         

         
         “Move!” Jom calls, and they hurry past the scene of carnage.

         
         —

         
         The lava tube is tight, but not so tight they don’t have a little room to move. The
            tube itself is ridged and scalloped, giving them handholds and toeholds as they climb.
            Norra and Jom easily brace themselves and shimmy up the long channel. Slowly but surely.
         

         
         Below them, far down, glows a pinprick of bright- orange light.

         
         Don’t fall, don’t fall, don’t fall, she repeats to herself like a mantra. That fall would not be a pleasant one. A slide
            down the porous volcanic stone would scrape half her skin off, just in time for her
            to plunge into a searing-hot magma bath. Cooking her raw. Scorching her dead. These
            tubes are how Slussen heats his fortress, it seems—the air coming up is like hot breath
            from a hellish monster. Sometimes they find adjacent tubes branching off at perpendicular
            angles. And when they pass, they hear the sounds of distress going through Slussen
            Canker’s palace—voices raised, an alarm called. We don’t have long.

         
         Up, up, up. Her arms and legs aching. Jom telling her to keep moving—she wants to
            tell him, I’m not cut out for this, but she has to be. It’s too late to be anything else, and so she pushes, and when her hands finally reach
               the lip of the last branching tube—it feels like forever has passed. She pulls herself up and slides out, stone abrading her stomach as she lands in a
            lavish (and hideous) room, panting.

         
         Norra looks up. Black walls are decorated with gaudy golds and borzite mirrors. A
            statue of Slussen stands in the corner, carved out of fire-red kwarz crystal. The
            bed is octagonal, like the key that unlocked their cages—and it’s piled with animal
            skins and pillows of red leather. Such wealth is alien to Norra. And in a place like
            this, it has clearly gone to waste.
         

         
         “Good, you’re here.”

         
         Norra’s heart about hops out of her throat as she hears Jas’s voice from the corner
            of the room, out of sight. She turns and sees the bounty hunter sitting there in a
            high-back chair, legs crossed, arms crossed, and one Imperial vice admiral lying at
            her feet. Gedde’s hands are bound behind him with wire. His mouth is gagged with what
            looks to be a pillowcase, wadded and rolled and knotted behind his head.
         

         
         From the lava tube, Jom emerges. He instantly sees the Zabrak and, once on his feet,
            marches toward her, growling in rage.
         

         
         “You almost got us killed—”

         
         “I got us all saved and paid and I’m getting the job done. We can talk about this later—” She grabs the comm at her
            belt and speaks into it. “Temmin, we need an extraction. Still in the tower. You’ll
            know the sign.” When she puts the comm back on her hip, she asks, “Where’s Sinjir?”
         

         
         “Downstairs looking for a comm,” Norra says.

         
         Jas makes a face like that personally wounds her. “That…is a complication. I’ll go
            find him and meet you at the feeding room.”
         

         
         From outside the room, the rumble of footsteps. The door to this chamber is a round,
            gilded portal sealed with an electrical panel—a panel that has been torn out, its
            wires dangling and still sparking. Someone pounds on the door. From the other side,
            a muffled voice:
         

         
         “Slussen wants to know, is Gedde in there?”

         
         Gedde doesn’t seem to hear. His eyes are bloodshot. The pupils are big and fat and
            he doesn’t even blink. From behind his gag, the Imperial makes faint cooing and gurgling
            noises. Norra realizes: He’s high. Nearby sits a small tin—once again, octagonal in
            shape—of dark spice.
         

         
         From the other side of the door: “Slussen commands this door to open.” The whine of
            a drill rises. They’re going to take the door off.

         
         “How are we getting out of here?” Norra asks. “The tube?”

         
         “That’s the way I’m going,” Jas says. “But the two of you are going out that way.”
            When she says that way, she points to the massive bow window at the far side of the room.
         

         
         Norra is about to protest but, to her surprise, Barell says: “I like that. Let’s get
            it open.”
         

         
         Jas says, “The Halo should be incoming. See you soon.” And without further word, she slips back down
            the lava tube.
         

         
         Barell and Norra head to the window. Jom feels along, looking for hinges, a latch,
            something, anything. Norra tells him she can’t find any and he agrees—and then goes
            to pick up the chair Jas had been sitting in only moments before. Without further
            comment, he flings it through the window.
         

         
         Kssh!

         
         The chair punches a hole through the glass, then is gone. He kicks out the rest of
            the glass, framing it with his boot.
         

         
         Out there, above the fog and near the peaks of other dark mountains, Norra spies a
            ship—an SS-54 gunship. The Halo.
         

         
         Temmin.

         
         “Tell Vice Admiral Gedde his ride has arrived,” Norra says. Then she makes the mistake
            of looking down. Vertigo assails her. “And tell him I hope he’s not afraid of heights.”
         

         
         —

         
         The Halo bangs and rattles as it skips across the mists of Vorlag. The ion engines on each
            side are spun horizontal, screaming loud as the gunship—classified by its manufacturer,
            Botajef Shipyards, as a light freighter in order to avoid regulations—punches forward.
            Ahead, the volcanic fortress of Slussen Canker rises out of the fog, its bent and
            twisting towers like charred fingers reaching for the heavens as if to pull them down.
         

         
         Temmin sits at the controls, the flight sticks pushed all the way forward. This ship
            isn’t as fast as an X-wing, but it has power—especially given the modifications that Temmin made to the engines. The thing moves
            with weight and purpose, and it has his blood pounding in his temples like Akivan
            drums. He cracks his knuckles and snaps his fingers, a nervous habit picked up from
            his father.
         

         
         “You ready?” he asks his copilot.

         
         “ROGER-ROGER,” chimes the B1 battle droid, Mister Bones: a bodyguard and pal who has
               seen more than a few “special modifications” all his own. The droid, painted in red
               and black, has the cut of a human skeleton topped with the skull of a rock-vulture—and
               Temmin has only worked to make the droid more intimidating as time has gone on. Jagged
               metal cut out of the front to look like teeth. Hands sharpened into claws. His frame
               now features half a dozen extra joints to allow the droid a degree of contortion unseen
               in the already collapsible B1s. Gone are the little bones that decorated him—their
               mission these days necessitates stealth, and Jas said the wind-chime rattle of those
               bits would be a problem. Temmin was reluctant, but he listened. He likes Jas. He trusts
               her. If she said stealth matters—

         
         Then stealth matters.

         
         Of course, right now, stealth is about ten klicks back, isn’t it?

         
         “I AM EAGER TO ERADICATE OUR ADVERSARIES,” Bones says, his voice warped and warbling.
            “I HOPE TO TURN THEM INTO A FINE RED MIST. JUST SAY THE WORD, MASTER TEMMIN.” The
            droid has his claws wrapped around the gun controls. The Halo packs a wallop: twin-mounted ZX7 laser cannons hanging below the well-armored front
            cockpit, and at the top, a quad-cannon railthrower mounted to a jury-rigged turret.
            Right now, though, the mission is extraction, not chewing the landscape apart with
            weapons fire, so Temmin tells his pal to cool down.
         

         
         Bones nods and hums to himself, skull moving in time with the tune.

         
         “Here we go,” Temmin says, and he eases the engines, then pivots them vertical, letting
            the Halo hover. There he spies the second-tallest tower in the fortress—its window busted
            open.
         

         
         His mother—looking nervous and agitated—waves him forward.

         
         He gives an okay and then slides the gunship sideways so that the access ramp is pointed
               toward the tower. “Bones, go help. I’ll keep us steady.” The droid springs up, does
               a handspring over the seat, and then whirls out of the cockpit and into the belly
               of the Halo.

         
         Temmin flips the screen to the access cam, and he extends the ramp—the side of the
            ship peels away and becomes an entry hatch.
         

         
         Bones helps Norra carry their prisoner on board. Jom takes his own running leap and
            clears the space easily.
         

         
         But then something hits the side of the ship, rocking it.

         
         What the—?

         
         He glances at the cam again and sees chaos: a shape scrambling against the access
               ramp. Some kind of creature. Its face is just a sloppy pile of something that looks
               like soft, searching fingers. Bones pirouettes, his claw snapping back as the concealed
               vibroblade along the long metal bone of his forearm springs forward. He slices it
               upward, cutting through the tangle of tendrils before punting the thing out of the
               ship.

         
         Two more appear where the first one fell.

         
         And then the Halo’s scanner beeps as something pings it. Four red blips. Coming in from aft.
         

         
         He checks the signatures—one Imperial shuttle and a trio of TIEs.

         
         He yells back: “Who invited the Empire to the party?”

         
         His mother answers as she sidles into the cockpit: “Slussen Canker did. And Gedde,
            hoping to buy his way out of whatever punishment awaits an AWOL vice admiral.” Then
            she explains to him where Jas and Sinjir are. “We need to go pick them up.”
         

         
         “And if they’re not there?” 

         
         “Then we wait.”

         
         Suddenly there’s Jom’s head through the door—and he’s scowling and sneering and Temmin
            knows what he’s going to say. He’s going to say, We leave them behind, they aren’t the mission, because that’s how he is. Everything is the mission. And he sure doesn’t like Jas
            and Sinjir, does he?
         

         
         So that’s why it’s a surprise when he says: “No one left behind.” 

         
         Temmin grins. “Not even an Imperial and a bounty hunter?”

         
         “Not when it’s our Imperial and our bounty hunter. Let’s go.”
         

         
         Temmin banks the ship away from the fortress. The scanner shows the shuttle and TIEs
            incoming fast on his tail.
         

         
         He has an idea. He boosts the ship forward, giving it a hard kick from the engines
            before putting it back to hover again. His mother protests: “Temmin, don’t stop. Keep
            this ship moving!”
         

         
         “I know what I’m doing,” he says, spinning the Halo around 180 degrees.
         

         
         “Temmin. Temmin!”
         

         
         Ahead, the TIE fighters shriek forward, cutting the air like razors—they start to
            swoop in low toward Slussen’s fortress. Already the air is peppered with laserfire,
            and the blasts pock the front of the Halo.
         

         
         Now, Temmin thinks.
         

         
         He takes control of the guns with a flip of a switch, then turns the rail-throwers
            forward and up—his fingers squeeze the triggers. Thin, nanofiber rail-tubes rattle
            off, the cannon firing them at hundreds of rounds per second. They chew through the
            black rock tower. Stone coughs up in chips and splinters.
         

         
         The tower, like a notched tree, begins to fall.

         
         And it falls right onto two of the TIE fighters. It takes one out clean—crushing it
            in midair, leaving nothing but a burning streak across Temmin’s vision. The other
            catches debris against its wing panel, and suddenly the thing spirals downward like
            a bird with its wing sliced off.
         

         
         Jom claps the boy on the shoulder. “Quick thinking, kid. Let’s go get our people and
               get the hell out of here.”

         
         —

         
         What has my son become?

         
         That question sticks in Norra’s belly like a knife. Her thoughts, her awareness, sit separate from her actions—almost like she’s two different
               people. Like one of her is the internal version, this sudden bundle of fear and worry.
               The other is Norra the soldier, Norra the pilot, Norra who retakes control of the
               weapons system and peppers the fortress with laserfire.

         
         Inside, she’s a tumult of feelings, all of them fighting for supremacy like whole
            planetary systems desperate to dominate one another. Her son is doing exactly what
            he’s supposed to do. He’s fighting for the New Republic. The Empire is their enemy.
            What he did was smart, sharp, and demonstrative of his capability—meaning that now
            he is both soldier and pilot, too.
         

         
         Is that what she wanted for him?

         
         He’s young. He’s only fifteen. (Though she’s reminded: His birthday is coming up soon.
            Time moves fast, and it only gets faster when you have children.) He just took out
            two TIE fighters. No—he killed two pilots. Two lives, snuffed out. The problem isn’t whether they deserved their
            fates; those pilots signed up for war and knew what came with it. The problem is what
            that makes Temmin. It haunts her, suddenly. Will it haunt him? Is he too young to
            even understand what’s happening? Will one day he awaken to ghosts in his head, or
            will he toughen to it too quickly—will it kill the kindness inside him and make him
            mean like Jom Barell?
         

         
         These thoughts tear her apart inside even as she does her duty: Norra operates the
               guns and fires. Even as Temmin brings the ship alongside the feeding room entrance,
               even as she lays down suppressing fire and cuts apart the masked guards who rush up
               to defend Canker’s empire.

         
         “There,” Jom says, placing a hand on her forearm. His voice seems distant. Everything seems
               distant. Her pulse kicks in her chest, in her neck, in her wrists. Adrenaline eats
               her up the way those rail-throwers gnawed apart the palace tower. She blinks and pushes
               past all that—

         
         In the feeding room, two guards rush up to the edge, but before they can do anything
            both of them shudder and pitch face-forward into the fog. Bodies plunging. Coming
            up behind them are Jas and Sinjir. The former has a blaster out and is using her free
            hand to help support the latter—Sinjir hobbles along, his arm hanging limp at his
            side.
         

         
         One of the TIEs swoops in from above, and Norra quickly turns the rail-throwers toward
            it as Temmin slides the Halo up to the entryway. A quick burst sends the TIE pivoting back into the sky, momentarily
            dissuaded.
         

         
         With Jas and Sinjir back on board, Jom says to the boy: “Punch it.”

         
         And Norra’s blood goes from her brain to her feet as the Halo accelerates fast through the atmosphere above Vorlag, the TIE fighter hopping on
            their trail and following close behind.
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         Green lights flashed up from Lieutenant Gina Moonsong’s battle computer as she watched
            the Kuat Drive Yards’ defenses go on alert. The yards consisted of a massive ring
            of steel that encircled the planet Kuat like a giant metal serpent. The dry docks,
            warehouse, machine shops, and immense orbital habitats made the station the premier
            facility for producing some of the Empire’s most fearsome weapons, among them the
            Imperial-class Star Destroyer, the AT-AT, and new tech-monstrosities rumored to be in the
            prototype phase. The New Republic had decided it was time to deal with the Empire’s
            main supplier of arms, and had committed itself to an assault that rivaled the attack
            at Endor. Hundreds of laser batteries lit up as the yard’s defenses opened fire on
            the approaching New Republic fleet.
         

         
         Moonsong eased back on the B-wing’s throttle and checked the squadron formation. To
            her rear, Mon Cala cruisers and other capital ships stood ready with their massive
            torpedo batteries, while the X-wings in the vanguard locked their S-foils in attack
            position. To her right and left, dozens of other snubfighter squadrons were taking
            up their positions as well. Ahead, a fleet of Star Destroyers and their complement
            of TIE fighters moved out of the planet’s high orbit behind the ring and accelerated
            to engage. Three assaults so far and the Imperials were still using the same tactics.
            The problem was they were effective. The sheer number of forces they had committed
            to the yards represented a major investment. The Imperials wanted to keep this facility
            at nearly any cost and had dispatched more of their deep-space assets than the New
            Republic had anticipated. They were only a few days into the campaign and it was clear
            to everybody that this battle would be neither short nor easy.
         

         
         “Look who’s come out to play.”

         
         “I see them, Fanty. Lieutenant Li, we’re going for the SDs in Quadrant Four. Close
            up formation and wait for the word.”
         

         
         “Copy, Blade Leader.” Lieutenant Sandara Li commanded the new X-wing escort section
            that had been added to Blade Squadron. So far Moonsong’s relationship with Li had
            been less than warm. Moonsong figured Li would have preferred to fly with Stramm—but
            Stramm was back on the carrier Amalthea helping the commodore coordinate the overall fleet action.
         

         
         Explosions off to the right drew Moonsong’s attention as the New Republic’s first
            wave clashed with Imperial forces. Dozens of New Republic and Imperial fighter squadrons
            spun about in the solar winds, lighting up the darkness, while capital ships launched
            wave after wave of proton torpedoes at one another.
         

         
         Yori Dahn’s taut voice crackled through Moonsong’s headset: “I got one on my tail!
               I can’t shake him.”

         
         Moonsong rolled her B-wing and dived at full speed on an intercept course. Just as
            the TIE fighter lined up for the kill, Moonsong’s lasers cut it in two.
         

         
         “Thanks, boss,” said Dahn.

         
         “Don’t thank me too quick,” shot back Moonsong—even as flames streaked up and down
               a nearby Star Destroyer; the next moment it exploded, flinging debris in all directions.
               A piece of wayward metal smashed a B-wing in half just as its X-wing escort disintegrated
               from enemy fire. As Moonsong tried to issue a course correction to her people, a message
               from the commodore rang through every pilot’s commset:

         
         “Central command to all fighter squadrons: This is a recall order. I repeat, all squadrons
            return.”
         

         
         “What the hell’s going on?” Li blurted out over the comm.

         
         “You heard the order, Lieutenant. I’m sure command has a good reason for it. Now let’s
            get back to the barn.” Moonsong swung her ship around as she wondered just what that
            reason could be.
         

         
         —

         
         Braylen Stramm stood next to Captain Tane by the holoprojector. Moonsong couldn’t
            help but think Stramm looked odd in the khaki-and-powder-blue uniform instead of his
            flight suit. Odd, but handsome nonetheless. Even more odd was that Moonsong was the
            new acting squadron leader. When command temporarily transferred Stramm to Combat
            Operations Planning, she figured they would have tapped one of the other squadron
            commanders to take over.
         

         
         So now Moonsong, Fanty, Li, and Li’s wingmate—Johan Volk—sat with the other squadron
               leaders from the Mon Cala cruiser Amalthea’s fighter group. Stramm stepped forward and let his baritone fill the room.

         
         “All right, people, we’ve been analyzing the enemy, and it’s become clear that we
            need to change our tactics. We simply do not have the firepower to overwhelm the target’s
            defense fleet with a single strike. Therefore we have decided to focus on strategic
            bombing of key parts of the yard’s infrastructure. Fuel dumps, supply monorails, and
            sensor arrays will be the primary targets going forward. This means our timetable
            will change, but all our simulations validate the new strategy.” Li raised her hand,
            and Stramm acknowledged her with a nod; Li stood up to her full height and tossed
            her long black hair out of her eyes. Moonsong couldn’t help but notice that every
            eye in the room locked on Li’s imposing figure. Heck, the lady looked like one of
            those tough heroines from a Coruscant holodrama.
         

         
         “Commander, does this mean that the X-wing elements will now be equipped with proton
            torpedoes so we can participate in the bombing?”
         

         
         “That’s a negative. So far the addition of X-wing elements to the B-wing bomber group
            has been successful in the escort capacity, but our B-wings will still rely on you
            X-wing pilots to keep the TIE fighters off their backs.”
         

         
         Li’s wingmate, Volk, stood up next. He was a huge bald man with a tremendous beard
            and a bigger smile. Scuttlebutt was that he and his wife, Vira, were legendary guerrilla
            fighters on the backwater world they came from. “Excuse me, sir, but who is going
            to keep those Star Destroyers off us?”
         

         
         Captain Tane waved at the holodisplay of the yards, then zeroed in on a cluster of
            Star Destroyers. “Elements of the fleet will engage the enemy, here, here, and here…forcing
            them to commit the bulk of their Destroyers and support ships against us, thus allowing
            you pilots to make your strikes. We’ll take some damage…that’s for sure—but if you
            pilots are able to cripple their supply depots and command centers it will be worth
            it.” Then, as if sensing the general tension in the air: “Look, we know we’ve asked
            a lot of you and frankly we’ll be asking for more. This fight is critical, and if
            we lose, the stability of the New Republic will be threatened.” Tane stepped back
            and allowed Stramm to wrap things up.
         

         
         “Squadron leaders will receive their new mission packages and will be responsible
            for making that data available to their pilots. If there are no more questions…Okay,
            then. Good luck out there and good hunting. Dismissed!”
         

         
         —

         
         Moonsong tried to focus past the chaos around her as the squadron rocketed toward
            the supply monorail. In theory, if they destroyed enough of the yard’s capability
            to move supplies and ammunition, certain areas would become far more vulnerable. A
            shrill scream filled her headset as Blade Nine’s ship indicator disappeared from Moonsong’s
            heads-up display.
         

         
         “They got—”

         
         “I know, Fanty!” Yori Dahn’s B-wing pulled up next to her. Her voice broke as it came
               over the channel.

         
         “Lieutenant, are you seeing what I’m seeing?”

         
         On top of the ring in front of the monorail stood a cluster of AT-ATs and AT-ACTs,
            an older Clone Wars–era AT-TE or two…along with several unfinished AT-ATs that looked
            like giant skeletal troop transports with just the heads and powerful cannons functioning.
            The Imperial walkers spat searing plasma up at them.
         

         
         Li’s voice rang out. “X-wings, we’re attacking those walkers!”

         
         “Stay in formation,” said Moonsong. “We need you to deal with those TIE fighters.”

         
         “This will only take a minute and there’s no way you’ll get to the target if we don’t
            clear them! Save your bombs for the target. Let’s go!”
         

         
         “I’m with you, boss,” Volk said with no hesitation.

         
         “Hold your formation,” snapped Moonsong. But it was too late; the X-wings were already peeling off and diving
            for the goliaths. For a moment Moonsong thought they might actually pull it off…until several cargo turbolifts rose, carrying more partially completed AT-ATs and armored Star Destroyer laser turrets. Moonsong saw two X-wings take fire.
            One blossomed into a radiant fireball, while the other spun out of control and impacted
            against the side of the shipyard. Even more alarming was the fact that the X-wing
            lasers weren’t powerful enough to penetrate the walkers’ heavy armor in a single shot. Moonsong knew that if they didn’t concentrate their
            fire on the makeshift gun emplacements, the chance of any of her group getting out
            alive would be exactly zero—and the only way to knock off those walkers was with the
            torpedoes earmarked for the monorail.
         

         
         And that meant the monorail would just have to wait.

         
         “Blade Squadron, follow me, and concentrate ion cannon fire on those emplacements.”
            The group of snubfighters wove an impressive pattern as they changed their trajectories,
            increased their speeds, and zeroed in on the enemy. “Use your torpedoes on those walkers!”
         

         
         “But what about the primary target?” Dahn asked.

         
         “This is the primary target now, so open up!” The B-wings leveled out in front of
               the walkers and unleashed a rain of deadly fire on the behemoths below. Moonsong’s
               B-wing swooped in over the main ring of the yard as the AT-ATs loomed ahead. While
               the armored beasts’ weapons could punch though most snubfighters, they were not as
               effective at tracking them at high speeds. Moonsong lined up her shot and let loose
               a pair of torpedoes that annihilated an AT-AT crew compartment and sent the walker
               toppling over onto a half-built scout model. Unfortunately the pilot behind her was
               hit by an attacking TIE and clipped the walking tank as he went down—sending his own
               craft spiraling out of control and crashing into another walker’s legs. The explosion
               knocked the massive vehicle right off the ring and down toward the planet below. Everywhere
               the armored giants were getting turned into piles of spare parts. Pieces of shattered
               walkers floated away into space. The ring itself cracked in multiple places from the
               barrage of torpedoes the B-wings fired as they shot past. Moonsong cursed under her
               breath—what a waste. What a diversion.

         
         “Okay, people, let’s get out of here. The target isn’t going anywhere.”

         
         —

         
         Li climbed down out of her battered X-wing and found herself face-to-face with a furious
            Moonsong. The mechanics and hangar crew gave them a wide berth, while the other pilots
            remained at a respectful distance…but close enough to be within earshot of the fireworks.
         

         
         “What in the blazes did you think you were doing out there?”

         
         “I was doing my job,” Li responded evenly.

         
         “Your job was to protect us from TIE fighters, not engage the bombing targets. I lost
            a good pilot. The only reason you aren’t dead, too, is because I scrubbed the main
            mission to pull your fat out of the fire. That was reckless—”
         

         
         “Oh, that’s rich coming from you, Gina. You think I haven’t heard about you?”

         
         “Heard about me?”

         
         “Word travels. You think I don’t know the only reason you got named acting squadron
            leader was because your boyfriend handed you the command?”
         

         
         “You’re out of line, Lieutenant.”

         
         Li snapped to attention and clicked her heels together.

         
         Moonsong stepped back, rubbed her eyes, and let out a long sigh. “You know what your
            problem is, Lieutenant?”
         

         
         “No, ma’am, I do not. Perhaps the acting squadron leader will enlighten me.”

         
         Moonsong cracked a smile and lowered her voice. “First of all, I got this command
            despite Stramm’s recommendations. Truth be told, he wasn’t sure I was up to it, but
            they needed him planning ops and somebody had to step up. I stepped up. But the real issue here is the fact that you’re just like me, only a few months back. See, it
            took me too long to realize that the only way any of us make it out of this war alive
            is if we work together. You’re a damn fine pilot, Li, maybe even as good as me, and
            with a little discipline you could be one of the best. And I’m not just saying that.
            You spotted those emplacements; you just lacked the experience to know that your armament
            wouldn’t scratch them. So, yeah, you just might be that good, and yeah, maybe I feel
            a little threatened by you, but I’ll tell you what: if anybody can find a way to smash
            these Imp pigs out of the sky, it’s you and me. What do you say?”
         

         
         Moonsong pulled off her flight glove and stuck out her hand. Li looked down at it
            in amazement.
         

         
         And then she shook it.

         
         —

         
         The chaos and intensity of the campaign blurred days into weeks until the New Republic
            fleet and its pilots were stretched beyond thin. Moonsong fought fatigue as her targeting
            computer screamed out the coordinates for the command hub. Moonsong had to hand it
            to Stramm; he and his little band of rear-echelon planners had discovered the hub
            by studying combat footage brought back by a dozen fighter squadrons. At this very
            moment the fleet was engaged in a spectacular battle against the Imperials’ main defense
            force and had baited them into a close-quarters slugfest over the planet’s northern
            pole. The maneuver should have allowed a trio of B-wing squadrons to strike the command
            hub virtually unnoticed. Unfortunately, the Imperials managed to scramble a makeshift
            group of TIEs that outnumbered the B-wings three to one.
         

         
         “Have your ships hold their positions and cover us.”

         
         Moonsong balked at that. “That’s too dangerous, I can’t—”

         
         “Hey, it’s not like we haven’t had people shooting at us from the front and back before.
            At least this way we can follow your shots in and confuse their sensors. If you’ve
            got a better plan, I’d love to hear it.”
         

         
         “You want a better plan?” asked Moonsong. “Okay: All B-wings cut power and hold positions.
            Set laser cannons to rapid fire and target your ion cannons past the target. We’ll
            wait for you to start our bombing run, Lieutenant Li.”
         

         
         “That sounds worth a shot.”

         
         As the B-wings let loose their devastating barrage against the TIEs, Li threaded her
            X-wings through the friendly fire and into the heart of the enemy formation. Moonsong
            couldn’t help but smile as she watched a pathway clear on her targeting computer.
            Her smile grew wider as she spotted an even better way to nail the command hub.
         

         
         “Okay, boys and girls. Follow me in on the following trajectory. Let’s go.” The B-wings
               formed up on Moonsong and sped toward the ring, where they all saw the huge hangar
               open, its energy blast shields still down. The B-wings entered the hangar; as they
               flew under the command hub section, they targeted their laser-guided bombs and torpedoes
               deep into its heart. Moonsong’s craft glided above the flight deck, firing on enemy
               craft that had not been quick enough to launch. When the squadron exited the hangar
               on the other side of the ring, Moonsong heard Fanty and Dahn scream in triumph as
               the hub erupted behind them. She grinned and keyed her comlink.

         
         “Way to go people! Now, that’s how you do it!”

         
         —

         
         Moonsong checked her watch; she had less than an hour before the squadron launched
            on another strike mission. She’d lost track of how many mission hours she’d flown.
            For Blade Squadron, it seemed like every time they kicked over a rock, more Imperials
            would scurry out from under it. Her people, like everybody else, were tired and stretched
            thin. As she made her way through the hangar, she passed Volk’s badly mauled X-wing.
            Volk had managed to pilot the ship back, and he was now in the infirmary, though his
            bird would never fly again. But it was the ship next to his that contained the real
            surprise.
         

         
         “Braylen—I mean Commander Stramm; what are you…” She trailed off as Stramm climbed
            down from the X-wing cockpit and faced Gina with an awkward smile.
         

         
         “We’re short on X-wing pilots and we need every fighter out there for the strike,”
            he said simply.
         

         
         “I didn’t know you could fly an X-wing.”

         
         As Stramm’s smile broadened, it seemed to lose its awkwardness. “I may not be as good
            a pilot as you, but there’s not a snubfighter built that I can’t fly. Besides, things
            were getting a bit boring up on the bridge.”
         

         
         I’ve missed you, she wanted to tell him. But when she opened her mouth, all she heard herself saying
            was: “Well…your squadron is ready.”
         

         
         “You mean your squadron,” he replied without missing a beat. “You’re still the boss. Technically
            I’m still with planning ops. Since Volk is in the infirmary, I’ll be slotted in as
            Lieutenant Li’s wingman.”
         

         
         “Seriously?” she said.

         
         “Affirmative.”

         
         There was a long pause.

         
         “So let me get this straight,” she said. “You broke up with me because you didn’t
            want to have to order me into battle, or put me at risk. And now you’re asking me
            to do the same for you?”
         

         
         “Do we have to have this conversation now?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Okay.” Stramm hesitated. “It’s really pretty simple. I trust your judgment more than
            I trust mine.”
         

         
         “This is our last mission together,” she said.

         
         “You sure about that?”

         
         “I’m not sure about anything,” she said. “Not anymore.” She turned and walked away.

         
         “Hey, Gina,” he called after her. “Good luck out there.”

         
         “Luck’s the least of my problems,” she replied.

         
         —

         
         “Bandits coming in, Lieutenant.” Stramm’s voice was strained, and with good reason.
            It seemed like he and Moonsong had spent the last day or so in constant combat. Her
            torpedo launchers were empty, and her B-wing’s maneuver drive redlined every time
            she engaged the thrusters. The X-wings and their pilots were just as battered and
            just as exhausted. But somehow the squadron was holding it together.
         

         
         “We’ve got them.” Moonsong answered. “Lock your S-foils in attack position and hold
            your fire until they get close.” Common sense told her she should turn her bird around,
            rearm, maybe even grab twenty winks on the flight deck…but this wasn’t a time for
            common sense. It was time to push all the way through to the end.
         

         
         The two battered opposing fleets dispensed with fancy maneuvering and barreled straight
            at each other. Both commanders knew that all the tricks and clever stratagems were
            over. Both sides had lost too many ships and pilots, and all that was left to decide
            was how many of the shipyards would be intact after the final clash of arms. A cloud
            of TIE fighters, TIE bombers, TIE interceptors, and heavily armed shuttles spread
            out from Kuat Drive Yards in a last-ditch attempt to break the New Republic’s cruiser
            flotilla. The formation was met in kind with every fighter the New Republic fleet
            could throw back at them.
         

         
         Li’s and Stramm’s X-wings shot out in front of the formation and engaged in a deadly
            dance with TIE fighter after TIE fighter. Gina had to admit that they were a very
            effective team.
         

         
         “Stick close, Fanty; let’s earn our pay.”

         
         “Copy that, boss.”

         
         Moonsong led her pilots through a hail of laserfire toward a damaged Imperial light
            carrier. She relayed an attack pattern to the rest of her pilots and like a well-oiled
            machine they slotted past the TIE fighters and unleashed their devastating payload
            into the carrier’s open hangar. The carrier exploded, debris and flame shooting in
            all directions.
         

         
         “Good work, people! Let’s regroup, and let’s find a new target.”

         
         Even as she spoke those words, Moonsong was scanning: She saw that the New Republic
               fleet was taking quite a beating. Her carrier, the Amalthea, was limping away trailing drive plasma. That did not look good at all. If they were
               caught out here beyond carrier range, they were either going to get picked off by
               Imps or run out of fuel…or both.

         
         But then the situation abruptly changed. As one, the Imperial forces broke off and
            scattered in all directions. Those vessels too damaged to flee transmitted code designating
            the signal for surrender.
         

         
         “My God…They’re surrendering…”

         
         “We did it!” Gina leaned back in her acceleration chair and closed her eyes. Pure
               relief flooded her body as the whoops and yells of her pilots filled her commset.
               Finally the commodore’s voice came over the fleetwide channel:

         
         “All New Republic forces, I have just accepted the surrender of the Kuat Drive Yards
            from Moff Maksim. I repeat: We have accepted their surrender.” Gina gazed out the
            cockpit window at the splintered yet still mighty ring. Fires raged across it, surrounded
            by the debris of hundreds of fighters and starships. Against the lights of the fires
            and explosions, that debris looked like a gigantic asteroid field, so beautiful that
            it was easy to forget it was nothing but a tomb for fighters on both sides. Moonsong
            took a deep breath.
         

         
         “Okay…Let’s go home.”

         
         She turned, and her squadron swung into formation behind her.
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         FOR YEARS, THE CLONE WARS HAVE RAGED ACROSS THE GALAXY. COUNTLESS WORLDS HAVE BEEN ENSNARED IN THE CONFLICT BETWEEN THE GALACTIC REPUBLIC AND THE SEPARATIST ARMY LED BY THE DEVIOUS SITH LORD COUNT DOOKU.

         
         WHILE RUMORS SPREAD THAT THE SEPARATISTS ARE NEARING COMPLETION OF A SUPERWEAPON, FEAR GRIPS THE REPUBLIC. IN RESPONSE, SUPREME CHANCELLOR PALPATINE HAS TASKED A SECRET TEAM OF RESEARCHERS WITH PERFECTING A BATTLE STATION
               FOR THE REPUBLIC—THE DEATH STAR.

         
         THE RACE FOR RESOURCES HAS LED THE SEPARATISTS TO SEEK OUT GALEN ERSO, A BRILLIANT SCIENTIST WHO MAY BE THE KEY TO THE SEPARATISTS’ FORTUNES IN THE WAR. ON A DISTANT PLANET, SECLUDED BY HIS RESEARCH, GALEN AND HIS WIFE, LYRA, HOPE FOR NOTHING MORE THAN PEACE FOR THEIR GROWING FAMILY….

      

   
         
         It was just dawn when Lyra was stirred from sleep and told that she had been ordered
            to leave the Keep at once. None of the handmaidens could tell her why, and two of
            them were sobbing uncontrollably. Lyra dressed while one of the Valltii swaddled six-month-old
            Jyn in blankets, kissed her, and pressed her into Lyra’s arms. She hugged each of
            them tightly, and left them wailing on the landing as she was escorted down the stairs
            by a pair of guards. Outside, despite the sun being much higher in the sky than it
            had been only a month earlier, the air was chill, whipped by a persistent northern
            wind, and she shivered as she was ushered to the waiting carriage.
         

         
         “Where are you taking us?” she asked.

         
         She hadn’t expected an answer, and so was ill prepared when the driver said:

         
         “Tambolor prison.”

         
         Her heart pounded. Were she and Jyn being transferred there? Had Galen’s continued
            refusal to swear fealty to the new regime resulted in imprisonment for the three of
            them? Far worse, had Galen been slated for execution?
         

         
         Had all of them?

         
         Uncertainty preyed on her as the carriage trundled through the city streets; then
               the prison rose into view, cold and forbidding. She had gazed at it so often from
               her chambers in the Keep that drawing to a stop in front of the detested place felt
               unreal, like a bad dream.

         
         The tall gates swung open and suddenly Galen was standing alongside the carriage,
               bracketed by two prison guards, looking much thinner than she allowed herself to admit
               and wearing a beard as long as a bib. The guards, however, made no effort to restrain
               him when he shuffled to her, embracing her and Jyn for a long moment.

         
         “I’ve dreamed of this moment,” he said, stepping back to take them in. His eyes went
               to Jyn. “Let me hold her.”

         
         Lyra passed Jyn to him. Carefully he peeled away the swaddling that masked her face
               and smiled more broadly than Lyra had ever seen him smile. Jyn stirred in his arms,
               and Lyra said: “She remembers you, Galen.”

         
         “She’s beautiful,” he said, inspecting her face. “Her eyes have changed color.”

         
         Lyra nodded. “They’re sort of flecked.” 

         
         “Stardust,” Galen said. “That’s what’s in her eyes.”

         
         “Galen, what’s happening?” Lyra risked asking. “Why have we been brought here. They’re
            not going to—”
         

         
         “I haven’t been told anything. They took me out of my cell before dawn.”

         
         “The same with us. I’m worried.”

         
         “Don’t be.” He showed her his grimy hands. “See? No restraints. And no one has brandished
            a weapon at me all morning.”
         

         
         Lyra didn’t find much relief in it. “Could they be sending us somewhere else? Is there
            a worse prison?”
         

         
         Before he could reply, one of the guards ordered Galen up into the carriage.

         
         He did as instructed, and the drivers snapped their whips over the heads of the lead
            taqwas, which set off at a brisk pace. The carriage’s wooden wheels bounded over bumps
            and ruts, and Lyra inadvertently bit down on her tongue. When Tambolor had disappeared
            from view, Galen raised himself up on the bench seat to take a look around.
         

         
         “We’re heading for the spaceport.”

         
         Lyra’s eyes widened. “You don’t think—”

         
         “I don’t want to jinx anything by thinking.”

         
         Lyra held her breath as the circular landing zone came into view below them, only
            to have her hopes dashed. Fifty or more Separatist battle droids stood in formation
            at the edge of the field, commanded by a male Koorivar sporting a tall cranial horn
            and a richly cloaked uniform. The lackluster drop ship that had delivered them sat
            off to one side.
         

         
         Galen looked stricken. “I guess Phara changed her mind about handing me over to Count
            Dooku.”
         

         
         Lyra fought back tears. From one prison to another. Would the Separatists use her
            and Jyn to coerce and ultimately break Galen, forcing him to join the war?
         

         
         Opposite the battle droids were several taqwa riders, including Chieftain Gruppe,
            dressed in her signature brown uniform and wearing an earflapped cap tugged down over
            her braided hair. When the carriage had drawn to a halt and Galen and Lyra had climbed
            down, Gruppe dismounted and approached.
         

         
         “I’m almost sorry to see you go,” she told them.

         
         “Not as sorry as I am,” Galen said with a mix of anger and disappointment. “What happened
               to the charges being overturned and our being allowed to leave?”

         
         Gruppe grinned. “You misunderstand, my friend.”

         
         As if on cue, a starship appeared high overhead and began a very controlled descent
            toward the landing zone. Trained to take down surveillance drones and small craft,
            a dozen sky-kings followed it down.
         

         
         The Koorivar uttered a barely audible command and the battle droids brought their
            rifles to port arms.
         

         
         Galen squinted at the emblem emblazoned on the light freighter’s underbelly. “Zerpen!”

         
         Lyra put the edge of her hand to her brow and followed his gaze. “Since when does
            Zerpen fly anything that ragged?”
         

         
         Galen ignored the question. “I knew they wouldn’t forget us.”

         
         Lyra gave her head a shake, as if to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. She hugged Jyn
            closer as the Zerpen vessel settled on its trio of landing gear, blasting everyone
            with grit. The boarding ramp lowered and a sole figure in a white environment suit
            similarly emblazoned with the company logo descended to the pad. Lyra felt her jaw
            drop, and when she turned to Galen she saw that he, too, was agape.
         

         
         “Orson Krennic?” she whispered.

         
         He nodded, seemingly incapable of speaking or looking away. “But—”

         
         “We need to play this by ear,” Galen managed.

         
         The Koorivar commander and Chieftain Gruppe met Krennic halfway, and the three of
            them stood regarding one another for a long moment.
         

         
         Krennic looked around with purpose before speaking. “Which of you is in charge?”

         
         Gruppe answered him in Basic. “Marshal Phara has granted me authority to settle this
            matter.”
         

         
         “And you?” Krennic said to the Koorivar.

         
         “I’m here to make certain you honor the terms of the exchange.”

         
         Krennic sniffed with clear purpose and took a few steps back toward the boarding ramp.
               “Please deboard our guests,” he called up into the ship.

         
         Lyra watched closely as a muscular human appeared, similarly attired in Zerpen garb,
               followed by a pair of distressed-looking four-armed humanoids wearing elaborate breath
               masks and enviro-suits, and a Dressellian whose big eyes darted every which way while
               he and the human escorted the humanoids to where Gruppe and the Koorivar were standing.

         
         The Separatist commander appraised the humanoids. “Identify yourselves.”

         
         “I am Dr. Nan Pakota,” the taller of the masked aliens said. “This is my colleague,
            Urshe Torr.”
         

         
         Gruppe turned to Krennic. “I need further confirmation.” Krennic opened his jacket
            and pulled out a datapad, calling Gruppe’s attention to something on the display screen.
            “Satisfied?” Gruppe nodded and the Koorivar followed suit.
         

         
         Krennic handed the datapad to the chieftain. “Yours to keep.” Gruppe dropped the datapad
            into one of her coat pockets and motioned to where Galen and Lyra were standing. “I
            don’t suppose there’s any need to introduce you.”
         

         
         Krennic grinned and sauntered over to them. Reaching for Galen’s hand, he said: “Dr.
            Erso, I’m so relieved to find you in good health.”
         

         
         He turned to Lyra while he was still pumping Galen’s hand. “And Mrs. Erso, and—oh,
               my, is this the child?”

         
         Lyra had her mouth open to respond but nothing emerged. 

         
         “May I have a peek?”

         
         She removed the wrappings that covered Jyn’s face.

         
         “Precious! She looks just like you!”

         
         Businesslike once more, Krennic returned to Gruppe and the Koorivar. “Speaking for
            Zerpen Industries, I must say that this has been a regrettable incident—as was the
            Republic’s abduction of two Separatist researchers. But we are glad to have been in
            a position to broker their release, as well as that of Dr. Erso and his family, who
            should never have been subjected to so much as harsh words, let alone imprisonment.”
         

         
         Gruppe shrugged. “War gives rise to all manner of irascible behavior.” She glanced
            at Galen. “Personally I can add that it has been a privilege getting to know Galen
            Erso, and I hope that he and Lyra will find it in their hearts to forgive our inhospitality.”
         

         
         “I’m working on it,” Galen said.

         
         “Remember that Jyn is a Valltii citizen,” Gruppe said.

         
         Krennic’s eyes narrowed in distaste, and he swung to the Dressellian. “Ready the ship,
            Captain. The sooner we’re off this wretched world, the better.” Glancing at Galen,
            he gestured offhandedly to the boarding ramp. “Dr. Erso, if you and your wife would
            be so kind as to hurry aboard.”
         

         
         “I hope that your journeys are fruitful,” Chieftain Gruppe called out as Galen and
            Lyra were climbing into the ship.
         

         
         Once inside, Krennic whirled Galen into an embrace. “How wonderful to see you after
            all this time!”
         

         
         “Orson, I don’t under—”

         
         “Not now,” Krennic interrupted, stepping back but continuing to grip Galen’s biceps.
            “I’ll explain everything in due course, but right now there are more important matters
            to attend to.”
         

         
         Everyone moved into the main cabin, where three other humans with close-cropped hair
            were seated at various duty stations. All eyes were on them as Galen and Lyra strapped
            into one of the acceleration couches. Lyra cradled Jyn close.
         

         
         “Contact Commander Prakas as soon as we lift off,” Krennic told the comm tech as he
            was strapping in. “Tell him to give us just enough time to get up the well.”
         

         
         The freighter lifted off and rocketed into Vallt’s pale sky. Galen turned his attention
               to the cabin’s starboard-side viewport as stars began to reveal themselves.

         
         “Brace yourselves for evasive action,” Krennic warned.

         
         Galen twisted slightly in the direction of the viewport. A sudden shift in the starfield
            was followed by a brief glimpse of a Separatist warship bristling with weapons; then
            the darkening sky came alive with crisscrossing hyphens of laserfire.
         

         
         “Ha! So much for honoring the terms of the exchange!” Krennic shouted.

         
         Lyra pressed Jyn more tightly to her chest as the freighter was jolted by fire. A
            flash of nova-bright light filled the viewport and the freighter rolled over onto
            its port side, its belly peppered with debris. “Hold tight!” Krennic shouted above
            the sound of Jyn’s crying.
         

         
         “There may be other enemy ships in the area.”

         
         Clamping his arm around Lyra’s shoulder, Galen cut his eyes to the viewport once more
            and glimpsed a dagger-shaped Republic cruiser appearing out of hyperspace. Simultaneously,
            a voice issued from a comm station speaker.
         

         
         “Lieutenant Commander, we’re in position.”

         
         Krennic swiveled toward the console. “Right on schedule, Prakas! There were droids
               and a Settie-class drop ship on the surface, though it might be in the air by now. When you’re
               done with them, target the Keep.”

         
         “Orson, no!” Lyra said in an anguished voice. “It’s done. It’s over with!”

         
         “Not quite,” Krennic said without looking at her. His gaze favored Galen. “A strike
            will give the pro-Republic legions an opportunity to reclaim power. What’s more, we
            promised Zerpen that they’d get their ignition facility back.”
         

         
         “They’re harmless, Orson,” Galen said, “Separatists or no.”

         
         Krennic’s look was patronizing. “Perhaps. But we’re at war, and they’re on the wrong
            side.”
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         Don’t say a word. Stone-faced HoloNet News editor Mandora Catabe didn’t say it out loud, but the message
            was clear.
         

         
         Calliope Drouth’s eyes flicked from Mandora, seated at her desk, to the man standing
            behind her, smiling widely, hands clasped behind his back. Mandora’s face was set,
            grim, her eyes fixed on Calliope’s.
         

         
         That’s an Imperial smile. Calliope had hoped to be called in to hear about the promotion she’d asked for,
            but that hope died when she saw Mandora’s face.
         

         
         “Calliope, sit down,” Mandora said, indicating the chair opposite her desk. “This
               is Eridan Wesyse. I wanted to tell you first: I’m retiring, effective immediately,
               and Mr. Wesyse will be your new editor-in-chief.”

         
         Whereas Mandora was small and shrewd, suspicious of anyone and everyone, Eridan looked
            as if he would always listen sympathetically, smile kindly, and report whatever fit
            the kind of story he wanted to tell; Calliope knew the type.
         

         
         She nodded. She’d seen the man around doing Imperial PR. “Nice to meet you, sir,”
            she said. “I’ve seen you at some events, haven’t I?”
         

         
         He nodded, smiling wider. “You do have good eyes,” he said. “Mandora said you’d be
            my star reporter. Yes, I’ve done some work for the Empire, and I will continue to
            as Mandora’s replacement. You see, the Empire wanted to have a tighter”—he paused,
            searching for the word, “connection to HNN. We’ll want to keep on all of the loyal staff, though, so you shouldn’t worry
            about your job.”
         

         
         Calliope couldn’t help glancing at Mandora.

         
         “No, I’m the only one leaving. I was already contemplating my retirement,” Mandora
            said, her eyes indicating no such thing. “The Empire just made me an offer I couldn’t
            refuse.”
         

         
         “How generous,” Calliope said, her mouth going dry. “What plans do you have for HNN,
               Mr. Wesyse?”

         
         “We’re going to start by giving you a promotion!” he said. “We’re promoting you to
            senior reporter and calling you the Voice of the Empire. We were so impressed with
            your work on the Wookiee threat.”
         

         
         Calliope froze. Her piece on the Wookiee “threat” had been heavily edited by Imperial
            censors, removing the main point of her story entirely and nearly causing Calliope
            to quit.
         

         
         “Based on your noteworthy history with HNN,” Wesyse continued, “it’s obvious we want
               to promote you. It’s quite an honor to be the one person on camera that countless
               citizens will watch to get their news!”

         
         “That is an honor,” Calliope agreed, using the smooth voice she used on sources she
            knew were lying. “Thank you for the promotion. I’m looking forward to the new direction
            you will take us in, Editor Wesyse.”
         

         
         She wanted to take Mandora aside and ask her what was going on, why was this happening,
            but Mandora’s normally animated face was set, which scared Calliope more than anything.
         

         
         “As our newly appointed Voice of the Empire, we’re throwing you at your first story,
            actually,” Wesyse continued. “You are to cover the Imperial ball tonight. We got you
            an invitation, which was no easy task.” He paused here, as if to give her a chance
            to thank him, but she pulled out a small keyboard and started taking notes, nodding
            for him to continue. “You are to go and interview the dignitaries, report what people
            are wearing, mention how good the food is, and so on. Your job is to show the Empire
            in a way the public doesn’t get to see it. Make it more accessible. By giving them
            the inside view, the Empire becomes their Empire. Understand?”
         

         
         Before Calliope could protest that investigative journalism was her preferred area
            of news, Mandora pushed something across the desk at her. “I’m giving you Zox. I won’t
            need it after I retire. It’s yours now.” She patted the little droid, an elderly X-0X
            unit about the size of her hand. “It’s been very good to me, and I know it will serve
            you the same.”
         

         
         The droid was dome-shaped, and its original color was probably red or orange, but
            it was hard to tell, as the paint had worn off with age. It extended three spidery
            legs and rose from the desk, wobbled, and fell over on its side. It beeped plaintively
            until Mandora righted it.
         

         
         “It will probably be better on your shoulder, now that I think about it,” she said,
            smiling fondly at Zox and ignoring Calliope’s confusion entirely.
         

         
         “But X-0X doesn’t transmit, it only records,” Calliope said. “Why can’t I take one
            of the newer droids?”
         

         
         Wesyse frowned. “Unfortunately, the military did a recall all of the transmitting
               droids reporters were using. Turns out there were some technical problems.”

         
         Calliope wanted to laugh, but her spine had turned to ice. Did he know how transparent
            he was being? Stifling the press by removing their ability to transmit video feeds
            would drive the press in a direction Calliope didn’t want to go. She opened her mouth,
            but Mandora interrupted her.
         

         
         “Anyway, I’m retiring and it needs a good owner. I know you will treasure it as much
            as I always have.” She gave it another push, her steely blue eyes locking onto Calliope’s.
            Take the droid.

         
         Calliope’s mind raced as she put her hand over the small dome. They were balanced
            on the edge of something very sharp now. “Thank you, Mandora. I’ll treasure it.”
         

         
         Much of the HNN staff had plans to go to the terrace of the HoloNet News building
            to watch the Empire Day parade below. Thousands of officers and soldiers marched by,
            flanked by the Empire’s machines of war. They were followed by small vehicles showing
            off the new Imperial TIE striker, designed for both suborbital flight and atmospheric
            flight, using state-of-the art technology in navigation and speed.
         

         
         Calliope shook Mandora’s hand, wishing she could talk to her and find out what was
            really going on. She waved to her coworkers and left during the parade. She was hardly
            dressed for an Imperial ball, as she had been expecting an average day at the office,
            and had to rush home to change.
         

         
         Calliope spared a look over her shoulder as the new TIE fighters were displayed to
            the crowds. She had hoped to do a story on them, but doubted she’d ever get the chance
            now if she were doing shallow interviews of famous people.
         

         
         —

         
         Calliope rummaged in her closet for her few pieces of fancy clothing. She had reported
            from the front lines of wars, from the bridges of starships, from high atop a tree
            as she observed a raid on a droid manufacturing plant. She’d endured a broken arm,
            several burns, and one cut on her cheek, which she refused to surgically remove, as
            it was a reminder to all about how seriously she took her job.
         

         
         And now she had to pull out the ivory gown that she had worn to her sister’s wedding.
            She had to admit it was beautiful, woven with smart strands of synthetic fiber that
            gave off shimmers of different colors depending on the angle of the light on the dress.
            The ivory contrasted well with her dark skin and delicate features, although accessorizing
            with a rusty droid would be challenging.
         

         
         Finally dressed, she put X-0X on her shoulder. It beeped inquisitively at her, though
            its beep was more like a strangled chirp: this droid had been around for decades,
            and her boss had never replaced it.
         

         
         “Why Mandora insisted I bring you, I’ll never know,” she said, and then stopped abruptly.
            X-0X whirred in a way that sounded much like the newer, sleeker droids, and its scratched
            ocular lens glowed. Had it been modified?
         

         
         A hologram appeared in front of Calliope. Mandora paced within the small circle of
            X-0X’s beam, showing finally the energy and fierceness that Calliope expected.
         

         
         “Calliope. I don’t have much time. As of right now, the Empire is taking over HNN.
            I’m out, but you can still stay in. They will censor you. They will silence you. They
            will enrage you.” Mandora stopped and jabbed her finger at Calliope, spitting out
            one word per jab. “But I need you to stay where you are.”

         
         The hologram began pacing again, just a few steps, to keep within the ability of X-0X
            to record. “This will be my last message to you. I’m leaving Coruscant. The fight
            against the Empire is bigger than we ever expected, and I’m going to help them however
            I can.”
         

         
         “Against the Empire?” Calliope whispered. She’d found evidence of resistance while
            researching some of her stories, but Mandora had stopped every attempt to report on
            them. They didn’t have enough to broadcast yet, she’d said.
         

         
         “You have a few choices. I’m sure if you do what Eridan Wesyse wishes you to, you
            will be rewarded. Voice of the Empire. The Empire does appreciate loyalty. But you’re
            better than that. You’re smarter than that. And my…friends could use you. The second option available to you is dangerous and”—she paused and
            smiled—“subversive.”
         

         
         Calliope listened to the second option, hope and excitement blossoming within her.
            This was the kind of reporting she could get behind.
         

         
         —

         
         X-0X clung to her gown, and she didn’t even mind it crushing the fabric. It burbled
            and beeped at her as she approached the Imperial Palace. “What exactly did she do
            to modify you, anyway?” she asked. It remained silent.
         

         
         Calliope walked past the dozens of Imperial Guards, and then the helmeted troopers,
            who always made her shiver. She showed her press credentials and invitation to the
            stern-faced guard at the top of the staircase. He frowned, casting a suspicious eye
            on X-0X. “That a recording droid?”
         

         
         “It is,” she said, smiling. “It’s vintage, mostly for show. It’s here with HNN Editor-in-Chief
            Eridan Wesyse’s blessing.” Recognizing the name, he gestured her through.
         

         
         She thought of the impoverished people on far-off systems and wondered who among them
            would want to know which designer a diplomat from Alderaan would be wearing. But she
            went dutifully to find out.
         

         
         Oddly enough, Alderaan had sent a junior diplomat, who looked as if his suit was very
            uncomfortable. She joined him at the bar.
         

         
         “You look like this is your first Empire Day,” she said to him, smiling. “I’m Calliope
               Drouth, HoloNet News.”

         
         His pale eyes scanned hers, and he swallowed. “Pol Treader. I recognize you. And what
            you’re really asking is why Alderaan sent someone so young to such an important day.”
         

         
         She laughed. “If you’re going to succeed in diplomacy, you’re going to have to be
            much less direct.” She took the drink offered by the bartender.
         

         
         “Diplomacy isn’t my usual job title,” Pol said, pulling at his waistcoat. “I’m here
            as a favor to the Organas. They couldn’t make it.”
         

         
         That was interesting. “Why not?”

         
         He shrugged and looked irritated at her. “They don’t tell me things like that. I’m
            just an assistant in antiquities.” He wandered away.
         

         
         “Who did your suit?” she called after him, but he was gone. She stopped herself from
            chasing after Mr. Antiquities when someone new swept into the room. All eyes fixated
            on the newcomer, and some young Imperial officers at the bar began whispering in hushed
            tones. Calliope edged closer to them.
         

         
         “I don’t believe you,” one said to the other. She was tall, nearly two meters, with
            dark skin much like Calliope’s.
         

         
         Her companion was shorter and pale, his cheeks ruddy from already enjoying the flowing
            alcohol. “Fine, don’t believe me,” he said. “Doesn’t make it any less true.”
         

         
         “You were there, with him? For Project Celestial Power?” she asked.

         
         He shushed her frantically, his head swiveling around to see who had overheard. Calliope
            kept watching the new man who had entered the room, tall, pale, with a long white
            cape that shone in the light. Everyone seemed fascinated with him, but he gave attention
            only to the high-ranking Imperials drinking from thin flutes in the corner.
         

         
         “Yes, I was with him, now be quiet about it. If we’re overheard I could be demoted!”
            He fingered his insignia of rank on his chest. “And I just got this.”
         

         
         “Yes, you said so. About five times,” his companion said, sounding bored.

         
         Calliope noticed their uniforms as if for the first time, and approached. The pale
            officer looked worried, but stood his ground.
         

         
         “Calliope Drouth, HoloNet News,” she said. “Everyone is impressed with that man who
            just came in, but I can’t place him. Who is that?”
         

         
         “That is Commander Krennic,” the tall woman said. “He’s the architect behind some
               of the Emperor’s greatest projects.”

         
         “All classified, I would expect,” Calliope said, smiling.

         
         “Of course,” the pale officer said.

         
         “I would love to find out more about him, Officer…” She raised her eyebrows and waited
            for him to supply his name.
         

         
         “Tifino. Officer Tifino,” he said. He indicated his companion. “That’s Officer Wick.”

         
         Wick bowed, looking amused. Calliope decided she liked her.

         
         “I’ll get the next round,” she said. “Incidentally, what do you two think of the fashion
            here tonight?”
         

         
         —

         
         Once she had the officers talking, Calliope managed to steer the conversation toward
            the various dignitaries flaunting themselves in the ballroom.
         

         
         “Now, that is Ambassador Oaan from the third moon around Jaatovi,” Wick said. The
               ambassador was tall and thin, with long black hair cascading down her back, and she
               moved with grace through the crowd. She reached Commander Krennic and began speaking
               with him.

         
         “She is so subtle she could step through a lightning storm and not get zapped,” Wick
            said. “I’d watch out for her.”
         

         
         “Or interview her,” Calliope said, winking. She took a testing step away from her
            new friends, and they began protesting.
         

         
         “You can’t leave, you just got here!” Tifino said. “You can talk to her later!”

         
         Everyone likes the woman buying the drinks, Mandora had always told her, and she returned to them and got another round. If she
            could make these officers feel they owed her something, so much the better.
         

         
         Calliope pointed to Tifino’s insignia of rank. “It looks as if you made an impression
            on Commander Krennic,” she said, handing the bartender credits for the drinks. “It
            sounds like he’s doing highly classified things. You could be heroes and few would
            ever know. What does that feel like?”
         

         
         Tifino finished his drink in one gulp and focused on Calliope, blinking a few times.
            His eyes fell on the silent droid on her shoulder. “He’s already a war hero,” he confided.
            “I—I can’t tell you why.”
         

         
         “Of course you can’t,” Calliope said, nodding. “That’s not the action of an officer
            who’s caught the commander’s eye. Speaking of which, where did he get that amazing
            cape?”
         

         
         She’d guessed right; neither officer felt like following her lead about fashion. Wick
            brought up how she could be transferred to Tifino’s ship.
         

         
         “We need scouts more than anything,” he said. “How’s your tracking?”

         
         Wick made a face. “I’m a pilot. I haven’t spent time in any terrain but a city since
            I was a child.”
         

         
         “What do you need with scouts?” Calliope asked. “I’ll bet the Emperor is looking for
            a place to spend a holiday!” She tapped on X-0X and frowned when it did nothing. Then
            she pulled her small keyboard from her bag and began typing. “Where is he looking
            to vacation?”
         

         
         Tifino frowned. “No, it’s not like that. Who’d want to spend time on Jedha for fun,
            anyway?”
         

         
         “Who’d want to scout there?” Calliope said. She got another round of drinks. Tifino
            excused himself to visit the lavatory.
         

         
         Wick sighed when he was out of earshot. “That guy. A screwup through the Academy.
            I carried him, you know. And then luck hit him and missed me, and he’s under Krennic
            and I’m, well…” She looked down at her empty glass and Calliope gently removed it
            and put a full one there.
         

         
         “I’m doing shuttle runs,” she finally said.

         
         “Shuttle pilots can scout,” Calliope said. “You have a wider view of the terrain.
            You need to seize opportunity, tell them why they need you. You’ve got hot hands at
            the helm, right?” Wick nodded, realization dawning on her face. “You’ve got sharp
            eyes, right? Sharper than Tifino’s?”
         

         
         “Much sharper,” Wick scoffed.

         
         “Then you tell your superiors that shuttle pilots can be just as good at scouting
               as troops on the ground. Better. You can see lights, smoke, the movement of groups.
               The Empire needs you to look for hidden enemies.”

         
         Wick had been nodding fervently at her, and then frowned and stopped nodding. “No,
               they’re not looking for enemies. They’re looking for some kind of crystals. What were
               they called? Cyder? Kyber? Hyper? Something like that. Anyway, Tifino’s team just
               found a huge stash of them. That’s what got him his new rank.”

         
         “And you carried that guy!” Calliope said, eyes wide with outrage.

         
         “And I carried that guy,” Wick said firmly, nodding. They clinked glasses and drank.

         
         Tifino returned with a confused smile. “Wait, I want in, what are we toasting?”

         
         “To Wick’s future,” Calliope said, raising her glass again.

         
         “Who carried you through the Academy,” Wick reminded him. “Who may just be the next
            hot officer to find the commander some of those fancy crystals!”
         

         
         Tifino looked meaningfully at Calliope, who listed toward the wall and fiddled with
            X-0X, which was still unresponsive. Wick waved a hand, dismissing her. “She’s as drunk
            as we are. Besides, her recording droid died a while back.” She gulped and stood a
            little straighter, looking at Calliope. “You aren’t going to mention this, are you?”
         

         
         “Depends,” she said. “Are you going to tell me who made the commander’s cape or not?
            Because that’s the story I’m chasing.”
         

         
         They laughed, and Calliope mock-frowned at them. “No, really. If I don’t report that,
            I’m going to get into serious trouble with my new editor. Everyone on Coruscant is
            going to want one!”
         

         
         The officers laughed, and Wick launched into a very funny joke about bartenders on
            planets with high seawater content. Suddenly, X-0X gave a strangled chirp and tumbled
            off Calliope’s shoulder, landing hard on its dome and bouncing a meter away. Calliope
            went to retrieve it, and as she reached out, a black boot settled gently on the droid’s
            still-rolling body and stopped it. She straightened and looked up into the face of
            Commander Krennic.
         

         
         “Is this yours?” he asked, picking the silent droid up swiftly. Calliope groaned inwardly.

         
         “Yes, it’s not the most reliable,” Calliope said, glaring at the little droid. She
            looked up and met Krennic’s eyes, blue and searching. She held out a gloved hand and
            he looked at it for a moment, and then shook it instead of giving X-0X back. So she
            introduced herself.
         

         
         “Commander Krennic, it’s an honor. I’m Calliope—”

         
         “Drouth, yes, with HoloNet News,” he said. He scrutinized the droid. “I was under
            the impression we would supply our reporters with better equipment.”
         

         
         “Actually, we just heard the military recalled our newer droids. Anything to serve
            the Emperor’s cause, but that leaves us with, well…” She indicated X-0X’s sorry state.
         

         
         “How old is this droid?” he asked.

         
         “I don’t know,” she said. “It was a gift from my former editor. I keep it mainly for
            nostalgia purposes. And recording, when it works.”
         

         
         “Nostalgia and connections to loved ones,” he mused. “Some would consider it a weakness.”

         
         “While others would consider it a comfort,” she said.

         
         He smiled slightly. “I would definitely think the inability to record things is a
            weakness for a reporter. You may just miss something that could make your career.
            Or you could be lucky enough to miss something that could destroy your career.”
         

         
         Calliope thought of the data that Mandora had sent her. She hadn’t erased it from
            the droid yet, and now it was in Krennic’s hands.
         

         
         She smiled back at him. “I try not to rely on it too much.”

         
         “Then how will you gather your information to report on the Imperial ball?” he asked.
               “Surely you’re missing all of the gossip by fiddling with a broken droid.”

         
         “I’m getting gossip at the bar, sir,” she said. “I just found out your tailor’s name.
            Do you know that you’re setting fashion trends?”
         

         
         Krennic focused on the officers behind her, who were frozen at attention. “Tifino,”
            he said. “Are you making the most of your shore leave?”
         

         
         Tifino nodded, unable to speak.

         
         “Good.” He looked down at X-0X, held in his long, gloved fingers. “If you’d allow
            me to borrow this droid, Ms. Drouth,” he said. “I know some tinkers who can fix it
            right up.”
         

         
         Calliope knew that if she protested too much, she’d make herself look suspicious.
            She glanced back at Wick and then looked meaningfully at Krennic. Come on, she mouthed. Now’s your chance.

         
         Wick swallowed and then lunged forward, stumbling slightly. “Commander,” she stammered,
               putting a hand on his white coat and then pulling it off as if she just remembered
               herself. “Officer Ianna Wick, sir, and I wanted to make my case for joining your next
               mission.”

         
         Krennic frowned at her, and opened his mouth, but Wick forged ahead. “I’m a shuttle
            pilot, best in my class at the Academy, and Tifino said you needed scouts….”
         

         
         Calliope had no love for the Empire, but she’d developed a soft spot for Wick. She
               prayed the Imperial wouldn’t blow it by saying too much in front of Calliope. Lucky
               for all involved, X-0X chose that time to come back online and buzzed, vibrating in
               Krennic’s hand, its sensor glowing again and beeping in a confused way.

         
         “There you are,” Calliope said, interrupting Wick. She reached up and took the droid
               from the distracted Krennic, who frowned at her. “He’s working now, sir, thanks for
               your offer, but you have more important things to do at this ball. Like listen to
               this young woman discuss her career with you.” She made a play of looking around the
               room and focusing on the miserable nobody from Alderaan. “I see an ambassador I need
               to talk to, I hope you both have a lovely evening.” She nodded to them both, passed
               behind Krennic, and then gave Wick a thumbs-up. The woman smiled at her before making
               her case to the stern commander.

         
         “She did carry Tifino, after all,” Calliope muttered to herself. She put X-0X on her
            shoulder, where it gripped her as tightly as before. “Let’s circle the room once or
            twice and then get you home and into a good oil bath that will scrub you clean of
            everything.”
         

         
         —

         
         Calliope faced the camera, smiling with experienced ease as the transmission to countless
            planets concluded. She deftly double-checked the monitor to ensure that her hands
            were still visible in the feed.
         

         
         “We here at HNN hope you enjoyed your Empire Day. Last night, I was afforded an inside
               look at the elegance and finery of the Imperial ball.” The monitors showed the footage
               X-0X had gotten before it malfunctioned, panning around the room and focusing on the
               well-dressed dignitaries. “I can report that the fashion of Coruscant is going to
               be taking its lead from the attendees! From the sharply dressed dignitary from Alderaan
               to the elegant dress uniforms of the upper echelon of the Imperial Forces, these attendees
               showed more than their diplomatic and military might, but also their fashion sense.
               Our Imperial Forces are, well, a force to be reckoned with, both on the battlefield and in the ballroom! You can find some
               of the superstar tailors who dressed our dignitaries listed on your screen. You’d
               better get your call in soon! This is Calliope Drouth, your Voice of the Empire.”

         
         The light above the camera died, and Calliope sat back and sighed, forcing her shoulders
            to loosen. Eridan Wesyse hurried up to her, beaming. “Even better than your script,
            so vivid!” he sang. “I’m going to put you on all the society stories!” He frowned.
            “I would have liked more interviews with the who’s-who of the Empire, though.”
         

         
         “My droid malfunctioned halfway through the night,” Calliope said truthfully. “I did
            what I could.”
         

         
         He clapped her on the back and rushed away to converse with another reporter. She
            finally unclasped her hands. I got away with it.

         
         Now the question was, would anyone hear her true report? Mandora’s message had included
            a file on code phrases and cyphers, which Calliope had used to carefully select the
            words in her transmission. The position of her hands during the broadcast would clue
            the subversives in to which algorithm to run on her seemingly vapid report. With any
            luck, they would be on their way to Jedha within the hour. Calliope didn’t know what
            kyber crystals were, but if they were important enough for Krennic to go after, they
            had to be important enough to report.
         

         
         If what Mandora said was true, Calliope was one of many spies, gathering information
               against the Empire.

         
         She thought of Officers Wick and Tifino: possibly invisible “heroes” in the Empire’s
            eyes. She knew how that felt now.
         

         
         No one would ever know her work, not if she did her job right. No one but X-0X, which
            sat on her desk in her office, beeping quietly to itself.
         

         
         She was growing fond of the little nuisance.
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         AS THE SHADOWS OF THE EMPIRE LOOM EVER LARGER ACROSS THE GALAXY, SO DO DEEPLY TROUBLING RUMORS. THE REBELLION HAS LEARNED OF A SINISTER IMPERIAL PLOT TO BRING ENTIRE WORLDS TO THEIR KNEES. DEEP IN EMPIRE-DOMINATED SPACE, A MACHINE OF UNIMAGINABLE DESTRUCTIVE POWER IS NEARING COMPLETION.
               A WEAPON TOO TERRIFYING TO CONTEMPLATE…AND A THREAT THAT MAY BE TOO GREAT TO OVERCOME.

         
         IF THE WORLDS AT THE EMPIRE’S MERCY STAND ANY CHANCE, IT LIES WITH AN UNLIKELY BAND OF ALLIES: JYN ERSO, A RESOURCEFUL YOUNG WOMAN SEEKING VENGEANCE; CASSIAN ANDOR, A REBEL COMMANDER ON A MISSION OF ASSASSINATION; BODHI ROOK, A DEFECTOR FROM THE EMPIRE’S MILITARY; CHIRRUT ÎMWE, A BLIND HOLY MAN AND HIS CRACK-SHOT COMPANION, BAZE MALBUS; AND K-2SO, A DEADLY IMPERIAL DROID TURNED AGAINST ITS FORMER MASTERS. IN THEIR HANDS RESTS THE NEW HOPE THAT COULD TURN THE TIDE TOWARD A CRUCIAL REBELLION VICTORY—IF ONLY THEY CAN CAPTURE THE PLANS TO THE EMPIRE’S NEW WEAPON.

         
         BUT EVEN AS THEY RACE TOWARD THEIR DANGEROUS GOAL, THE SPECTER OF THEIR ULTIMATE ENEMY—A
                  MONSTROUS WORLD UNTO ITSELF—DARKENS THE SKIES. WAITING TO HERALD THE EMPIRE’S BRUTAL REIGN WITH A BURST OF ANNIHILATION WORTHY OF ITS DREADED NAME: DEATH STAR.

      

   
         
         PROLOGUE

         
         Galen Erso was not a good farmer. That was only one of his many flaws, but it was the
            reason he was still alive.
         

         
         A man of more diverse talents—a different Galen, a Galen who could intuit what colonial
            crops would thrive in an alien world’s soil, or who could check a withered tree for
            rot without peeling away its bark—would have grown bored. His mind, left idle in the
            fields, would have returned to subjects he had forsworn. That Galen, consciously or
            by habit, would have sought out the very work that had driven him to exile. He would
            have stared into the hearts of stars and formulated theorems of cosmic significance.
         

         
         In time, he would have drawn attention. His obsessions would surely have killed him.
         

         
         Yet an unskilled farmer was anything but idle; so the true Galen, the one who inhabited
               the realm of reality instead of idle fantasy, had no trouble filling his days on Lah’mu
               without succumbing to temptation. He took bacterial samples off boulders left by prehistoric
               volcanoes and looked in awe at the evergreen moss and grass and weeds that seemed
               to sprout from every surface. He surveyed the endless crooked hills of his domain,
               and he was grateful that he had yet to master his new profession.

         
         He constructed these thoughts like an equation as he looked out the window, past his
            orderly rows of budding skycorn and toward the black soil of the beach. A tiny girl
            played near the rows, sending her toy soldier on adventures in the dirt.
         

         
         “Is she digging again? I swear she didn’t learn the words stripmining from me, but we’re going hungry next year if she keeps this up.”
         

         
         The words breached Galen’s concentration slowly. When he heard them, understood them,
            he smiled and shook his head. “The agricultural droids will repair the damage. Leave
            her be.”
         

         
         “Oh, I never planned to do anything. That girl is all yours.”

         
         Galen turned. Lyra’s lips curled until she smiled. She’d started smiling again the
               day they’d left Coruscant.

         
         He began to reply when the sky rumbled with a boom unlike thunder. One portion of
            Galen’s mind narrowed its focus and was aware of only his wife before him, his daughter
            on the beach. The other portion processed the situation with mechanical precision.
            He was walking without conscious intent, striding past Lyra and the cluttered kitchen
            table and the worn couch that reeked of clove aftershave. He passed through a doorway
            and reached a device that might have evolved in the junkyard of a machine civilization—all
            cracked screens and loose wires, apt to shatter at a touch. He adjusted a dial and
            studied the video image on the screen.
         

         
         A shuttlecraft was landing on his farm.

         
         Specifically, a Delta-class T-3c, all sharp angles and bare metal. It busily broadcast active scans of the landscape
               as its broad wings folded in for landing and its sublight engines tapered their thrust.
               Galen studied the associated readouts and let the specifications settle into his memory—not
               because they might be useful, but because he wanted to procrastinate for just a moment.
               To shut away the implications of what he was seeing.

         
         He squeezed his eyes shut and gave himself three seconds, two, one.
         

         
         Then it was time to accept that his family’s life on Lah’mu was over. 

         
         “Lyra,” he said. He assumed she was near, but didn’t turn to look. 

         
         “Is it him?” she asked. She sounded unafraid, which frightened Galen more than anything.

         
         “I don’t know. But we have to—” 

         
         “I’ll get started,” she said.

         
         Galen nodded without looking from the console.

         
         Galen was not prone to panic. He knew what needed doing, had rehearsed it on those
               rare days when the farm tended to itself or on those less rare nights when sleep eluded
               him. Such preparations were the only obsessions he permitted himself. He turned to
               another machine, tapped in a code, and tore a series of cords from the wall with swift
               jerks. He began another countdown in his head; if the data purge did not complete
               in five minutes, he would begin physically destroying components.

         
         He heard footsteps at the front door, quick and light. He turned to see Jyn dash inside,
            brown hair matted and face touched with dirt. She’d left her toy in the fields. Galen
            felt an unexpected pang and feared—absurdly, he knew—that the loss of Stormy would
            distress her once she was far from the farm.
         

         
         “Mama—”

         
         Lyra stepped away from the bundle of clothes and datapads and portable meals she’d
            piled on one chair and knelt before the girl whose pale, slender features mirrored
            hers. “We know. It’s all right.”
         

         
         Galen approached the pair, waited until his daughter had seen him. He spoke softly
            but somberly. “Gather your things, Jyn. It’s time.”
         

         
         She understood, of course. She always did, when it mattered. But Galen had no time
            to be proud.
         

         
         He turned back to his machines as Jyn sprinted to her room. The data purge had not
            completed. There were other files he had to handle as well, files he should have erased
            on Coruscant but which he’d brought to Lah’mu instead. (Why had he done that? Was
            it nostalgia? Misplaced pride?) He opened a drawer stuffed with spare droid parts
            and removed the arm of an agricultural unit. He flipped open a small panel, dug his
            fingertips between wires, and extracted a datachip.
         

         
         “The scrambler, please?” he said.

         
         Lyra passed him a metal orb the size of his palm. He inserted the datachip and—before
            he could doubt himself—pressed the toggle. The orb heated and produced a smell like
            burning hair. He tossed it in the junk drawer and felt a tightness in his stomach.
         

         
         “If there’s anything else, make it quick.” Lyra’s tone was clipped. A light blinked
               faster on the sensor console.

         
         “Set the rendezvous and take Jyn,” he said. “I’ll finish here.”

         
         Lyra abruptly stopped double-checking her bundle of provisions. “That wasn’t the plan,
            Galen.”
         

         
         “I’ll meet you there.”

         
         “You have to come with us.”

         
         Her eyes were hard. Please smile, he thought. 
         

         
         “I have to buy you time,” he said.

         
         The sensor light went dark. A fault seemed unlikely. Lyra just watched him.

         
         “Only I can,” he said.

         
         It was an argument impossible to refute. Lyra didn’t try. She stalked into the kitchen
            and tapped at the comm unit as Galen made for Jyn’s room. He caught just a snippet
            of Lyra’s words: “Saw—it’s happened. He’s come for us.”
         

         
         Jyn stood with her bulging satchel at her feet. Galen surveyed the tiny chamber’s
            remaining contents: a few toys, the cot. Easy enough to hide. Enough to buy a few
            more minutes. He pushed a doll out of sight before returning to the doorway.
         

         
         “Jyn. Come here.”

         
         He considered what he might say; considered what impression he wanted to leave Jyn
            if everything ended in disaster.
         

         
         “Remember—” He spoke with deliberate care, hoping to etch the words in her bones.
            “Whatever I do, I do it to protect you. Say you understand.”
         

         
         “I understand,” Jyn said.

         
         And this time, of course, she didn’t understand. What eight-year-old could? Galen heard his own foolishness, his ego echoed
            by her voice. He wrapped her in his arms, felt her slender, warm body against him,
            and knew a better memory to leave her with.
         

         
         “I love you, Stardust.” 

         
         “I love you, too, Papa.” 

         
         That would be enough.

         
         He looked to his wife, who stood waiting. “Galen,” she began, all the harshness gone.

         
         “Go,” he said.

         
         She did, coaxing Jyn with her. Galen allowed himself the luxury of watching, heard
            his daughter offer a last confused, “Papa?” Then they were gone from the house, and
            he resumed his work.
         

         
         He collected objects out of place—more toys, Lyra’s clothes, unwashed dishes from
            the kitchen—and stashed them in niches he and Lyra had prepared long ago. He checked
            the unfinished data purge, returned his mind’s eye to his mental countdown. A few
            seconds past the five-minute deadline. That meant he could keep busy while he awaited
            his visitors.
         

         
         By the time Galen heard muffled voices approaching the farmhouse, two of his homemade
            data processing units billowed acrid smoke as their circuits melted. He stepped out
            the front door to greet the new arrivals under the cloudy sky.
         

         
         A company in bleached white and gleaming black advanced toward the doorstep. The leader
            was a narrow man of Galen’s own age in a spotless ivory officer’s uniform, head high
            and movements stiff. The breeze failed to disturb the sandy hair beneath his cap.
            His cohorts wore armor like a scarab’s shell, bore pistols and rifles as if ready
            for war. The troopers stepped when their leader stepped, matched his pace; to Galen,
            they seemed to exist only as extensions of their superior.
         

         
         The man in white halted less than three meters away. “You’re a hard man to find, Galen,”
            he said, not quite smiling.
         

         
         “That was the idea.” Galen did not quite smile, either, though he could have. He could
            have let the farm and sky fade, let the troopers become shadows, and conjured an office
            on Coruscant around him; allowed himself to believe he was sparring again with his
            friend and colleague Orson Krennic.
         

         
         There was no point in nostalgia, however. Orson surely knew that as well as he.

         
         Orson was tugging at his gloves as he studied the fields with an exaggerated crane
            of his neck. “But farming? A man of your talents?”
         

         
         “It’s a peaceful life,” Galen returned. 

         
         “Lonely, I’d imagine.”

         
         With those words, Orson had declared his game and his stakes. It did not surprise
            Galen.
         

         
         “Since Lyra died, yes,” Galen said.

         
         The corner of Orson’s mouth twitched, as if he were taken aback. “My sincerest condolences,”
            he said, then gestured to the troopers and spoke more sternly. “Search the house.
            Shut down any machines—we’ll want them examined by the technicians.”
         

         
         Four of the troopers obediently, rapidly, made for the doorway.

         
         Galen stepped aside to allow them past.

         
         “I don’t imagine,” Orson said, “you’ve laid any traps? Nothing that would harm a patriot
               doing his duty?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “No,” Orson agreed. “I’ve always found your constancy refreshing. Galen Erso is an
            honest man, unaltered by stress or circumstance.”
         

         
         Troopers called to one another in the house behind Galen, and he stifled the impulse
            to turn. “Honest, perhaps. Still just a man.”
         

         
         Orson spread his hands, conceding the point. He moved as if to join the troopers in
            the house, then stopped. “When did she die?” he asked.
         

         
         “Two, three years, I think. It’s a bit of a blur.”

         
         “She was a wonderful woman. Strong. I know you loved her very much.”

         
         “What is it you want?”

         
         The words were a mistake. Galen barely hid his wince as he heard himself, recognized
            the edge to his voice. The longer he played, the longer Lyra and Jyn had to escape.
            Instead he’d grown impatient.
         

         
         Orson was replying carelessly, feigning the blunt honesty of a man too worn to lie.
            “The work has stalled, Galen. I need you to come back.”
         

         
         “I have the utmost confidence in you. In your people.” 

         
         “You don’t,” Orson snapped. “You were never that humble.”

         
         “And you have too little faith in your own skills,” Galen said easily. “I told you
            that when we were practically children. You could have done everything I did, but
            you preferred to dabble; to shepherd people instead of nurture theory. I always respected
            your decision, but don’t let it narrow your world.”
         

         
         All of it was true. All of it was also designed to hurt Orson, to pry at his insecurities.
            Galen kept his tone measured, casual. Infuriatingly so, perhaps, but Orson’s fury
            did not frighten him. He feared focus, efficiency, speed; not wild rage.
         

         
         Orson only grimaced—a forced smile that didn’t take. “You will come back.”
         

         
         So much for that sidetrack. Galen straightened his back. They were coming to the end. “I won’t do it. This is
            where I belong now.”
         

         
         “Scratching the dirt with a shovel? We were on the verge of greatness, Galen. We were
            this close to providing peace, security for the galaxy.”
         

         
         Behind Galen came the sound of ceramics shattering as the troopers continued their
            search. He mentally cataloged dishes and ornamental vases, then dismissed the list.
            Nothing in the house mattered.
         

         
         “You’re confusing peace with terror. You lied about what we were building.”

         
         “Only because you were willing to believe.” 

         
         “You wanted to kill people.”

         
         Orson shrugged, unmoved by the argument. “We have to start somewhere.”

         
         Galen almost laughed. He remembered when he could laugh with Orson, instead of feeling
            nothing but hollow defiance.
         

         
         Snapping sounds from the house. Furniture being broken apart, hiding places revealed.
            Orson would have his proof momentarily.
         

         
         “I’d be of no help, Krennic.” Needle him. Deny all familiarity. “My mind just isn’t what it was.” And now he could only talk, not try to persuade
               or to enrage or do anything more than buy a few more seconds, a few precious moments
               for Lyra and Jyn. “I thought at first it was only the work—I would sit some nights
               and remember equations and theorems, but I couldn’t hold them in my head anymore.
               I chalked it up to exhaustion, to forgoing the habits of a focused intellect…” He
               shook his head. “But it’s more than that. Now I have trouble remembering the simplest
               things.”

         
         Orson wove gloved fingers together, eyes glittering with cruel amusement. “Your child,
               for example? Galen, you’re an inspired scientist, but you’re a terrible liar.”

         
         Orson didn’t need his troopers to report an extra bed or a toy left out in the fields.
            There would be no more delays for Galen, no hope of hiding his family’s presence on
            Lah’mu.
         

         
         He prayed that Lyra would fare better. She had never failed him before.

         
         Galen put aside even that thought to picture his daughter in her arms.

         
         —

         
         Lyra ran, her fingers wrapped around the fragile wrist of her daughter. She pulled
            without tenderness. She heard Jyn whimper in pain, felt the girl stumble beside her,
            and longed to hoist her in both arms, carry her across the rocks and clutch her to
            her breast.
         

         
         She longed to, but she couldn’t carry her daughter and crouch low enough to take advantage
            of the concealing hills. She couldn’t add another twenty-five kilograms onto the supplies
            she carted on her back and still maintain her speed. Lyra loved her daughter, but
            love wouldn’t save them today.
         

         
         Lyra had always been the practical one in the family.

         
         Damn you, Galen, she thought, for sending us away.

         
         She caught a flash of motion out of the corner of her eye, turned to confirm that
            it wasn’t the wind, and tugged Jyn down as she dived onto moist soil. Her stomach
            already hurt from the run. The cool dirt felt good on her body, but her forehead prickled
            with sweat and fear. She peeked around the rocks to watch a half dozen figures—black-clad
            Imperial troopers led by a uniformed officer in white—stride rapidly toward the farmhouse.
         

         
         No, not just an officer in white. Orson Krennic was leading a death squad to the farmhouse. Toward Galen.

         
         “Mama—” Jyn was whispering, tugging at her hand. “I know that man.”

         
         That caught Lyra by surprise. But Jyn had her father’s mind, if not his obsessions.
            Her memory was better than Lyra’s had ever been.
         

         
         That’s your father’s special friend Orson, she wanted to say. He’s a lying bastard who thinks he’s a visionary. Instead she whispered, “Shh,” and pressed two fingers to Jyn’s lips before kissing
               her on the forehead. “We need to keep going. Don’t let them see you, okay?”

         
         Jyn nodded. But she looked terrified.

         
         They moved together, as swiftly as Lyra could manage while squatting out of sight.
            Her hips were cramping as she led Jyn around the base of a comm spire and stopped
            again to peer toward the farmhouse. She couldn’t make out Krennic past the troopers,
            couldn’t see if Galen had emerged, but the group had halted near the front door. Lyra
            suddenly pictured the armored figures raising flamers, reducing the house to ash and
            charred metal while her husband screamed inside…
         

         
         She knew better. So long as Krennic was in control, Galen would stay alive long after
            the rest of them were dead. He would have no choice but to work for that man until
            he was old and feeble, until his intellect began to fail him and the Empire determined
            he was no longer useful.
         

         
         Lyra realized she’d made a decision.

         
         She unslung her bag, rooted through the contents until she found what she needed.
               She set a bundle of clothes in the grass and placed her hands on Jyn’s shoulders.
               The girl was trembling. She met her mother’s gaze.

         
         “You know where to go, don’t you?” Lyra asked. “Wait for me there. Don’t come out for anyone but me.”

         
         Jyn didn’t answer. Lyra saw the moisture in her eyes. A voice told Lyra, If you leave her now, she’s done. You’ve taken all her strength away.

         
         But Lyra had committed herself to a path. Her husband needed her more than her daughter.

         
         She hurriedly reached to her own throat, pushing away coarse cloth until her fingers
            caught a fraying string. She pulled off her necklace, watched the pendant swing in
            the breeze. The jagged, cloudy crystal was etched with writing on one side. Gently,
            she put the necklace over Jyn’s head. The girl didn’t move.
         

         
         “Trust the Force,” Lyra said, and made herself smile. 

         
         “Mama—”

         
         “I’ll be there,” Lyra whispered. “Now go.”

         
         She wrapped Jyn in her arms—Don’t hold her too long, don’t give her time to think—and turned the girl around, pushed her away. Lyra watched her daughter stumble amid
            the rocks, disappearing out of sight.
         

         
         It was time to refocus. Jyn would be safe. Safer if Lyra did this, safer still if
               she succeeded, but safe either way. She looked back to the farmhouse and the group
               gathered around the doorstep, lifted the bundle of clothes, and walked back the way
               she came. She kept her body low, picked up her pace as she saw four troopers enter
               the house and reveal Galen and Krennic standing together. She heard their voices,
               faintly. Krennic unctuously declaring We have to start somewhere.

         
         She hadn’t expected to see an opening so quickly. She’d wanted more time to plan.
               But there was no guarantee she’d catch Krennic with fewer bodyguards anytime soon.
               She straightened and hurried, kept the bundle clutched close.

         
         Krennic saw her first, though he spoke only to Galen. “Oh, look! Here’s Lyra. Back
            from the dead. It’s a miracle.”
         

         
         Galen turned in her direction. She’d rarely seen such pain on his face. “Lyra…” But
            he was looking past her, searching the fields for Jyn.
         

         
         Lyra almost wanted to smile.

         
         The black-clad troopers raised their weapons. “Stop!” Krennic snapped.

         
         Lyra let the clothes fall from her arms and raised the blaster she’d concealed beneath
               the pile. She aimed the barrel at Krennic, felt the chill metal of the trigger under
               her finger. She didn’t look at the troopers. If they killed her, all she needed to
               do was twitch.

         
         The troopers kept their weapons low. Krennic smirked at Lyra. “Troublesome as ever.”

         
         “You’re not taking him,” Lyra said.

         
         “No, of course I’m not. I’m taking you all. You, your child. You’ll all live in comfort.”

         
         “As hostages.”

         
         She’d lived that life before, or close enough. She had no desire to do it again.

         
         Krennic seemed unperturbed. “As ‘heroes of the Empire.’ ”

         
         Lyra heard Galen’s voice to one side. “Lyra. Put it down.” The concern in his tone
               felt like a weight on her arm, a hand on her wrist. She kept the blaster up anyway,
               ignoring her husband.

         
         Krennic wasn’t smiling anymore. Lyra let the words, the threats, roll out. She’d imagined
            this before, made speeches in her mind to the man who’d ruined her life again and
            again, and the actuality felt, in turn, dreamlike. “You’re going to let us go,” she
            said. “You’re going to do it because you’re an egomaniacal coward. And I’m sure if
            your superiors let you live you’ll come after us again, and that’s fine. But right now we go free. Do you understand?”
         

         
         Krennic merely nodded and said, “Think very carefully.”

         
         She sensed the troopers tensing. She knew, somehow, that Galen was staring at her
            in horror. And she suddenly realized that she’d misjudged Orson Krennic’s cowardice—that
            he’d changed in the years since she’d known him, or she’d never understood him even
            in the old days.
         

         
         Jyn would still be safe.

         
         Maybe she could still save her husband. “You’ll never win,” she said.

         
         Krennic cocked his head. A patronizing gesture to an outmatched opponent.

         
         “Do it,” he said.

         
         Lyra pulled the trigger, felt the blaster jump even as light flashed nearby and hot
            pulses ravaged her chest. She heard the troopers’ shots only after she felt the pain—dull,
            almost numb pinpricks up and down her body, each surrounded by a halo of excruciation.
            Her muscles seemed to vibrate like plucked strings. Galen was shouting her name, rushing
            toward her as she fell, but she couldn’t see him. All she saw was Krennic, clutching
            a black and smoking shoulder as he snarled through pain.
         

         
         If Lyra could have screamed, she would have screamed not in agony, but in rage. She
            could not scream, however, and she went into darkness bitterly.
         

         
         Her last thought was: I wish Galen weren’t here to see.

         
         The last things she heard were Galen shouting her name and a furious voice calling,
               “They have a child. Find it!” But she was too far gone to understand the words.

         
         —

         
         Jyn wasn’t a bad girl. Jyn didn’t like to misbehave. When her parents told her to
            do something, she almost always did it. Not fast, but eventually (almost always eventually). She didn’t deserve to be punished. She knew she shouldn’t have stayed
            to watch her mother talk to Papa and the man in white. But she couldn’t have known
            what would happen. She couldn’t have known what the troopers would do…
         

         
         Had they been talking about her? Was it her fault?

         
         Mama wasn’t moving. Papa held her in his arms. Jyn couldn’t stop herself from crying,
               but she held back a scream because she had to be brave. She had to be.

         
         She’d seen how scared Mama had been. Whoever the strangers were, Jyn knew they would
               hurt her, too.

         
         And she knew what she was supposed to do. She needed to behave now. She needed to
               make things better.

         
         She had trouble breathing as she ran. Her nose and eyes streamed, and her throat felt
            swollen and clogged. She heard voices in the distance, electronic voices like droids
            or garbled comms. The troopers were coming after her.
         

         
         She was wheezing with a high-pitched sound that would give her away. Her face felt
            like it burned hot enough to see for kilometers. She knew where she was going, though.
            Papa had tried to pretend it was a game, all those times he asked her to race and
            find the hiding spot, but she’d known better. She’d asked Mama about it once; she’d
            held Jyn’s hand and smiled and said, “Just pretend it’s a game anyway. It’ll make
            your father feel better.”
         

         
         She wanted to pretend now, but it was hard.

         
         She found the spot Papa had showed her among the piled rocks. She dragged open the
            hatch cover embedded in the hillside, almost shaking too hard to tug it free. Inside,
            a ladder led to the lower compartment, but Jyn stayed by the cover and pulled it shut.
            A sliver of light escaped through the hatch, illuminating the dusty gloom.
         

         
         She pulled her knees to her chest and sang one of her mother’s songs, rocking back
            and forth, ignoring her tear-streaked face and filthy hands. This was part of pretending,
            too. All she had to do was wait. That was all she’d ever been told to do in the hiding
            spot.
         

         
         Mama or Papa would come for her.

         
         She smelled smoke, and the smoke stung her eyes worse than her tears. She could see
            the shapes of troopers moving among the rocks, but even though they went back and
            forth and back and forth they never noticed the hatch. Never saw her shelter. When
            the daylight began to fade, they left and Jyn climbed down the ladder.
         

         
         The lower compartment was too small for comfort, made cramped by stockpiles of food
               and machines and containers, but she could sit. She found a lantern and watched its
               feeble light wax and wane through the night as she listened to the rumble of a storm
               outside and the splashing of rainwater down the hill above her. She tried to sleep,
               but she never slept for long—raindrops crept into the cave and tapped at her forehead
               and sleeves no matter how she arranged herself.

         
         Even her dreams were about that insistent tapping. Those wet, random strikes. In her
            dreams, sometimes Mama fell down when the raindrops hit Jyn.
         

         
         When morning came, she woke to the sound of metal scraping above her. For an instant
            she confused dreams with reality and thought Mama or Papa had arrived at last—she
            believed what she’d seen the day before was a nightmare, and that this was another
            of Papa’s games.
         

         
         But only for an instant. She looked up. The hatch opened, and silhouetted above her
            was an armored figure with a dark face graven with scars. The man looked down at Jyn
            with eyes that gleamed in the lantern’s light and spoke in a voice of command:
         

         
         “Come, my child. We have a long ride ahead of us.”

         
         —

         
         Orson Krennic observed Galen aboard the shuttlecraft and wondered when the man would
               finally pry himself from the gurney where his wife’s corpse sprawled. “We’ll bring
               her home,” Krennic said. “I promise.”

         
         Galen said nothing and stroked his wife’s hand.

         
         What more did I expect? Krennic wondered.
         

         
         Lyra would have survived if not for her own foolishness. Krennic had risked his life
               for Galen and his family, given Lyra every opportunity to stand down rather than immediately
               signaling his troops to fire. That would have been the safest bet—his death trooper elites were unkind men who, given their druthers, would have ended the standoff far less mercifully.

         
         She’d shot him!
         

         
         He’d tried to spare Lyra for Galen’s own comfort, out of an understanding that genius
            worked best without distractions—and yes, out of a desire to honor the cordiality,
            if not friendship, he and Galen had once shared. Yet self-imposed exile had changed
            Galen: He was no longer a man of dispassionate contemplation, able to interpret facts
            without prejudice. Whatever Krennic said, every action he took, was to be interpreted
            by Galen as the ruthless ploy of a scheming powermonger.
         

         
         This irked Krennic—of course it irked him, to have the rapport of years so neatly
            dismissed—but he could use it. If Galen refused to readjust (perhaps a man who changed so swiftly once could
            swiftly change again?), then Krennic could play the monster to ensure his cooperation.
         

         
         The bandage around his shoulder rendered his arm immobile. He’d need weeks, if not
            months to fully recover, with who-knew-how-many hours spent immersed in medicinal
            bacta tanks. The pain would be considerable once the analgesics wore off, yet he could
            forgive that; not so the loss of time.
         

         
         Any debt he owed Galen was now repaid.

         
         “We will find the child,” he said, more insistent.

         
         Galen did not look away from Lyra’s body (another gift from Krennic—who else would
            have brought her home for a proper funeral?). “I think if you haven’t found her already,”
            Galen murmured, “you are very unlikely to succeed.”
         

         
         Krennic bristled, but there was truth to the words. Jyn had clearly received outside
            aid—the signal sent from the farmhouse suggested as much—and Krennic was not prepared
            to underestimate her rescuer’s competence. He hoped investigation of the comm stations,
            no matter how badly Galen had damaged them, would reveal the particulars; the results
            would determine how he turned the situation to his advantage.
         

         
         If Galen was unsure of his daughter’s fate—if he’d sent out a general distress call
               or offered a reward for retrieval to every smuggler or bounty hunter in receiving
               range—then Krennic’s dogged pursuit of the girl would incentivize Galen to cooperate.
               Galen would never admit to it, of course, but he would be soothed by the certainty
               of knowing his daughter was in Imperial hands.

         
         Conversely, if Galen knew exactly who had rescued Jyn, then perhaps it was best to leave well enough alone and use
            the threat of Imperial interference as impetus for cooperation.
         

         
         All of which, Krennic realized with a start, was a worry for another day. He’d been
               so consumed by his mission that he had failed to appreciate his own victory.

         
         After a long search, Galen was back in his hands. The scientific setbacks, the engineering
            problems plaguing Krennic’s teams would soon vanish. The constant needling from men
            like Wilhuff Tarkin—bureaucrats without any true sense for the scope of Krennic’s accomplishments—would soon be over. These were truths worth celebrating.
         

         
         Krennic smiled at Galen and shook his head fondly. “Your wife will be honored. We’ll
            have the service as soon as we reach Coruscant. But meanwhile…shall we discuss the
            work?”
         

         
         Galen finally turned and looked at Krennic with loathing. Then, almost imperceptibly,
            he nodded.
         

      

   
         
          

         
            
            
               

            

            
            SUPPLEMENTAL DATA: REBEL ALLIANCE INTELLIGENCE UPDATE

            
            [Document #NI3814 (“Situational Analysis Regarding Jedha, et al.”), timestamped approximately
               thirteen years after the conscription of Galen Erso by Orson Krennic; from the personal
               files of Mon Mothma.]
            

            
            There is no hard evidence of an interplanetary engineering project consuming Imperial
               resources (living, financial, and material) on a massive scale. That remains the bottom
               line, as it has since our investigation began.
            

            
            Yet as before, we consider this statement insufficient and our situation grave.

            
            Major tactical deployments of Imperial forces to strategically insignificant worlds
               continue on Jedha, Patriim, Eadu, Horuz, and twelve others of note. Frequent communications
               blackouts make analysis of these deployments exceedingly difficult, and we strongly
               suspect our list is neither accurate nor complete.
            

            
            Nonetheless, we know that a majority of the worlds in question contain facilities
               for resource harvesting, manufacturing, or scientific research and development. More
               recently, we have learned that several of these worlds share a set of nonstandard
               security protocols far exceeding the Imperial norm.
            

            
            We have intercepted multiple communiqués sent to Orson Krennic, the Empire’s advanced
               weapons research director, from these worlds. We are not yet able to decrypt them.
            

            
            We have intercepted multiple communiqués sent to one “Galen Erso” from these worlds.
               We are not yet able to decrypt them or confirm that the “Galen Erso” referenced is
               the former head of multiple high-energy research projects (including “Celestial Power”—see
               notes) once housed on Coruscant.
            

            
            We have intercepted multiple communiqués referencing a future weapons test of indeterminate
               scale. Our attempts to surveil Imperial activities related to this matter have resulted
               in the loss of several operatives. We request additional personnel. Attempts to obtain
               the cooperation of Saw Gerrera on Jedha have been ended at the recommendation of General
               Jan Dodonna.
            

            
            We understand that our concerns are considered controversial inside Alliance council
               leadership. We do not dispute that intelligence resources should be focused on the
               Senate if there is to be any hope of a peaceful political resolution to the larger
               struggle. Several analysts have declined to attach their names to this document for
               fear of giving it “undue credibility.”
            

            
            But this is not a conspiracy theory, and ignorance will not protect us from whatever
               the Galactic Empire is building.
            

            
            Full report is attached.

            
               

            

         

         
          

      

   

         
         I

         

         
         The Ring of Kafrene was a monumental span of durasteel and plastoid anchored by a pair
            of malformed planetoids within the Kafrene asteroid belt. It had been founded as a
            mining colony by Old Republic nobility, built for the purpose of stripping every rock
            within ten million kilometers of whatever mineral resources the galaxy might covet;
            its founders’ disappointment, upon realizing that such valuable minerals were scarce
            at best in the Kafrene belt, had earned it the unofficial slogan that arced over its
            aft docking bay in lurid, phosphorescent graffiti: WHERE GOOD DREAMS GO BAD.

         
         Now the Ring of Kafrene was a deep-space trading post and stopover for the sector’s
               most desperate travelers. Cassian Andor counted himself among that number.

         
         He was already behind schedule, and he knew that if he hadn’t drawn attention during
            disembarkation he was certainly doing so now. He moved too quickly down the throughway,
            shouldering aside men and women and nonhumans of indeterminate gender who had the
            proper, plodding gait of people sentenced to live in a place like Kafrene. Between
            the road and the distant rock warrens stood a thousand sheet-metal shacks and shoddy
            prefabricated housing units recycled from foreign colonies; outside the main throughways
            there was no plan, no layout that didn’t change almost daily, and even the workers
            proceeding home in the artificial twilight stuck to the major arteries. Cassian tried
            to moderate his pace, to ride the crowd’s momentum rather than apply force. He failed
            and imagined his mentor’s disappointment: The Rebel Alliance taught you better than that.

         
         But he had been traveling too long, from Coruscant to Corulag and onward, tugging
            at the loose threads of an elaborate tapestry that was outside the scope of his vision.
            He had paid dearly in time and credits and blood for precious little intelligence,
            for the reiteration of facts he’d already confirmed. He’d spent too much to return
            to Base One empty-handed. His frustration was starting to show.
         

         
         He cut across the street and smelled ammonia wafting from a ventilation shaft—exhaust
            from an alien housing complex. He suppressed a cough and stepped into the gap between
            one tenement and another, working his way through a maze of corridors until he reached
            a dead-end alleyway barely wider than his arm span.
         

         
         “I was about to leave,” a voice said, full of nervous irritation. The speaker emerged
               from the shadows: a human with a soft round face and hard eyes, dressed in stained
               and fading garb. His right arm hung limply in a sling. Cassian’s gaze locked on the
               man even as he sorted through the distant sounds of the street: voices, clattering
               merchandise, something sizzling, someone screaming. But no commotion, no squawking
               comlinks.

         
         That was good enough. If there were stormtroopers hunting him, they weren’t ready
            to shoot.
         

         
         “I came as fast as I could,” Cassian said. He stashed his paranoia in the back of
            his brain—out of the way but within easy reach.
         

         
         Tivik started toward Cassian and the alley mouth, wiping one palm on his hip. “I have
            to get back on board. Walk with me.”
         

         
         “Where’s your ship heading?” Cassian asked. “Back to Jedha?” Tivik didn’t stop moving.
            In another moment, he’d have to squeeze past Cassian to continue. “They won’t wait
            for me,” he said. “We’re here stealing ammo—”
         

         
         Cassian shifted his weight and broadened his stance, blocking Tivik’s path; he wasn’t
            a large man, but he knew how to feign presence. Tivik flinched and took an abrupt step backward.
         

         
         As informants went, Tivik was one of the more maddening Cassian had worked with: He
            was, for all his faults, a true believer; he was also an abject coward, forever looking
            to escape the moral responsibilities he assigned himself. He responded well to pressure.
            And after the past few days, after rushing to extricate himself from Corulag based
            on Tivik’s oblique message, Cassian was in the mood to press.
         

         
         “You have news from Jedha?” he growled. “Come on…I came across the galaxy for this.”

         
         Tivik met Cassian’s gaze, then relented. “An Imperial pilot—one of the cargo drivers
            on the Jedha run? He defected yesterday.”
         

         
         “So?” Low-level defectors from the Empire weren’t uncommon. They made up half the
               Rebellion’s foot soldiers, give or take. Tivik knew that as well as Cassian.

         
         “This pilot? He says he knows what the Jedha mining operation is all about. He’s telling
            people they’re making a weapon.” Tivik spat the words out like bitter rind. “The kyber
            crystals, that’s what they’re for. He’s brought a message, says he’s got proof—”
         

         
         Cassian sorted through the barrage of information, cross-referenced against what he
            already knew, and reprioritized his concerns. This was why he’d come, but it wasn’t
            what he’d expected. There had been leads about a weapon before, and every one—on Adalog, in Zemiah’s Den—had turned to dross.
         

         
         His pulse was quickening. Maybe he wouldn’t return to Base One empty-handed after
            all.
         

         
         “What kind of weapon?” he asked.

         
         Voices rose in the street, distorted by echoes down the alleyways. Tivik somehow shrank
            into himself, the small man making himself smaller. “Look, I have to go.”
         

         
         “You called me. You knew this was important—”
         

         
         “You shouldn’t have come late!” Tivik snapped. His eyes were glassy with distress.

         
         Cassian hoisted Tivik under both arms, dug his fingers into the sling and coarse cloth
               and soft flesh. The man’s breath had the scent of cinnamon. “What kind of weapon?”
               Cassian repeated, louder than he’d intended.

         
         “A planet killer,” Tivik whispered. “That’s what he called it.” Cold crept down Cassian’s
            spine.
         

         
         He tried to bring to mind old reports, speculative intelligence documents, tech readouts,
               anything to put the lie to Tivik’s words. A planet killer was a myth, a fantasy, an obscenity dreamed up by zealots who viewed the Emperor as a wrathful deity instead
               of a corrupt tyrant.

         
         Along with the cold came a shameful mix of excitement and revulsion. Maybe for this,
            any price would be justified.
         

         
         He set Tivik down as gently as he could. “A planet killer?”

         
         “Someone named Erso sent him, sent the pilot. Some old friend of Saw’s.”

         
         That much fit the puzzle. “Galen Erso?” Cassian asked, trying to tamp down his own
               intensity. “Was it?”

         
         “I don’t know! I shouldn’t even have said this much.” Tivik shook his head. “The pilot,
               the guys who found him, they were looking for Saw when we left.”

         
         Saw Gerrera. A defector pilot. Jedha. Kyber crystals. A weapon. A planet killer. Galen
               Erso. Cassian sorted through them and found it was too much to deal with, a hand built
               of too many playing cards. Tivik was on the verge of bolting, and Cassian didn’t have
               time to figure out the right questions. “Who else knows this?” he asked.

         
         “I have no idea!” Tivik leaned in, his cinnamon breath coming in quick little bursts.
               “It’s all falling apart. Saw’s right—you guys keep talking and stalling and dealing
               and we’re on fumes out there, there’re spies everywhere—”

         
         Tivik didn’t finish the sentiment. As he stared past Cassian’s shoulder, Cassian heard
            movement behind him and turned to face the alley mouth. Positioned to block the entrance,
            as Cassian had blocked Tivik, were two figures in white armor with helmets like stylized
            skulls: Imperial stormtroopers, rifles hoisted casually and aimed in Cassian’s direction.
         

         
         Cassian cursed silently and made himself smile.

         
         “What’s all this?” The stormtrooper’s voice buzzed with distortion.

         
         He was curt, authoritative, but not scared. Cassian could use that. “Hey,” Cassian
            said, and gave an exaggerated shrug. “Just me and my friend. If we’re bothering someone,
            we’ll get out of the way—” “You’re not leaving.” The second stormtrooper spoke now,
            impatient. “Come on, let’s see some scandocs.”
         

         
         Cassian kept his eyes off Tivik. There was nothing he could do to coax the man into
            playing along, to urge him to make no move. He kept smiling his small, reassuring smile at the stormtroopers, even as his blood
            pumped fiercely with the promise of a weapon, a planet killer. “Yeah, of course,” he said. “My gloves?”

         
         He indicated a pocket with a gesture. The stormtroopers didn’t object. Thieves were
               common on Kafrene, and they’d doubtless seen stranger hiding spots.

         
         Neither stormtrooper reacted in time as Cassian reached down and touched the cool
            metal of his pistol’s grip. He barely moved his wrist and squeezed the trigger twice,
            averting his gaze just enough to avoid the glare of the energy discharge. The electric
            noise was low and sickly, muffled by an illegal silencing device that was almost effective.
         

         
         A moment later the stormtroopers lay dead in the alleyway. It was a miracle, Cassian
            thought, that the silenced blaster bolts had penetrated their armor. In a fairer world,
            he would be the one lying in filth with a burning hole instead of a heart.
         

         
         “No…” Tivik was shaking his head. “What’ve you done?”

         
         Cassian caught another glimpse of white, heard a garbled voice beyond the alley mouth.
               There would be more troopers coming, many more, and next time they wouldn’t hesitate to fire. He seized Tivik by the elbow,
               hurried deeper into the alley, and scanned the walls. There were no exits, no air
               shafts or back doors, but the rooftops weren’t more than a meter or two out of reach.
               Unaided climbing wasn’t his specialty; still, he could be up and over in seconds,
               and he’d disappear in the labyrinthine depths of the Ring of Kafrene.

         
         Tivik recognized his intent. “Are you crazy? I’ll never climb out of here.” He tugged
            himself away from Cassian’s grip—Cassian released him after a moment—and adjusted
            his sling. “My arm…” He rotated his body awkwardly to watch the alley mouth.
         

         
         Cassian heard footsteps and a distant, distorted yell. He looked Tivik up and down
               and realized that, in all likelihood, the man was right: He really couldn’t make it
               up the wall, not without help and not swiftly. In the best-case scenario, by the time
               both he and Cassian were up on the roofs, the stormtroopers would already have identified
               them and initiated a cordon.

         
         “Hey,” Cassian said, and touched Tivik’s shoulder—gently now, his voice stripped of
            all force. “Calm down. Calm down. You did good—everything you told me, it’s real?”
         

         
         “It’s real,” Tivik said. His voice was the voice of a confused child.

         
         One more payment.

         
         “We’ll be all right,” Cassian said. And for the third time that day, he squeezed the
            trigger on his blaster. He heard the sickly electric squawk, smelled burning fibers
            and worse as Tivik fell to the ground. The informant let out one last little groan,
            like he’d been troubled in his sleep, and lay still.
         

         
         They would’ve caught you, Tivik. You would’ve broken. You would’ve died. And neither
               of us would deliver your message.

         
         Cassian’s hands were shaking as he pulled himself up and over the wall, grabbing at
               handholds along pipes and stained sills, kicking at the surface for support. He heard
               the stormtroopers behind him counting bodies and hurried on, chest flat against the
               rooftop.

         
         Less than an hour later, he was on a shuttle departing the Ring of Kafrene. His face
               and beard were dripping where he’d wiped them with a cold sponge in the sanitation
               station—not just to hide the sweat on his brow, but to shock himself back into focus.
               He had a lot to occupy his mind, and farther to go before he could transmit it to
               Draven and Alliance Intelligence.

         
         He closed his eyes and sorted the cards in his hand:

         
         Jedha. The pilgrim moon. A wasteland world intimately linked to a vast Imperial project
            only visible through its ripple effects.
         

         
         The kyber crystals. Jedha’s only natural resource of any value. The Empire had been
            shipping crystals offworld, their ultimate destination unknown.
         

         
         A defecting pilot carrying a message to Saw Gerrera. Possibly trustworthy, possibly
            not.
         

         
         Saw Gerrera. Nominally part of the Rebellion. In practice, not so easily categorized.

         
         Galen Erso. The legendary scientist, connected—again—to the Imperial mega-project
            whose existence the Alliance could only speculate about. The man whose message the
            pilot supposedly carried.
         

         
         And the weapon. The planet killer. The galaxy’s nightmare, designed and built and polished to shine by Erso and his
            cronies.
         

         
         It was more than Cassian had hoped to bring back from this mission; a treasure hoard
            of facts and speculation and possible connections, enough to keep the analysts busy
            for weeks or months or years.
         

         
         If he was lucky, it would even be enough to keep him from replaying—over and over
            in his head, on the long shuttle ride to safety—the last dying groan of the man he’d
            murdered.
         

         
         —

         
         Bodhi Rook had only ever doubted himself, and today was no exception.

         
         His captors hadn’t hurt him. Threatened him, yes; refused him food and water and left
            him with a headache that seemed to squeeze his skull tight around his swollen brain,
            yes; but they treated him more like an object than a man. They rarely spoke as they
            dragged him across the frigid Jedha desert, grasping him by the arms and marching
            at a pace that he—insulated by the Imperial flight suit he wore under a loose kaftan—couldn’t
            quite match. His soles touched sand twice for every three steps his captors took;
            and so every three steps he flew, and their grip became painfully tight.
         

         
         He could survive this, he told himself. He’d chosen right, found the right people. And when he delivered his message, they would all understand.
            They would accept him as a good man, a brave man.
         

         
         He could only hope that was all true. “How much farther?” he asked.

         
         His captors stayed close around him, so close he couldn’t see much of the wasteland:
               just pale and freezing sun, low mountains that formed the borders of the valley, and
               the occasional crumbling monolith of one of Jedha’s great statues—a stern humanoid
               head with lips worn smooth over millennia, or a pair of broken legs embedded in the
               cracked and rusty valley floor. When the wind rose, loose wisps of long, dark hair
               drifted before his eyes.

         
         “I know you’re being careful,” he said, struggling to sound reasonable. “I know that’s
            smart—you think I could be a spy, and spies have to be a worry for people like you.”
         

         
         Don’t make them think about spies! He told himself that, even as another part of his brain assured him: Hide nothing. Only honesty will save you.

         
         He fought to regain his train of thought. “But—but!” He spat air through dry lips.
            “You also have to give me a chance. Not for my sake, but for yours. I want to help
            you…”
         

         
         His captors—five revolutionaries in ragged local attire, each armed with an illegal
            blaster rifle—yanked him hard, and he scrabbled over the dust. No one met his gaze.
            Instead scarred, unwashed faces watched Bodhi’s bound hands or the endless desert.
         

         
         An interminable time passed before he spoke again.

         
         “Do you have a family?” he asked a towering man with a blade half concealed in his
            boot.
         

         
         For his troubles, he got the briefest of glances.

         
         “I have a family,” Bodhi said, though it was only somewhat true.
         

         
         The revolutionaries began to spread apart, wordlessly changing formation to put Bodhi
            at the center of a broad semicircle. With his newly expanded field of vision, Bodhi
            now saw a second group standing ahead of them in the wastes—small, dark figures on
            a bright horizon.
         

         
         “Is that him?” Bodhi asked, and received no reply.

         
         The semicircle closed the distance to the second band. The newcomers resembled Bodhi’s
               captors but carried their ordnance more conspicuously: A white-furred Gigoran hoisted
               a rotary cannon, while the humans wore bandoliers and detonator belts. At the fore
               of the newcomers was a Tognath: a lanky figure dressed in dark leathers, whose pale,
               skull-like head was set in the vise grip of a mechanical respirator. The Tognath turned
               his sockets onto Bodhi and said in a thickly accented dialect, “It’s the pilot. Look
               alive!”

         
         The Tognath gestured once, and the two bands merged with swift and soldierly precision.
            Bodhi flinched under the Gigoran’s glower and felt a flush of shame; nonhumans hadn’t
            made him nervous before he’d signed on with the Empire.
         

         
         He made himself focus. “Okay, so you’re—you’re Saw Gerrera?” he asked, more in hope
               than genuine belief.

         
         Someone snickered. The Tognath examined Bodhi with an expression that might have been
            disdain.
         

         
         “No?” Bodhi shook his head. “Okay, we’re just wasting time that we don’t have. I need
               to speak to Saw Gerrera! I keep telling them—” He lifted a shoulder at one of his
               original captors. “—before, before it’s too late.”

         
         He thought he heard another snicker. It might have been the wind playing on sand,
            but it was enough to raise his ire.
         

         
         They need you. You need to make them understand.

         
         “We need to get to Jedha City. We’re out here in the middle of nowhere—” His voice
            rose to a shout, thick with frustration. “What part of urgent message do you guys not understand?”
         

         
         He saw the shadow above him, then felt coarse cloth drag over his hair, catch on the
               goggles perched on his forehead, and slide tight against his nose, mustache, and beard.
               He saw the glow of the sun through the stitching of the sack over his head. “Hey!”
               he said, trying not to bite the fabric. “Hey—we’re all on the same side, if you just
               see past the uniform for a minute…”

         
         You always talk, his mother had said, but you say so little! Learn to listen, Bodhi Rook.

         
         Talking was all he could do now.

         
         “I’ve got to speak to Saw Gerrera,” he cried. He was pleading as one set of hands
               released his arms and new hands, the terribly strong hands of the Gigoran, took their
               place. “You know what? Just tell him—tell him what I told you, and then he’ll want to speak to me.”

         
         I gave up everything to come here. I’m here to help!

         
         Someone pulled the sack tight around his neck. It scraped at his throat when he breathed.

         
         Bodhi Rook thought about the reason he’d come back to Jedha and found himself hating
            Galen Erso.
         

         
         —

         
         Jyn had been at the Empire’s mercy before. Sometimes she’d even deserved her troubles—she
               couldn’t blame some petty dictator for ordering her dragged off the street and slammed
               into holding when she really, truly was planning to blow up his ship and steal his
               guns. She’d had rifles pointed at her, felt stun prods deliver jolts to her spine,
               and generally suffered the worst a stormtrooper was authorized to deal out.

         
         What made her circumstances different now was that, for the first time, Jyn had no escape route. No partners outside the prison
               walls waiting to bust down the doors; no in with a greedy security officer she could
               promise (lying or not) to pay off; not even a knife she could hide where the guards
               wouldn’t find it.

         
         She’d run out of friends. She’d come to Wobani Labor Camp alone. She expected to die there that way and, very
            likely, it wouldn’t take long at all.
         

         
         She opened her eyes, flinched away her thoughts as a drop of filthy water smacked
            into her forehead and took a circuitous route down the side of her nose. She smeared
            it away with her palm and glanced about her cell as if it might have changed since
            lights-out. But there was no gap in the wall, no blaster tucked discreetly beside
            her slab. The blanket-draped lump of her cellmate moaned and wheezed, loud enough
            to wake Jyn even if she did manage to sleep.
         

         
         She waited for the stormtrooper on patrol to pass her door, counted to five, then
            slid to her feet and crept to the bars. Outside was an endless march of more cell
            doors, more prisoners sleeping or, in a few cases, feeding their own private demons—clawing
            their arms or sketching invisible mandalas on the floor. Wobani didn’t care about
            treatment or rehabilitation any more than it did about punishment. Order and obedience
            were the priority; everything else was left to rot.
         

         
         “Bad dreams?” The moaning and wheezing had stopped. The voice sounded like claws on
            slate.
         

         
         “Not really,” Jyn said.

         
         “Then you should not be up,” her cellmate huffed. The tentacles protruding from her
            pinched, wormlike face writhed in irritation.
         

         
         The woman called herself Nail. The other prisoners at Wobani called her Kennel, for
            the parasites she hosted in the filthy cloth jacket that half covered her leathery
            chest. Only the guards called her by her real name, which—along with her species and
            actual gender—Jyn hadn’t bothered to learn.
         

         
         They both fell silent as the patrol came around again. Jyn returned to the slab that
            served as her bed, considered rising a second time solely to irritate Kennel, then
            decided against it. If she was going to pick a fight, better to be awake enough to
            enjoy it.
         

         
         “Do you want a warning?” Kennel asked. “Before I do it?” 

         
         “Not really,” Jyn repeated.

         
         Kennel grunted and rolled from one side to the other. “I will give you one anyway.
            Next work crew we are on together. I will kill you then.”
         

         
         Jyn laughed breathily and without humor. “Who’s going to keep you company?”

         
         “I like a quiet cell,” Kennel said. 

         
         “What if I kill you first?” Jyn asked.

         
         “Then I hope you like a quiet cell, Liana Hallik.”
         

         
         Liana Hallik. Not Jyn’s favorite name, but probably her last. She twisted her lips into a smile
            that her cellmate wouldn’t see.
         

         
         “Were you always like this?” she asked after the stormtrooper had passed by. “Before
            Wobani? Back to when you were a kid?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Kennel replied.

         
         “Me, too,” Jyn said.

         
         Neither of them spoke again. Jyn lay on her slab and didn’t sleep and toyed with the
            necklace tucked under her shirt—the crystal she’d managed to keep, smuggled into the
            prison when she should have been worried about weapons or a comlink. She didn’t think
            much about her would-be murderer, knowing that if Kennel didn’t kill her something
            else would.
         

         
         No one survived Wobani for long. Jyn was supposed to serve twenty years, but anything
            more than five was a death sentence. All she could do was try to pick the most interesting
            end possible.
         

         
         The next morning, the stormtroopers gathered up the work crews, selecting prisoners
            at random (supposedly at random, though everyone knew the guards had favorites) for their day on the farms. Jyn preferred work to sitting in her cell—she handled
            strained and quivering muscles better than agonizing boredom—and she’d almost given
            up hope when a guard waved a rifle at her cell door. A short while later she and Kennel
            were chained by the arms to a bench in the back of a rusting turbo-tank, bouncing
            and rocking with three other convicts as a trio of stormtroopers looked on from the
            front.
         

         
         None of the prisoners looked at one another. Jyn took that as a good sign: If Kennel
            was planning to kill her, at least she didn’t have allies.
         

         
         The transport stopped so suddenly that Jyn whipped forward, the metal of her shackles
            raking the flesh of her wrists. There was shouting outside. Curiosity wormed its way
            into Jyn’s brain; they’d been in transit too little time to be at the farms. The other
            prisoners shifted restively, glancing at the stormtroopers and the forward door.
         

         
         “Nobody moves!” a trooper snapped. His two partners had their weapons up. All three
               turned to face front.

         
         Jyn heard the dull thunk of something metallic and a faint, high-pitched whine. One of the other prisoners
            was looking up now, grinning with excitement like he’d figured it all out.
         

         
         Then the front of the transport exploded.

         
         The roar of the detonating grenade—it had to be a grenade, Jyn knew the noise too well—made her ears throb and turned the screams
            and shouts and blaster shots that followed into a tinny, incomprehensible buzz. Smoke
            carrying the odor of ash and burning circuits flooded the rear compartment, stinging
            Jyn’s eyes and nostrils. She tried to follow what was happening, watch the movements
            of the stormtroopers, but it hurt to look and she had to blink away grit. She kept
            her gaze on the floor. In her peripheral vision she saw the stormtroopers die one
            by one, felled by a barrage of particle bolts that burned through their armor and
            sparked against the transport walls.
         

         
         “Hallik!” a muffled voice called, barely audible above the ringing in her ears.

         
         Jyn lifted her chin with a jolt and turned toward the front of the turbo-tank. Three
               armed figures in battle-stained attire picked their way among the bodies. They wore
               no insignia, but she knew them by their movements, by their uniformity of manner and
               their scowls.

         
         They were professionals. Soldiers.

         
         They weren’t with the Empire; that made them rebels. 

         
         They’d found her.
         

         
         She couldn’t stop the thought. It leapt into her head, demanded that she fight, that
            she run. But it made no sense. Why would they even be looking for her? Maybe it was a coincidence, maybe they were after a different prisoner and
            she’d misheard…
         

         
         “Liana Hallik!” the leader—a man so thoroughly covered in gear that his exposed face
            seemed out of place among the cloth and leather—called again.
         

         
         Jyn slowly lowered her gaze to the chains around her wrists. Her hands were shaking.
            She gripped her seat to make them stop.
         

         
         “Her,” another rebel said, and gestured in Jyn’s direction.

         
         Her deafness was abating. She waited, half expecting a blaster bolt to the head. She
            wondered how it would feel. People died fast from blaster bolts; she’d seen it enough.
            She didn’t think it would hurt much.
         

         
         “You want to get out of here?” the rebel leader asked. His tone was neutral, guarded—as
            if he was as cautious of Jyn as Jyn was of him.
         

         
         Jyn tried to imagine what had brought the rebels to her. Had Saw decided to bring
            her back? Had one of his people decided she knew too much?
         

         
         She nodded at the man, lacking any better option.

         
         One of the rebel grunts fumbled with her shackles, finally unlocking them with a key
               from a stormtrooper’s corpse. Jyn snapped upright, dizzy from the smoke and the blood rushing to her head but determined
            not to show it. Her rescuer started to say something when, from the other side of
            the transport, a prisoner called, “Hey! What about me?”
         

         
         The rebel standing over her turned away. Jyn recognized it as an opening.

         
         She was halfway across the transport floor in a second, her foot driving firmly into
            the leader’s soft gut to slam him against the wall. Momentum kept Jyn upright as she
            spun toward a second body closing in. She swung a fist, landed a solid blow to the
            newcomer’s face, felt his teeth through his cheek. She stumbled forward, still light-headed,
            and grabbed the first weapon she could find among the farming tools stored nearby:
            a shovel, solid and long enough to give her reach. She’d seen the damage a shovel
            could do in a prisoner’s hands.
         

         
         She let the shovel’s weight carry her through her first swing, gave a solid, fleshy
            smack to the leader as the man bounced back from where she’d kicked him into the wall.
            She swung again to strike the rebel who’d unshackled her as he came up from behind.
            Jyn saw a clear path to the front of the transport and dashed for the twisted and
            broken doors.
         

         
         The world was a blur, but she was out, feet striking the gravel trail. She could find a way off Wobani. Forge new scandocs.
               Retire Liana Hallik and start over yet again, pick whatever name she wanted, one the Empire wouldn’t
               care about and the Rebel Alliance would never find—

         
         “You are being rescued,” a voice said. It was electronically distorted, but too high-pitched
               to be a stormtrooper.

         
          A cold metal hand snagged her collar, hoisting Jyn until she was wriggling half a
            meter in the air. Before her towered the spindly chassis of a sunlit security droid,
            black as night save for the Imperial insignia on its shoulder plates and the dead
            white bulbs of its eyes. “Congratulations.”
         

         
         The droid flicked its arm and tossed her to the ground. Pain flashed up Jyn’s spine,
            crashed through her skull. Tilting her head back, she saw an angry, bloody-mouthed
            rebel pointing a rifle at her chest.
         

         
         Damn Saw Gerrera anyway. Damn the whole Rebel Alliance.
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         FOR THE FIRST TIME IN A GENERATION, DEMOCRACY HAS BEEN RESTORED TO THE GALAXY. ALTHOUGH REELING FROM A CRIPPLING IMPERIAL ATTACK, THE NEW REPUBLIC HAS MANAGED TO DRIVE THE REMNANTS OF THE EMPIRE INTO HIDING. STILL, THE THREAT OF CONTINUED VIOLENCE WILL ALWAYS REMAIN WHILE THE WAR PERSISTS.

         
         ON THE REMOTE PLANET OF JAKKU, FAR FROM REPUBLIC EYES, THE ONCE-SECRETIVE GALLIUS RAX STRIVES TO REBUILD THE CRUMBLING EMPIRE IN HIS OWN IMAGE. BUT HIS PLANS MAY SOON BE CHALLENGED BY FORMER GRAND ADMIRAL RAE SLOANE, WHO SEEKS TO DESTROY RAX AND RECLAIM HER EMPIRE FROM HIS DARK MACHINATIONS.

         
         UNAWARE OF RAX’S PLOT, NORRA WEXLEY AND HER CREW CONTINUE TO PURSUE ANY INFORMATION THAT COULD LEAD THEM TO THE
               FUGITIVE SLOANE. CONVINCED THAT SLOANE HOLDS THE KEY TO THE EMPIRE’S DEFEAT, NORRA’S SEARCH BRINGS HER CLOSER AND CLOSER TO RAX’S HIDDEN ARMY. FOR, ON JAKKU, THE EMPIRE PREPARES TO MAKE ITS LAST STAND WHERE THE FATE OF THE GALAXY WILL BE DECIDED.

      

   
         
         Leia startles at the sound of a furious pounding on the door, her knee banging into
            the table above which a glittering star map is projected. The map flickers, and when
            the voice comes through the door—“Leia! Leia!”—she struggles to stand swiftly, almost forgetting the tremendous living weight around
            her midsection. The child inside her kicks and tumbles as she endeavors to get upright.
            Calm down, little angel. You’ll be free soon enough.

         
         “Mum,” says her protocol droid, T-2LC. “It appears as if someone is at the door.”

         
         “Yes, I hear that, Elsie.” She winces as she moves out from around the couch. That
            couch was supposed to be comfortable—but all it does is swallow her up like a devouring
            sarlacc. “It’s just Han.”
         

         
         “Is he in danger, mum? He sounds like he’s in danger. Should I open the door? I don’t
            want to let the danger in, but—”

         
         “Leia, damnit, the door,” Han says from the other side. His voice is followed swiftly
            by more thumps and thuds. He’s kicking the door, she realizes.
         

         
         “I’m coming!” she yells back. To the droid she says: “I’ll get it.” 

         
         “But your condition, mum—”

         
         “I’m not dying, I’m pregnant,” she snaps back, then opens the door. Han wastes no
            time in almost falling through it, his arm cradling a lumpy, uneven bag of something.
         

         
         “Took you long enough,” he says, smirking as he juggles his footing and skirts past
               her, giving her a quick kiss on the cheek as he does. 

         
         “Don’t you know,” she says, shooting T-2LC a dubious look, “I have a condition.”

         
         “Elsie, I told you, Leia doesn’t have a damn condition.” But then, more seriously
               and in a lower register, he says to her: “You do need to slow it down a little bit.”
               He gestures toward the star map. “For instance.”

         
         “I am in command of my own body, thank you very much.”

         
         “Tell that to the little bandit,” he says, dropping the sack of whatever down on the
            counter in the kitchen. The little bandit is what he’s taken to calling the child currently wrestling inside her belly.
         

         
         “You mean the little angel.” She follows him into the kitchen, and T-2LC’s whining servomotors behind her indicate
            he’s following closely behind because someone (Han) told the droid to keep close to her in case she falls. Never mind the fact
            the droid stays so close to her, she’s nearly tripped on his metal feet half a dozen
            times already. “What did you bring?”
         

         
         Han winks, thrusts his hand down into the bag, and pulls it out again, gripping a
            jogan fruit. “Look.” He gives it a lascivious squeeze.
         

         
         She sighs, crestfallen. “Is that…whole bag full of jogan fruit?” 

         
         “Yeah. Why?”

         
         “I cannot possibly eat that much jogan fruit.” 

         
         “Sure you can.”

         
         “Let me rephrase: I don’t want to eat that much jogan fruit.” 
         

         
         “It’s good for you.”

         
         “Not that good.” 
         

         
         “The doctors—”

         
         “Dr. Kalonia said to incorporate jogan into my diet, not to replace everything with
            jogan fruit.”
         

         
         He sweeps up on her, cradling her face with his rough hand. He strokes her cheek gently.
            “All right, all right. I’m just trying to do right by you two.”
         

         
         “I know, Han.”

         
         “If I think I can help, I’ll always help. With whatever you or our son needs. You
            know that, right?”
         

         
         She laughs. “I know.”

         
         It’s been hard for Han. He won’t say it out loud, but she can see it on his face.
            Her husband needs something to do. He’s bored. Chewbacca’s back home, looking for his family. Luke’s searching the galaxy for old
            Jedi teachings. Han Solo’s got nothing to smuggle, nowhere to gamble, no foolish Rebellion
            to fight for.
         

         
         He’s like the Falcon: retired to a hangar somewhere, waiting for something, anything, to happen.
         

         
         So he buys fruit. Lots and lots of fruit.

         
         And, of course, he worries about her. He turns her toward the table and the star map.
            “You’re not still on this, are you?”
         

         
         “What?”

         
         “Leia, Kashyyyk was a fluke. We got lucky.”

         
         “I’m always lucky with you by my side, scoundrel.”

         
          He shakes his head. “You joke, but this is nuts.”

         
         “It’s not nuts,” she says, suddenly irritated. “What we did on Kashyyyk was the right thing
            to do, and you know it. If we could formalize that process, if we could target other
            worlds that the Senate is too cowardly to liberate, then maybe we could—with the unofficial
            sanction of our friendly chancellor—find a way to do right by those worlds. Which
            means not only do we save whole systems, but those systems might swing our way and
            join the chorus of voices here in the New Republic.”
         

         
         He sighs. “I dunno. Can’t somebody else handle this? Just for now…”

         
         “Look,” she says, heading over to the star map. “Tatooine. Kerev Doi. Demesel. Horuz.
            All worlds still in thrall either to some Imperial remnant or to criminal syndicates
            or gangs. Rebellions work. We’ve seen it. We’ve helped make it happen.”
         

         
         “You know Mon’s not going to go for that.” 

         
         “She already has. In a way.”

         
         In the aftermath of the attack on Chandrila, the New Republic was left reeling. Already
            the whispers arose: The New Republic cannot protect itself, how can it protect us? Already the accusations have been aimed at Mon Mothma’s head like turning rifles:
            She is weak on military presence and now she’s injured, how can she truly lead us? Leia and Han came back bringing a much-needed—if illegal and unexpected—victory for
            the New Republic at a time when it badly needed it. Yes, Chandrila was attacked. But
            they saved Kashyyyk. They ran off the Empire and liberated the Wookiees. It was a
            win. And it stopped the Senate from hemorrhaging loyal senators.
         

         
         She starts to say, “If we could aid rebels on each of these worlds—”

         
         “Mum,” T-2LC chimes in, literally thrusting his copper-shine protocol droid head in
            front of her. “You have a call.”
         

         
         “I’ll take it here.” She settles back down into the couch, then swipes the star map
            off the projector. A new image replaces it: the face of Norra Wexley. Once a pilot
            for the Rebellion, and recently the leader of a team of “Imperial hunters,” tracking
            down the Empire’s many war criminals when they fled to various corners of the galaxy
            to hide. She had helped Leia in a different capacity, finding her missing husband
            and helping Han free Chewbacca and his planet from the Empire. Now, though? Norra
            is out there looking for prey most elusive: Grand Admiral Rae Sloane.
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         Imperial Stormtroopers are many things, but subtle they are not.
         

         
         That morning I’d risen early, troubled, though I couldn’t say why. Dawn had yet to
            break. I’d left Chloa and the kids to their dreams and done the only thing I knew
            would ease my mind: cleaned my gear.
         

         
         Which is why I was in my workshop below the house, working grime out of the hinges
            of a trap, when I heard them.
         

         
         I tracked them by sound alone, enjoying the mental exercise, though it wasn’t especially
               difficult. They moved at a brisk march, the sound of polished white boots slapping
               against worn cobblestones. Four sounded identical, and would have made a standard
               patrol for Tavuu’s winding streets. Only there were three more. And two of their steps
               fell heavier. More than a simple patrol, then, for they carried something. Bigger
               guns? That twisted my gut. Weapons of any sort were rarely needed in this quiet district
               of the city on the plateau. Tavuu was a big place, the capital city of Radhii. Plenty
               of crime and unrest in the darker corners on the eastern side to keep the garrison
               busy. Over here, though, on the western edges where the city abruptly ended at the
               plateau’s monstrous cliff face, things were peaceful.

         
         The way I liked it.

         
         It was as if an unspoken agreement had been reached, long ago, between those of us
            who lived in this part of the city. We’re cornered here, nowhere to go but over the
            edge, so we’ll play along. We’ll keep our heads down.
         

         
         It was the last of them that I focused on now. Lighter on the step, feet rolling slightly.
            Not subtle, perhaps, but not entirely unfamiliar with the concept, either.
         

         
         They were beyond the alley, in the market.

         
         I set the trap down, half cleaned, and laid the oiled rag beside it. My overly eager
               ASP droid made a little glomp sound—may I put that away?—but I shushed it, my ears
               now fully pricked. Footfalls in the puddle-ridden alley. As their steps grew louder
               I grew nervous. Which one of my neighbors had earned Imperial attention? I should
               pay more attention to our neighbors. The only thing we shared was this row of old
               houses huddled together at the edge of the cliff. Beyond the wall at my back was a
               sheer rock face leading to the forest below.

         
         The forest. Zoess, its ancient name, which literally meant impenetrable. My second home.
         

         
         Chloa’s voice, behind me. “Gorlan, dear?”

         
         “Thought you were asleep.”

         
         She knew the art of subtlety. After all these years she could still slip up behind
            me—me!—and plant a kiss on the back of my neck, my first inkling of her presence being
            the static just before her lips arrived. “Do they come for us?”
         

         
         Footsteps on the wooden stairs outside, answering her question. I turned, met my wife’s
            eyes, and shrugged. “Let’s find out.”
         

         
         They knocked hard enough to rattle the heavy door. I waited a few seconds, tried to
            make myself look tired. They liked to wake you. Draw you from bed.
         

         
         Chloa stood beside me, chin up, as I creaked the door open a few inches. “Yes?” I
            said, putting in a touch of morning rasp.
         

         
         “Gorlan Seba?”

         
         “Yes?”

         
         “May we enter?”

         
         He wore no helmet, this one. Dark hair, sharp features, keen eyes. I knew little of
            Imperial rankings, but the fact that he was in charge was unmistakable.
         

         
         “Have we done something wrong?”

         
         The man’s face tightened, ever so slightly, and I knew the answer to my question,
            plain as day. What I’d done wrong was not say yes to his request.
         

         
         “On the contrary,” he said, “we are here to hire you. We need a guide.”

         
         I said nothing. I couldn’t think of anything to say.

         
         “We need,” he went on, “to visit the Zoess.”

         
         I stared, at a loss. Chloa gathered her wits before I could.

         
         “When?” she asked.

         
         “Right now. This very morning.”

         
         “Impossible,” I said automatically. “A proper expedition takes weeks to prepare.”

         
         “We don’t have weeks,” the leader said through clenched teeth. Then he glanced around,
            pointedly studying the curtained windows and balconies around us. Finally he held
            up his hands, palms out. “Let us in, and I’ll explain.”
         

         
         —

         
         I sat beside Chloa, arms folded across my stomach, and listened.

         
         “There was an escape,” the leader said. He’d introduced himself as Lieutenant Vrake,
            and rattled off a bunch of numbers and classifiers no doubt impressive to someone
            who cared about such things. Only the subtext mattered. He had authority here. “Yesterday,”
            he added, one eyebrow arched.
         

         
         I realized he was waiting for me to speak. “Oh?” I said, and felt a little jab from
            Chloa’s elbow. Don’t make trouble.
         

         
         “Any visitors last night?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Nothing…out of the ordinary, then?”

         
         My mouth opened on its own to say no, but memory held me back. I swallowed. “Well…”
            I felt Chloa tense. I pressed on. “Didn’t think much of it at the time. Kids, I figured.
            Running around just after last bell. They raced up the alley and—”
         

         
         Vrake leaned in. “You spoke with them? Aided them?”

         
         A hint of accusation. I shook my head. “Only heard them. My hearing is pretty good.”

         
         “And?” Vrake asked.

         
         “And nothing. They—whoever they are—were gone by the time I even sat up. “It was the
            truth.
         

         
         Vrake considered this. Then he explained.

         
         Four soldiers of the rebellion, prisoners, managed to escape a transport on the way
               to Segenka prison, all the way over on the east side of Tavuu, near the Imperial base.
               Witnesses had seen the rebels descending the cliff, eight hours ago, half a kilometer
               north of here, using one of the ancient stone ladders carved into the very rock. The
               reckless way. An act of desperation.

         
         I sat there, staring at the man across from me and the two white-armored troopers
               behind him, their weapons held angled toward the floor. It could just as easily have
               been four outlaws across from me, seeking a guide, if only they’d known to stop instead
               of running past last night. I wondered what I would have done. I cared about the Rebellion
               as much as I cared about Imperial rule. Which is to say, not much. None of my business.
               I had Chloa and the kids, and I had the Zoess. That was enough for me.

         
         “We understand you have a lift,” Vrake said. “And we know your reputation as a tracker.
            No one knows the forest as well as you. So I am asking you, Gorlan, to help us bring
            these criminals back.”
         

         
         Asking. Right. So easy to ask for something when you can just demand it if the answer is no. In
            fact, the only reason to bother asking at all in such circumstances was to give the
            person a chance to show their loyalty. I rubbed at my chin, pretended to consider
            the supposed request. Chloa put her hand on my arm and patted it. Get this over with, her gesture said.
         

         
         Finally, I nodded to the lieutenant. “You’ll have to leave those blasters behind.
            And your communicators. Won’t work down there.”
         

         
         “They’ve been specially hardened. With the extra shielding—”

         
         My patient smile stopped him. “A common mistake that’s caused more accidents down
            there than I care to count. Trust me, they won’t work.”
         

         
         “Hmm.” Vrake frowned. “Well, you are the expert.”

         
         “You want a good knife. Maybe a spear. I have a few extra. You’re welcome to them.”

         
         One of his men leaned forward and whispered something to him. “Ah, good,” Vrake said
               to him. He turned back to me. “It seems we may have an alternative.”

         
         —

         
         Twenty meters from the base of the cliff my lift came to a silent stop. Before we
               stepped off, I held a finger to my lips, a gesture acknowledged by Vrake. He and his
               squad stood perfectly still, waiting. They’d all left their iconic helmets behind.
               None of the augmentations they offered would work once we descended below the canopy,
               which made them worse than useless: they’d hinder hearing and visibility, two things
               much more important than armor once in the Zoess.

         
         We all stared out at the vast bulbous carpet of foliage, alive with greens, purples,
            and yellows.
         

         
         The forest hummed.

         
         A low, undulating sound, almost like a pulse. Little more than background noise to
            those in the city high above, but down here the hum was a physical thing. It weighed
            on you. A pressure, wrought of the electrostatic buildup in the lightning trees that
            permeated the forest. I gave the squad a moment to get used to it, while I listened
            for other things—ghoma and other, rarer, beasts. All quiet, for now.
         

         
         “From here you do exactly as I say,” I told them. The troopers looked to Vrake, who
            gave me a single, sharp nod.
         

         
         We left the platform by a series of wooden steps that descended out to the edge of
               a small clearing, away from the trash and debris that had piled up along the cliff’s
               edge before Imperial law forbade the practice.

         
         We hiked north, to the base of the stone ladder. A series of footholds carved into
            the face of the cliff ages ago, some so worn they were barely visible. I pointed out
            signs that people had descended here, and recently, just as Vrake’s witnesses had
            said. Trampled leaves, newly exposed rubble. Those who had come down this ladder had
            gone straight into the heart of the Zoess. I had thought—hoped, even—that maybe they’d
            simply followed the cliff north all the way to its end. But of course that would have
            only got them captured, and the risks of the forest were clearly preferable to that.
         

         
         “What did these prisoners do wrong, exactly?” I asked.

         
         “Rebelled,” Vrake said, his tone closing off any further discussion on the topic.

         
         Fine by me. I’d set the example after that, saying nothing. With this company I could
            only move at half the rate I usually would. I ducked under heavy blue fronds, dripping
            with slimy syrup that carried seeds away. I brushed aside thorny cavenna vines that
            hung in curling loops around our faces, probing, tasting the air. Harmless enough
            if you didn’t let the little tonguelike tips get a sample of your skin.
         

         
         The farther we got from the shadow of the cliff, the taller the trees became. Their
            bases grew thicker, and the domes their heavy upper branches made left my followers
            speechless as they stared up at the Zoess’s eerie green cathedral-like ceiling. Insects
            darted around us, leaving little blue trails of bioluminescence. Birds sang in the
            distance, mostly to the west where sunlight had begun to creep over the city and reach
            the forest. By midday it would be sweltering.
         

         
         And beneath it all, the hum of the lightning trees.

         
         There was something else, too.

         
         I dropped to one knee and held up a hand. The stormtroopers mimicked my position,
               weapons ready. Several held batons, one a long hunter’s knife. The rest carried the
               “alternatives” Vrake had mentioned: modified bowcasters. Wookie weapons, no doubt
               confiscated and then modified to use bolts rather than blaster cartridges. I wondered
               where the garrison had dug them up. Had they ever been fired? Not my problem, I tried to tell myself.

         
         The sound approaching us, that was my problem.
         

         
         We’d been keeping to a game trail, same one the rebels had used. I gestured for my
            companions to move to one side, off the path. Some of them moved quickly enough.
         

         
         Ahead, across the narrow patch of muddy forest floor, a fern exploded in a spray of
            green and blue. I saw only teeth and claws and the blur of motion before I rolled
            to one side and brought my knife up from its sheath. The beast, a deschene, and young
            at that, galloped past me and slammed into one of the two stormtroopers who hadn’t
            yet taken cover. The pair—animal and man—went rolling into the underbrush.
         

         
         I barreled into the tangle of bushes and roots until I found the writhing pair. The
            trooper was on his back, hands clasped over his head, arms locked together in front
            of his face, as the deschene clawed at his white armor. Already there were gouges
            through the material, blood seeping through from the man beneath. Another few swipes
            and it would have him. I reached into a pocket and pulled out a device of my own design.
            A little black disk, its outer surface studded with small barbs.
         

         
         “Down!” I shouted, and threw the device as hard as I could. Then I dove to the ground
            and covered my ears, hoping they’d heard.
         

         
         Arms clasped around my head, I could just see between my elbows. The throw had been
            true. It struck the six-legged animal on its middle flank. The barbs punctured skin
            and tangled in the fine hair. The impact caused the second feature of my device, a
            sphere within the sphere, to shatter. Chemicals inside mixed, creating a powerful
            electric current.
         

         
         There was a pop I felt more than heard, and a brilliant white flash. Bolts of electricity
            snapped down from the canopy and struck the little device and the beast to which it
            clung. Another pop, this one ugly and wet, resulted in a shower of smoldering meat
            and tough hide. I hid my face for that. I loved the animals that wandered the Zoess,
            even the predators.
         

         
         I came to my knees, then stood. The stormtrooper on the ground lay motionless. Vrake
            stumbled past me and knelt beside his soldier.
         

         
         “Alive?” I asked.

         
         The reply came a few seconds later. “He’ll be okay. Bring me a med kit!” This last
            he shouted over his shoulder. One of the other troopers had recovered and complied.
         

         
         Vrake looked at me. “What was that thing you threw?”

         
         I shrugged. “My own invention. The trees’ discharge is drawn to powered devices; I
            figured why not harness that?”
         

         
         “Clever,” he said, eyeing the suddenly pathetic bowcaster in his hands.

         
         “Maybe, but far from subtle. If your rebels are out there, they know we’re coming.”

         
         He snorted. “They’re up against the Empire. They knew we’d come after them the moment
            they chose the wrong side.”
         

         
         I said nothing, a fact Vrake seemed to notice. But he ignored my slight and helped
            his stirring soldier to his feet. Soon we were moving again.
         

         
         Hours passed. The forest sounds were occasionally tinged with the hollow growl of
            distant TIE fighters, patrolling the very edges of the forest, maintaining a safe
            distance from the lightning trees. I stopped when we heard them the first time, and
            glanced at Vrake.
         

         
         “You didn’t think we’d risk letting the prisoners slip out the far side of the forest,
            did you?”
         

         
         Half a kilometer later, as the day grew late, we came upon an ancient, petrified tree
            trunk in the center of a small clearing. The rebels’ tracks were obvious, the ground
            trampled. “They rested here,” I said.
         

         
         “When?” Vrake asked.

         
         “Three hours. Maybe four.”

         
         He let out a frustrated sigh. “We need to move faster, Gorlan.”

         
         “Why?” I asked. “Your patrols—”

         
         “We need to get to them before this forest does.”

         
         “So you find their remains, so what? The forest does your job for you.”

         
         “No, it does not,” he said through clenched teeth, patience waning.

         
         “I don’t under—”

         
         “We haven’t interrogated them yet,” he said, each syllable flat and sharp as a knife.

         
         I held his gaze for a bit, then had to look away, to the ancient, dead tree. Interrogate. What had I gotten myself into? I should have never opened my door that morning.
            I shouldn’t have gotten involved.
         

         
         I studied the tracks around the tree trunk. There was a hollowed area at the base.

         
         “If you wouldn’t mind,” Vrake said, sweeping one hand toward the direction the rebels
            had been traveling, “may we continue? I’d like to find them before they starve.”
         

         
         “You don’t need to worry about that,” I said.

         
         “Meaning what?”

         
         I moved to the gnarled, petrified wood and crouched. “They did more than stop here
            for a break. They had supplies cached here.” I pointed to depressions in the mud within
            the hollowed trunk. “Three, maybe four packs, I’d guess. Heavy.”
         

         
         Vrake blinked. “What?”

         
         “And another thing. Look at the tracks. There’s more from here, leading west. Eight
            of them, now, I think. They joined up with others.”
         

         
         “Are you saying they planned this?”
         

         
         At that I could only shrug. “I doubt it was a chance meeting.”

         
         “Don’t get smart,” he rasped.

         
         “At least they’re shouldering gear,” one of the troopers offered. “Might slow them.”

         
         The lieutenant gathered his men. “Everyone stay sharp. Our escapees are likely armed.
            At least we can take comfort in the knowledge they won’t gun us down with blasters.”
            He eyed the pouch at my belt. “How many more of your little inventions are you carrying?”
         

         
         “Two,” I said, regretting I’d let him see one at all.

         
         He held out his hand. I hesitated, only just, then placed the little disks in his
            palm.
         

         
         “Now,” he said. “Move.”

         
         We marched until dusk. The forest grew cold and quiet, and we had no further encounters
               with the local wildlife. Luckily the rebels had taken a path that led to one of the
               few wide clearings in the forest, one I used frequently when my journeys required
               more than a day’s travel.

         
         “We camp here,” I said.

         
         “We continue,” Vrake snapped.

         
         “No, we do not,” I said. “Trust me. We cannot traverse the forest in the dark, much
            less follow tracks.”
         

         
         “They’ll gain an entire night’s march on us.”

         
         “Believe me,” I said, “they’ll have to stop, too. The Zoess is unnavigable after dark.
            Any light would trigger the trees, and a flame would bring the wrath of the wild ghoma.
            You haven’t seen anger until you’ve seen one of them enraged by the sight of fire.
            Besides, this clearing offers some small comforts.”
         

         
         I went to the very center and lay down my gear on the ground beside a tall wooden
            post that protruded from the ground. Hooks poked out from a dozen places along its
            length. From my pack I removed an electric lantern, slipped it over one of the hooks,
            and reached for the on switch.
         

         
         “What are you doing!?” Vrake shouted. He and his men leapt backward.

         
         I turned the lantern on. A dim red light bathed the center of the clearing.

         
         “Relax,” I said, satisfied at their expressions, I must admit. I indicated a circle
            of stones around the post, barely a meter in diameter. “The one place in the Zoess
            out of range of the lightning trees.”
         

         
         It took a moment before they regained their wits. “You should have told us,” Vrake
            said. “We could have assembled a turret here. Or a sensor array.”
         

         
         “I had no idea their path would lead here,” I explained. “And that kind of gear would
               have slowed us down.”

         
         “Won’t the light alert our prey, or these ghoma, to us?”

         
         “This hue calms the animals. I don’t know why. And we only keep it on long enough
               to make camp, okay?”

         
         I busied myself with the sleeping gear. Vrake and his men gathered a few meters away
               and spoke among themselves. When they finished, a pair of the stormtroopers sauntered
               off and began to patrol the edge of the clearing.

         
         We ate under the night sky. Those troopers not on patrol spoke in hushed tones. Soldier
               talk, old as time itself. I sat alone, weighed events, stewed, as Chloa would say.

         
         Something wasn’t right. I just couldn’t figure out what.

         
         “Don’t worry,” Vrake said to me, suddenly.

         
         I snapped out of my doldrums. “Hmm?”

         
         “I know that wistful look. Tomorrow we’ll have them, and you can return to your family.
               The Empire will remember your aid to us here, I’ll make certain of it.”

         
         I nodded. “You have kids?”

         
         “Mm. Far from here,” he said. “Now, rest. We’ve organized watches.”

         
         I wasn’t tired, though. My body was, sure, but my mind still churned over the events
            of the day. I removed several items from my pack and assembled them, careful to attach
            the special battery last. Soon I had the holoprojector in one piece. I lay beside
            it, on top of my bedroll, the night pleasantly warm. Hands tucked behind my head,
            I stared at recordings of my children playing. Chloa, smiling shyly.
         

         
         I’d learned, over the years out here. Soft light seemed to appease the forest. The
               Zoess had always left me alone, as if we’d struck a bargain. I wondered if I’d broken
               that bargain today.

         
         Maybe so, because I woke some time later to sounds of violence.

         
         Angry grunts of exertion. A shout of triumph or maybe rage. Rasped words; “for the
            rebellion!”
         

         
         A figure before me. Cerean, female, wearing prisoner’s garb. Her face ghostly, lit
            by the flickering images from the holoprojector. I rolled as her spear came down and
            slammed into the dirt where my head had been. She cursed.
         

         
         Her companions were in a rough circle around the wooden post, each one standing over
            a bedroll, stabbing with spears, again and again.
         

         
         “Something’s wrong!” one of them shouted.

         
         “They’re not here,” said another.

         
         A boot slammed into my ribs, knocking me back to the dirt. I rolled and raised my
            hands. “I’m only a guide,” I said.
         

         
         “Be silent,” she hissed.

         
         “Yes,” a voice called. Vrake. “Be silent.”

         
         The stormtroopers came in from hiding places around the perimeter of the clearing,
            forming a circle around the rebels, who shifted from foot to foot, spears darting
            from one target to the next.
         

         
         I shook my head. My ribs throbbed. Equal cries of “Stand your ground!” and “Do not
            move!” intermingled around the confused camp, as the stormtroopers closed in.
         

         
         “We won’t surrender,” the woman beside me said.

         
         Vrake began to pace. “Interesting venue, this forest. It puts us on equal footing. Our bowcasters,” he said, and nodded toward the nearest
               rebel, “and your…what have you got there? Spears? Charmingly primitive—”

         
         The woman beside me squeezed the weapon in her hands. There was a dull click, then
               the tip of the spear shot outward. A harpoon. I should have seen it sooner, the length
               of wire coiled around each rebel’s upper arm.

         
         The tip of the weapon sprang outward at phenomenal speed, just missing Vrake’s face,
               before whipping back and reconnecting itself into the barrel of the “spear.”

         
         Vrake’s men raised their bowcasters. Everyone tensed.

         
         My eyes were fixed on Vrake’s hands. They were clasped behind his back, but he’d turned
            to dodge the attack and I’d caught a glimpse of what he held. The two small spheres
            I’d given him. I scrambled backward toward the center of the clearing, to the marker
            post and my gear.
         

         
         All of them—rebels and stormtroopers alike—shifted on their feet, adjusting their
            aim from one target to another. Sizing each other up. Deciding who to shoot first
            or which way to dive.
         

         
         The air grew still. The forest, dead quiet. That strange instant of calm that always
            manifested before violence.
         

         
         My hand bumped something. I turned, saw my still-flickering holoprojector, and my
            mind filled with grief and remorse. The idea that I might never see Chloa and the
            kids again.
         

         
         One last glimpse, at least. I focused on the image.

         
         And saw a stranger. Not my kids, not Chloa, but a woman with dark hair. It took my
            brain a few seconds to grasp who this was. No stranger at all. Far from it.
         

         
         Princess Leia Organa stood there, holographically. The interruption of my own recording
            meant this was an emergency broadcast. She was speaking. I picked up the device, careful
            to keep it in the circle of stones lest the forest annihilate us all.
         

         
         “He’s got a weapon,” one of the rebels barked, unsure. It didn’t occur to me until
               later that he’d meant me.

         
         “The tracker fights with us,” Vrake said. “Or he’d better, if he wants to see his
            family again.”
         

         
         I’d activated the sound. I wasn’t listening to them anymore, but to her. Leia.
         

         
         “All of you, stop. Listen!” I shouted. Croaked, really. “Stop fighting. Something’s
            happened.”
         

         
         I magnified the image until Leia seemed to stand, life-size, on my palm.

         
         She was saying, “The Death Star outside the forest moon of Endor is gone, and with it the Imperial
               leadership. The tyrant Palpatine is dead….”

         
         I stood there, the rest of her words unheard. Palpatine was dead. The Imperial leadership,
            gone. I glanced at Vrake, who stood frozen, trapped between disbelief and anger. I
            didn’t know what to do, what to say. Somehow the only words that came to mind were
            the ones I’d just uttered.
         

         
         Stop fighting.
         

      

   
      
      
         
         TK-462

         
         SYLVAIN NEUVEL

         
         Originally published in Star Wars Insider #166
         

      

   
         
         There’s no blood on the ground. It just keeps pooling inside my armor.
         

         
         When did it all start? For me, that’s an easy answer. I remember that day like it
            was…Not true. Yesterday’s a haze. So is the day before that, and the one before. But
            I remember that day. I was twelve. My father was caretaking a farm of air scrubbers on Eriadu. Endless
            fields of vertical machinery cleaning the air while the mining industry pumps more
            toxic stuff into it. Most people have never seen a scrubber farm—they build these
            things as far from civilization as humanly possible. No need to remind everyone that
            they’re the only things keeping the air breathable. That, and they’re really ugly.
            We didn’t mind. To my sister and me, the farm was…a playground, a forest, an army
            of droids, whatever else we wanted it to be. Mother was gone, and while our father
            worked, it was always just the two of us. We rarely went to town—Dad said it was dangerous—and
            there was no one else around.
         

         
         Xea had just turned eight when the rebels came. She wasn’t feeling well that night,
            and I let her sleep in my bed. She liked that. Their ships were quiet, almost silent.
            I’m not sure how Father heard them, but he did. It was the sound of his blaster that
            woke me. When I made it outside, the rebel ships already had tow hooks on two of the
            air scrubbers. I guess they thought they could just grab them and leave. Amateurs.
            After a lot of tugging, one of the machines finally budged, but it was still tethered
            by a power conduit. That big, shiny cable ripped through the ground as the scrubber
            rose above our heads and into darkness. Father started screaming, firing at the fast-approaching
            furrow instead of the ship. I just watched. I didn’t understand. I should have; I
            had read enough of those science books my mother gave me. She’d loved science. “If
            you’re gonna live in this universe,” she said, “the least you can do is try to understand
            how it works.” Those books were all that was left of her, and I knew most of them
            by heart. Tensile strength. Units of force per cross-sectional area. How much pull
            can a thing take before it breaks apart. Dad didn’t know anything about physics, but
            he had fixed enough of these conduits to know it would put up one hell of a fight.
            Ship, power conduit, tow cable. One of them had to lose. When the ship ran out of
            leash, it came to a sudden stop, and the tow cable snapped. Half a second later, the
            scrubber reappeared in the sky. It fell through our roof and into my room, crushing
            my little sister into the ground.
         

         
         When did it start? Right then. At that very moment, I knew I wanted to kill rebels.

         
         That was the year Wilhuff Tarkin became Grand Moff. Things changed quickly after that
            on Eriadu. Rule of law. Crimes were punished, harshly. Some say too harshly, but there
            was nothing to fear if you had nothing to hide. I for one didn’t mind if a few terrorists
            were made examples of. Lives were saved. We felt…protected. You could walk the streets
            of Phelar without fear of being robbed or gunned down. Dad even sent me for supplies
            alone a few times. Xea might have lived had Tarkin been in charge a few months earlier.
         

         
         I met him once, the Grand Moff. He came to the farm not long after it was attacked.
               I’d never seen my father so nervous. I don’t remember what Tarkin said. To be honest,
               I wasn’t paying any attention to him. All I could see was the shiny white armor of
               the men standing behind him. Strong. Placid. Unafraid of the world around them. They
               would never feel powerless inside that armor. I knew right away. I was going to be
               a stormtrooper. My father refused, of course. He’d lost one child to the Rebellion,
               he wasn’t going to lose the other one to the Empire. It didn’t matter. Nothing did.
               I enlisted as soon as I was of age. I snuck out in the middle of the night, left a
               note on the kitchen table.

         
         Junior Academy was a breeze. It’s meant to weed out the weak, but there simply weren’t
               enough recruits in Phelar. Local authorities were more concerned about not sending
               their fair share of recruits to the capital than with any of us being unfit for duty.
               There were seven of us in my cohort, and our instructors took great care to ensure
               that there were seven graduates at the end of the year. I was going to be a stormtrooper.

         
         Father didn’t attend the ceremony. He wasn’t there when I left for the capital. It
            didn’t come as a surprise—I never told him I was leaving—yet I found myself scanning
            the dock for a familiar face until our transport was well in the air. There were so
            many things I never got to tell him. I didn’t want goodbye to be one of them.
         

         
         The Imperial Academy of Eriadu. They say it isn’t as large or prestigious as the one
            on Arkanis. I wouldn’t know. It looked plenty impressive to me. The main offices were
            in the old part of town. Ancient, insanely ornate. Whoever made all those carvings
            lived a very wretched life. We were still in the lobby when I met my instructor, a
            clone by the name of Lassar. “You’re short, farm boy. You’ll be outta here in a week.”
         

         
         That’s how he introduced himself. He hated me. No, that doesn’t sound right. He was
            a clone, a perfect fighting machine designed and bred for a sole purpose. We were…lesser
            things, flawed, just for being born. Rapid aging had made his kind obsolete but it
            was obvious he resented the idea of enlisted men taking his place, and he loathed
            all of us for thinking we could. To him, we were a bunch of house pets trying to act
            like veermoks. So start with that, profound resentment. Think of that as the baseline.
            He hated me.
         

         
         Kidney shots. Why do they hurt so bad? That’s how my first morning at the Academy
            started. Lassar had my comrades pull my blanket over my head and punch me in the sides
            until I stopped moving. That’s how every morning started for an entire year. I wasn’t
            angry at the other recruits. Every cry of mine was a stark reminder that it was best
            to stay on Lassar’s good side. After about a week, I could tell they started pulling
            their punches, adding a little “ugh!” for dramatic effect. All the while, the commander
            just stood there and smiled. To his defense, he smiled all the time, literally. It
            might have been nerve damage.
         

         
         Stupid as it may seem, being whaled on every day before breakfast only served to strengthen
            my resolve. The way I saw it, quitting after a day meant I’d taken a beating for nothing,
            the next day it was two beatings, fifty, a hundred. After a year, I would have hit
            myself if it meant I could go on for another day. I was going to be a stormtrooper.
         

         
         A new year meant a fresh batch of recruits. I hated myself for it, but I hoped one
               of them would be a bigger—how did he put it? Oh yes—a bigger “insult to the memory
               of the countless clones who gave their lives on the battlefield.” No such luck. I
               was special. I don’t know what they do to the suspected insurgents to make them talk.
               I only heard rumors. Whatever it is, I’m fairly certain it was done to me at some
               point or another during my training. I wouldn’t break. Not then.

         
         It was only a couple weeks before graduation. I can’t help thinking that he timed
               it that way so it would hurt even more. It was a hot, sticky day, the kind of hot even a cold shower can’t fix. We did a 5K
            run in full gear as a fitness exam. Before we left, Commander Lassar gave a little speech, offered a toast to those of
            us who had made it that far. It wasn’t much of a toast since he was the only one with a drink. He downed the emerald
               wine and crushed the glass on the ground with his boot, as if it were a part of some
               ancient custom none of us knew about. Then he asked me to remove my boots. I watched
               him put the broken pieces inside. The little ones worried me the most, the ones that
               burrow inside your flesh. I put the boot on. It wasn’t courage. I did it out of spite.
               Spite ran out about five hundred meters in. Focus and determination, that got me another
               three steps. After that, it wasn’t me. Pain is an output from the brain, not an input
               from the body. Too many pain signals to deal with and the brain shuts down, parts
               of it anyway. All the things that make me me, my senses, my soul or whatever you want to call it, all of that was gone. Whatever
               crossed that finish line wasn’t me. It wasn’t human.

         
         I woke up in the infirmary three days later. They had reconstructed both my feet.
               I didn’t know if I had finished the race. I didn’t care. Every part of me had conceded
               defeat. I asked the nurse if I could speak to Commander Lassar. He found me lacking
               on that very first day. Now that I had been measured, I felt I should be the one to
               tell him he was right. The nurse told me it would have to wait. The doctor had ordered
               two weeks of rest. Whatever I had to tell the commander, I could tell him after graduation.
               “You made it,” she said. “You’re a stormtrooper.” Xea would have been proud.

         
         I had made it. The elite shock troops of the Imperial Army. I was assigned to patrol
               District Five in Eriadu City, the fashion district. The shock part was a bit of an
               overstatement, though plenty of shoplifters were genuinely surprised to see us. And
               some of them ran. We liked it when they ran. I had signed on with something slightly
               different in mind, but petty crime was still crime, and someone had to stop it. I
               was good at it. I liked watching people enjoy the sense of order and safety we provided.
               The way that people walk when they’re unafraid, that careless stride, it was…quietly
               rewarding. I wish it had been enough, but I could never quell the anger. After a year,
               I heard they were sending more troops to Belderone and I volunteered.

         
         First time off the planet. Up until we left the spaceport, I had held on to the notion
            that I would see my father again. I felt a knot in my stomach when the ship left the
            atmosphere, then I got really, really sick. It turns out I’m not built for space travel.
         

         
         The air on Belderone was different. Everything was different. People there had been
            through some tough times, and it showed. It also made them more…genuine. I loved it
            there at first. The people in my unit were good men and women.
         

         
         Our captain was raised on a nerf farm. He wouldn’t stop talking about it. He could
            reduce just about every problem imaginable to some simple fact about farming. Crowd
            control? Think of it as nerf-herding. Hostage situation? You have to keep everyone
            calm. Like assisting a nerf at calving. Terrorism? Well, imagine some of the nerfs
            contracted the Felucian flu. What do you do to save the herd? You put down all the
            sick animals, maybe a few of the healthy ones they had been in close contact with.
            You have to act fast for it to work, but if it does, the rest of the herd will keep
            on grazing as if nothing ever happened.
         

         
         I had a feeling it wouldn’t be that easy. It wasn’t. I’ve done things. I…I’m not a
            military strategist. Hell, I’m probably not officer material. I realize I’m part of
            something infinitely bigger than anything I can fathom, and that the reason for everything
            might not be apparent for someone like me. Still…I’ve done things. Burning down a
            small village might indeed be for the good of the Empire. It might save lives down
            the road. But while you’re doing it, it’s hard to see the good of it. It just feels
            like you’re burning down a small village. We’re the ones who have to deal with the
            screams, the crying children. I was doing exactly what I set out to do. I was hurting
            rebels. But I had always imagined it in black-and-white. Now I was swimming in a sea
            of gray. There were days when I missed grabbing petty thieves on Eriadu, the clarity
            of it. Still, I’ve never been squeamish about carrying out orders. I did my job.
         

         
         Today we went hunting for a stolen shipment of medpacs. We were pretty happy with
            ourselves when we found it before lunchtime. It was just sitting there, abandoned
            on the side of the road. There were checkposts everywhere in the area. Whoever stole
            that shipment probably panicked and ran to one of the nearby resettlement camps. We
            grabbed a bite and headed to the closest one to see if we could find the culprits.
            The captain told us how, when a nerf strays from the herd and gets lost, you smack
            one hard on the butt to make it wail. All the other nerfs will start bawling—some
            sort of natural instinct—and, with any luck, the stray will hear the nerf choir and
            find its way back. None of us had any idea what the captain meant, but he seemed pretty
            confident in his nerf-inspired stratagem, so we didn’t ask. Apparently, it meant grabbing
            a Rodian shopkeeper by the throat and dragging him to the center of the town square
            before putting a blaster to his head. He said whoever stole the medpacs had to the
            count of three to come forward, or the Rodian would die. He’d picked the wrong Rodian.
            No one said a word. For a moment, I thought the captain might actually shoot him,
            but he knocked him out with the butt of his blaster.
         

         
         “You get one free pass,” he said, “that was it.” He grabbed a human next, a woman.
            He didn’t bother explaining himself a second time and started counting down right
            away. As soon as he said “Three,” a man came out of the building to my left, holding
            a rifle. I shot him on the spot. You don’t point a gun at a stormtrooper. You just don’t.
         

         
         A little girl—she couldn’t have been more than ten—came out behind him and ran over
            to the body. She tried to get him up, shake him back to life. She really tried. One
            of the first things you learn in the corps is that you somehow weigh a million times
            more dead than you ever did when you were alive. It’s like trying to pick up a big
            bag of water. She fell back on top of him, then she just lay there, combing his hair
            with her hand.
         

         
         It was chaos, blaster fire all around. Another trooper called for help. I turned my
            head for a second, and that’s when she shot me. I didn’t actually hear the shot, but
            I felt all my insides move away from the blast point in a nanosecond. There was no
            point in looking at it. She got me good. I just fell to my knees—that part happened
            all on its own—and I removed my helmet. It felt good. The breeze on my face, the smells,
            peripheral vision. And here we are. I’m dying.
         

         
         She’s still looking at me, standing tall over her father’s corpse. That rifle is just
            as long as she is, but she’s holding it straight. Dad taught her well. She’s not firing.
            She knows I’m done for, but it’s more than that. I recognize that look. She’s feeling
            something she can’t understand yet. I know because I felt it the night my sister died.
            It’s happening right in front of me. All that pain, that anger. It was too much to
            handle a moment ago, like a swarm of septoids you just can’t fight off. She’s not
            fighting anymore. She’s letting it in. Part of her just died but what’s left is feeling
            more alive than ever. She has purpose. There! Right…now. She knows. She’ll grow up
            to be a rebel. She’s going to kill stormtroopers.
         

         
         I wonder why I’m smiling. I bet she’s wondering too. What is it I’m feeling? It’s
            not guilt. It should be, but it’s not. Pride, maybe? Look at her! She’s beautiful.
         

         
         When did it start? For her, a second ago.

         
         When will it end?

         
         I’m coming, Xea.
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